
 

 

Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Friday 3 August 2020 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 

UPDATES 
 

• Leo & Leigh led the last Freelance Task Force (FTF) meeting, led the RSC’s 
Senior Leadership Team meeting where they discussed the ways in which it 
could self-imposed conditions to public funding that would set a standard for 
the industry, and have started conversations with the Labour Party about how 
cultural freelancers could be prioritised. 

• FTF is discussing 7 key areas of focus, alongside lots of working groups 
working diversely across regional, discipline, and diversity concerns. 

• Indoor performances without social distancing unlikely to be decided before 
November. Government/ACE announced further details on investment 
package – very little support for freelancers. No freelance representation on 
Cultural Recovery Board, which will oversee disbursement of funds. Decision 
to support freelancers now lies with Artistic Directors (ADs) who are becoming 
increasingly conservative as redundancies loom. Indoor performances due to 
start of 01 August were cancelled by government with less than 24 hours’ 
notice. Open performances have started. 

 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
 

Questions and discussion in response to industry update 

• Permanent workforce and freelancers. Conservatism now compared to 
radical support of freelancers from orgs a few months ago. Difficult moral 
decisions for individual ADs. Moral obligation to freelancers hasn’t changed – 
but ADs proximity to deciding to help has. Workforce includes freelancers. 

• Collective pot to support freelancers. No national conversation about this, 
but Greater Manchester Arts Hub is looking into this idea. Lyndsey Turner has 
a proposal which is related (attached). 

• Support for Project Grant applications. Smaller orgs are doing this but not 
bigger venues. Community hubs could be a way to do this. ACE have 
changed criteria to be more accessible.  

• Freelancers with org relationships. Orgs are focused on using grants/loans 
to save buildings, project grants to help a few freelancers. No comprehensive 
plan to support freelancers. Orgs furloughed most staff, very few people with 
many more responsibilities trying to respond to everything. Illegality of 
employing freelancers to do redundant workers’ jobs. 

• Centralised sharing of proposed Project Grant applications. Orgs only 
just realising how transparent they need to be and haven’t been thus far 
(despite trying to be). Specific ask to orgs to host this hub of information. 
Shouldn’t come from directors’ groups – others can instigate ideas. Universal 
and open as possible. 

 



 

 

 
Provocation: AN HR BODY FOR FREELANCERS. Does a new HR body need to 
be in place for freelancers? Do organisational HR procedures work for 
freelancers? 

• Standardised approach. Centralised home for freelancers. Processes 
different at each org, would be good to have a standard. 

• Organisations’ HR leaning into freelancers. Orgs’ HR can be good, but 
freelancers don’t know them and suspicious of being seen as “difficult”. Third 
party body would solve this. One-on-ones with HR, not just ADs. Actors don’t 
know much about HR, feel excluded from discourse. More artists in buildings, 
involved in administrative structure. 

• Trade unions. Not playing this role effectively, have bad comms, Equity 
knows they have bad comms. Trade unions across industries haven’t 
responded well. Wider cross-industry conversation about freelancers is 
needed. Equity has system in place for dealing with grievances but conflict of 
interest – also trying to reach a financial settlement. 

• Peer support network. Started to talk to one another, across disciplines. Do 
we need an actors’ professional body? Safe Spaces policy. 

• Hierarchies of freelancers. Some have more privileged access to 
organisational structures or individuals. Third party body could solve this. 
Create shared accountability for good HR in the (rehearsal) room. 

• Everyone has the right to start a conversation. Privilege of being in the 
conversation – who isn’t here? Which voices aren’t being heard? 
Responsibility of us all to bring in others, engage, start conversations. 

• Organisations’ responsibility. Freelancers have made safe spaces, but this 
can be undermined by venues/orgs. How do we connect rehearsal room 
practices (respect, safe, democratic) beyond the rehearsal room? Orgs led by 
people who work against these principles or employ people who undermine 
them. 

• Welfare Officers. Each show company could appoint a Welfare Officer, with 
some training. Similar to Old Vic’s Guardian Scheme. Pastoral care. “Welfare 
Officers” from within show companies (as there are Equity deps, or health & 
safety officer appointed). Some training needed. Similar to safeguarding 
officers at schools. Old Vic have the “Guardian Scheme” is similar, provide 
pastoral care. Orgs could employ fulltime Welfare Officer, who prepare show 
welfare officers (like fight directors and fight captains). 

• HR lead-in. HR at orgs should prepare freelancers to join companies before 
the first day. Lead-in and lead-out of contracts. 

 
AOB 

• Do we need an actors only forum? Can be difficult for actors to be 
honest/comfortable in the room when they are sharing the space with 
potential employers/directors. 
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LONG FORM NOTES 
 

UPDATES 
 
Leo & Leigh Update 

• We led the last meeting of the Full Freelance Task Force meeting on Friday, 
which was an opportunity for everyone to update each other on the work they 
are doing. 

• We met with the Senior Leadership Team last Thursday and led that meeting. 
We explained the status of the Freelance Task Force, the work it is doing, and 
explored the ways in which the RSC could self-impose conditions of accepting 
public funding that would set a standard for the sector. 

• We started a conversation with the Labour Party about how the plight of 
freelancers in the cultural industries could be prioritised in their agenda. 

 
Freelance Task Force (FTF) update 

• The Task Force is currently discussing 7 Working Points. Within and 
alongside those working points, the Task Force will be producing a Best 
Practices document, a menu of reforms that organisations can engage with to 
better engage with freelancers, and a lecture-workshop for organisations that 
are interested in changing the way they work based on the principle of 
redistribution. Various sub-groups are putting out surveys to capture 
information on the relationships between organisations and freelancers. Many 
sub-groups are specifically examining the difficulties that disadvantaged 
groups or those with protected characteristics face. Others are focused on 
their geographical areas and providing local support to their communities of 
freelancers as well as working with local theatre organisations to respond to 
the current crisis. 

 
Industry Update 

• On Wednesday 29 July, the culture secretary, Oliver Dowden, said it is likely 
to be November “at the earliest” before theatres are given a target date for 
reopening without social distancing. This means panto season is unlikely to 
go ahead for most theatres. 

• On the same day, the government and Arts Council England announced 
further (though not complete) details of the £1.57b investment package: 

o A Cultural Recovery Fund has been established. A new independent 
Culture Recovery Board will be chaired by Sir Damon Buffini to help 
administer the investment programme, advising on the largest grant as 
well deciding the beneficiaries of the loans. There are no freelancers or 
artists on this board. 

o ACE will administer £500m of grants for cultural organisations across 
England. Applicants can apply for grants of £50,000 to £3 million; and 
the fund is open to applications from Monday 10 Aug to Fri 4 Sept. In 
addition, ACE will administer £270m in long-term loans over £3m. 

o ACE has reopened Project Grants, with a budget of £75m, as well as 
the Develop Your Creative Practice grants, with a budget of £18m. 



 

 

o They’re also investing an extra £2m for freelancers who don’t have 
access to other funding streams. They have provided no further details 
on this. It amounts to £10 per freelancer. 

• The context of this conversation was laid out by the CEO of ACE in a blog 
post:  

o "In recognition of their [orgs] role in supporting the community of 
cultural freelancers, we will prioritise applications that maximise 
employment opportunities – particularly for those from under-
represented groups." 

o "But freelance creative practitioners will also be able to apply directly to 
National Lottery Project Grants on their own behalf... we’ve redesigned 
the programme to focus on them, removing the requirement of 10% 
match-funding, which was in place before the current crisis." 

• In our analysis, the government was asked to support freelancers in our 
sector. It announced an investment package of £1.57b with explication 
provision for freelancers. And so, Arts Council England was asked to support 
freelancers. It has announced the Cultural Recovery Fund and how it will be 
delivered, with only £2m explicitly provided for freelancers and no further 
details. The can has been kicked down the road and the decision of whether 
to support freelancers now lies with organisations, all of whom will be 
considering mass redundancies of their employed workforce over the coming 
months. 

• The decision to support freelancers should never have been deferred by the 
government and should not have been deferred by Arts Council England. 
However, the economic, cultural and moral obligations to support freelancers 
remain - whether organisations will stay fast to their professed support of 
freelancers now that the decision lies with them remains to be seen. 

• Live Indoor Performances were due to be permitted on Saturday 01 August 
2020. The government cancelled this easing of the lockdown on Friday 31 
July 2020 and said that this was unlikely to change until Saturday 15 August 
at the earliest. 

• Open air performances have begun (including at the RSC). 
 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Questions and discussion in response to industry update 

• Will organisations remember freelancers when they also have a responsibility 
to their permanent workforce? 

o They are open to supporting freelancers, but we pick up on a growing 
conservatism on this issue as redundancies loom. Much more difficult 
moral decision for individual artistic leaders. As the decision-making to 
support freelancers has got closer individual ADs, the radical approach 
has lessened. 

o Government has focused on funds being attached to action, projects, 
etc. Organisations have to support freelancers not a “product”. Need to 
make sure organisations see that their workforce includes freelancers. 

o FTF was set up because orgs recognised that freelancers would be 
adversely affected by this crisis. Nothing has changed in that analysis 
except for decisions getting close to Ads. 



 

 

• Redundancies will involve a redundancy package. Have there been 
conversations about theatres collectively putting a pot of funds together to 
support freelancers? 

o Leo & Leigh have been having this conversation with others, though 
not directly with orgs. Concern that administration costs of such a fund 
would be too high, but the basis for this argument is sound and worth 
pursuing. 

o Manchester hub of orgs are looking into a similar idea. Lyndsey Turner 
has suggested each org apply for project grants that they would 
commit to freelancers. We’ve shared that proposal with the RSC. Don’t 
know how much theatre orgs are talking to one another about this. 

• If ACE project grants are the mechanism for delivering funds to freelancers, 
has this been clearly publicised? Is there support from orgs to freelancers 
towards putting applications together? Could there be a community hub for 
freelancers to apply for project grants together? 

o Focus has been on projects. We’ve emailed ACE to ask for clarity – 
many freelancers are not used to applying to ACE. Project hubs would 
be an inclusive response to this. 

o We’ve raised the potential for orgs to support freelancers in ACE 
applications. 

o Application criteria have been changed to make them more accessible 
and to acknowledge to changed environment. 

o Smaller orgs, especially those that promote those with protected 
characteristics, are doing the work to share their knowledge about 
applications and support freelancers. It’s indicative that this effort isn’t 
being led by larger organisations. 

• If orgs are trying to protect core staff, where do freelancers fit in, especially 
those who don’t have a relationship with orgs? 

o Orgs don’t yet know how to resolve this, but they are aware. “Don’t 
want anyone to feel like they didn’t have a chair when the music 
stopped.” 

o Don’t think orgs are anywhere near to thinking about getting funding to 
freelancers comprehensively and universally. Focus is about protecting 
workforce via grants and loans and using project grants to focus on a 
few freelancers. 

o Many orgs have furloughed vast majority of staff, with a few individuals 
having to take on many more responsibilities. Would like them to be 
more radical, but they have a huge workload. 

o Legal issue – freelancers can’t take on the workloads of those having 
been made redundant. This will also be a consideration. 

• Could there be website which advertises project grants applications and gives 
freelancers an opportunity to be involved? 

o Transparency needs to be maintained. Orgs are slowly realising how 
many people have been excluded from conversations and national 
theatre orgs are only just appreciating it. 

o Useful to have a specific ask: can you host a hub for this information? 
o Don’t think a hub should come from groups led by directors, as this 

discipline shouldn’t be the only one who can instigate ideas. Should 
happen on a level playing field. Needs to be as universal and open as 
possible. 



 

 

 
Provocation: AN HR BODY FOR FREELANCERS. Does a new HR body need to 
be in place for freelancers? Do organisational HR procedures work for 
freelancers? 

• Processes and communication at each org are different. Always a struggle for 
freelancers to learn to specific structure. Can we find a way to conform or 
unify an approach? Centralised home for freelancers, so experience and 
knowledge aren’t lost – formalised or peer support? 

• Stage managers often take on HR responsibilities. Would be useful to have 
an industry standard 

• Many HR teams at theatre orgs are very good, impartial, belong to neither 
artistic nor executive teams. But freelancers don’t meet them at the beginning 
of rehearsals or at all. One-on-ones are often with people who have influence 
over your future employment, HR would be a constructive addition. Company 
Managers often take on the role of HR, but freelancers are wary of being seen 
as “difficult” towards them – needs to be a separate, impartial process (but 
both processes not either). 

• Most actors don’t think about or know about HR. Actors don’t know much 
about one another’s situation. Should be a greater collective. Equity (trade 
union) haven’t communicated well. Actors feel excluded from the discourse. 
Short contracts make it difficult for actors to remain involved in an ongoing 
conversation. 

• Past few months have prompted freelancers to talk to another across 
disciplines. Hope this will continue. Crisis has shown that trade unions are not 
working well for workers. Equity knows they have bad communications. This 
group has suggested as an actor’s professional body, like SDUK. Wider 
discussion across industries about the role of freelancers in our country. 

• Unequal access to HR across disciplines in the room. Feels like directors 
have more privileged access than actors, especially to senior 
artistic/executive team. It would be good have a third-party body, across 
disciplines, when working at venues or away from them, and 
procedures/principles that everyone shared – a shared accountability for good 
HR in a room. 

• Equity does have many of these systems in place, but many people don’t trust 
Equity or aren’t members. Conflict of interest – when Equity is negotiating, 
might not deal with immediate grievances? 

• Get more artists in buildings, involved in the administrative structure. Focus 
on HR in buildings might be regressive – there should be accountability in the 
rehearsal room. Crossover with Equity’s Safe Spaces policy. 

• Who isn’t in this room/Zoom? Who isn’t joining these conversations? Are 
historic perceived hierarchies limiting diversity of participation? We are 
privileged to be taking parting in this conversation, we have a responsibility to 
bring in and engage with those who aren’t here, for whatever reason. 
Everyone has the right to start a conversation. 

• Freelance industry has done a lot on safe spaces and respect at work. 
Rehearsals room can be equitable and safe and respectful, but it’s frustrating 
if that doesn’t extend to the rest of the venue/org – can undermine the hard 
work that’s taken place. How do we connect the room of freelancers with the 
institutions we’re working for? 



 

 

• “To be a good director you have to be two of three things: nice, organised or a 
genius”. Who gets away with not being nice and why are we allowing that? 
Orgs choose to employ directors who work in a way that is at odds with safe 
spaces and respect – or they are led by those people. 

• “Welfare Officers” from within show companies (as there are Equity deps, or 
health & safety officer appointed). Some training needed. Similar to 
safeguarding officers at schools. Old Vic have the “Guardian Scheme” is 
similar, provide pastoral care. 

• This role is normally the Company Manager from the org’s side, but should 
they have a fulltime Welfare Officer instead? Leigh had discussed this at the 
RSC, will return to it. Will depend on size of the organisation – not all will be 
big enough to support this. Could an org’s Welfare Officer prepare company 
welfare officers? Like fight directors and fight captains. HR at orgs should 
prepare freelancers to join companies before the first day. Should be a lead-in 
and lead-out of contracts. 

 
AOB 

• Can be difficult to be honest and share, especially for actors, when there are 
others in the room, e.g. directors, who they might work with in the future. 
Hope that there are no directors who would let that honesty adversely affect 
how they see actors, but that doesn’t remove the history of hierarchies – 
haven’t achieved that change yet. Would it be more comfortable to talk in a 
room of only actors? 

• An actors’ professional body would be a good step forward. 
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