Senator Alan Eggleston (Chuir)
Senate  Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
Commitlee

PO Box 6160

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Inquiry into Australia’s Indigenous visual arts and craft sector
Dear Senator Fggleston

I would like to make submission to your Inquiry based on long-term academic and
policy research and curatorial experience in the Indigenous visual art sector. 1 begin
by noting that this Inquiry is addressing issues facing the extraordinarily diverse and
complex Indigenous visual arts sector that is nevertheless one of the outstanding
successes of arts policy making and patronage in Australia since the early 1970s.

By way of background, I provide information on three key policy engagements with
the Indigenous arts sector. I first started researching Indigenous art in 1979-80 when
undertaking doctoral research in Arnhem Land. Subsequently, I was engaged in 1981
as a consultant by Dr Timothy Pascoe is his research for the Australia Council
(Improving Focus and Efficiency in the Marketing of Aboriginal Artifacts). In 1988~
89, I chaired a national review of the Aboriginal arts and crafts industry with fellow
reviewers Peter Yu and Chris McGuigan. This review was notable for its nation-wide
consultations. 114 submissions (publicly available) and for providing the blue print
for & national strategic approach that was adopted by ATSIC in 1992 as the National
Arts and Crafts Industry Support Strategy (NACISS). This review is also notable for
the similarity in its terms of reference to those addressed by this Inquiry. In 2003, I
undertook a short three month assignment to develop an arts strategy for the Northern
Territorv. This assignment again included wide ranging consultations and attracted 32
submissions (see Attachment 1); it provided the blueprint for the current Northern
Territory Indigenous Arts Strategy Building Strong Arts Business.

I provide this background in part to disclose my long-term interest in the development
of the [ndigenous visual arts sector. [ also do so in part because in this submission
want 1o draw on evidence from two documents that I attach. The first ‘Developing an
Indigenous Arts Strategy for the Northern Territory: Issues paper for consultations®
has been published as CALEPR Working Paper No. 22/2003 and is available at both the
CAFPR and Arts NT websites. It is referred to as Attachment 1. The second
‘Brokering Aboriginal art: A critical perspective on marketing, institutions and the
state’ was delivered as the Kenneth Myer Lecture in Arts and Entertainment
Management in April 2005 and is available at both the CAEPR and Deakin University
websites. It is referred to as Attachment 2.
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My submission is structured as follows. 1 begin with making a few observations about
the current overarching Indigenous affairs policy context. I then provide some
synoptic commentary on each of your seven terms of reference, attempting to provide
pointers where research has been previously undertaken so as to assist your committee
in its deliberations. I next make a number of recommendations for your Committee’s
consideration before providing a very brief conclusion.

The current policy context

While there has been considerable rescarch and consultancy focus on the Indigenous
visual arts sector in recent years, this is the first Inquiry conducted under the new
arrangements in Indigenous affairs introduced in 2004 that focus on joined up
government, mutual obligation, shared responsibility and mainstreaming. This is
clearly a very different policy environment from that termed self determination and
self management in existence when existing Indigenous arts policy was created.

There is a contemporary dominant policy discourse promulgated by the government
of the day that focuses on historic (and bipartisan) failure in the last 30 years. This
contestable view, whether right or wrong, cannot be readily applied to the Indigenous
visual arts sector that has seen sustainable growth and national and international
acclaim over the same peried. As part of the current policy discourse there is also an
attempt to discredit and dismiss past policies and programs. This would clearly be a
mistake as policy and program settings in the arts have clearly generated successtul
oufcomes.

It is noteworthy too that while the new arrangements seek a whole-of-federal
government approach, as well as bilateral cooperation with the States and Territories,
this was a fundamental aim of Industry Strategy recommended in the 1989 review. A
national strategic and coordinated approach delivered by a regional support network
was of fundamental importance to NACISS administered by the now defunct
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). Arguably, the
sustainability of the sector over the last 15 years has been the product of sustained
support, although resource constraints meant that there were winners and losers.
Indeed much of the policy challenge that needs to be addressed is how to provide
opportunity to the currently un- or under-resourced to replicate the opportunity and
positive arts outcomes experienced by those adequately resourced.

From an arts, and arguably from other, perspectives, there are potential problems with
the new arrangements and some recent policy changes. Historically and today there
has been much inter-connectivity between robust Indigenous arts practice and land
rights and native title, outstations living, and access to income support, especially
from the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme. This is
primarily because much arts practice occurs on land Aboriginal people own (‘on
country’) or is inspired by land-linked politics of representation. It is also because
while the arts provide onc of few means to engage with the market in remote
outstations and township settings, few Indigenous artists (like non-Indigenous artists)
can achieve economic independence via arts practice alone. In the absence of other
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forms of part-time paid work that is accessed by Australian artists generally', the
income support elements of the work-for-the-dole CDEP scheme is crucially
important to the viability of this sector. Whatever one’s views on changes to land
rights law, CDEP policy, or the viability of outstations, their links to sustainable arts
practice has to be recognized. If this Inquiry is to champion the Indigenous visual arts
sector it will need to consider the apparent lack of a cohesive and consistent policy
framework in Indigenous affairs today despite the whole-of-government rhetoric.

Finally, in Indigenous affairs policy generally and also in the arts there is too much
focus on rural and remote settings where only 30 per cent of the Indigenous
population resides. There is no doubt that paid Indigenous artists have historically
resided predominantly in these areas as documented for example in the 1989 Industry
Review when over 50 per cent of producers were enumerated in the NT.*> However,
some recent statistics from the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social
Survey (NATSISS) 2002 suggest that this geographic distribution might have
changed. In 2002, an estimated 45,332 Indigenous people aged over 15 years
participated in arts and crafts, with an estimated 13,872 being paid. Interestingly,
there was little interstate variation in participation rates (varying from a low 11.4% in
Tasmania and the ACT combined to a high of 20.9% in South Australia). However,
there was marked variation in those paid for their participation varying from 67.6% in
the NT to 15.4% in NSW).” This suggests that in situations where arts infrastructure
has been long-established (see Attachment 2) paid Indigenous arts practice is more
likely to flourish.

Brief commentary on Inguiry Terms of Reference

In the following section, I attempt to provide some commentary on each of the
Inquiry’s seven terms of reference. I recognize that many of the issues raised are
complex. but also recognize that there is a tradeoff between readability and detailed
comprehensiveness.

The current size and scale of Australia's Indigenous visual arts and craft sector

Fstimating the size and scale of the sector is extraordinarily difficult and can yield
highly variable results, An inittal problem is defining the sector: is the Indigenous
visual arts sector that proportion of the total visual arts sector that comprises
Indigenous artists, and if so, what instruments exist to make such an enumeration?
Such a definition might also ignore Indigenous ownership of whole or retail outlets or
joint ownership of such outlets. And what measures should be used to estimate size
and scale. Dollars returns to artists is problematic because the size of the sector is
understated while overall Indigenous art turnover is equally problematic because
much of the valuc added accrues to non-Indigenous people owing to the number of

"David Throsby and Virginia Hollister, Don 't Give Up Your Day Job: An Fconomic Study of
Professional Ariists in Australia (The Australia Council, Sydney, 2003).

* Jon Aliman (chair) The Aboriginal Arts and Crafts Industry: Report of the Review Committee
(Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 34).

? Jon Altman, Geoff Buchanan and Nicholas Biddle ‘The real “real” economy in remote Australia’ in
B. Hunter (ed.) Assessing the Evidence on Indigenous Socio-economic Cutcomes. A Focus on the 2002
NATSISS (ANU E Press, Canberra, 2006, 139-152). See also Cultural Ministers Council Statistical
Working Group. Abariginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians: Involvement in arts and culture
{Australia’s Culture No. 16, DCITA, Canberra, 2006).
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