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A minister
with arts
credentials

Simon Crean has high ambitions for the arts and their
administration in his new role. writes Robin Usher.

EW federal Arts Minister
Simon Crean was a
tvpical rock'n'roll teen-
ager growing up in the
"60s. “1 had a lot of rock
music albums and in those days
that was the Beatles, the Rolling
Stones and Yardbirds,” he savs.

Later his interest included the
Doors. But unlike his predecessor,
Midnight Qils frontman Peter Gar-
rett, his taste continued 1o evalve
under the strong urging ol his
mother to include classical music
an his record plaver.

“She was worried about my
development and wanted me to
play three elassical musie records
for every rock group.”

showing an carly indication of
his negotating skills, the voung
Crean reached an agreement about
an equal share of both, He is now a
strong admirer of classical music,
especially by Tehaikovsky, and ol
performances by the Australian
Baller and Opera Australia, which is
another big difference from Garrett.

“I have eclectic astes,” he savs,
pointing 1o his attendance at the
Tamworth country music lestival
and the paintings by Fred Williams
and Rover Thomas hanging in his
Canberra offices.

He and his wile are passionate
about attending live performances
and recently have seen the Austra-
lian Ballet's performance of The
Nureracker and the Cuban Ballet at
the Brisbane Festival,

[e is due to have his first meet-
ing with Opera Australia’s CHO,
Adrian Collette, in Svdney next
week, but the two are already well
acquainted because of Crean's
interest in the art form. The minis-
ter’s attraction to the so-called
heritage arts is also apparent from
his decision to appoint Helen
O'Neill, former executive director of
the lobbying organisation, the Aus-
tralian Major Performing Aris
Group, as his arts adviser.

His celecticism is apparent from
his recent conunitments: last week’s
opening of the new $107 million
wing at Canberra’s National Gallery
ol Australia for indieenous art, the
two AFL grand finals and, after the
second, the opening of the musical,
Hairsuray.
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His credentials for the job are
obwvious, which is why senior Labor
Party members in Victoria lobbied
for hini 1o replace Garrelt.

Crean says he is unaware of the
labbying, but says he was happy o
be offered the post by Prime Minis-
ter Julia Gillard,

The ministry has now been made
part of the Department ol Prime
Minister and Cabinet, following the
Victorian model. This is likely to
reflect the influence ol the depart-
ment's head., Terry Moran, who
moved to Canberra from Mel-
bourne's bureaucracy 1o work with
the new Labor government in 2007,

Kevin Rudd was eriticised when
he was leader for showing little
interest in the arts, but Crean says it
is a good sign that the ministry is
now part ol the Prime Minister's
extended departments, even if she
has shown little interest so far,

“I'my sure she will get along to sec
some things when she has time,” he
says, “I's important for arts 1o be in
the PM's portfolio.”

Heis encouraging MPs who
approached him about forming a
group of arts friends because he
savs it can only lead to greater
engagement with the arts,

He says a healthy ereative
climate is fundamental to Australia’s
cconomic future, “Creativity will
have an econoniie spin-oll as we lill
the nation’s productivity”

The arts were an inportant part
of Brand Australia that Crean estab-
lished when he was trade minister
because of the role they play in
developing citizenry, sell-
confidence, wlerance and appreci-
ation of diversitw

His priority is to produce a cul-
tural poliey and to consider the
push fara new hody o replace the
vustralia Couneil thal would be bei-
ter equipped 1o deal with the

& She wanted me to play three
classical music records for every
rock group.y SIMON CREAN
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aonemporary arts scene.

“I think the council has done a
good job but I don't know where we
go 1o from here,” he says. “I'm open
Lo discussions.”

Fle is dlso prepared 1o v (o et
the eflicieney dividend lilted that
the government imposed on the
council, although he warns that this
will be determined by the overall
budget position.
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Crean's other big porttolio is
regional development and he s
keen 1o get aris into the regions. 1
think regional focus includes tap-
ping into the artistic potential
through educational facilities such
as TALLs, universities or schools.”

He says the regions have
acquired “highly significant audii-
orinms” through the education
building program. “The physical
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infrastructure has been substan-
tially enhaneed.”

e savs the proposed mining tax
will fead 10 8573 million being
available for regional infrastructure.

e also wants the new broad-
band network to be used for
engagement with the arts. It would
be ideal 1o teach creative skills and
provide access 1o leading artists.”

Simon Crean
has eclectic
tastesand
enthusiasm
forraising
the
importance
of the arts.
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