All great truths begin as blasphemies
.

Recent results from Visual Artists Ireland’s recent survey on the Social, Economic and Fiscal Status of the Visual Artist in Ireland (2011), part of a report delivered to the International Association of Artists conference - Berlin, and of New Rules of Art Policy and Other Fantasies seminar - Helsinki, in October 2011.

“Visual artists in Ireland today are thriving in terms of creative output.  However, these visual artists also represent some of the lowest paid members of society. They undertake their career as a visual artist against all odds – and at times feel alienated from a society that gains its cultural identity from their life’s work. Many visual artists live on the breadline; and in the current climate, some might feel their occupation is threatened or under attack – yet they continue to succeed to make work.”

So ran an article printed in the September – October 2009 edition of The Visual Artists News Sheet.  Since that time, we have seen the collapse of the Fianna Fail / Green Party coalition government, the manic levels of consternation and calls for radical change to the government of Ireland by independent candidates who seem to have disappeared, and the election and subsequent creation of a new Fine Gael / Labour coalition government.  But, what has changed? Simply put, not a lot, except things appear to have become even worse for individual visual artists.
As can be seen in the comparison table below, individual visual artists incomes have continued to slide, with a direct effect on their standard of living.
	
	2008 Survey
	2011 Survey

	Earn less than €10,000 from creative work
	67%
	82.25%

	Earn less than €10,000 from creative & non-creative work
	33%
	55%

	Household has been in arrears in past 12 months
	24%
	42%

	Will rely on state pensions for retirement
	72%
	79%


These stark statistics show the end result of continued cuts to the arts sector, and despite valiant efforts by the Arts Council to maintain supports for individuals, are a clear indicator of the sharp decline in sales and funding opportunities both local and national.

As can be seen in the following table, the number of artists who have found times when they need to look for state support has increased, there is also a marked increase in the number of artists subjected to means testing in order to be eligible for assistance.  On a weekly basis, Visual Artists Ireland deals with telephone and email queries from artists about their treatment at the hands of the Department of Social Protection and the Department of Finance. Although a signatory of the UNESCO Recommendation concerning the Status of the Artist Final Declaration in Belgrade 1980, Ireland still has no official recognition of professional visual artists with the exception of the much attacked, Tax Exemption on Creative Works.  This means that the profession of visual artist is not recognised by Social Welfare and Revenue.
A typical comment from our recent survey is a good example of artists making do, rather than having to interact with the system.

“I have not tried to sign on because of difficulties I had with social welfare in the past. My income fluctuates and comes mostly from painting sales, so for most of the year I might not qualify, but for now, while I have a roof over my [our] heads, I am staying away from social welfare. In the past I have been told that as a full time artist I am not available for work and therefore not entitled to unemployment assistance.”

	
	2008 Survey
	2011 Survey

	Registered for unemployment benefit or assistance in past 5 years.
	30%
	37.5%

	Means tested
	47%
	71%

	PRSI
	36%
	36%

	Been required to retrain or apply for alternative jobs
	33%
	23.6%

	Been threatened with the removal of your benefits
	22%
	14.4%

	Experienced variations between different Social Welfare offices
	12%
	27.7%


As can be seen there has been some improvement in terms of artists being told to retrain or apply for alternative jobs, as well as a marked improvement in the reduction of threats about the removal of benefits. But we still have the situation that there is distinct slump in artists receiving a constant and considered treatment between social welfare offices.  Indeed, we still continue to see that even within offices, how artists are treated can depend on the individual officer.
Visual Artists Ireland has written to Minister Burton on this matter. In our correspondence we have asked to meet with senior officials in the Minister’s department to go through the specifics surrounding the treatment of visual artists and to look for clear guidelines that can be circulated both to artists and to social welfare officers alike. Apart from a standard acknowledgement of our letter, no further replies have been received.
What also underlies these statistics is the nature of PRSI payments by artists registered as self-employed.  In order to be eligible for the Tax Exemption, artists must be registered as self-employed.  Unfortunately the benefits received by other sectors of self-employed works, such as farmers, have not been carried over into the visual arts.  Perhaps, the words of sculptor Michael Burke are best to explain the issues:
“If an artist works on an exhibition or a commission for a number of years, happily spending money on the necessary services, equipment and materials – with little or no income, registering a loss on the Annual Income Tax Return and therefore paying no PRSI – he or she is up-to-date and everyone is happy. When the commission is finalised and installed and you have submitted your Tax Clearance Certificate or when all the work in the exhibition has sold and you get paid a shed-load of money, Revenue then wants 3%, on the basis of it being one year’s income.  Revenue does not want to know about it being your reward for three or four years work.

If you have gaps in your PRSI contributions – too many years when you have insufficient income – you will be denied a Contributory Old Aged Pension when the time comes. I can cope with the notion that I am denied the safety net of ‘Job Seekers Allowance’; I am annoyed that I am denied dental and optical benefit, but I am seriously ‘PRSIed off’ that they will continue taking 3% from me knowing that they will later deny me the Contributory Old Aged Pension.”

On a positive note, much work has been done on this matter by the Arts Council so as to advise government on a balancing of payments.  Unfortunately, despite optimistic and positive feedback with the previous government recent responses have indicated difficulties in making any changes, despite a similar system being in place for the aforementioned farming community.
But all of the above presupposes that we have some form of money coming in from somewhere. There are increases on calls for funding as well as a decrease in available funding. It is clear that something must be done to bolster and increase financial supports as an ever increasing number of artists find that they can no longer self-finance their practice.  In 2010 64.3% of visual artists applied to The Arts Council for funding with a further 8.8% (directly proportional to the number of artists resident in both catchment areas) applying to The Arts Council Northern Ireland.  Most likely as a result of Imagine Ireland, we have seen an increase in funding from Culture Ireland, with 23.5% of artists surveyed making application.  The Per Cent for Art scheme continues to be vital.  32.4% of artists receive funding from this, although the amounts available have diminished there still continues to be some availability under the scheme.  In terms of Local Authorities, we have seem drastic cuts across the country, but still 45% of artists made applications in 2010.  Other forms of funding from EU remain at a low level; however we now see that 18.5% have applied for funding from the private sector.
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The calls on funding should not cloud the need to look at the underlying fact that there is a decreasing pot from which the funding can be sourced. But, we cannot instantly jump into new forms of funding without first looking at how to support those that are already in place, and those that artists have been encouraged to use. 

At a recent meeting of key figures in the arts, an open and frank discussion was had concerning the future role of philanthropic giving in the arts.  As we can see in their programme for government, this is something that Fine Gael indicated as a clear policy.  And now, their consultants are at work trying to make it happen.  The consensus at the meeting offered much hope as group after group offered the feedback that philanthropic giving cannot be seen to displace government responsibility. The reality is that it will benefit organisations that already have systems in place to deal with it. Organisations that are run by a small number of people who do not have the capacity to dedicate resources to the management of givers, groups who are not community or heart strings based do not have an instant wow factor for current philanthropists, nor do individual artists. A call went up for some way of managing philanthropic giving centrally.  Perhaps this is something that fits best within the Arts Council with their experience and empathy with individual artists.

Also, in recent months, we have seen the development of crowd sourced funding – albeit with a rather concerning first project whereby The Irish Museum of Modern Art felt that it needed to go out into the market place of small donations to add to its collection (have times become so bad that even IMMA will soon be standing on the street with a begging bowl to fund their collection?).  A further successful project showed more clearly how such funding can be seen to provide additional support, rather than a displacement, with the provision of a new essential multi-media screen for the window of Monstertruck’s Temple Bar space. 
In parallel, we see visual artists self organising and working for each other in the spirit of necessity.  We see a constant drive from within the sector to find new and inspiring ways of getting stuff done.  However, being paid continues to be an optional extra.  This get up and do attitude is not new, but continues to be a very dangerous message to give to society which sees it as an indicator of how vibrant the visual arts are in Ireland and it can all be done for free.
What we are not seeing is any form of “blended” thinking that clearly shows a path of connected thought the brings us to a place where the many opportunities for funding are brought together to provide support to the existing funding bodies...  We don’t need to build new institutions or open new funding agencies.  Instead, we need open and clear action now that delivers support to the existing systems that have been developed and that we rely on.

Although there is new dialogue between the Department of Arts, Heritage and The Gaeltacht and Local Authorities, Visual Artists Ireland continues to make calls to government to create a cultural partnership.  The purpose of this would be to have open and clear communications between the sector, civil servants, and politicians, so that the many realities that we see daily are taken into consideration when creating policy.  Although this received some favourable comments at a meeting with the previous government in a forum in The National Museum, Collins Barracks, it would appear not to fit with current thinking. 
However, with the strong support for maintaining funding to the Arts during the recent Global Irish Economic Forum, including Minister Deenihan’s position of looking to industry to make up the 15% cuts that are proposed for his department, this is a perfect moment for us to assess the potential for success in creating hybrid funding for the arts in Ireland.  We have this immediate possilbity of checking the effectiveness of work undertaken to date as we see how much of the 15% will be covered, and how much of it will have an effect on the lives of individual artists.
� George Bernard Shaw – Annajanska - Written 1917, Produced 1918, Published 1919.





