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Dorchester,
Tell us about yourself and Dorset Visual Arts?
I’m an architect and a town-planner by background. I used to run a pretty large and fairly successful practice which I left a couple of years ago for a variety of reasons one of them being there were a number of things I wanted to do. Dorset Visual Arts is an organisation that promotes the visual arts in Dorset and usually put on every two years an open studios that embraces between 300-400 participants, probably about 40,000 visitors. So it is quite a successful event in promoting the visual arts and the visual arts in Dorset. I also sit on a number of other bodies not always as chairman and also seeming slightly disjointed from each other. I’ve been a member of the board of the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra for some time and indeed I am one of its sponsors and I work quite hard on their behalf. And I’m a governor at the Arts University College in Bournemouth which is an extremely interesting place and it’s a pleasure to be involved with it. But I also sit on a number of other local government boards and quasi-official boards which look at the long-term future of Dorset and where it might be going in the years ahead. And that of course uses my strategic planning skills which earned me a living for quite a long time really.
Do all these interests connect and are they a part of a bigger picture?
Yes, I think they are. I am incredibly fond of Dorset as a place to live and work and spend my life but I do worry about it sometimes. I worry about its economy and I worry about what that means in the longer term and there are areas where Dorset is potentially a leader but it constantly underperforms. So in the Symphony Orchestra for example we have one of the top half-dozen orchestras in the country and it has an international reputation but that is the cultural high point for Dorset and other organisations don’t do as well. What it means is that the economy of Dorset doesn’t have as strong a mix of creative industries as it ought to. Now as a former employer of people who are very creative and very highly qualified I know how difficult it is to attract people to Dorset. I know the image of Dorset at large is very different from the reality when you live there. So one of the things I would like to achieve is to have a stronger emphasis on the arts and sector of Dorset’s economy because I am a firm believer that those parts of the world that have had a really strong cultural strategy have actually achieved an economic benefit from that. That’s quite a hard message to get across to governmental and quasi governmental funders because culture is always - it used to be 5 per cent, now it’s two or even 1 per cent – which is the first bit that gets cut on any budget review. And that’s a foolish cut to make because it’s the bit that earns an enormous amount of money potentially for an area. So, all the things that I am doing at the moment – although they don’t realize it – do have this connection. They have a connection with cut the arts and culture and with the economic aspects of that and creative industries potential. What I am trying to do very quietly is to use my background and expertise to pool together people who normally wouldn’t speak to each other or who don’t know each other and get them thinking in a different way about the potential of something. It’s a British characteristic perhaps that we don’t aim as high as we ought to and we don’t expect to achieve what we are aiming for and so we have a long history in this country of underperformance as a result. And what I’m trying to do is get people to be ambitious for things, to realize that embracing a strong cultural strategy of which the visual arts are part and very close to my heart can produce massive benefits for an area and give it a much more sustainable long-term economy and one that fits in with a lot of sustainability issues as well. So there is a connection but I don’t normally talk about it too much because I will probably achieve more if people don’t realize what I’m up to. 
How did you become involved in Dorset Visual Arts and how did you become chair of Dorset Visual Arts?
I was approached a couple of years ago by  a couple of trustees of Dorset Visual Arts who said they wanted an outside sounding board to talk about the organisation and some of the problems they perceived it faced and they thought I might be able to do that for them and I did. We had an interesting half-day’s discussion about it and I thought no more about it for a year or so other than attending normal events they put on as a normal member of the public and I then got asked to speak at an away day that the trustees were having to look at where the organisation might go in the long term and they felt it would be helpful to have an outside view of that and somebody who could, perhaps by profession, think more strategically. So I went along and did a session with them and set out some very clear alternatives as to what form the organisation might take in the long term and what role it might play and again I thought no more of it perhaps for six months or so. And I suddenly got a request from them to have a talk and they said we would like you to become our chairman. And I thought quit hard about that because it’s not an easy role. It’s not an easy role because artists by their nature are very individualistic and they work on their own and they have very strong opinions and I am very much an outsider. I don’t paint, I don’t create pottery, I don’t sculpt – I do none of these things and I make no secret of the fact that I don’t. In fact I have said to them – my objective is a very selfish one – I want them to put on more events that I want to go to. So I am strictly a member of the public and that’s what they said they wanted, so I duly became chairman. I have done quite a lot of homework on the organisation although not all of it turned out to be wholly correct but that is the nature of small arts organisations I think.
How did you tackle the role of Chair in Dorset Visual Arts and what did you decide was the thing to tackle first?
I had in mind a fairly clear strategy and picture of where we ought to get to. The visual arts interest me a great deal and one of the problems that I had already identified was that in Dorset there are a number of small arts organisations and nobody speaking with a strong voice for the whole visual arts community such that we could have something that was probably funded. By properly funded I mean being able to do events of a national standard, being able to employ one or two people on a full-time basis so that trustees can act as trustees and not as doers which we can explore a little further if you like later. And I could see we need to change Dorset Visual Arts into the kind of organisation that had more clout to make a strong case with funders for sufficient funding to do a worthwhile job. What I found in detail was rather different from what I had been told beforehand. So I found an organisation that was running on empty. The money I had been told was there, wasn’t actually there. Trustees were extremely hard-working and busy but doing their own thing, not in any coordinated way and sometimes agreeing to spend money that we didn’t really have. So fairly rapidly I began to wonder if I should have taken on the chairmanship but I had, so I needed to do something to sort it out and that was the tricky part I would say. What I did was hold a meeting of the trustees and told them unless we could rapidly resolve some of the financial issues the only thing we could do was to wind the organisation up and close. And I said I was really pretty fed up about that because I didn’t want to be the new chairman who came in and closed the organisation, especially an organisation that I thought had a really vital role to play. And we went through a fairly long inquest as to why the organisation was in this state and what was wrong. As a result of which some of the longer-serving trustees decided it was time they resigned and made way for some new people. I thought that was the right thing to do. It was pretty obvious from our first meeting that we needed some fresh blood. Not that I have any complaint about the trustees that we had but there comes a time when you need to change things and that again poses some other issues that we might talk about little later. As a result of that I had the opportunity to appoint a number of new trustees. Now there was no constitution that said how we ought to go about this so I’m afraid I simply approached a number of people who I thought might make good trustees and put it to the remaining trustees who all agreed and out of this process we got a stronger board. There are some artists in Dorset who feel that its not an open and transparent process and we ought to have elections and people should be proposed and seconded and voted for and so on. And as a principle I would agree with that but actually to get an organisation working the right way and to move forward rapidly, from a very weak position to a stronger one, you really need to choose your trustees very, very carefully and they all have to have a role to play and be willing to play it and this is one of those occasions where I feel democracy doesn’t serve anybody terribly well. So it’s a bit of benign autocracy, is probably a better way of getting some progress on this front. So I was able to choose a range of people who reflect almost all aspects of the visual arts community in the county as well as outside and all of them have some strong reputation as well as a willingness to achieve something. So I was able to go on the strength of the changes, was able to go to some funders, Dorset County Council in particular, and ask for some money which kept us in being. And as things stand our financial situation after a year is looking immensely stronger than it was a year ago. So we have a new group of trustees who are working well together and we have the funding to carry on in being. So I am fairly happy with that which means I can now start putting those things into the background and concentrate on the things that really matter which is what we actually do and where we are going.

How did you go about clarifying the new vision and direction of the organisation?

The great thing about having some new trustees is that they have also rejuvenated some of the existing trustees and so that has led to a number of fairly interesting discussions which have been fairly carefully choreographed but don’t have the appearance of being over organised. Where we have discussed fairly openly what the problems we have are, what we are going to do about them and where we see the organisation going in the long term. And out of that my aim always is not to impose my views on anybody but to try and suggest a direction, an approach and try to achieve a consensus. And I think if everyone agrees and buys into something then you have a much stronger chance of achieving something than if you are the kind of chairman who says ‘right, this is the way we are going to do things. Any questions?’ which is not the right way to do things in my experience and I have been on the receiving end of that enough times to try and avoid it. So now we have a fairly clear way forward. 
What Dorset Visual Arts does it arranges the open studios event every two years and the fallow year is a problem because artists cannot understand it takes two years to arrange an event like a major open studios program and that you actually need to fund the event over those two years. So we suffer a lot from people who will say we will only join in the year when you have an event on and I’m not going to pay a subscription in the year when you are all off, quaffing champagne and smoking cigars which is obviously what trustees do in the mind of some artists. We have actually had that said to us. So what we need to focus on is how dowe have a continuous stream of events for people. Can we have an alternative year event of some significance and what form should that take. Right now, that’s what we are working on. The issue of subscriptions – I think we have solved that quite simply really. I wrote an open letter to all artists in Dorset explaining why we needed continuous funding and why it was important that they pay their subscriptions in the off year and as a result of that two more joined. It was a very successful initiative on my part (   ) total failure. And so we tried a different approach which has paid dividends which is that if you’ve been a member continuously then it costs you x pounds to exhibit in the open studios event. If you haven’t been a member continuously it costs you x plus the subscription you haven’t paid plus some more on top of that. Even to the most financially unaware artist that has struck home and so this year’s event is quite well funded because we have a full complement of participants coming up who’ve paid the right amount of money and sometimes more and that’s been a good thing for our funding. What it’s also enabling us to do is to take on a director for a hundred days a year. Again I’m not quite sure how we are going to pay for this at the moment but his first task actually is to make submissions to various bodies to justify the funding that we pay him and I believe we will succeed in that. Once we’ve got that up and running properly and its beginning to pay some dividends then we can focus much more on the alternative year event and exactly what form that should take. And I think we have some exciting ideas about that and those ideas more importantly are not coming from me, they are coming from the trustees, from across the board and there is a great willingness to work together to do something worthwhile and I think out of all this will come the sort of organisation that Dorset needs to have.
