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Executive summary
This report describes the key findings of a consultation process undertaken by Arts Queensland in 2009 with a number of performing arts stakeholders in Queensland Indigenous communities. The purpose of the consultation was to identify key requirements for ensuring the success of contemporary Indigenous theatre practice in Queensland.

In 2008, Arts Queensland and the Australia Council for the Arts entered discussions regarding possibilities for investment in contemporary Indigenous theatre-making to ensure the development of successful, sustainable models of practice. The two agencies agreed that an open conversation about success in contemporary Indigenous theatre practice could result in more appropriate investments. 
Arts Queensland commissioned a needs analysis led by Indigenous theatre practitioner Tony Briggs in March 2009. This process invited Indigenous practitioners to identify needs, issues and success indicators for contemporary Indigenous theatre. Arts Queensland consulted: 

· Indigenous cultural organisations

· Indigenous theatre practitioners, and arts and cultural producers
· Indigenous educators
· Indigenous community members and elders.
Themes that have emerged from the needs analysis consultation data indicate that some key requirements for supporting contemporary Indigenous theatre practice in Queensland could include:
· increasing mainstream industry awareness of Indigenous cultural protocols and communication methods

· increasing employment opportunities for Indigenous artists within Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre and other performing arts sectors
· creating more opportunities for Indigenous practitioners to develop new work as both independent and contracted producers
· increasing access for Indigenous theatre artists to spaces appropriate to developing and presenting work

· creating more opportunities for professional skills development and network development for Indigenous theatre artists in Queensland, particularly for directors and playwrights
· embracing the intrinsic value of Indigenous theatre – it offers audiences a unique aesthetic experience

· embracing the instrumental value of Indigenous theatre – it offers important opportunities to educate young people and broader communities about Indigenous culture and issues specific to Indigenous peoples

· investing in ongoing planning and consultation with Indigenous practitioners and communities through the establishment of a National Indigenous Theatre Company, based in Queensland, to ensure the ongoing development and advocacy of Indigenous theatre nationally and internationally.
There is nothing new here. These needs and issues have been raised by Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre stakeholders and community members in various forums and discussions over the past decade. In particular, these needs were highlighted during the National Indigenous Theatre discussion that took place during 2007 and 2008. It’s time to invest in activities that are able to meet and implement the requirements for success that are highlighted in this report. 
The consultation findings will be used by Arts Queensland to inform government planning and decision making for future investment and support of contemporary Indigenous Queensland theatre. Some short- to medium-term actions arising from the findings are described at the conclusion of this report.
Methodology

Arts Queensland consulted with a range of individuals, groups, organisations and government departments. The majority of consultation time was devoted to exploring the knowledge and opinions of Indigenous stakeholders based in Queensland. 

A series of conversations with stakeholders were held in Brisbane, Cherbourg, Mackay, Townsville and Cairns. Within these conversations, consultant Tony Briggs invited participants to respond to the following key questions:

1. What does contemporary Indigenous Queensland theatre need to do culturally, artistically and socially?

2. What would successful Indigenous theatre look and feel like?

3. Is there demand for this kind of cultural experience and who are the potential participants and audiences for it?

4. How can the broader performing arts sector and government better support and collaborate on some of these ideas?

5. Are there any interesting models, approaches or time-limited projects that might hold useful learning for future Indigenous theatre initiatives?

While the consultations were underpinned by these questions, meetings remained open in structure to enable participants to contribute new questions and themes, and to ensure that conversations were stakeholder led. The quotes included in this report were gathered as part of the consultation process. The individuals quoted have not been specifically identified in this report, as requested by some of the participants. A full list of participants that were engaged as part of the consultation process is included at the end of the report.
Methodological limitations included a limited time frame, scope and budget for consultation. The consultation period was one month and the participant base was limited to those who already have a direct stake in Queensland Indigenous arts organisations and groups. These limitations impacted on the reach and depth of the analysis. There is a need for ongoing conversations relating to the key questions.

Throughout the consultation process, Arts Queensland upheld the protocols and principles highlighted in the Australia Council's Protocols for producing Indigenous Australian performing arts. Of these, the principles of respect, Indigenous control, communication, consultation and consent were applied to this process.

Themes that emerged from the needs analysis
An opportunity exists to change the face of theatre in this country. I'd go and see an Aboriginal theatre production because I know I'd never see it anywhere else in the world. 

From the spectacle of iconic events like the annual Festival of the Dreaming, the Gatherings exhibition at the Queensland Gallery of Modern Art, the critical success and sell-out exhibitions of Queensland Indigenous art in Germany, France, USA and the UK, the variety and quality of Indigenous arts in Queensland and Queensland Indigenous arts abroad is great.
Home to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures who represent 3.5% of the state’s population, Queensland also has a high share of Australia's Indigenous population (28.3%). 
It is also the home state of the majority of Australia’s leading Indigenous performing arts practitioners. 
The success of these and other Queensland Indigenous artists is testimony to the rich pool of Indigenous talent that exists in the state and to the infrastructure that has supported, and continues to support, the development of emerging Indigenous artists. The challenge for Indigenous theatre in Queensland is to build on this capacity and to sustain practice. 
At present, in order to maintain a career path in theatre, many artists have been forced to base themselves interstate, while Queensland remains the equivalent of a training base or a research and development department for companies based in NSW and Victoria. This limits the pool of quality actors and theatre practitioners based in Queensland, and can also mean that, for those who do choose to stay, there are fewer opportunities to participate in professional collaborations and productions. 
Concurrently, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous audiences and communities in Queensland have little access to professional Indigenous theatre through production and touring. Given the wealth of talent and increasing demand for Indigenous arts both here and overseas, consideration about what successful Indigenous theatre looks like is timely.
Arts Queensland’s Indigenous theatre needs analysis highlights the diverse creative talent, skills and ideas that exist and are already enhancing many parts of the performing arts sector. These abilities, combined with the unique cultural practices and traditions belonging to their home nations, offer great potential for stand out Indigenous theatre to be produced in Queensland. 

The themes that emerged from this needs analysis indicate that there is support from Indigenous theatre stakeholders for formal structures, e.g. specifically Indigenous programs, as well as strategies that enable Indigenous artists to work with general or mainstream companies and programs. 
The emergent themes are outlined below.
1. Spaces and places to create and perform work

Indigenous work should acknowledge where it comes from and the story should belong to the country. It's about understanding and respecting the meaning behind the art.

Indigenous place and culture

To increase the quality and delivery of Indigenous theatre in Queensland, there is a critical need for better communication processes between Indigenous communities and funding bodies, arts organisations, festivals and events when producing and presenting Indigenous work. There continues to be a lack of cultural understanding about what is involved in appropriately developing Indigenous theatre. 
Some respondents felt that this lack of understanding has resulted in some Indigenous work being culturally and logistically misrepresented due to inappropriate planning timelines, budgets and methods for consultation. This places limitations on the amount of Indigenous theatre produced and presented by the performing arts sector. It’s important to ensure that Indigenous protocols are understood by all relevant Indigenous and non-indigenous stakeholders and are included as a major part in producing all Indigenous theatre at the commencement of the project.

There are different protocols for different groups – if you want to work with them you need to do it their way and speak to people on their level. Good consultation requires full community backing.
In order to create quality Indigenous theatre, the work - during all stages of development - should acknowledge where it comes from and ‘the story should belong to the country’. This protocol underpins the following requirements for success:

· improve direct communication between Indigenous communities and performing arts stakeholders

· encourage a greater understanding of the relevant Indigenous cultural protocols.

These requirements could begin to be met through 'hands-on' cross-cultural training for performing arts organisations and arts funding agencies. Indigenous theatre practitioners should be included in the planning and operations of the broader theatre sector, rather than just ‘specific Indigenous projects’.
Theatre space and infrastructure

The need to identify appropriate places and spaces in local areas where key Indigenous community members can gather, discuss and develop work collaboratively was frequently suggested. 
Work space is an infrastructural issue across the performing arts in Queensland. The development of improved communication and protocol observation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre stakeholders may go some way to identification and promotion of appropriate creation and performance spaces for Indigenous theatre in Queensland.
Respondents acknowledged the broad range of performing arts venues, festivals, events, staging equipment, touring and production management services and other and non-traditional performance spaces currently available in Queensland. Many suggested there is potential to:

· increase availability of these spaces and services in order to support the creation of distinctly Indigenous theatre work 
· engage more Indigenous artists when producing all kinds of theatre.

The need to create a major Indigenous theatre company, based in Queensland, to support the links between Indigenous communities, emerging Indigenous artists and the broader theatre sector was a consistent point of reference.

2. Supporting Indigenous artists to create quality work

We should be able to connect with both Indigenous and non-Indigenous opportunities in the performing arts. However, this doesn’t seem to happen that often. For example, there are very few opportunities for Indigenous people to perform non-Indigenous roles.

Many consultation participants expressed a desire to see a new form of Australian theatre emerge, where a balanced representation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous practitioners is present throughout the creation of all work - both on stage and behind the scenes.
Respondents identified a need for increased professional development and networking opportunities, in both Indigenous and non-Indigenous settings, in order for Indigenous theatre artists to:

· create new, contemporary theatre work

· develop their creative practice and skills

· secure work in performing arts organisations.

It was suggested that support for Indigenous artists could be improved by:
· strengthening regional performing arts networks 

· increasing opportunities for self-employment and production

· improving links between education, training and performing arts industry stakeholders.

A specific focus on providing targeted support for Indigenous directors and playwrights was identified.
It was also suggested that more creative development opportunities encouraging Indigenous theatre artists to work across disciplines, cultures, mediums and geographic locations would challenge, invigorate and strengthen Indigenous theatre practice in Queensland.

3. Presenting high quality Indigenous theatre in Queensland

We have been kept a secret from the rest of the world.
It was widely agreed that Indigenous theatre should encompass all performing arts genres and mediums, e.g. dance, theatre, music, writing, storytelling, in order for it to appropriately reflect Indigenous processes and cultural traditions, and engage contemporary audiences. It was also suggested that the use of digital platforms, technologies and film and television could assist to strengthen connections with mainstream audiences.

Three primary purposes were identified by respondents for producing and presenting Indigenous theatre work in Queensland:

· community projects in urban, regional and remote areas, using theatre as a platform to promote educational messages that address the areas of social, health and cultural wellbeing 

· theatre and education for children and young people to teach young people about the value of Indigenous arts and culture

· mainstream product to celebrate Australia’s living Indigenous culture.
The following section unpacks these purposes further.
Community and education

Art is a part of our culture. It is all connected. Ceremony, education, law, language – everything is connected to the arts.
There are numerous Indigenous performing arts projects with a community or education focus that have delivered a range of social, cultural and creative benefits, at the same time as developing skills and expertise in theatre-making. There are wide-ranging demands from Indigenous communities for a variety of product. Demand can often outstretch supply, due to the limited arts resources available to support these projects.
This area could be strengthened by developing strategic community-based theatre initiatives that leverage arts funding through cross-government partnerships and other non-arts related sources.

A number of respondents commented that negative media about Indigenous people can influence the thinking of the broader community, which in turn can influence theatre audiences. Some believe that racist behaviour is still strong in Queensland and is more predominant in regional areas. Many advocated for strategies to be developed to promote the value of the performing arts to the broader community through increased education and exposure to Indigenous performance and culture.

There is great potential to use the performing arts to address negative perceptions of Indigenous people that come from the community – Indigenous song, stories and dance can connect to everyone and bring people together for gatherings and connect with groups.

Many respondents said that Indigenous arts and cultural education through the schools network plays a key role through its ability to:

· identify and develop new Indigenous creative talent

· provide all students with exposure to quality Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre

· present entertaining theatre and stories to Indigenous and non-Indigenous students that respond to social and cultural issues, such as addressing negative cultural perceptions.

Education should be provided for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students together. It's all about learning.
Mainstream theatre

I want to see my people in the mainstream.
The performing arts resonate as a key part of the Indigenous cultural tourism industry in Australia. This indicates the potential for quality new Indigenous theatre work to connect with broader audiences both in Queensland, and on a national and international scale. 

In order to produce high quality Indigenous theatre that would appeal to broader audiences, respondents identified that there needs to be a stronger focus on:

· understanding who the existing audiences for Indigenous theatre are now and who might be future audiences
· strengthening relationships and dialogue between Indigenous communities and the broader performing arts sector

· partnerships with performing arts venues, presenters, producers and funding bodies to enable a more strategic and shared investment in the creation and presentation of work

· promoting and on-selling quality Indigenous theatre to national and international networks and audiences (e.g. through arts markets and showcase events).

Growing interest in Indigenous theatre requires consistent access to broader performing arts audiences. It was strongly suggested that an increase in the number of Indigenous faces in mainstream media would have a subsequent effect on growing audiences for Indigenous theatre.

There is great potential to grow existing and new audiences through increased exposure of Indigenous work, and through the development of stronger Indigenous performing arts networks and infrastructure. 

4. Securing the future of Indigenous theatre

To me, what's more important now is encouraging the kids. People like Bob Mazza were an inspiration for an entire generation of black performers ... we need to show them the way, to teach them to be leaders.

A growing ‘disconnect’ between the older and new generations of emerging Indigenous artists was acknowledged by respondents. Some feel this is due to the increasing loss of key people and traditional arts and cultural knowledge in Indigenous communities.

The loss of key knowledge and key people in Indigenous communities is a concern, causing a loss of traditional art and culture.

Respondents stated that professional development opportunities for young and aspiring Indigenous theatre practitioners should include cultural awareness education delivered by local elders and community members.

Consultation participants indicated that long-term strategic planning and support was required in order to achieve a vibrant and sustainable Indigenous theatre sector. It is important to build on the existing pool of talent by focusing on cultivating the next generation of Indigenous performing artists and theatre workers.
While the consultation has demonstrated broad agreement that there is a need to support Indigenous communities to create, present and experience theatre, there is less agreement about how this might happen within existing resources. 
Most respondents suggested that more thought be given by the major performing arts companies, small to medium arts organisations, national arts funding agencies and other presenters to how they could identify existing resources, or create new resources to support Indigenous artists to create work in Queensland.

Respondents acknowledged that Indigenous people have unique perspectives and diverse approaches to learning which should be taken into consideration when developing professional development and support services in the arts. A holistic approach that responds to both artistic and personal development needs was frequently suggested.

Performing arts support mechanisms

The establishment of training institutions such as the Aboriginal Centre for Performing Arts (ACPA) and the National Aboriginal Islander Skills Development Association (NAISDA) has played a key role in increasing the skills of Queensland Indigenous performing artists. The role of small to medium arts organisations as a training ground for emerging practitioners was also acknowledged by respondents.

Many stated that in order to build on the existing talent in this sector, a stronger focus is required to cultivate the next generation of Indigenous performing artists and theatre workers.

A range of mechanisms was suggested to support aspiring Indigenous theatre artists to make the transition into the theatre sector and give them a competitive edge. These include:

· tailored professional development planning and support services for individual artists

· formal and informal mentorships

· artists residencies

· access to industry and networking opportunities

· cultural exchanges

· other support services to assist with marketing, event management, financial administration and grant submission writing.

Regional support mechanisms

Moving beyond performing and producing work at a community level can be a challenging task, particularly for artists living in regional and remote areas. 
Many suggested there is potential to: 

· strengthen regional performing arts networks

· increase opportunities for self-employment and production

· improve links between education, training and performing arts industry stakeholders.

It was felt that, given the specialised nature and niche scale of the theatre sector, stronger links could assist aspiring artists to find employment, education and training opportunities.

Many respondents considered that the establishment of a National Indigenous Theatre Company was pivotal to underpinning community-based and regional projects, and providing pathways to develop some of this work for national and international presentation.

Key requirements for success
Despite the many differences associated with each of the four areas of focus, some common needs for communities, artists and audiences were identified. These include the need for:
· access to Indigenous and non-Indigenous performing arts infrastructure to produce theatre

· access to management and production services to develop and promote work

· access to places and spaces to create, rehearse and connect

· opportunities to produce quality Indigenous theatre for mainstream audiences

· opportunities for exposure and touring of Indigenous work

· business start-up support for Indigenous artists and practitioners

· skills development and partnership support for Indigenous writers, directors and playwrights

· development of challenging Indigenous stories and theatre content

· ensuring Indigenous ownership and consent for work produced

· opportunities to experience Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre in Indigenous communities.
A range of actions was suggested to encourage better engagement with Indigenous communities when developing Indigenous theatre:

· provide 'hands-on' cross-cultural training for government and non-government representatives in the performing arts sector to learn about ways of appropriately engaging Indigenous communities in the process of producing and presenting Indigenous work

· develop an accreditation or 'seal of approval' process for Indigenous work produced at both a group and national level. This would involve a process of seeking consent to develop and present Indigenous-based performance work from all relevant Indigenous groups or people 

· develop a contact database showing who the first point of contact would be when consulting within each Indigenous group in Queensland 

· promote an understanding that recognised elders, young people and other key members of the appropriate Indigenous groups need to be aware and involved in the process

· establish a fee structure for performers that recognises all 'on-stage' and 'off-stage' time required for delivering Indigenous performance.
Throughout the consultations, respondents provided a range of suggestions for delivery models and structures for supporting Indigenous theatre in Queensland. Respondents consistently commented on the need for a state-based theatre company which effectively connects to both state and national Indigenous and non-Indigenous theatre infrastructure. Respondents felt that a state-based theatre company should:

· have a venue to connect, develop and present work and generate income 

· have a central information and advisory service

· have a booking agency

· have an Indigenous theatre merchandise store

· include theatre, dance and music art forms 

· connect with film, television and digital platforms to grow audiences

· build a subscription membership

· provide grant and submission writing support

· focus on creating, developing and presenting Indigenous work

· focus on theatre content that challenges the stereotype and perceptions of Indigenous culture and performance styles

· support the development of Indigenous writers, playwrights and storytellers.

Many respondents articulated the need to develop more large scale Indigenous theatre productions, and build a healthy subscription base by strengthening connections with mainstream audiences. The development of an Indigenous performing arts market and touring company to promote and tour work on an international scale was also strongly advocated.
Investing in success
Three key areas for investment in the success of contemporary Indigenous theatre arising from this analysis include:
· a strategic approach for Indigenous theatre in Queensland that includes actions relating to cultural protocols support, training and development, producing and presenting, touring, and community and industry partnerships

· a major Indigenous theatre company, based in Queensland, to support the links between Indigenous communities, emerging Indigenous artists and the broader theatre sector. The success of such an initiative would require support and partnership from the broader performing arts sector
· creative development opportunities encouraging Indigenous theatre artists to work across disciplines, cultures, media and geographic locations to challenge, invigorate and strengthen Indigenous theatre practice in Queensland

· strategic community-based theatre initiatives that leverage arts funding through cross-government partnerships and other non-arts related sources.

It is recommended that Arts Queensland and the Australia Council for the Arts invite proposals and further conversations that enable investment in such initiatives. It is also recommended that the development of such initiatives be informed by the key requirements for success that are outlined in this needs analysis.

Themes for ongoing research and consultation 
The following themes have been noted in this need analysis, but require further exploration. Investment in successful Indigenous theatre initiatives now will enable further research and conversations about the following areas:
· defining Indigenous theatre

· encouraging cultural understanding

· improving communication

· developing a vision

· professional development opportunities and career pathways

· mainstream Indigenous theatre

· audience demand

· role of education

· role of government

Consultation list
Brisbane

Simon Hapea, freelance artist

Allan Liu, Kooemba Jdarra

Nadine McDonald-Dowd, Kuril Dhagun, State Library of Queensland

Roxanne McDonald, freelance artist

Milos Miladinovic, Aboriginal Centre for the Performing Arts 
Penny Mullen, Aboriginal Centre for the Performing Arts 
Anthony Newcastle, Aboriginal Centre for the Performing Arts
Leah Purcell, freelance artist
Rhoda Roberts, Dreaming Festival

Bain Stewart, Bungabura Productions
Raelene Baker, Arts Queensland

Townsville

Townsville Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders Cultural Centre (Wulguru-Kaba and Bindal people) 

Jai Cummings, freelance artist

Joe Marks, Townsville Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders Cultural Centre

Barbara Leftwich, freelance artist

Gail Mabo, freelance artist
Stephanie Miller, freelance artist

Lilian Willis, freelance artist and Elder

Cairns

Sylvia Blanco Green, freelance artist

Amy-Rodgers Clarke, Arts Queensland

Peter Cleary, Arts Queensland

Cindy Hales, Department of Education and Training
David Hudson, Tjapukai Aboriginal Cultural Park

Jenuarrie, Arts Queensland

Jeremy Geia, Laura Aboriginal Dance Festival

Wayne Licciardello, Tropical North Queensland Institute of TAFE

Rita Pryce, freelance artist
Zane Saunders, freelance artist

Mackay

Regina Bernard, freelance artist
Samarla Deshong, freelance artist
Donielle Fatnowna, freelance artist and Australian South Sea Islander Association

Steve Mayer Miller, Crossroad Arts

Cherbourg

Michael Aird, freelance artist and Q150 Project Manager for the Rationshed, Cherbourg

Andrew Beckett, freelance artist
Chrissy Bond, freelance artist
Janette Brown, 94.1 FM

Steve Hart, freelance artist 
Robert Langton (Rocco), freelance artist and member of Cherbourg Historical Precinct Group
Gareth Lock, 94.1 FM

Sandra Morgan, freelance artist and member of Cherbourg Historical Precinct Group

Aida Simpson, freelance artist and Elder
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