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PAUL GRABOWSKY & CONTROVERSY OVER PAB MUSIC COMMITTEE 
FUNDING DECISIONS  
 
by Eric Myers 
 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared on the front cover of the May/Jun, 1994 edition of 
JazzChord] 
 

n May 11, 1994, the Sydney Morning Herald ran an article which alleged that 
members of the Music Committee of the Australia Council's Performing Arts 
Board (PAB), in its most recent assessments, had been beneficiaries of a 

substantial amount of the available funds, through the Composer Commissions 
program.  
 
Written by the freelance arts writer Ava Hubble, and headed 'Committee out of tune 
as members take out grants', the article was based on criticisms made by John 
Colborne-Veel, President of the Fellowship of Australian Composers. Of a total of 
$148,811 awarded, $53,000 had gone to committee members, the article claimed.  
 
Representatives of the PAB have described the article as "scurrilous", "inaccurate" 
and "misleading". In the following, JazzChord seeks to report on the controversy as 
objectively as possible.  
 

 
 
Paul Grabowsky (left) and Allan Browne: Controversy over decisions made by the 
Music Committee on which they sit, has led to the Australia Council reviewing its 
conflict of interest guidelines... PHOTO CREDIT PETER GOUGH 
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As readers of JazzChord know, the Music Committee is chaired by the Melbourne 
jazz musician Paul Grabowsky, who was the beneficiary of one grant in the recent 
round: $2,997 via the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz to compose a suite for jazz 
orchestra. Also, the Australian Art Orchestra, of which Paul is artistic director, 
received two further grants: $6,000 and $3,375 for two composer commissions. The 
Music Committee also includes another Melbourne jazz musician, the drummer 
Allan Browne.  
 
John Colborne-Veel said that, while members of the committee benefited, the 
committee had failed to fund the travelling expenses of Paul Stanhope, Australia's 
entrant in the Asian Composers' League competition for young composers, held in 
Taiwan. The application had been for $1,250. 'The whole process needs urgent 
review", Mr Colborne-Veel is quoted as saying. He was also critical of the blind-tape 
process, by which composers were assessed according to the music on tape, without 
the identity of the composer being known. Mr Colborne-Veel said that "composers 
can recognise the style of their contemporaries as easily as concert-goers can 
differentiate between the music of Wagner and Verdi." He wrote to the Prime 
Minister, suggesting that guidelines be introduced to prevent committee members 
from directly or indirectly benefiting from such grants in the future.  
 

 
 
John Colborne-Veel, President of the Fellowship of Australian Composers, here on 
trombone… PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
It is unfortunate that a defence of the Australia Council has not appeared in the 
Sydney Morning Herald, although it is understood that a number of letters were 
sent, from the Council itself, and from others. Jazzchord, however, has had access to 
an unpublished letter to the SMH over the signature of Hilary McPhee, Chair of the 
Australia Council, dated May 11, 1994.  
 
In this letter Ms McPhee points out that the Ava Hubble article gives the impression 
that members of the Music Committee were "lining their own pockets while 
depriving others of grants." She says that the two composer commission grants 
which went to the Australian Art Orchestra did not go to Paul Grabowsky himself, 
but to the composers Mary Finsterer and Sandy Evans. Furthermore, the Council  
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Hilary McPhee, Chair of the Australia Council: she corrected inaccuracies in the 
Hubble article… 
 
could not expect composers who were competing for commissions to be unavailable 
to sit on the Music Committee. If that were the case, says Ms McPhee, "then they 
would have a very limited pool from which to select members and the overall quality 
of the committee decisions would be severely degraded. It is to be expected with a 
peer panel that the members, as peers of high standing, would be commissioned and 
would therefore be part of the competition for grants."  
 
Ms McPhee corrected three other inaccuracies in the Hubble article. For example:  
 
* The sound artist Sherre Delys, who resigned from the Music Committee before it 
sat to assess the last round of applications, did not receive $20,250, as the article 
reported. $9,000 of that grant was provided by the Literature Board for a librettist, 
Kathleen Fallon, and the remaining $11,250 went to a joint commission between 
Sherre Delys and Stevie Wishart.  
 

 
 
Sound artist Sherre Delys: she did not receive $20,250, as the article reported… 
 
* The article reported that the group Perihelion, which included Music Committee 
member Patricia Pollett, received $3,828. In fact, says Ms McPhee, the group was the 
commissioning body, and the grant went to the composer Cathie Travers.  
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* The grant of $20,000 which went to the composer and Music Committee member 
Graeme Koehne was for a major work to be paid over four years.  
 

 
 
Composer and Music Committee member Graeme Koehne: his grant of $20,000 
was for a major work to be paid over four years… 
 
The peer assessment of submissions was defended by the PAB's executive officer 
Jane Westbrook. She pointed out that, under the committee's code of conduct, 
committee members were prohibited from participating in the decisions made on 
applications which affected them personally. JazzChord has always understood that, 
when this occurs, the committee member leaves the room, in order to avoid conflict 
of interest, and only returns after the decision has been made. "It is inevitable from 
time to time that peers will be the recipients of grants", Jane Westbrook told the 
SMH.  
 
The controversy was aired in newspapers in Melbourne and Adelaide as well as in 
Sydney. Writing to The Age in Melbourne, on May 17, 1994, Paul Grabowsky 
defended the blind-tape process: "Does Mr Colborne-Veel really claim to be able to 
recognise every sound-installation artist, jazz composer, theatre composer and 
experimental rock composer as well as the entire range of his peers?"  
 
Grabowsky also defended the right of committee members to indirectly benefit from 
such grants: "A peer-group process must surely be carried out by individuals who 
have the respect of their colleagues and as every member of the Music Committee is 
either a practising artist or an administrator carrying out a task which has minimal 
financial return, and one which we see as a service to the musical community, then 
surely it would be ridiculous if they were excluded even indirectly from being eligible 
for funding."  
 
Mietta O'Donnell, chair of the Australian Art Orchestra (AAO), also wrote to The Age 
on May 17, claiming that the AAO had been misrepresented. "The AAO is a new 
orchestral venture that has appointed Paul Grabowsky as its inaugural artistic 
director", she wrote. "While Mr Grabowsky, in his role as artistic director, advised 
the orchestra board and management of the composers he wished to commission, it 
was the board's decision on what applications went forward.... The impression 
conveyed by your article was that Mr Grabowsky would be a direct beneficiary of the 
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grants which is not the case. Nor is Mr Grabowsky in control of the way grant funds 
are disbursed by the AAO."  
 

 
 
Chair of the Australian Art Orchestra Mietta O'Donnell (above) claimed that the 
AAO had been misrepresented…. 
 
John Colborne-Veel, incidentally, is well-known in the jazz world as a trombonist 
and composer. His jazz masses have often been performed in churches, as part of 
various jazz festivals, although he is also active in what one might call contemporary 
classical composition. In the documents which JazzChord has seen, he has stuck 
doggedly to one main point: that the Music Committee should not be awarding 
grants which benefit, directly or indirectly, its own members: "In short," he says, 
"judges should not be allowed to have a share of the prizes."  
 
At time of writing it appears that John Colborne-Veel and the Fellowship of 
Australian Composers have succeeded in their campaign. At the Performing Arts 
Board public forum held in Sydney on July 13, 1994, Carl Vine, deputy chair of the 
Australia Council, announced that the Council had decided to recommend changes to 
its conflict of interest guidelines. Under the new guidelines, which have gone to the 
Federal Minister for the Arts Michael Lee, members of all Council peer assessment 
committees will henceforth be prevented from being the sole or principal beneficiary 
of grants. 
 

 
 
Carl Vine, deputy chair of the Australia Council: the Council has decided to 
recommend changes to its conflict of interest guidelines… 


