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THE NATIONAL STRATEGIC PLAN FOR JAZZ DEVELOPMENT 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Editor’s Note: The following Plan was prepared by the National Jazz Development Office, 

with collaboration from the Music Council of Australia. The first complete draft of this plan 

was published in Music Forum 5/1, October 1998, and in JazzChord, No 44, Summer 1998/ 

99. This final version, published in the Apr/May, 2001, edition of JazzChord, is a 

modification of that draft following consultations by the National Jazz Development Office 

around the country. 

_______________________________________________________________ 

INTRODUCTION 

This is a plan for jazz in all its forms, and in all regions of Australia.  

Jazz is one of the major expressive forms of our times. 

The official support to jazz has increased over the 1980s and 1990s, but it still falls short of 

the recognition accorded to other expressive forms, musical or otherwise. Consequently, 

there is relatively little infrastructural support to jazz in Australia. By way of comparison, 

while classical music has an elaborate infrastructure of orchestras, opera companies, 

entrepreneurs, touring organisations, the continuing infrastructure in support of jazz 

performance has only one full-time employee, the National Jazz Development Officer (Eric 

Myers). There are some part-time co-ordinators and entrepreneurs, but none is adequately 

funded to develop jazz audiences or institutions to a viable level. 

From a historical perspective, the instability with respect to performance opportunities 

stemming from the frequent opening/closing and changing of music policy in jazz venues in 

many major cities, as well as the difficulties of developing a jazz scene in non-metropolitan 

and regional centres, have meant that musicians find it increasingly difficult to make a living 

from jazz. At the same time, in part because jazz has been taken into the curriculum of most 

of the leading conservatoria, there are more fine jazz musicians in Australia than ever before. 

Their performance opportunities hardly encourage a career commitment in jazz per se. 

This is the context which necessitates a National Strategic Plan for Jazz Development. This 

plan proposes some decisive actions in support of jazz. In the light of the support given to 

other major art-forms, it is an extremely modest plan - but nevertheless would require a 

substantial increase over the current (low) funding base. 

It should be noted that the plan is not totally dependent upon public funding. Aspects of it 

involve self-help through increased earnings or private funding support. Indeed, it is 

anticipated that successfully implemented, the plan would generate much greater earned 

income with much activity achieving financial self-reliance. By ‘self-help’ is meant 

entrepreneurial overtures to elements of the private sector, based on the informed insights of 

local jazz representatives. 

In relation to musics which occupy more securely the ‘high art’ category, jazz manifests a 

very high level of regional distinctiveness, rather than always seeking solely to reproduce 

centralised performance and stylistic models. Australian jazz has achieved recognition 

largely on these terms. 
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Recognising this, we have sought to maintain two principles in particular in developing the 

proposals set out below. 

* It is necessary that any long-term strategic plan should recognise the importance of 

nurturing regional activity at every level; 

* It is also necessary that regional wisdom should be given room to manoeuvre in the specific 

operational and tactical methods used to pursue those objectives. 

That is, this is a strategic plan setting out objectives which will enhance the Australian jazz 

culture nationally. It is not in any way an attempt to impose specific operational policies on 

any particular region. The way in which the plan is implemented will be based on local 

insights and initiatives, with support from the National Jazz Development Office provided, 

where this is possible and appropriate in light of priorities and resources. 

Nor should it be taken to imply that none of the objectives articulated is already explicit at 

regional level, or implicit in current operations. Some jazz administrators will realise that 

they are already pursuing some of the objectives listed here, and we do not wish to suggest 

that this is not so. The purpose of this plan is to formalise a range of measures as part of a 

coherent and overall strategy, to draw attention to that full range, to emphasise their 

interconnectedness, and to provide a context within which priorities and tactical procedures 

might be assessed. 

In light of these observations it is important to clarify the relationship that exists between the 

National Jazz Development Office, which has drawn up the following plan, and the various 

jazz communities to whom it is addressed throughout Australia. 

The National Jazz Development Officer is responsible to the National Jazz Development 

Committee. This committee includes a representative of each state jazz co-ordination 

committee which, in turn, is designed to represent each state jazz community. The Jazz Co-

ordination Association of NSW changed its constitution in 2000 in order to formally devolve 

full responsibility for the National Jazz Development Program to the National Committee. 

The management committee of the Jazz Co-ordination Association of NSW, which formally 

employs the National Jazz Development Officer, is obliged to endorse all decisions of the 

National Committee. 

A number of steps have now been taken to expedite, in practical terms, this regime: 

1. The National Jazz Development Committee has split the available funds from the Australia 

Council along traditional lines, ie one-third of those funds are devoted to the National 

Program, and two-thirds to the NSW Program. 

2. In order to clearly distinguish between the National & NSW Jazz Development Programs, 

the NSW Association’s budget has been split into two, and the National and NSW programs 

of activities have been split into two. Both budgets, and both programs, now stand alone. 

3. A number of measures have been taken in relation to JazzChord, the flagship of the 

National Jazz Development Jazz Program: 

* the DisChords column is being spread around the country to widen perspectives featured in 

the newsletter. 
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* a guest reviewer of Australian jazz CDs will be introduced, as soon as resources permit. 

* an Editorial Committee for JazzChord has been established, in order to advise or direct the 

editor when he is faced with a controversial decision which, if taken solely by him, could lead 

to needless controversy and fruitless expenditure of energy. 

THE PLAN 

1. The purpose of this plan is to substantially increase the general recognition 

of, and national audience for, high quality jazz and jazz-based music of any 

idiom, and thereby make it increasingly possible for Australian jazz musicians 

to build financially viable careers in jazz. 

The relationship between these two objectives is reciprocal, since increased performance 

experience enhances professional skills, and this in turn will further contribute to the quality 

of performances and the commitment of informed and discriminating audiences. 

A further corollary to this objective is the development of a broader appreciation of the role 

which has been played by jazz in Australian culture, and thereby to consolidate the linkages 

between the experience of Australian jazz performance and of Australian society. 

(Where this paper speaks of ‘performance’, the term should be taken to extend to 

composition, recording, broadcasting etc, as appropriate in the context.) 

2. The National Jazz Development Office will accept primary responsibilities in 

implementing the plan, which also offers abundant opportunities for action by 

State jazz co-ordinators, jazz organisations and jazz musicians, and its 

successful realisation will depend upon collaboration from all sectors. 

The office would be funded for the additional time and expertise required. It is envisaged 

that the office would employ a marketing officer to implement the audience-building 

objectives of the plan. 

The National Jazz Development Office (NJDO) would seek to continue to work to its current 

objectives, which briefly are these: 

* provision of information to jazz musicians and organisations, through publications and a 

website 

* ensuring that jazz interests are addressed by the media, governments and cultural bodies 

* facilitating the production of reliable research data on the production and consumption of 

jazz 

* working towards the development of a substantial body of professional jazz musicians of 

recognised excellence, who are able to make a worthwhile living from jazz performance and 

composition; some of the specific objectives of the existing NJDO plan are taken up by this 

national strategy, eg the creation of a national jazz touring circuit. 

At the same time, some of these objectives are tactical, and as such are now subsumed in this 

larger Strategic Plan. They will then be subject to the same review and prioritisation in light 

of resources, as all other operational means to the larger strategic ends. 
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3. Development and implementation of the strategy and its presentation to 

support agencies will be supported by the Music Council of Australia. 

4. Financially, the strategy seeks to maximise the income earned nationally by 

the jazz box office, secure the public and private subsidies necessary for 

implementation, and find the most effective use for subsidies to jazz generally. 

The potential for increasing earned income is far greater than the potential to increase the 

overall level of subsidies, and the plan through its emphasis on promotional activity is 

strongly directed towards increasing the audience and audience income. Concerning 

subsidies, it is intended that the strategy should produce the maximum impact for the lowest 

possible subsidy. Nevertheless, because the total of subsidies to jazz is very low, some 

increase would be needed at the outset. It is intended that the strategy will bring financial 

benefit to subsidised programs, and also to commercially self-sustaining activity because this 

amplifies the possible growth and audience base. 

5. The plan requires a national audience-building campaign which i) establishes 

jazz as the preferred style of a segment of the youth audience, ii) acts 

independently to implement strategies which build the broad jazz audience - eg 

by increasing the jazz presence in the media, iii) acts in collaboration with 

presenters to encourage integrated utilisation of recording, live performance 

and media in the promotion of particular artists. 

The campaign would deal with all forms of jazz. This paper does not attempt to discuss the 

detail of the campaign; as indicated in the preamble, specific measures for pursuing the 

strategic objectives are likely to be locally distinctive, and best understood by local jazz 

representatives. 

Concerning iii), the intention is that the National Jazz Development Office would seek to 

gain maximum advantage from the marketing efforts of individual presenters by taking them 

up as elements contributing to the objectives of the larger national campaign. 

6. The plan requires the existence of at least one dedicated jazz venue in each 

state, by means appropriate to local conditions (that is, perhaps a stand-alone 

venue, or a venue operating within a hotel, theatre, registered club, or other 

facility). Ideally it would be purpose-built. The program might be managed by 

the venue itself or by a jazz presenting organisation. 

These venues would regularly include programming that was innovative in relation to local 

and regional context. In Sydney and Melbourne, these venues ideally would operate full time. 

In the other cities, it is hypothesised that initially, only part-time operation (ie at least 

weekly) would be viable. In accordance with current funding practice, financial support for 

the establishment costs of these venues would be sought from the state and possibly local 

governments. Subsidies for presentation costs would be sought from all levels of 

government, from private philanthropic foundations and from the private sector in the form 

of sponsorship. It may be that in the smaller cities, existing commercial venues can be 

converted to jazz presentation by application of existing models which have operated 

successfully in major centres, where a non-profit entrepreneur is funded for the deficit in 

presentation costs/income, and the venue benefits from the increased custom brought by the 
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performances. Some capital funding may be necessary for a piano and sound system, which 

could be owned by the state or the non-profit entrepreneur. 

7. Subject to feasibility studies, the plan may include the establishment of part-

time but year-round venues in other large centres such as Gold Coast, 

Canberra, Darwin, Newcastle, Wollongong, Geelong, Townsville. 

These studies could be an early focus of the research proposed in the final section of this 

plan. 

8. The venues become the centre of energy for the development of jazz and its 

audience in their respective cities, and together form the constituents of a 

national jazz touring circuit. 

The purpose of the venues/entrepreneurs strategy is in part to maximise the benefits of 

subsidies by working with entrepreneurs who are under some contractual obligation to give 

some emphasis to the presentation of jazz of originality, who have the skills to build 

audiences and the resources to offer performances to a large number of ensembles and so to 

support and reward the best music-making available at any time. Such partnerships should 

be created in circumstances which will enhance, but not compromise, existing performance 

opportunities. 

LOCAL OUTCOMES: Historically, jazz as an art-form has experienced its most fertile 

periods of activity around the existence of special venues eg Birdland, Village Vanguard or, in 

Australia, El Rocco; the Embers; The Basement; and more recently Bennetts Lane and Side-

On Café. In Australia the development of jazz has been for long periods constrained by the 

dearth of long-standing, dedicated venues. The success of publicly funded, non-profit venues 

in building audiences can spin-off into the establishment of commercially viable venues, thus 

building the whole scene and taking jazz into a wider community without additional subsidy. 

The combination of the local, committed jazz venue and a touring circuit would make it 

feasible for good jazz musicians to build careers while maintaining residence in the smaller 

cities. 

TOURING: It is common that the jazz ensembles preferred by Australia’s finest jazz 

performers as vehicles for their expressive talents are able to perform only infrequently in 

their city of residence. A touring circuit would make it possible for these ensembles to 

perform more frequently, encouraging their continuing existence and fostering their artistic 

development. It follows that while touring opportunities will be valuable for all such 

ensembles, they could especially benefit ensembles based in smaller cities, where performing 

opportunities are even more limited. 

A national touring circuit makes for more attractive and varied jazz programming in each 

city (especially the smaller cities) and so serves to build audience numbers and the quality of 

local practice. A touring circuit makes visits by overseas artists more feasible financially, and 

this also serves to build the audience and the quality of local practice. 

The funding bodies should endorse presentations of foreign artists by venues and 

managements, even though they do not subsidise them. A national touring circuit may be 

run by direct negotiations between presenters, or the National Jazz Development Office 

might have a co-ordinating role. A successful national circuit to major cities makes possible 

spin-off regional touring. 
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9. Special performance opportunities will be provided for young players. 

Such opportunities might be provided through the establishment of regular programming of 

young bands in jazz venues, opportunities for regular jamming in public venues, etc. In the 

larger cities, the feasibility of establishing special part-time venues for young players should 

be investigated. Successful venues for young players will be a means of igniting the interest 

of the youth audience. 

10. Support will be given to the development of jazz festivals, and the inclusion 

of jazz in broadly programmed arts festivals. 

A disproportionately large number of Australian arts festivals are jazz festivals. Support 

should be given because: 

* they concentrate the attention of the public and the media on jazz 

* they encourage filming, recording, broadcast of jazz which otherwise might not occur 

* they provide an opportunity and reward for musicians to develop something out of the 

ordinary 

* the public comes to festival events with a willingness to encounter the experimental 

* they provide an opportunity for the presentation of international and interstate musicians, 

and place Australia more firmly in the international jazz circuit. 

Some existing Australian festivals - eg the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz & Blues, and Baileys 

Melbourne Jazz Festival - are models for emulation. While jazz festivals contribute positively 

in these ways, it should be recognised that they also carry a potential for damage, eg through 

unconsidered scheduling which unnecessarily divides festival audiences and resources, or by 

detracting from the regular, continuing performance of jazz in communities. There is an 

important role for the National Jazz Development Office as a co-ordinating body that seeks 

to maximise the benefits and obviate the damage from jazz festivals. With appropriate 

scheduling and programming, there is a possibility for a national circuit of jazz festivals to 

enhance programming and share costs. It would also be beneficial to organise meetings of 

jazz festival directors for exchanges of information, and development of co-operation. This 

might be co-ordinated by the National Jazz Development Office. 

11. Support will be provided to some large, part-time ensembles (say eight or 

more players). 

In normal circumstances, the market cannot support large jazz ensembles from earned 

income, any more than it can support symphony orchestras. Modest support could give a 

number of large ensembles a continuing, part-time existence, sufficient to encourage their 

artistic development and the development of an audience. This support could come from 

major performing arts centres. New York’s Lincoln Center has a big band led by Wynton 

Marsalis which brings credit to the Lincoln Center and serves a substantial audience which 

might not be reached by small ensembles performing in clubs. 
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12. The National Jazz Development Office will coordinate meetings of and 

educational programs for the managers of the designated venues and 

entrepreneurial organisations, to ensure productive collaboration and 

informed professionalism in management. 

Because there is so little settled infrastructural support for jazz, skilled professional 

managers are in very short supply. The success of this plan will be enhanced by ensuring the 

development of the necessary managerial and programmatic skills. 

13. It is proposed that in addition to support to venues/entrepreneurs as above, 

government funding to jazz would mostly be directed to the following: 

* Recording  

* Commissions 

* National touring 

* International touring 

* Support to part time operation of professional large ensembles (say eight or more 

members) 

* Industry-related research 

* Advisory services to practitioners in matters such as marketing and grant applications. 

14. National and state funding bodies, including Playing Australia, would be 

invited to make a commitment to this plan. 

Understandings with the funding bodies at national, state and local government levels will be 

sought concerning the areas of responsibility accepted by each. State arts ministries will be 

asked to invest only in local aspects of the plan, and the benefits of participation should be 

demonstrated to them, eg a richer local cultural life, national opportunities for their own jazz 

artists, access of local audiences to national and international artists. Playing Australia 

would be asked to make a commitment to the construction and continuity of a national jazz 

touring circuit. The concept and design of the circuit might be developed collaboratively with 

Playing Australia. The national dance touring circuit may provide a model or at least a 

precedent. 

15. The National Jazz Development Office will assist State or regional bodies to 

devise and implement strategies in support of regional jazz development. 

It will be able to invite and assist local initiatives with expertise, contacts, and an overview of 

existing activities and possibilities. 

16. For the long-term development of the full spectrum of a viable jazz 

community - audiences, performers, administrators - education is pivotal. The 

plan will give appropriate support to the various levels of jazz-related 

education. 

Currently the most influential jazz education programmes in Australia are primarily in the 

tertiary sector, where they are primarily performance-oriented, with international reference. 
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This plan proposes that from the earliest stages an awareness of jazz should be cultivated, as 

a cultural as well as simply musical presence. That is, students should be made aware not 

only of the music itself, but of the role it has played internationally and locally. The 

development of performance and audience competencies should be complemented by 

programmes that trace the way jazz is entwined with the larger history of our society. The 

latter may take the form of exposure to exhibitions, participation in historical and 

ethnographic projects (such as the preparation of local oral histories), or other events 

appropriate to local conditions.  

The National Jazz Development Office will encourage the activities of school jazz educators; 

it may offer workshops in the non-musical aspects of musicians’ careers; it may foster 

opportunities for jamming, especially for young players; it may take other education-related 

initiatives as need and opportunity present. Jazz administrators are also urged to inform 

themselves of other existing bodies which have an involvement in education in their region, 

and to seek to establish general synergies and specific collaborations with them. These would 

include not only educational institutions themselves, but performing arts organisations 

which already work in conjunction with such institutions. 

17. Support will be sought for appropriate surveys and research to determine 

current and future participation rates, financial throughput, legislative and 

related parameters, audience access and participation, awareness levels. 

Considerable jazz resources are expended in activities whose outcomes and impact are 

simply not known. Much jazz policy appears to be a reflex response to unchecked 

assumptions and anecdote, and jazz administrators often find themselves in the position of 

advocates without evidence. Apart from urging jazz administrators to inform themselves of 

existing research, this plan seeks to generate documented information regarding the 

situation of jazz in relation to Australian arts and society. Parameters would be selected in 

particular to test the effectiveness of the strategy. 

Statistical information is needed about current activities, to be specified. 

 


