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JAZZ AND THE CULTURAL POLICY 
 
The Committee of the Jazz Co-ordination Association of New South 
Wales 
________________________________________________________ 

[This piece appeared in the Sep/Oct, 1994 edition of Jazzchord.] 
 

o-one in the arts in Australia can fail to be stimulated by the Federal 
Government’s moving the arts towards the centre of the political agenda. For 
jazz in particular it is a shame that our art form was scarcely mentioned in 

the Government’s cultural policy Creative Nation, and that the recommendations 
made by the National Jazz Alliance were apparently ignored. But we can take comfort 
from what was said by Cathy Santamaria of the Australian Cultural Development 
Office (ACDO) at the National Campaign for the Arts Australia symposium “Culture 
in Power” in Canberra on 15/11/94: that being omitted from the Creative Nation 
document does not necessarily mean that a particular art form is not on the 
Government’s agenda. 
 

 
 
Cathy Santamaria of the Australian Cultural Development Office:  being omitted 
from the Creative Nation document does not necessarily mean that a particular art 
form is not on the Government’s agenda…PHOTO COURTESY SYDNEY MORNING 
HERALD 
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In the jazz world we are capable of moving with the times and there are great 
opportunities for jazz provided by Creative Nation. It is true that in Australian jazz 
we have an impressive product available. Some 0f the strong distinctive music now 
being played is of international standard; some of it is the result of a decade of 
nurturing through Australia Council funds.  It should be possible to enable much of 
this music to have more impact internationally – indeed, some of it has already been 
substantially successful there, providing a firm foundation to build upon. And it 
should be possible to find mechanisms to shift the music around Australia more. 
 
Still, should the resources that will be needed to bring about such laudable objectives 
be simply taken off current jazz services that are still badly needed, if not crucial? 
Such as, for example, nurturing the next generation of jazz musicians? The argument 
being advanced that the jazz co-ordination programs should be re-oriented towards 
interstate touring and international advocacy on behalf of a few leading ensembles 
needs to be debated, on the record. There is something objectionable about 
established artists who have come to eminence through Australia Council funds, and 
been assisted by Council-funded initiatives, now arguing that the next generation 
should be able to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. Under current thinking 
there is some danger that the Performing Arts Board of the Australia Council will 
take such an approach. Undesirable as it may be, the funding of Australian jazz may 
move away from the provision of services that all musicians have access to, and 
towards the exclusive support of established ensembles. 
 
This is sometimes called, mistakenly in our view, ‘funding to succeed’. It is openly 
elitist but it is an elitism that is given authority to some extent by Creative Nation. 
Arts funding bureaucrats are increasingly talking about the importance of the 
marketplace, implying that the warm and fuzzy support which emerging artists 
received in the past is now over. If you’re good, you’ll need to come through the ruck 
on your own and then you can compete for the largesse that will increasingly go to 
established artists. But, if you drop by the wayside and never make it then that’s the 
marketplace operating. 
 
The new emphasis on elitism and commercialism hasn’t gone unnoticed.  At the 
NCAA symposium there was some reaction against Creative Nation. NCAA Executive 
member  Stephen Spence said that it was  a “top down” policy instigated by “boys in 
suits” who didn’t know much about the  arts. Creative Nation, he said, talked about 
new technologies, promotion and marketing, and exporting the arts, because “that’s 
what the boys in the suits were into”.  But, he conceded that Creative Nation was an 
“inspired guess”.  
 
Katherine Brisbane of Currency Press made the point that the Australia Council had 
spent some 25 years rejecting commercialism and building up a non-profit culture. 
We are bemused, she said, because that culture is now being called into question. We 
are to embrace commercialism and embark on promotion and marketing; and it 
appears that we’re expected to turn a profit, otherwise we’ll be seen as a drain on the 
taxpayers’ money. This requires something of a turnaround in attitude.  
 
There are those in the jazz world who have been advancing the rather superficial view 
that only performance matters. According to this argument Government funds 
should therefore go only to performers, and not to organisations. Those who think 
like this will be disappointed by Creative Nation’s section on the Australia Council,  
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Katherine Brisbane of Currency Press (pictured above) made the point that the 
Australia Council had spent some 25 years rejecting commercialism and building 
up a non-profit culture… that culture is now being called into question… PHOTO 
CREDIT ADAM KNOTT 
 
where there is a strong theme that the Council should not merely be about giving 
grants to artists. “A cultural education system which concerned simply with the 
development of the skills of artists and workers in arts industries is inadequate”,  the 
text says (p 13).  The artists themselves are no longer the be-all and end-all. The 
Council “has to turn its attention away from the supply side of the arts equation to 
the creation of a higher level of demand from consumers (p 13)”.  We are encouraged 
that there is tacit support here for the idea that support organisations should be 
maintained to assist with such processes. 
 
In a nutshell “the Government believes that the Australia Council needs to deploy an 
increasing amount of its resources in areas of audience development, linkages with 
broadcasting technologies, marketing and sponsorship stimulation and international 
export development (p 15)”. Many in the jazz world will be encouraged by the 
statement (p 16) that “the Council must also have the capacity to Institute change 
without penalty to those whom it currently assists” [our italics]. 
 
Jazz has a major problem of course in fitting into the funding mechanisms that have 
emerged. We don’t qualify for direct-line funding because we don’t have the peak 
organisations that characterise the high-culture establishment. (We don’t really want 
peak organisations in jazz anyway, because they are largely inconsistent with the 
spirit of  the music.) We don’t have powerful friends in high places (as do some 
classical music organisations). We don’t have the sort of commercial clout as an art 
form that would attract any decent corporate sponsorship. That leaves us with the 
Australia Council and specifically the PAB. 
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How does the PAB perceive jazz organisations? Take the Jazz Co-ordination 
Association of NSW, for example. It is the closest thing that the jazz world has to a 
national  service organisation. It is the only jazz organisation in Australia with a full-
time administrator. It has major resources, two state-of-the art computer systems 
and extraordinarily comprehensive information on Australian jazz organised in the 
National Jazz Database. It would be idiocy of the highest order to close down this 
facility, at a time when the country is entering the era of the “information 
superhighway”.  Yet, as important as this support infrastructure is to the jazz world, 
it has to compete for funds at the level of the PAB Music committee, where there 
appears to be a lack of corporate memory about the achievements of the past, 
particularly in the area of performance, and a certain amount 0f ignorance as to what 
jazz co-ordinators do. There is some evidence that the Association is currently 
perceived by the PAB as a relatively insignificant music project, of no more 
significance than other small music projects that may or may not be expendable. 
Perceiving a jazz organisation in this way is simply another way of marginalising jazz. 
 
This is very largely, once again, a question of  “Does jazz matter?” Does  it matter as 
much as, say, classical music? If it does then the government, or its arts funding  
body has a responsibility to find ways to ensure that jazz continues to have access to 
funds, as other art forms do. We are not talking here about access to funds by 
musicians and ensembles. They have very largely achieved this over the last ten years 
(ironically largely through the encouragement of the jazz co-ordinators), and must 
continue to have it.  But we are talking about support structures. In classical music, 
thousands of dollars are spent on organisations and administrators that support the 
artists and gear them up for performance. In the case of the jazz co-ordinators, we 
are currently talking about a small expenditure in relation to the total arts budget: 
one full-time administrator and  network of part-time administrators in the whole of 
Australian jazz outside of the jazz education institutions. This is a very small cost to 
the taxpayer.  Most people in Australian jazz would argue that this network needs to 
survive, if no other reason than that we are in this respect ahead of most of the rest of 
the world. Many people overseas are hugely envious that this sort of infrastructural 
support for jazz exists in Australia. Overseas jazz enthusiasts always ask, “How can 
we establish jazz co-ordinators in our country?”  Yet there are some people in 
Australia who are demonstrably ignorant, who do not appreciate what most people in 
the jazz communities around the country consider an invaluable asset. 
 
We believe that if the jazz co-ordination programs are to be superseded by so-called 
new priorities it should be after sensible, open debate rather than denigratory, ‘off 
the record’ campaigns, and decisions taken behind closed doors by those who argue 
for the dispensation of public money according to private agendas and are unwilling 
to be publicly accountable. 
 
Finally, it is interesting to note that Creative Nation encourages those who believe 
that traditional jazz has been neglected in arts funding: “not only do we preserve our 
heritage and tradition,  we cultivate them,”  says the text (p 5).  It goes on, “we want 
to encourage among all Australians a deeper appreciation of our heritage and with it 
a deep attachment to Australia”. On p 9 Creative Nation identifies four areas of 
Commonwealth responsibility, that a/ innovation and ideas are perpetually 
encouraged;  b/ self-expression and creativity are encouraged; c/ our heritage is 
preserved as more develops;  and d/ all Australians have a chance to participate and 
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receive – that we invigorate the national life and return its product to the people. 
 
Will it be the duty of the Music Committee of the PAB to address point c/,  
considering the narrowing of its funding, in recent years, to the support of a small 
spectrum of jazz, ie the modern and the avant garde? Or, will the PAB consider that 
this is the responsibility of some other Govt agency, leaving the PAB free to continue 
its current policy? The committee of the JCANSW looks forward to constructive 
discussion of this and other issues over the coming months.  
 
_________________________________________________________ 


