
 

 

SUMMARY NOTES: Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Friday 3 
July 2020 
 

SUMMARY NOTES 
 
UPDATES 
 

• Freelance Task Force (FTF) doesn’t have a structure yet, but groups are 
starting to coalesce around ideas. Freelancers Make Theatre Work (FMTW) 
well placed for immediate advocacy. 

• Leo and Leigh are working to set up a structure for FTF, talking to wider 
freelance community, and amplifying freelancer voice in Royal Shakespeare 
Company (RSC). 

• Investment package may come in next week, so freelance voices are critical 
now in how funds could be disbursed. 

 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Provocation 1: What do you urgently need from the government, the industry 
and/or organisations within the industry? 

• Falling through the cracks. Government needs to find a way to support 
those who aren’t getting support. Useful info on support available at 
theatresupport.info 

• Breakdown divide between PAYE and freelance. PAYE are valued more 
than freelance for equivalent jobs. Need to value people over buildings. UBI a 
possible solution. 

 
Side question: How does ACE decide which people should receive the funds? 
Who are the priorities? 

• Tiered or points-based system. Government is ideologically attracted to 
points-based system. Need to cover those who have had no support and also 
those who have had support, so are out of crisis, but not yet safe. Cf. 
Canada’s system for supporting artists. 

• Investment package figure. Would be useful to have a figure to compare 
with whatever government provides. Get a number our before government so 
we can frame the debate – organisations/buildings can’t do this because they 
need to maintain a good relationship with government for future funding. 

 
Side question: How should organisations disburse funds? What 
responsibilities do organisations have to freelancers at this time? 

• Generalised fund. Problematic for funds to go to organisations as ignores 
freelance workforce. Organisations could put funds into a big pot for those 
who aren’t associated with buildings. Cluster model based on geography, 
discipline, stage of career. 

• Emerging artists. Separate fund for those just entering the industry – this is 
the most diverse generation of the industry and the most at risk. 



 

 

• Mid-career artists. Also need to protect our foundations. Context is an 
industry that hasn’t protected mid-career. How would we formalise financial 
trickle-down from mid-career to emerging? 

 
Provocation 2: Rebuild it better: “I (don’t) want to work in an industry that…” 

• Diversity. Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Top producers guiding 
discussions right now are all white. Expectation that we have to be 
superhuman to work in this industry excludes many – need to address this. 
Diversity leads to new audiences. 

• Basic support. French system of intermittents du spectacle. Need consistent 
sustained investment. 

• Less competition. Don’t need to be dependent on competition – need more 
opportunities for creative collaboration. Value the ensemble more. 

• Open discourse. Lockdown has led to greater transparency and discourse in 
the industry – don’t want to lose that. 

• Training paths. Clearer pathways of collaboration between stage and screen. 
PAYE have secondments – why can’t we? 

• Board and senior management reform. Need a focus on business but also 
creative process. That could trickle down. 

• Relationship with public. Need greater connection with the public. Theatres 
need to be in the community. Arts is still too elitist. 

• Creative and recovery curriculum. We are well placed to help with recovery 
including mental health and education. Theatre practice could help the 
country emerge from a period of not trusting other people. 

• “Show must go on”. Too much priority on show having to continue 
regardless of individual experiences. Working hours need to be reformed. 

• Green theatre.  Mark Rylance’s idea of putting theatre workforce to work on 
green infrastructure.  
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LONG FORM NOTES 
 
UPDATES 
 
Freelance Task Force Update 

• The Task Force is a group of around 150 individuals – a unified structure 
doesn’t (yet) exist. Current focus is on how the Task Force should make 
decisions and operate. Groups have started to coalesce around issues and 
begin conversations about e.g. how an investment package should be 
disbursed, universal basic income, boards reform, funding reform, etc. 

• Freelances Make Theatre Work (FMTW) are best placed for urgent and 
immediate advocacy currently. Maybe a future set-up sees FMTW as the 
lobbying arm and the Task Force taking on a “think tank” role.  

 
Leigh & Leo Update 

• We’re working on establishing a structure within the Task Force whilst 
maintaining conversations with other groups and organisations about the 
crisis and the future. 

• We believe we have a duty to be representative so we’re trying to maintain a 
dialogue with the wider freelance community and extend our franchise. 
Ongoing dialogue is key. 

• We have regular conversations with the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) 
– whilst we have the opportunity to speak to senior leaders at that 
organisation, we’re intent on amplifying the voices of all freelancers.  

 
Investment Package update 

• Package for the arts is unlikely to be announced before investment for other 
sectors (namely, cars and steel). 

• Culture Secretary has made his argument to the Treasury, so the decision is 
now with the Chancellor. Roadmap was perhaps issued as a delaying tactic – 
no one knew it was coming. 

• There are rumours that package will be announced by Wednesday. If there is 
one, funds are likely to be disbursed by Arts Council England (ACE) and Non-
Portfolio Organisations (NPOs). Government doesn’t want to set up a new 
mechanism for disbursing funds. Next week is critical in voicing your ideas 
about how those funds should be disbursed and for disruption to the current 
funding system. 

 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation 1: What do you urgently need from the government, the industry 
and/or organisations within the industry? 

• More support is needed for freelancers. Why does our sector subsidise 
buildings and not individuals? PAYE valued much higher than freelancers 
(e.g. directors are heads of departments in many ways, but paid much less). 
We need to value people over buildings and collapse the divide between 
PAYE and freelancers. UBI would solve this. 



 

 

• On the topic of hardship funds, SOLT have put together a very useful website 
which brings together what’s available: theatresupport.info 

• Government needs to find a way of getting to the people who have fallen 
through the cracks. 

 
Side question: How does ACE decide which people should receive the funds? 
Who are the priorities? 

• Funds need to be spread as evenly as possible – we need to save buildings 
but also the freelancers who make the industry what it is. 

• Three tiers of support. Individuals needs to ethically decide which is the right 
tier for them with checks and balances in place. There are people who are in 
crisis, but also people not in crisis, but not safe. Three tiers would be: 

o Those in crisis who have not received any support so far. 
o Basic income so all are able to receive a minimum level of support.  
o Those who have already received support but can top up to maintain 

some level of “normalcy”. 
Canada has a very good system, but the flaw in their system is that it doesn’t 
take into account people who have savings or own a house without a 
mortgage. We need a system that prioritises those under water. 

• A tiered system is similar to a points-based system and we know the 
government is ideologically attracted to that structure, so perhaps that’s the 
right way to frame it. You gain points toward receiving support based on a 
number of circumstances. 

• Would it be useful to have a figure for what an investment package needs to 
be, so when the government does announce, the media can compare? We 
can work out the figure by looking at income per month to theatres, and the 
money spent on freelancers. Maybe it shouldn’t come from ACE but from just 
some simple maths. My worry is that when lay people hear a big number from 
government, if it’s not enough, they’ll think we’re complaining. If we reach a 
consensus in advance, it will be valuable to have that in the public domain. 

• I’ve been hearing about a freelancer’s platform, getting freelancers connected 
with one another but also making conversations between freelancers and 
employers a two-way dialogue. E.g. dressers who want experience in 
technical. It could be an opportunity to build in training paths. If we used that 
platform now for something urgent, it might put investment in the right place. 

 
Side question: How should organisations disburse funds? What 
responsibilities do organisations have to freelancers at this time? 

• Organisations should support those people who had a contract that’s been 
cancelled and there were no protections. Otherwise, it’s about protecting 
those who aren’t attached to organisations. How you reach those people? 

• Those who aren’t attached to a building, who don’t have a current project – 
they fall through every possible crack. The idea of giving money to 
organisations is very problematic. 

• If organisations’ workforces are 50% freelancer, 50% of support funds 
should go to freelancers. 

• Organisations should to come together and commit to setting up a 
generalised fund and finding a mechanism to filter funds to individuals. 
Going through organisations will lead to money going to the same people.  

http://theatresupport.info/


 

 

• You could cluster people – clusters by geography, artform or level of 
experience. Companies comes together in a cluster headed up by an 
organisation. So funds are disbursed that way. Nuffield for example used 
to the run the Lab system and you didn’t have to live in Southampton to 
join but you had to be aligned with what the work they were doing. It may 
be that location is the best way to do it but many artist residency 
programmes already exist that could be used as models. 

• Should there be a separate fund for those who are just entering the 
industry? This is our most diverse generation, the group with the most 
protected characteristics. They might be wiped out from the industry. One 
of the focuses should be on emerging artists. 

• We do need to protect graduates but we also have to make sure we 
protect our foundations – e.g. put your mask on first. There may be 
something in the points-based system – e.g. “what is the work you’ve done 
with us over ‘x’ amount of years” and use that as a ratio for support. Those 
who haven’t worked with organisations should get directly funded by ACE.  

• We need to protect ‘mid-career’ people, and that’s always been a problem. 
There is a growing feeling of ‘let’s mentor to the next generation’, but how 
do we formalise that into a financial settlement? I heard from some opera 
directors who thought they were paid too much, that it was unfair, and 
maybe we need to start facilitating those conversations of passing down to 
emerging artists. 

• A minimum floor of what everyone can receive and then a sliding scale. So 
government has to provide a minimum amount but anything above that 
goes to those who need extra support. 

• I’m sceptical on a minimum floor for everyone – I’ve found another job, I’ll 
return to theatre full-time in the future, I would be asking for support whilst 
I’ve got a full-time second job. 

• Government could have looked at last year’s tax returns – that would have 
covered graduates and those coming from overseas. You’d get a good 
idea who those who are entering the industry but haven’t started earning.  

 
Provocation 2: Rebuild it better: “I (don’t) want to work in an industry that…” 

• This came from me thinking about the number of time I’ve said I don’t want to 
work in an industry that, for example, only has white people backstage. But I 
continue to work in the industry. So, maybe we should reframe it more 
positively – what is the industry we want to work in? 

• Job security – the French system allows for a base level of support for artists. 
We don’t get paid for the build-up, the prep, the creative work. We work for so 
much more time than we’re on stage, or directing, etc. Consistent, sustained 
investment in artists is essential. 

• The idea that ‘the show must go on’ is bad – that it should come before 
everything else in your life. I’d prefer to come back to an industry where our 
health and wider lives are valued more. 

• I worry about the white male billionaires at the top of the industry and the idea 
that the money will trickle down. They see it as a business, they make 
business decision. We’re seen as replaceable and people need to be valued 
more. 



 

 

• If we find a way of filtering money down during this crisis, that could be a road 
test for the future. 

• I wish we weren’t in such a competitive environment and we valued the 
ensemble more. 

• We’ve learned how important film and TV are, but we can only progress in film 
or TV if there is radical stuff in the theatre. We need to tie up the ecosystem. 
We could look at training paths. People on PAYE do secondments, why can’t 
we? 

• We need to be bolder about disability and underlying health conditions. 
There’s an expectation that we need to be superhuman and put our work 
ahead of our health. Those who can’t get shoved out of the industry. Can we 
not force people to work crazy schedules and under ridiculous conditions, can 
we not put people into rooms because they tick boxes but not provide the 
support to enable them to do their jobs properly? 

• We need to stop saying we have the best theatre in the world – what do we 
know of other cultures’ theatres? When people, especially those at the top, 
develop a certain humility, we can open up to amazing opportunities and 
create new audiences. Germany’s theatres get funding from local government 
and are seen as a service to the community – so there isn’t the pressure to 
sell out. Funding theatre as a service to the community is a completely 
different way of thinking about theatre. 

• We need board reform and senior management reform. There is a business 
element but we need people at the top who see it as a creative process too. 
That’s what will trickle down. 

• I don't want to work in an industry that is so dependent on competition, and 
would like to see more opportunities for creative collaboration. If we had UBI 
and therefore didn't always have to be thinking about the how to keep the 
wolves from the door, life would be sweeter for us and all the people that we 
play and share stories with 

• I want to work in an industry that has a greater connection with the public. I 
think that for too long theatre has been elitist in its ethos and has also failed to 
entice more working class people. 

• I saw a couple of weeks ago on Twitter, someone saying after the free school 
meals campaign that Marcus Rashford led, ‘why doesn’t theatre have an 
advocate like Marcus Rashford?’ To which my answer is, you never invested 
in black working-class kids, theatre. So whilst we’re suffering at the moment, I 
think we also have to recognise, even if we’re not involved at the top of 
institutions, we have to share the responsibility for the fact that we’re an 
unsympathetic victim now, because we have been elitist for too long. 

• I think it’s talking about community, isn’t it? And I think if we can show that we 
have the wherewithal to help this country recover its mental health after this 
crisis, then that’s going to be incredibly useful.  It’s theatre practice that will 
help people emerge from this period of time where they don’t trust other 
humans. Creative curriculum and recovery curriculum is something that we 
have as an asset that we can lean on when we want to talk about the industry 
going forward, because if education is something that we do, that ties into 
everything we’re saying about community and giving opportunities right from 
the start to the end of a career. 



 

 

• The Black Lives Matter movement is giving us pause to think. We have to look 
at the venues like the Young Vic, a wonderful community venue, when you go 
there, there are working class black children watching shows and it’s 
changing their mindset. That feeds into the education. The industry is too 
white – all the big producers. 

• What I don’t want to work in is an industry that is risk averse to smaller, less 
income - we should be companies that have a stretch of what we offer. I worry 
that when the theatres reopen, understandably they’ll have to put on the stuff 
that will bring an audience, the crowd-pleasers, how do we sustain the 
companies that don’t have that. 

• There’s loads of project reports that the Arts Council must have and it’s public 
information and that will contain all of the social value of every piece of theatre 
that’s been made since they started to do accessible reports. I wonder if 
there’s a job there to pull out all of the quantitative and qualitative information 
about why theatre changed this community,  

• Everything, including theatre, needs to be greener. 

• I’d like to work in an industry that remains as open and discursive and united 
as it feels like it’s become over the last few months. And I really hope that the 
various task groups and campaign groups keep going and that our 
engagement with the public and our engagement with government and our 
engagement with institutions and the role of freelancers - all of that - is able to 
keep going beyond the end of the pandemic. 

• I would love to work in an industry that has a cap on nine hours a day 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 

• Q: Is there any way for these conversations that we’re having to be fed back 
to the Task Force and for the Task Force to feed them back into bigger 
conversations? How do we create clear points to be taken forward? 

o Task Force doesn’t have a structure yet so can’t guarantee what it’s 
able to do. But we (Leo & Leigh) will make notes of this, share it with 
the RSC, with those on the Task Force who are interested, and 
probably publicly on Twitter. That’s as much as we can guarantee.  

o We’re privileged to be linked to the RSC because they have influence 
and we’re talking to them – so your points are getting through. 
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