MAKING THE CASE FOR THE ARTS

Summary of the conference organised by Soft Touch Arts at Leicester Guildhall on 18 October 2007

Making the Case for the Arts was the first national conference of its kind to explore in depth the links between arts projects and integration on both a practical and theoretic level. It brought together a diverse audience of some 50 people including local authority officers and workers in the health, education and arts sectors to share good practice and look at ways in which the different sectors could utilise arts projects and methodologies to meet their needs. 

The day offered participants to share their own experiential evidence of successful outcomes from arts projects, but the conference was also able to point to where hard evidence of success could be found in areas such as skills acquisition, particularly English language; building bridges between hard to access communities; improved mental and physical health of participants; challenging negative stereotypes and many other areas. Far from being a ‘soft touch approach’, it became apparent that engagement in the arts is a meaningful and sometimes even essential way of attaining the key goals of integration and community cohesion.

A keynote speech was given by Natalie Teitler Refugee Action’s South East Arts and Culture Programme in which she highlighted the diverse ways of using arts to demonstrate that not only are refugee art projects a valuable tool  for promoting integration, but that they are in fact essential if this process it to be a meaningful one The full text of Natalie’s speech can be found on the Soft Touch website: www.soft-touch.org.uk
Practical examples of projects which have used the arts effectively to address issues around refugees and asylum seekers were given in four workshops:

South East Arts and Culture – Natalie Teitler looked at ways in which measurable and concrete evidence to illustrate good practice or positive outcomes can be built into arts projects with refugees, for example to evidence progression in areas such as communication skills, social confidence, access to jobs/training, understanding of UK society and mental health.  Examples of how evidence can be collected and presented were given.  Notes from the workshop can be found on the Soft Touch website: www.soft-touch.org.uk
Sound It Out Community Music – Katherine Rogers, Sound It Out’s inclusion officer and Kurish musician, Zirak Hamad, spoke about their work with exiled musicians in Birmingham.  Notes from the workshop can be found on the Soft Touch website: www.soft-touch.org.uk
Long Journey Home – Stuart Brown led a workshop with artists in exile in the East Midlands.  The workshop showcased Long Journey Home’s work with artists in exile, highlighting different projects and approaches the organisation has used, and talked about the issues involved in the work.

Leicester Museums and Libraries – Shriti Patel and Simon Parker explored the positive impact that partnership working has had on community cohesion and presented work that they have carried out with refugees and asylum seekers through museums and libraries.

In the afternoon a plenary discussion was facilitated by Momodou Sallah, Lecturer in Youth and Community Development, De Montfort University.  This was an opportunity for a wider discussion around some of the more difficult issues in the field such as definitions, changes in the funding environment and possibilities for the future.   Momodou was joined by a panel consisting of the workshop leaders from the morning plus Dom Jinks of Arts Council England – East Midlands. 

Throughout the day there were contributions by artists in exile.  The afternoon session opened with an inspirational reading by the Bangladeshi poet, Mir Mahfuz Ali, whose own writing career was the result of the support of the refugee arts organisation, Exiled Writers INK.  The day was rounded off by a lively jam session by the refugee music organisation, Long Journey Home.  And throughout the course day, Lolonga Omankoy, an African sculptor, created an original wood carving.

17 evaluation forms were filled in.  Attendees were asked:

· How they rated the event overall

· Whether the event met their expectations

· How useful the event was for their area of work

· How they rated the keynote speech, workshops, plenary sessions and performances

· What they thought about the venue, catering and length and structure of the event.

For all these questions a majority of people scored 4 or 5 (on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 was the lowest score). The question with the highest number of top scores (5) was the one about the catering (no one scored lower than 4). The question which got the highest number of lower scores (2 and 3) was the one about the venue, which was understandable given how cold it was.

These are some sample comments from the conference feedback sheets:

· What did you like most about this event?  “The variety of organisations and people from all over.  Networking.”  “Opportunity for learning more about this area and ideas sharing”. “The fact that Long Journey Home talk had refugees talking - it was not a white room speaking out for refugees.” “It was amazing in terms of getting more information about others’ experience and difficulties for refugees.”
· Your main reason for attending the event:  “To learn more about possibilities to engage asylum seekers and refugees in committees, how to break barriers and stereotypes, about existing good practice”.  “To get more of an insight into how the arts are a valuable tool in society and for individuals on the ‘fringes’.  ‘Help develop company racial equality strategy”.

· What did you least like about the event?  “Negative moods of some members of the audience with regards to developing the arts.  Need to be positive and realistic”.  “Disappointed that didn’t get a chance to discuss/share ideas in the workshop”.  ‘May have been nice to have more group participation”.

Soft Touch would like to thank the following people and organisations for helping to make this conference such a success: Akram Hawwash (our caterer), Arts Council England – East Midlands, The Baring Foundation and Leicester Museums Service.
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