
1 
 

VICTORIA, THE AUSTRALIA COUNCIL AND GEOGRAPHICAL EQUITY 
 
by Eric Myers 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article first appeared in the Apr/May, 1999 edition of JazzChord.] 
 
INTRODUCTION: Recent contact between the National Jazz Development Office in Sydney 
and the office of the Victorian Jazz Development Officer Martin Jackson, who is also co-
ordinator/artistic director of the Melbourne Jazz Co-Operative, has indicated that there 
exists in Victoria a strong perception, shared by Martin, that recent Australia Council 
funding results have strongly favoured New South Wales (NSW)  applicants at the expense 
of Victorian applicants, and that this reflects a historical bias on the part of the Australia 
Council against the strong Victorian jazz scene. This  is not the first time that Victorians 
have raised this matter. Below I outline some relevant history regarding the last time this 
matter was raised, and recount how it was resolved by the National Office. Some of the 
material in this article was published earlier in a piece entitled “Victoria & PAB Funding: 
Myth & Reality”, which appeared in the Mar/Apr, 1994 edition of JazzChord.] 
 

n the early 1990s there was concern in Melbourne that Victorian jazz artists were not 
receiving enough funds from the Australia Council, the Commonwealth Government’s 
arts funding and advisory body. 

 
Historically, there was some truth in this. My analysis of the funding results to jazz from the 
Australia Council begins in 1978-79; they show that, in the following ten years, Victoria 
received an average of 11% of the funds up to the year 1988-89 - a poor result considering 
that Victoria had about 25% of the Australian population, and that Melbourne 
unquestionably had the largest jazz movement outside of Sydney, with a great many fine 
musicians active. During the same decade NSW received an average of 46% of the funds, 
(with about 34% of the population). 
 
There were reasons for Victoria’s poor showing, according to officers of the then Music Board 
of the Australia Council:  

 negativism about the Council, meaning that jazz musicians and organisations in 
Victoria simply did not apply;  

 isolation from the Australia Council, in that Victorians did not have the advantage of 
easy access to the Council that Sydneyites enjoyed; and  

 poor quality of the applications that were made. 
 

Be this as it may, in terms of Commonwealth Government funding, the 1980s now look like a 
lost decade for Victorian jazz. The considerable rise in funds going to jazz over this period - 
from $74,960 in 1978-79 to a high of $473,824 in 1991-92 - has largely been put down to the 
work of the state jazz co-ordinators, who began in 1983. As a result of encouragement by the 
co-ordinators, the Council began to receive far more, and far better, applications from the 
jazz world in most states, particularly in NSW. This did not happen, however, in the case of 
Victoria. There appears to be little evidence that jazz artists were encouraged to apply 
through the inaugural jazz co-ordination program in Victoria, which ran from 1983 and was 
wound up by the Australia Council in 1987.  
 
In NSW, right from the commencement of jazz co-ordination in 1983, I conducted a big push 
to get people to apply: 
 

 ringing musicians up to let them know what funding programs were available; 

 twisting their arms to come in and talk about it;  

I 
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 in many cases actually writing the applications for them (and typing them out). 
 

With NSW musicians and organisations competing much better for funds, the results were 
spectacular: from a base of 30% of the funds in 1982-83 (not a good result), the NSW share 
of the funds steadily increased: 39% in 1983-84; 35% in 1984-85; 42% in both 1985-86 and 
1986-87; then a high of 62% in 1988-89.  
 
Not bad for a State with 34% of the population. 
 
After some time, people in Victoria noticed the funds going to NSW, and began to complain. 
The results were not carefully analysed by them, but they saw the NSW names in the 
published lists, and blamed the Australia Council for stacking the peer assessment 
committees with people from NSW. 
 
However, the fault did not lie with the Australia Council; it lay with key members of the 
Victorian jazz community, who didn’t encourage the musicians to get their act together. 
Many Victorian musicians might have had access to funds that could have immeasurably 
advanced their careers. This was an obvious inequity, and it bothered me during 1988, 
following the Australia Council’s decision, at the end of 1987, to wind up the Victorian jazz 
co-ordinator position (which had been occupied by Paula Langlands), for reasons which I 
won’t go into here. It was suggested by my management committee, and by colleagues in 
Melbourne, that I should go down to Victoria and try to fill the void.  
 
In March, 1989, I travelled to Melbourne to try to start a process that might rectify this 
problem. While I was there I saw over 30 people over two hectic days, located in Brian 
Brown’s office at the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA). Brian was then the Victorian  
 

 
 
Brian Brown: then the Victorian representative on the National Jazz Co-ordination 
Advisory Committee… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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representative on the National Jazz Co-ordination Advisory Committee. Most of the 
musicians who came to see me wanted to ask about arts funding. I found that lack of 
knowledge about the available Australia Council funding programs, and how to apply for 
funds, was almost total. No-one was aware of the Council’s Programs of Assistance booklet, 
and few people had ever seen an Australia Council application form. I encouraged many of 
the people I interviewed to apply to the Council for funds. In fact, many went ahead 
subsequently, and were funded.  
 
The following year (1989-90) Victoria’s share of the funds devolved to jazz by the Australia 
Council rose to 16% (up from 9% in 1988-89). The corner had been turned. Later, when the 
new Victorian Jazz Co-ordinator Lee McIver encouraged applications, the figure went up to 
19% in 1990-91. 
 
At that time I also felt that Victoria should be assisted to recommence the jazz co-ordination 
program as quickly as possible. While I was in Melbourne in March, 1989, I encouraged 
Melbourne enthusiasts to form a fresh committee representative of the Melbourne jazz 
community, and apply to the AC for funds. It’s unnecessary to provide details of my role; 
only to say that the advice given was pretty much accepted, ie modelling the support 
infrastructure on what was already working well in NSW. 
 

 
 
Sigmund Jorgensen: he chaired the meeting in Melbourne on April 17, 1989 that elected the 
first committee of the Jazz Coordination Association of Vic (JCAV)… PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
The result in Melbourne was a committee that was first elected on April 17, 1989. Later, the 
committee incorporated and became the Jazz Coordination Association of Vic (JCAV), 
modelled on the Jazz Co-ordination Association of NSW. I went down to Melbourne to 
attend the April 17 meeting, which was chaired by Sigmund Jorgensen. I took the minutes, 
because no-one else volunteered. The committee subsequently applied to the Australia 
Council for funds, and the Victorian program re-commenced at the beginning of 1990, with 
the appointment of Lee McIver as Vic Jazz Co-ordinator. 
 
Lee McIver was in office from January, 1990, until his resignation in September, 1992. It has 
often been said that he was responsible for the substantial rises in Australia Council funds 
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coming to Victoria in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The evidence, however, indicates that 
the upward trend was already in train, as a result of the 1989 initiative described above. The 
percentage was already up from 9% in 1988-89 to 16% in 1989-90, before Lee’s work in this 
area could be translated into results. Nonetheless, there is no doubt that Lee’s 
encouragement of applications to the Council, and assistance with applications, accelerated a 
process that already had some momentum. The results issued in October, 1991 showed that 
Victoria received 23% of the funds granted in that particular round - an equitable situation if 
one accepts the principle that a state’s percentage of the funds should roughly equal its 
percentage of the Australian population. 
 

 
 
Adrian Jackson wrote an article in the Melbourne Age on October 9, 1991, which attacked 
the Australia Council for not adequately funding jazz in Victoria… 
 
On October 9, 1991, however, an article appeared in The Age in Melbourne which, on the 
basis of the funding results just issued, attacked the Australia Council for not adequately 
funding jazz in Victoria. Written by Adrian Jackson, who later said that he was briefed by Lee 
Mclver, the article said that Victorian funding had decreased by $6,000 from the previous 
year. Lee was quoted: “There were 12 grants issued in New South Wales, compared with six 
in Victoria, four in Western Australia, two each in South Australia and Tasmania, and one in 
Queensland. If you compare that with the representatives on the assessment panels for 
music, you will see that there are 12 representatives from NSW, two from Victoria and one 
each from the other states.” 
 
In his dealings with the committee of the JCAV, Lee Mclver had also raised a number of 
matters, concerning my activities as the National Jazz Coordinator. It appeared that the 
whole myth of ‘the Sydney conspiracy’ was getting a very good run. It went something like 
this:  

 NSW was getting most of the Australia Council grants;  

 projects in NSW were better funded than similar projects in 
Victoria;  

 the same old NSW people were getting funded every year;  

 the assessment panels were being stacked with people from NSW;  

 and, it was also suggested, bizarrely, that I made all the Australia Council’s funding 
decisions for them in the area of jazz. 
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Obviously the situation needed clarifying. I therefore called a meeting which took place in 
Melbourne on December 18, 1991. Chaired by the National Jazz Co-ordination Advisory 
Committee chairperson Ted Nettelbeck, who flew from Adelaide, the meeting was attended 
by the members of the committee of the JCAV, plus a  handful of other Melbourne jazz 
enthusiasts. 
 

 
 
Ted Nettelbeck, chair of the National Jazz Co-ordination Advisory Committee, who flew 
from Adelaide to chair the meeting in Melbourne on December 18, 1991…PHOTO CREDIT 
PETER SINCLAIR 
 
At that meeting I drew attention to the considerable rises in the percentage of the funds 
going to Victoria that had taken place in 1989-90 an 1990-91. I pointed out that, in the latest 
funding results (those that had so upset Lee Mclver) Victoria had received 23% of the funds 
devolved. Also, the fact was that the amount of funds in the latest results indicated an 
increase to Victoria over the previous year’s figures, not a decrease as Lee had claimed. So, 
there really was no evidence to substantiate the claim that an inequitable situation still 
existed. Lee had simply neglected to analyse the figures carefully. The whole campaign 
conducted by the Victorians could not be backed up by evidence. 
 
I later sent documents to all those who attended, which I felt showed conclusively that 
Victoria was not only doing well, but was doing substantially better than most other states 
(with the exception of NSW, which still continued to dominate the funding results). If the 
Victorians were interested in equity why weren’t they making a fuss about WA, where 
Australia Council funds had dropped dramatically? Or, Qld and SA which, for many years, 
had done miserably out of AC funding? 
 
At the December 18 meeting I also agreed to take up the matter of perceived inequity, on 
behalf of the Victorians, with the Australia Council. This I did, and I heard from Jane 
Westbrook, Executive Officer, Performing Arts on February 19, 1993. She wrote: “The 
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Australia Council has a commitment to access and equity. The Council ensures that the 
composition of its peer review committees and its methods of grant processing and 
assessment reflect this commitment. However, the committees of the Board do not consider 
the state of residence of the applicant as a criterion for assessment. Instead, when 
substantial inequities are found, the Australia Council or the Performing Arts Board may 
assign resources to assist artists in approaching the Council for assistance.” 
 
Ms Westbrook also confirmed what the National Office had been saying to Victorians: that 
their state’s proportion of funds going to jazz was now equitable. “In the case of jazz in 
Victoria,” wrote Ms Westbrook, “the number of applications and grants given has increased 
in recent years largely due to the work of the Victorian Jazz Co-ordinator. This strategy has 
largely been successful. Funding to jazz in Victoria has risen from $56,300 in 1990(15% of 
jazz funding) to $121,572 in 1992 (25% of jazz funding).” 
 
In the following years, Victoria continued to do well. For 1992-3, according to my analysis, 
Victoria’s share went down slightly, to 21%. 1993-94 saw a dramatic rise in funds going to 
Victoria: to a high of 28%. Meanwhile NSW, which received 48% of the funds in 1991-92 and 
49% in 1992-93, suffered a substantial decline in 1993-94: down to 42%. 
 
I now believe, however, that this sort of analysis is not vitally important. The Australia 
Council, after all, does not have a mechanism for achieving equity in funding the various 
states. An application for a grant comes in and competes against other applications; its 
success or failure depends on the merit of the application, not on its state of origin. What we 
in the jazz community should be ensuring is that those who most deserve to be funded are in 
the race, and submit good applications, no matter where they live. This is where the jazz co-
ordinators, in some states, have been very effective, in ensuring that the best jazz artists are 
in the race. But the question of equity can only be approached after the results are out, and 
the funds added up. Only then can one see if an equitable situation, presumably based on 
population, has been approximated. 
 
Still, one thing was clear in the mid-1990s: the evidence was overwhelmingly that the 
inequitable situation in Victoria that existed throughout the 1980s had been rectified - not 
through any affirmative action by the Australia Council, but by Victorian musicians and 
organisations competing much better for the funds. This was a direct result of musicians  
 

 
 
Martin Jackson: he noticed in 1999 that Victoria’s share of funds from the Australia 
Council had declined again. He was right... 
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being encouraged to apply, and being assisted with their applications - first by myself, the 
National Jazz Co-ordinator, then by Lee McIver, the Victorian Jazz Coordinator, who came 
after. The upward trend began in 1989-90, and Victoria’s funding eventually reached an 
equitable situation, in proportion to the state’s population. 
 
Now, in 1999, the Victorian Jazz Development Officer Martin Jackson, who has been in 
office since late 1997, has noticed that Victoria’s share of funds has declined once again. He’s 
right. Victorian jazz artists have not been receiving many grants from the Council over the 
last 12 months or so. There is no doubt that recent results, once again, are dominated by 
NSW applicants. 
 
In Sydney there is now a culture of confidence amongst our leading jazz artists regarding 
applying for, and receiving, grants from the Australia Council, a confidence that may not 
exist in other states. If one looks at the recipients of major grants from the Australia Council 
listed on page 1 of JazzChord in the story on Mike Nock*, one notices that a total of 
$663,000 since 1994 has been awarded, all to NSW jazz artists. Does this amount to an 
inequitable situation? Are there jazz artists in other states equally eligible, who should have 
been funded as well as Don Burrows, Sandy Evans, Bernie McGann, Dale Barlow and Mike 
Nock? (I omit Mark Isaacs here because he is also a classical music artist). 
 
To return to Victoria, some of the questions for those in the Victorian jazz community must 
now be as follows: Have the best Victorian jazz artists been encouraged to apply in recent 
times? If not, why not? If an inequitable situation now exists once again in relation to 
Victoria, what can be done to rectify it? 
 
______________________________________ 

*The cover story in JazzChord highlighted the Music Fund of the Australia Council 

awarding an  $80,000 Fellowship to the Sydney pianist/composer Mike Nock. It was noted 

that Nock was the sixth Australian jazz musician to be the beneficiary of major Australia 

Council awards in the 1990s. The others were Don Burrows who, in 1994, received an 

Australian Artists Creative Fellowship of $330,000 (popularly known as a ‘Keating’); 

Sandy Evans, who in 1995, received a Young Australian Creative Fellowship worth 

$33,000; Mark Isaacs who in 1996, received a Fellowship worth $80,000 (this was 

awarded for classical music projects, as well as jazz projects); Bernie McGann who, in 

1997, received the $60,000 Don Banks Music Award; and Dale Barlow who, in 1998, 

received a Fellowship worth $80,000. So, a total of $663,000 went to Sydney jazz artists in 

the period 1994-99.  


