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The elephant in the room 

 
A report on the African, Caribbean and Asian 

visual arts sector in the West Midlands 
 

(full report) 
 

Seeing is a skilled social practice - what we see and how we see it is 
intricately connected with the forms of social organisation within which we are 

all located and with which we have a matrix of connections (Jenks,1995). 
 

The inherent racial affinities, loyalties and prejudices inform all decisions of 
those who work within the [visual arts] sector,  

which like British society at large is not free of bias.   
(Raimi Gbadamosi, Spiked OnLine)  

 
This report was commissioned by Arts Council England, West Midlands in 

order to map the opportunities and barriers facing the region’s African, 
Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector, which includes art forms such as 

crafts, photography, digital media, film and fine art. 
 

The research was carried out between March and September 2007  
by Hybrid, www.hybridconsulting.org.uk 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION  
 
This report was commissioned by Arts Council England, West Midlands in 
order to map the opportunities and barriers facing the region’s African, 
Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector, which includes art forms such as 
crafts, photography, digital media, film and fine art.    
 
The research was carried out between March and September 2007 by Hybrid.  
 
2.0 CONTEXT  
 
In 2006 Arts Council England published its national strategy for the visual arts, 
Turning Point, which provided the strategic framework for this research 
together with the Arts Council’s Race Equality Scheme. In addition, this 
research is intended to inform a programme of work that will take forward the 
legacy of decibel, Arts Council England’s major cultural diversity programme 
which draws to an end in March 2008.  
  
Since 1988 there have been a number of policy and strategy initiatives in the 
West Midlands that have addressed African, Caribbean and Asian arts or the 
visual arts, but this is the first report specifically focused on African, Caribbean 
and Asian visual arts.   
 
Nationally, there has been an increasing emphasis over the past seven years 
on the importance of race equality, in the wake of the MacPherson report, 
which followed the Stephen Lawrence enquiry.  The Race Relations 
Amendment Act (2000) placed a legal obligation on all public bodies to make 
race equality central to their work, although specific cultural diversity initiatives 
in the arts long pre-date this, including The arts Britain ignores: The arts of 
ethnic minorities in Britain, Naseem Khan (1976).  However some recent 
publications have contested the effectiveness of cultural diversity provision or 
questioned the validity of labelling artists in ethnic specific terms, such as 
Take away the label  produced by Morris, Hargreaves and McIntyre (2005) or 
Richard Hylton’s The nature of the beast (2007).       
 
The intention of the research was to explore issues of values and difference, 
heritage and culture, both in the context of current policy and debates and 
drawing on earlier strategic interventions.  The aim was to identify practical 
solutions that could benefit African, Caribbean and Asian artists in the West 
Midlands.   
 
It was also important that the context acknowledged the barriers and 
difficulties facing African, Caribbean and Asian artists across all levels within 
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the visual arts sector, not only challenges within community practice but 
issues and barriers facing artists seeking to engage with more conceptual 
work, including socially engaged practice.   
 
Research approach  
 
In addition to the strategic context outlined above, some key socio-economic 
factors should be considered: 
 
• The West Midlands metropolitan area has the highest concentration of 

African, Asian and Caribbean people outside London 

• African, Asian and Caribbean people, in general, are more likely to suffer 
economic disadvantage – for example, unemployment amongst people of 
African, Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds is three times 
greater than for white people  

• In higher education, the art and design sector generally has lower 
recruitment from Asian, African and Caribbean people than for other 
disciplines   

• There is a significant lack of non-white people within the workforce of the 
contemporary visual arts sector and within museums   

Methodology 
 
The brief for the research required a mapping exercise in relation to the 
experiences of African, Caribbean and Asian visual artists which addressed 
key areas including existing networks, exhibition opportunities and 
relationships with key partners such as local authorities and galleries.   
 
A diverse research approach was used, with action research by a group of 
five African, Caribbean and Asian visual artists at the heart of the process. 
Action research was chosen to shift the gaze from the artists as passive 
interviewees to proactive researchers, and to ground the research in the 
decisions and challenges facing individual artists.   
 
The action research team included artists at different stages of their career, 
from different cultural backgrounds and visual arts disciplines.  The artists 
undertook a series of one to one interviews with other artists as well as micro-
research projects, involving meetings with curators, and discussions on how 
to develop their profile nationally and market of work that is culturally specific 
and also innovative.   
 
The process also included interviews with a number of artists, a series of 
three critical debates involving curators, academics and other visual arts 
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professionals, interviews with galleries, training and support agencies, local 
authority staff and other stakeholders and a survey of existing research.    
 
Key findings (Artists) 
 
From the artists’ survey and from the critical debates, a clear view emerged 
that Asian, African and Caribbean artists do feel that their work is ghettoised 
and that they face barriers in accessing the mainstream art world.  However 
the majority of them did not suggest that there should be separate specialist 
provision, but that the existing infrastructure must broaden its horizons and be 
more receptive to a wider cultural framework. 
 
The majority of the artists surveyed identified their cultural heritage as 
significant within their work, although not necessarily in an explicit way. Given 
that there is such a strong emphasis on conceptual work within the 
contemporary arts world, some artists felt that the use of cultural references, 
or working in a more traditional medium, meant that their work was perceived 
as folkloric and not of interest to gallery curators.  Many felt that their practice 
was seen to be solely relevant to an educational or community context.   
 
The artists consulted identified similar professional development needs to 
other artists, but felt that the external climate in which they work is more 
challenging due to their ethnic background.   
 
Artists whose work draws on religious beliefs find a particular difficulty in 
gaining recognition for their work, and feel that there is a secular 
fundamentalism in operation in the contemporary arts sector.  Artists from a 
Muslim background particularly identified a general suspicion of Islamic 
culture operating in society as a whole.   
 
The research recognised the challenges facing artists who work within socially 
engaged practice.  There are few institutions that are open to work that raises 
questions which could be perceived as political or social in nature.   
 
There was a strong desire for more opportunities to come together both to 
share information and network, and also to join in critical debate.  There was 
also a keen interest expressed in having more access to role models and 
mentors.   
 
One of the major barriers to accessing art and design courses in higher 
education is a concern about future earnings and pressure from families to 
choose economically – and culturally - safer career options.   
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Recommendations (Artists) 
 
The recommendations are framed to address key priorities within Turning 
Point, the Arts Council’s national visual arts strategy and to support the 
development of the Arts Council’s Race Equality Scheme.  Some 
recommendations can be implemented by Arts Council England, West 
Midlands on its own, but most will either require partnership with other 
agencies or the commissioning of services from suitable partners.  
These partnerships should 
 
• initiate a new network for artists and curators, that will be open to all while 

ensuring that African, Caribbean and Asian artists are properly 
represented within the network and benefit fully from its services.  
Functions to include dissemination of work by African, Caribbean and 
Asian artists, wide distribution of regional training information and regional 
artists being strongly encouraged to engage in national agencies such as 
a-n, Autograph, Axis, and Iniva  

 
• ensure that regional galleries and artist led groups and spaces are better 

engaged with African, Caribbean and Asian artists  
 
• commission a scheme to provide intensive training and mentoring support 

to African, Caribbean and Asian artists  
 
• commission a series of critical debates that address issues of cultural 

diversity and the visual arts, to stimulate discussion and ideas amongst 
artists, curators and other visual arts professionals in the region  

 
• consult with Birmingham City Council to review how the closure of the 

Collide scheme will impact on African, Caribbean and Asian artists in the 
region and to agree an exit strategy  

 
In addition, informed by the forthcoming research project with Iniva, Arts 
Council England, West Midlands should undertake a range of initiatives to 
encourage more African, Caribbean and Asian people to access higher 
education training in art and design and to enhance the cultural diversity of 
the art and design curriculum, working with suitable organisations and role 
models. 
 
Key findings (Production and consumption) 
 
The exhibition programmes of the major galleries in the region include a 
reasonable proportion of work by Asian, African and Caribbean artists from 
the UK and abroad, but only a few galleries play a significant role in engaging 
with regionally based Asian, African and Caribbean artists.  The majority of 
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the artist-led spaces in the region seem to have little engagement with Asian, 
African and Caribbean artists, with some notable exceptions. 
 
In contrast to the actual availability of culturally relevant product, the artists 
surveyed perceived that there was a lack of such work available in the region. 
This points to a lack of engagement between the artists and major galleries in 
the region, an issue which needs to be addressed.   
 
There is a lack of champions in this sector i.e. curators, directors or project 
managers who are willing to make the effort to go out and find emerging 
artists and champion their career development.  A lack of champions means 
that there is a cycle in which Asian, African and Caribbean artists from the 
region do not benefit from exposure through exhibitions and therefore do not 
gain from the related development opportunities, which is a self-perpetuating 
problem.   
 
There is a need for many curators to expand their knowledge of Asian, African 
and Caribbean artists in the region and to broaden their general 
understanding of diverse cultures.  There is little access to research sources 
within the region and a lack of an identifiable individual or agency developing 
this, as compared to Shisha, for example, an international agency for 
contemporary South Asian crafts and visual arts based in the North West.   
 
None of the Asian, African and Caribbean led arts organisations, to whom 
many of the visual artists turn, are able to prioritise visual arts as a major 
focus of their activity.  This is due to lack of capacity in terms of skills and 
resources, which means that organisations that could provide culturally 
specific expertise and a connection with audiences may not be able to 
contribute effectively to visual arts development.   
 
Although there is controversy around culturally specific schemes such as the 
Museum Association’s Diversify and Arts Council England’s Inspire curatorial 
traineeships, there is some evidence that Diversify is achieving results.  It is 
nevertheless  also important to acknowledge the increasingly problematic 
relationship that artists have with definitions of ethnicity, whether Asian, 
African or Caribbean.   
 
There is a need for wider discussion in relation to language and terminology in 
terms of communicating ideas and thinking, specifically within the context of 
the fine arts sector.   
 
Recommendations (Production and consumption) 
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Some recommendations can be implemented by Arts Council England, West 
Midlands on its own, but most will either require partnership with other 
agencies or the commissioning of services from suitable partners. These 
partnerships should 
 

• provide support for increased visual arts capacity at The Drum, 
possibly through a partnership project with a mainstream visual arts 
venue or through the placement of an experienced curator   

 
• consider the option of funding a curatorial post aimed at stimulating 

more projects and exhibitions featuring regional African, Caribbean and 
Asian artists, looking at models already tried and tested or under 
consideration in other sectors   

 
• encourage West Midlands visual arts institutions to form consortia to 

develop work with African, Caribbean and Asian artists, both from the 
region and beyond, potentially linking up with partners from other 
regions who are significant in terms of African, Caribbean and Asian 
work 

 
• identify ways of developing African, Caribbean and Asian visual arts 

leaders, both established and emerging  
 

• review current arrangements for research and development support for 
regional curators and artists to ensure that they are working effectively  

 
•  work on securing partnership funding to extend Arts Council England 

London’s Inspire (contemporary visual arts curatorial fellowships) 
scheme to the West Midlands 

 
• consult with MLA (Museums, Libraries and Archives) West Midlands’ 

positive action traineeships scheme to make links with African, 
Caribbean and Asian visual artists in the region  

 
• work closely with Arts Council England, West Midlands’ regularly 

funded visual arts organisations as they develop their Race Equality 
Action Plans, identifying opportunities to address the recommendations 
in this report  

 
• encourage all visual arts organisations in the region to provide training 

for staff that broadens their understanding of African, Caribbean and 
Asian communities and artists  

 
(FULL REPORT) 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION  
 
This report was commissioned by Arts Council England, West Midlands in 
order to map the opportunities and barriers facing the region’s African, 
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Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector.  The visual arts sector in this context 
included crafts, photography, digital media, film and fine art.  The intention is 
that the report will take into account the broad points and key outcomes of 
Arts Council England’s strategy for the visual arts, Turning Point.  This 
strategy particularly identified the challenges facing the visual arts sector, 
including diversity issues, citing the research of the Jackson-Jordan report 
(2005) which concluded that “there is an urgent need to address fundamental 
issues associated with the lack of diversity, the nature of reemployment, 
reward, career development, talent management and leadership which 
threatens its future health.”   
 
The research was undertaken by Hybrid over the period from April to 
September 2007.  The core team were Samina Zahir, Belinda Kidd and Zoe 
Shearman with research support from Pervaiz Khan.   
 
Much of the information collated is included in additional Appendices however 
for ease of use and readability this information has been drawn together 
separately from the body of the report.   
 
2.0 CONTEXT  
 
2.1 Cultural policy context  
 
2007 was a key time for this research to be commissioned in the light of: 
 
• the publication in 2006 of Arts Council England’s strategy for the visual 

arts Turning Point 
 
• the development of a lively debate around the value of specific cultural 

diversity issues, addressed in Richard Hylton’s The nature of the beast 
(ICIA University of Bath 2007), Take away the label (Morris Hargreaves 
McIntyre for Axis, 2005), and Sonia Dyer’s essay Boxed in: How cultural 
diversity policies restrict Black artists (the Manifesto Club, May 2007).    
 

• the culmination of Arts Council England’s major diversity initiative decibel 
which will finish in March 2008  

 
• the implementation of Arts Council England’s Race Equality Scheme, 

which requires all regularly funded organisations to develop action plans 
to address race equality issues  

 
There are other key issues which inform the context around this research, 
such as the Cultural Olympiad leading up to the Olympic Games in 2012, and 
the forthcoming European Commission Year of Intercultural Dialogue in 2008.  
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This report references its recommendations and findings to Turning Point.  It 
is also mindful of the issues raised in such reports as Take Away the Label, 
and the need to ensure that strategic interventions connect on both micro and 
macro levels, if they are to be of real benefit to African, Caribbean and Asian 
artists.    
 
For more discussion on the reports and initiatives described above please see 
Appendix 4.  
 
2.2 Demographics of the region1  
 
45% of the UK’s minority ethnic population lives in London.  The West 
Midlands has the second largest proportion of the minority ethnic population, 
which is 13% of the total UK population, mainly concentrated in the 
metropolitan areas.  The majority of the minority ethnic population in the West 
Midlands are Asian (7.9%), of which the largest nationality grouping is Indian 
and the smallest Chinese.  14% of the UK’s Muslim population live in the 
West Midlands, 10% of the Hindu population and 31% of the Sikh population.  
The West Midlands has a small African population listed as 0.23% with a 
slightly larger Caribbean population of 1.56% the number of those who 
categorised themselves as Mixed Black (African/ Caribbean) was 1.39%.   
 
Cultural equity and the promotion of good race relations are important in any 
context, but the cultural diversity of the regional population illustrates why 
these issues are particularly pressing within the West Midlands.   
 
3.0 RESEARCH METHODS  
 
3.1 The brief  
 
The research project was initiated by Arts Council England, West Midlands in 
order to map the opportunities and barriers facing the region’s African, 
Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector, to include crafts, photography, digital 
media, film and fine art.   The decision to commission the research was taken 
in light of the broad points and key outcomes for Turning Point, Arts Council 
England’s national visual arts strategy, and the aims of the regional arts 
department.  The mapping exercise brief focussed on the following:  
 
• work undertaken by African, Caribbean and Asian visual artists - from 

subject matter, parameters, engagement with new technology, frequency 
of commission, management/administrative capacity 

                                                
1    Taken from http://www.statistics.gov.uk  
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• investigation of the various visual arts/artist networks and networking 
opportunities that currently exist and their membership, in order to gain a 
picture of African, Caribbean and Asian visual artist take up and 
involvement in such networks  

• availability of exhibition space and barriers to access 
• availability of workspace and barriers to access 
• relationships with key partners; Arts Council England, West Midlands, 

local authorities, galleries, curators other artists 
• existing artist networks and involvement of African, Caribbean and Asian 

visual artists 
• opportunities for regional visual artists within a regeneration context and 

awareness of these opportunities 
• provision and effectiveness of cultural diversity initiatives 
• diversity within diversity – African, Caribbean and Asian artists with a 

disability, gay and lesbian visual artists, young people, asylum seekers 
and refugees 

• models of good practice both nationally and internationally 
• key recommendations – prioritising key points of action in order to begin 

the process of implementation 
 
3.2 General approach  
 
A diverse research approach was used in order to draw together information 
that could form the basis for producing grounded recommendations.  The 
action research described below was central to the process, in the belief that 
this would prove the most valuable means of engaging practising artists at the 
core of the research.  In addition, the research process included 
 
• background research and consideration of texts and internet research 

(see Appendix 11 for full list)  
• written questionnaires with 33 visual artists either practising in the region, 

or with a strong connection to the region, completed face to face, by 
phone and email.  A further 3 artists were interviewed but did not complete 
questionnaires. 

• One to one interviews with a range of stakeholders 
• Three critical debates on professional development, ‘how is difference 

valued’ and ‘Bursting the banks’  
 
Full lists of those consulted including artists, stakeholders and critical debate 
attendees is given at Appendix 12 and a report on the questionnaire findings 
is given at Appendix 10.  
 
3.3 Action research  
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We were aware that we were likely to encounter considerable consultation 
fatigue.  We sought action research as a research method in part to combat 
this but also to shift the gaze from researched to researcher; from object to 
subject.  This approach was central to the research and provided a sense of 
the decisions and challenges facing a small group of individual artists as well 
as the relatively small steps that could be taken to support them.   
 
We also saw the potential for action research to identify the social, cultural 
and artistic environment encountered by artists at very different stages of their 
careers.  Vitally, action research meant that change was not just about a 
series of recommendations taking place once the research was completed; it 
began with the appointment of the action researchers.   
 
Five artists were appointed onto the action research.  We aimed to include 
artists from a range of backgrounds, including their artistic practice (while 
keeping within the visual arts), cultural backgrounds, gender, age, geographic 
location and point in career.  We were not successful in covering all of these.  
We found accessing artists from beyond the West Midlands metropolitan 
region exceptionally difficult and ultimately all of the artists who applied to join 
the action research were from the West Midlands metropolitan region.   
 
We were also aware that artists would need to be capable of carrying out 
interviews and undertaking a small piece of thinking/ research in relation to a 
challenge or research theme of their choosing.  This also impacted on those 
who applied.  However, the group finally selected were mixed, did not know 
each other, were keenly aware of issues facing them (as opposed to more 
generic issues facing all artists) and were keen to engage in discussion, 
debate and development in this area.  They were 
 
• Anand Chhabra, photographer  
• Mohsen Keiany, 2d visual artist 
• Nasreen Rajabali, mehndi artist  
• Naz Koser, creative curator/producer  
• Steven McLean, moving image, interdisciplinary work  
 
The artists attended two of the critical debates, their presence and 
engagement was very clear evidence of two-way education.  Their comments 
and feedback have been included in the text – although all comments within 
the critical debates are anonymous.   
 
The artists each interviewed between two to three artists already known to 
them.  They also interviewed another artist whom they did not know but who 
could offer them greater insight either into their own practice and engagement 
or encourage them to move outside their current practice.   
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The artists developed micro-projects including meetings with curators, how to 
develop a national profile, ways of engaging arts organisations with arts and 
faith work and how to market work that is culturally specific and innovative.  
 
The research artists were uniformly positive about their experience of 
engaging with this project   
 
‘This is one of the best experiences I’ve ever had; I’ve met professional artists 
and people, who’ve inspired me to move forward.  The action research 
sessions were extremely useful.  The final session where we focused on my 
development was one of the most useful things I’ve ever done.  I can now 
visualise my development’ … ‘It felt like we had a voice and also reassuring 
that ACE wanted to know about our experiences’ 
 
For more information on the micro projects and more quotations from the 
artists please see Appendix 2.  
 
3.4 Research challenges  
 
There were challenges in carrying out the research.  Some we anticipated and 
adjusted the research accordingly, others we had not anticipated.   
 
We were aware that we were likely to face a certain level of consultation 
fatigue -  we had some difficult conversations with individuals with over twenty 
years experience in the area, who commented that the same issues were 
unearthed, highlighted and then little was done to challenge the cultural 
framework.   
 
We encountered a small, but significant, number of artists who were not 
willing to be interviewed for the research.  Their rationale was particularly 
interesting and relevant as they commented that they were not experiencing 
any problems in finding work and so did not wish to take part in the research.  
They saw engaging with the research as relevant only where they were 
experiencing problems or challenges.   
 
Other artists expressed that they did not wish to be labelled in such a way and 
so therefore chose not to participate.  They saw being included within 
research mapping the experiences of African, Caribbean and Asian artists as 
a negative connotation.   
 
We were concerned about this response, particularly if artists are moving 
away from categorisations not for positive reasons – such as wanting to 
express more fully their cultural identifications – but because they see being 
associated with these terms as a negative factor.  
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In part this has been due to the structures and frameworks developed to 
support African, Caribbean and Asian artists in the region and nationally.  
Within the research we saw evidence of both well run and poorly run 
schemes.  Those that were well run acknowledged the particular challenges 
facing African, Caribbean and Asian artists but did not allow the problems to 
remain the focus, rather they sought to challenge and problem solve through 
lateral thinking.    
 
4.0 HISTORICAL AND STRATEGIC OVERVIEW 
 
This section includes a consideration of the national policy and legislative 
framework in regard to race relations and equality of opportunity and a survey 
of relevant policy reports.   
 
We consider it vital to see the development of new policy initiatives to support 
African, Caribbean and Asian artists within the context of national government 
policy, as this drives much of the work within the subsidised sector and 
impacts overall on the wider cultural sector.  It is also essential to consider 
previous policy documents in this area, so that new developments can be 
seen against a history of previous work, in order to learn from past successes 
and failures.   
 
4.1 National policy and legislative framework  
 
On a national level, equality has become a major strand within all 
governmental policy. It is seen as key to a prosperous and stable society with 
respect between different groupings actively encouraged.  There have been a 
number of key acts relating to this field, from the Equal Pay Act in 1970 and 
Race Relations Act in 1976 onwards.  
 
The most critical piece of legislation in relation to this research was the Race 
Relations Amendment Act (2000), which placed a legal obligation on all public 
bodies (in the region of 43, 000) to make ‘race’ equality central to their work.  
There were three parts to this:  
 
• eliminating unlawful discrimination 
• promoting equal opportunities 
• promoting good race relation. 
 
The government also introduced Best Value Local Government Equality 
Standard and Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets to monitor and reduce 
‘race’ inequalities between 2007 and 2008 and thereby improve services to 
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minority ethnic communities.  ‘Race’ equality was therefore seen as a central 
component and not additional or subsidiary to mainstream work.   
 
Various bodies including the newly formed Commission for Equality and 
Human Rights, the Audit Commission and local government will all now lead 
on the implementation of this legislation.  In the cultural sector, Arts Council 
England and the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council are required to 
address the legislation.  
 
Some key reports have included the Macpherson report resulting from the 
Stephen Lawrence Enquiry, the Audit Commission’s Journey to race equality, 
and Improving opportunity, strengthening society the Government’s strategy 
to increase race equality and community cohesion (2005).   
 
For more information on the above legislation and reports, please see 
Appendix 3. 
 
In the light of the raft of legislation, reports and strategic initiatives above, it is 
worth considering the issues raised in Trevor Phillips’ speech responding to 
the 7th July London bombings in 2005.  In this speech he spoke of soft and 
hard segregation.  Hard segregation was spatially led and concerned the 
clustering or ‘ghettoisation’ of minority ethnic communities in geographical, 
predominantly urban areas.  Soft segregation was intellectual and social.  He 
commented that white and black groupings inhabited increasingly ‘separate 
social and cultural worlds’.   
 
While government attention seems primarily focused upon hard segregation, 
there is also a cultural issue here.  In his research, Cantle2 cautioned against 
focusing upon the hard targets and ignoring the manner in which community 
cohesion relies a great deal upon people and their values.  
  
We would argue that promoting a higher profile for the work of African, 
Caribbean and Asian artists, and a better understanding of their work, can 
make a substantial contribution to addressing ‘soft segregation’.   
 
Arts Council England’s Race Equality Scheme I (RES I) ran from 2004-2007 
and consisted of over 30 separate projects mostly concentrating on 
transforming the Arts Council and the way it worked (and looked).  One of the 
most exceptional projects was Respond - which for the first time, put an 
obligation on all regularly funded organisations to draw up and enact their own 
Race Equality Schemes.  The aim of Respond was to embed ‘race’ equality 
                                                
2  Home Office, Community Cohesion: A report of the independent review team, Chaired by Ted 
Cantle, 2001   
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and diversity into the wider arts led agenda (see Appendix 3 for more 
information on this).   
 
4.2 Strategic reports and action plans  
 
There are numerous reports that connect with this research.  Clearly it is not 
possible to cover all of these in detail within the parameters of this research.  
However key policy and strategy documents, such as Turning Point and Take 
away the label, will consistently be drawn upon in order to contextualise the 
findings within a viable framework.   
 
The decibel initiative evolved from a national cultural diversity policy which 
was initially developed by Arts Council England’s cultural diversity committee.  
On inception the scheme was established as Diversity 2002 to run for up to a 
year, however it evolved to become the Year of Diversity, running for over a 
year in the guise of decibel.  decibel concluded in 2004 but was followed by 
the work of the decibel legacy team, due to conclude in March 2008.  decibel 
was a national project implemented through each regional office.  Each 
programme was therefore bespoke to the needs of the region.   
 
Overview: West  Midlands  
 
A number of reports have been published focusing on the experiences and 
journeys of African, Caribbean and Asian artists, communities and arts 
organisations, only a small proportion of these have specifically explored the 
African, Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector.   
 
The research has considered 12 relevant reports published over the past 19 
years, from History of the study into Black arts in Birmingham, Black Arts 
Forum 1988, through various reports by Birmingham City Council, West 
Midlands Arts, Arts Council England, West Midlands, and others such as 
Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council, Screen West Midlands, b:rap 
(Birmingham Race Action Plan), Sampad and Craftspace.  
 
There are a range of themes addressed in these reports, including arts and 
community engagement, the professional development of artists, 
infrastructure, funding, networks, and advocacy.  Further information on the 
findings of these reports is given in Appendix 4.  
 
Clearly, much has changed.  Each report highlights the manner in which the 
level and intelligence of engagement has shifted – sometimes beyond 
recognition.  Yet, much has also stayed the same.  The issues and questions 
being asked almost 20 years ago are still echoing around corridors today.   
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With so many reports and pieces of research undertaken there can be no 
denying that this field has received considerable attention; to the point that 
many artists, and perhaps communities, have rightly raised the issue of 
consultation fatigue.  The weariness in being consistently consulted about 
change but not having seen the results of on-going consultation is in some 
ways understandable.  However, it is necessary to acknowledge the manner 
in which society does not stand still and the associated issues evolve and 
change over time, frequently requiring re-assessment and consideration of 
policy, action and practice.   
 
In preparing this report we have sought to connect the findings of our 
research with those of policy research projects undertaken over the last 20 
years.  It would be a failing of this piece of research if consideration were not 
given to the findings, as well as the recommendations, contained in previous 
research.  Therefore, for ease of use, recommendations from previous 
research reports have been pulled into the framework drawn out for this 
report.  These are included as bullet points at the start of each section 
relevant to previous findings and recommendations.   
 
5.0 DEFINITIONS  
 
5.1 African, Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector  
 
Definitions are always challenging.  When we began the research we were 
aware of the challenges of working with elusive, highly changeable definitions.  
The use of the term African, Caribbean and Asian visual arts sector is a shift 
from the previous Arts Council England term of cultural diversity.  African, 
Caribbean and Asian is the term used within all decibel communications.   
 
In working within definitions we also needed to acknowledge that the Visual 
Arts Sector, let alone the African, Caribbean and Asian Visual Arts Sector are 
manufactured terms.  The paradigms connoting this sector have the capacity 
to shift continually and may be constantly responsive to change.  
Consequently, those working with such terminology must accept that details 
constantly change because the subject matter and terrain adjusts to social 
change, the research produced must be subject to the changing world scene.   
 
In order to focus the research, and to situate it within the operating and 
strategic environment, we focused on the aspirations and needs of African, 
Caribbean and Asian artists, how the wider visual arts sector engages with 
African, Caribbean and Asian artists and on the few African, Caribbean and 
Asian led arts organisations in the region who engage with the visual arts 
(Sampad, The Drum and Punch).  We also utilised the six key themes 
included in Arts Council England, West Midlands’ cultural diversity vision 
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statement and the action plan Shifting perspectives, namely infrastructure, 
networks, funding, monitoring and evaluation, partnerships and advocacy and 
professional development and training. These themes, while not explicitly set 
out in the findings provided us with a starting point and a framework for 
inclusion when working through the research parameters.   
 
5.2 African, Caribbean and Asian 
 
The brief was helpful in focusing the research on the terms African, Caribbean 
and Asian.  It ensured that the issues associated with institutional racism were 
not being brushed aside.  This was useful since consultation carried out in 
2000 had identified concerns relating to the ‘seeming shift away from the 
ethos of race relations and cultural equity to a more liberal sensibility that 
ignores some of the issues of prejudice facing communities’ in the region 
(West Midlands Arts, 2000).  It also verified that we were working with a 
specific understanding of the subject group, albeit one mapped out by fairly 
uncritical ethnic labelling.   
 
There are challenges in focusing upon broad categorisations, as there are 
with all such wide ranging groupings, including religious definitions.  If we 
refer to any kind of singular identification we risk homogenising the individuals 
included within this definition.  Working to an understanding of one set of 
presumed shared values – or beliefs - does not mean that we know the 
background or culture of individuals; there are real dangers that by seeking to 
establish specific codes of understanding we risk essentialising identity.   
 
For further exploration of the issues around the terminology of ‘African, 
Caribbean and Asian’, please see Appendix 5.  
 
6.0 Research Findings  
 
6.1 Emerging themes 
 
• A number of themes emerged from the critical debates and from 

consultation with individual artists and curators.  These included: 
 
• a concern that work with African, Caribbean and Asian artists and 

communities is often seen as coming within the remit of the education and 
outreach department rather than being part of the core work of arts 
organisations and museums 

• (linked to the above)s the potential for African, Caribbean and Asian 
cultures to be seen as an exotic addition to the mainstream work of an 
organisation 
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• the danger of viewing African, Caribbean and Asian arts as homogenous 
rather than recognising the variety and differences that exist even within 
specific communities  

• the challenges in establishing a common framework to determine quality, 
that does not operate from an inherently accepted set of contemporary art 
world values  

• the exclusion of socially engaged work from the mainstream of the 
contemporary art world 

• hostility to making provision for the requirements of people from certain 
faiths, e.g. for women only events for Muslim people  

• the need for African, Caribbean and Asian artists to take their own 
initiative to drive their careers forward, maybe taking inspiration from the 
political movements of earlier decades  

• the need for all organisations to consider how issues of racial equality fit 
into and permeate throughout their structures, taking responsibility from 
the top of the organisation down to the front of house.  
 

A fuller exploration of these issues is given in Appendix 6 
 
6.2 Relationship to Turning Point  
 
Two of the outcomes that the Turning Point strategy aims for are: 
 
• a more diverse contemporary visual arts sector and more diverse 

audiences and participants 
• greater engagement in, and understanding of, contemporary art in its 

historical and cultural context 
 
In this context, it is illuminating to see how the artists consulted engaged with 
heritage and culture.      
 
Heritage and culture were vitally important to almost all of the artists surveyed 
for this research, with only a small minority stating that it was not part of their 
creative identity.  However several indicated that their heritage was implicit 
rather than explicit within their work:  
 
‘Elements of culture and heritage sometime filter into my work intentionally and other 
times unintentionally, therefore it may not be apparent to the viewers in an obvious 
manner, but making a more subtle statement.’  
 
‘My Indian background influences my work even though I do not make ‘traditional’ 
work it adds another layer of expression.’ 
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The artists had differing views as to whether there is any interchange between 
Western and non-Western understandings of being an artist.  Several felt that 
Western views of art by non-Western artists identified it as solely traditional or 
‘folk’ art in nature, while others stated that art is universal and has no 
boundaries.   
 
‘Lack of dialogue and appreciation on both parts has hindered understanding.  
If there has been any interchange it’s still ongoing and slow to dispel certain 
unfounded myths with being a female Muslim artist… I am who I am due a 
number of reasons, namely confidence with my faith and my surroundings 
and identity.’ 
 
One issue that arose in the debates was connected to theological issues, with 
some artists specifically drawing upon Christianity and Islam.  There was a 
sense by artists interviewed, to echo a phrase used by an arts professional, 
that there exists within the arts sector a level of secular fundamentalism that 
finds work drawing on theological or faith based beliefs challenging to engage 
with.   
 
This tied in with contemporary concerns about Islamophobia that were 
expressed on a regional and national level.  However, it also signals a deeper 
malaise within society, in that members of a religious belief are treated as a 
homogenous group, rather than as having disparate beliefs that may connect 
under a singular banner.   
 
What is significant about these particular perspectives is that while artists’ 
needs may be similar, the external climate within which they must engage is 
not.   
 
7.0 ARTISTS 
 
7.1 Current and previous support  
 
Over the past 10-15 years, a number of reports have looked at the support 
needs of visual artists in general, and of African, Caribbean and Asian artists 
working in various disciplines.  Our findings covered similar ground – 
identifying the need for more commissioning opportunities, for art form 
specific networks, for better databases, more information about training 
opportunities, for bespoke training schemes, and for access to good quality 
facilities (including technical equipment as well as studios).     
 
In response to these research exercises, Arts Council England, local 
authorities and other agencies have undertaken a range of development 
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initiatives – some aimed at visual artists in general, and some aimed 
specifically at African, Caribbean and Asian artists working across all art 
forms.   
 
7.2 Supporting creative practice  
 
Few of the development initiatives open to artists in the West Midlands have been 
directly focused on artists’ creative practice.  Two exceptions are the national decibel 
visual arts programme (which did not reach any Asian African and Caribbean visual 
artists from the West Midlands) and the Collide commissioning programme set up by 
Birmingham City Council following the closure of Kokuma Dance Theatre Company 
in 2000.  Collide has funded commissions to culturally diverse artists up to a 
maximum of £5,000 each over the past 5 years, with a significant proportion of these 
going to visual artists (8 out of 15 commissions in 2007).  The scheme has been 
clearly valued by some participants but is now about to cease.  
 
The Grants for the arts scheme is valuable in the support given to individual artists, 
as it is one of very public sector funding schemes that supports individual artists.  We 
reviewed Arts Council England, West Midlands Grants for the arts figures for all 
Black and minority ethnic groupings (figures specific to African, Caribbean, Asian 
artists were not available) for the period 2004-2007:  
 
It was encouraging that 66 Black and minority ethnic individual visual artists had 
received support totalling £345,716 (i.e. an average grant of £5,238 per head), 
representing 40% of all BME individual artists funded and 37% of the value.  In the 
same period, applications from 36 individual Black and minority ethnic visual artists 
were rejected.  
 
Only 10% of the grants given to organisations for Black and minority ethnic specific 
projects were for visual arts. 14 projects received an average of £8,063, a total of 
£112,882 out of 139 Black and minority ethnic specific projects totalling £3,045,600.  
In terms of value, this is an even smaller amount of the total, at only 3.7%.  Black and 
minority ethnic specific projects from organisations represented 11% of the total 
rejections in terms of value, so there appears to be a slightly disproportionate 
rejection rate for visual arts projects.   
 
7.3 Training and professional development projects 
 
There are a number of training and support projects variously funded by Arts 
Council England, local authorities, regeneration schemes and the Learning 
and Skills Council, e.g. schemes run by Creative Launchpad, Creative 
Alliance, Rhubarb Rhubarb (photography), Longhouse (art in the public 
realm), Arts and Media Training, the Royal Birmingham Society of Artists, 
Birmingham City Council’s Flying Start scheme and others.   
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None of these schemes are specifically aimed at Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists and participation by such artists varies widely.  From 
discussion with people running these schemes it appears that recruitment of 
Asian, African and Caribbean artists is most successful when done in a highly 
personalised and intensive manner, e.g. establishing social contact through 
the drum, or running sessions in community specific venues such as the Guru 
Nanak Centre in Sandwell.  Some providers also emphasised the importance 
of engaging trainers who provide positive role models, e.g. Max Kandhola and 
Ravi Deepres on the Creative Alliance programme.   
 
Two findings of some concern are that:  
 
• some providers identified that Asian, African and Caribbean artists were, 

on the whole, only engaging at the basic level of training and not 
progressing on to more advanced levels 

• very few non-white artists are engaging with training to support artists 
working in the public realm 

 
7.4 Networks  
 
There have been various attempts to set up projects that can act as both 
support and networking agencies for visual artists across the West Midlands.  
Currently there appears to be nothing that is operating effectively in this 
manner across the region, and certainly nothing that is reaching the Asian, 
African and Caribbean artists who engaged in the survey and consultation for 
this research.   
 
7.5 Knowing what works:  Monitoring and evaluation  
 
Despite the range of development work that has been undertaken, there does 
not appear to be a consistent and systematic approach to evaluation and 
monitoring of these projects.  Staff turnover in some agencies and within 
institutions such as Arts Council England and local authorities exacerbates 
the lack of historical knowledge of previous development work.  This means 
that there is a real danger of repeating previous mistakes and of failing to 
track the benefit or otherwise of strategic interventions. 
 
7.6 Artists’ experiences: Challenges, opportunities and support   
 
Some key issues arose from the interviews with individual artists.  A more 
detailed analysis of the quantitative findings and professional development 
needs survey is given in Appendix 10.  The qualitative findings are drawn on 
throughout the report.  
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In common with other visual artists’ surveys, the artists surveyed hold a high 
level of qualification with 57% qualified up to first degree or postgraduate level 
in art and design.  However the level is overall slightly lower than for other 
visual arts surveys.  17% of artists had no art and design qualifications and 
had been self-taught (this included some of the more established individuals).  
Most had found their degree studies of great value.  
 
Sales of work formed a very low part of their income, at only 15% average, with 
participatory and community work or teaching providing an average of 41% of 
income.  These averages mask some significant variations with 6 artists out of the 
sample earning little or nothing within the arts.  
 
In terms of degree and postgraduate level training, the majority had not found much 
of great relevance to their own cultural backgrounds within their courses and had 
looked elsewhere for this.   
 
Almost all the artists felt that the work of Asian, African and Caribbean artists is 
ghettoised within the region and nationally, with a strong sense of the need to have to 
struggle against the system to get their work seen and to get into the mainstream.  
 
’you get put into special weeks, special sections of programmes, divided up’ 
 
’In the scale of things, Birmingham is a highly multi-cultural society yet the dedication 
to time and space allocated towards diverse arts is quite marginal’ 
 
The challenges were generally ones that are met by all artists – the difficulty of 
finding exhibition opportunities or curators interested in their work, the lack of 
affordable studio spaces, difficulties in promoting their work, financial pressures, 
childcare difficulties.  Many cited the problem of isolation, and a desire to have a 
place where they could meet other artists, share ideas and socialise.  The lack of 
retail outlets for craft in Birmingham and selling galleries in general were noted.  
 
Again the needs identified were common to those of all artists – for more time for 
their creative practice, and for better skills in marketing and self-promotion.  A 
majority of the artists felt that the needs for promotional support or in finding 
sympathetic curators were general to all artists although this was not the universal 
view, there were some strongly dissenting voices mainly from more established 
mature artists.  
 
One very striking finding was that almost all the artists felt that they had little 
opportunity in the region to see relevant product, including work by significant 
African, Caribbean and Asian artists.  From the research into the programmes 
of the major galleries in the region, it is clear that there is no dearth of 
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opportunities to see work by African Caribbean and Asian artists, although the 
majority of these will not be from the West Midlands region.  The significance 
of this finding is that these artists do not feel engaged by the exhibition 
programmes that are out there, and experience emotional and attitudinal 
barriers to their attendance at the region’s galleries.   
 
7.7 Role models and champions  
 
‘The strategy has five priorities … [and one of] its key outcomes will be: strengthened 
leadership and a stronger visual arts profession’ 
                            Turning Point, Arts Council England 2006 
 
The theme of role models remained consistent within the research.  
Stakeholders commented on the need for artists to connect, to be noticed, to 
network but vitally to move outside their comfort zone and to have role models 
or champions that encouraged this process.   
 

‘Knowledge building is important but so is having champions’ 
        Agency Director 

 
It is interesting that this quote was made by one of the region’s few 
champions, i.e. an individual in a position of responsibility who gives support 
to the careers of both emerging and established artists.  A high percentage of 
interviewees focused on the need for role models, or champions, but were 
unable to identify individuals leading in this area.   
  
This lack of champions is significant.  Within the focus group on Bursting the 
Banks the challenge of accessing organisations and buildings, perceived as 
intimidating, was raised.  The response was that all organisations and 
buildings only consist of individuals.  We must acknowledge that the Arts 
Council does not pressure arts organisations but the individuals within them.  
If we can’t think of who the champions are, this becomes problematic.   
 
In the course of our consultation, we asked various artists and young curators 
who they could identify as champions and/or role models.  Some identified 
positively with support curators in the region’s museum services, however 
others felt they had not benefited from such support and had had negative 
experiences, even when approaching a local authority team with a good track 
record on artists support.  A small number of curators working at a national 
level were identified as important role models.  
 
The importance of the high profile Asian, African and Caribbean artists in the 
region as role models was emphasised.  For example, Vanley Burke was 
mentioned not only by artists but also by a number of mainstream arts 
organisations.  Juginder Lamba is another important figure, whose work as 
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both an artist and a curator is significant to younger artists.  As part of the 
action research process, Juginder was interviewed by a younger artist from a 
very different art form, who found the experience enlightening and inspiring.   
 
This demonstrates the importance of fostering this kind of link up.  Having role 
models to whom one can turn through mentoring, as a form of professional 
development can be a vital source of support.   
   
Artistic and professional development  
 
7.8 Vision:  what are the professional development goals of the artists?  
 
The long-term aspirations of the vast majority of the artists we surveyed are to 
be able to make their living through selling their work and to be regularly 
exhibiting their work at well known galleries. Only a few indicated a desire to 
be undertaking more project work or teaching.  A couple were interested in 
establishing art based healing or therapeutic practices.  Some have pragmatic 
strategies for their future, developing parallel careers to earn money while 
maintaining their creative practice.  Some have already moved from the 
region, and others plan to do so – leaving for wider opportunities abroad or in 
London.    
 
7.9 Solutions:  which agencies do the artists turn to for support?  
 
The artists cited a very limited range of institutions and agencies that they felt 
were promoting work by Asian, African and Caribbean artists, or that they 
would turn to for help.   This is in striking contrast to the number of training 
and support agencies that exist in the region, several of which do engage 
effectively with African, Caribbean and Asian artists.  
 
The majority of the artists cited The Drum as an important space, and there 
were particular pleas for the Creative Circle at The Drum to be re-instigated, 
or for general opportunities to meet with other artists and gain support.     
 
The importance of specific support initiatives and specialist agencies was 
underlined, with some artists citing how life changing the support from 
engagement in a particular scheme such as Collide had been, or advice at a 
crucial point in their career from Sampad.   
 
Other than the drum, there were several mentions of Sampad, Hybrid and 
Craftspace.  Specialist providers or schemes such as Flying Start, Collide, the 
RBSA, Ulfah Arts or trade specific associations, e.g. in jewellery, were 
important to certain individuals.  Only two artists cited national agencies such 
as Autograph or INIVA.  It is striking that Axis, the national online artists’ 
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agency, has very few Asian, African or Caribbean members in the West 
Midlands (which is generally poorly represented on Axis’ listings, coming 9th 
out of 10 English regions for artists listed on Axis).  Axis stated that it is 
essential to establish regional partnerships to promote the service more 
effectively in a particular region.  
 
This finding is striking, in that the artists appeared not to be aware of the 
support that is out there for them.  Several artists said that they found the 
process of doing the interviews very helpful, as they were given information 
about agencies that they had not previously known about.  Agencies such as 
the longstanding Artists Newsletter have indicated that it is a perennial 
problem to make artists aware of support that is out there.   
 
The particular gap in knowledge on the part of this group of Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists is something that needs to be addressed, since they will not 
be able to access the mainstream unless they are tapping into the structures 
that do exist.  There is no real reason that artists should not be using national 
resources such as Axis or Autograph, as the cost of membership is not high 
and it would be an invaluable means of bringing their work to a wider 
audience and linking into national networks.  However when questioned, 
some artists clearly felt some barriers in accessing these networks, e.g. 
dismissing them as based outside the region and therefore not accessible.   
 
7.10 Networks  
 
One arts professional highlighted enormous benefits but also stressed the 
dangers of information connections or networks.  They highlighted that people 
who are privy to networks may not be so critical of them, they may also, being 
inside the loop, not recognise what it means to be outside the loop.   
 
There have been very few African, Asian and Caribbean specific networks.  
The Drum, through Creative Circle, did develop this.  Also, for a short period 
Arts Council England, West Midlands coordinated artists networking sessions, 
two to three sessions took place which where extremely well attended.  These 
were further developed through decibel, which programmed in sessions with a 
focus on a particular theme or topic.  However, due to changing staff work 
plans these were no longer prioritised.   
 
Craftspace and Sampad have consistently worked together with a focus on 
South Asian crafts practitioners.  Whilst Sampad has not specialised in visual 
arts delivery, crafts remains a focus for the organisation.  Craftspace and 
Sampad have a strong working relationship, each recognising and drawing 
upon the skills of the other.   
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Informal networks have also developed around agencies who have an office 
or studio base, hence Punch artists have collaborated and connected as a 
result of their attachment to Punch.  New artists’ networks are being 
developed through the innovative work of Ulfah Arts (although this work goes 
on largely unsupported by funders).  Artists’ Circle is an emerging network of 
artists who are drawn together through shared understandings relating to 
religious beliefs; connecting through thinking related to Arts and Islam. 
Creative Alliance has created an informal network around its training programmes 
(over 300 people have now gone through these), organising events to bring current 
and past participants together along with other artists and practitioners.   
 
7.11 Support for artists to represent internally and externally to the region  

 
There is a real need for more people in positions of responsibility who can 
take a proactive approach to finding and supporting emerging visual artists in 
the region, and then assisting them to find their way into the mainstream.    
Deirdre Figueiredo, Craftspace’s Director, is a good example of this approach.   
She outlined their sense of public responsibility to emerging artists, which 
leads them to seek out opportunities to engage with artists.  They prioritise 
open studio visits and seek out opportunities to connect with artists, not only 
within established or formal spaces but also through being aware of and 
creating openings.  This attitude has resulted in improved links and networks 
for artists, who become privy to the ‘insider information’ and understanding 
that had been gleaned by staff through on-going engagement.   
 
Knowing where individuals might fit in, where they may share vision and 
values with mainstream organisations was seen as an important role that 
could be played.  The research findings suggest, however, that few individuals 
within the region play this role.   
 
Sandra Hall of Friction Arts describes a process by which it is vital to be 
completely open to knowing the city that you live in – to go beyond the 
charmed circle of an existence that only includes the mainstream gallery, 
wine-bar and comfortable suburb.  Friction regards it as vital not only to 
support artists’ practice, but also to help them to learn how to market their 
skills and to make a living –and to be realistic about how long it will take them 
to establish a profile as an artist.   
 
7.12 Access to higher education in art and design  
 
Access to degree level training is generally vital to help artists get started on 
their career, although a number of successful Asian, African and Caribbean 
artists have established their careers without having had any full time 
professional training.  There is some evidence in our survey that this applies 
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more to the older generation of artists and to artists starting their careers later 
in life, and that the younger generation is increasingly engaging with art and 
design degrees as a means to start their career.  However it is hard to 
extrapolate this finding on a general level from the number of artists in the 
sample.   
 
A report by the Council for Higher Education in Art and Design (CHEAD) 
Widening participation in higher education (2005) addresses the need to 
tackle the lack of diversity within higher education.  It highlighted that  
 
‘One of the main themes of government policy for higher education is to 
increase diversity in higher education, attempting to include young people and 
adults from the most socially disadvantaged backgrounds’.   
 
The report identified a lack of information relating to social class3.  It stressed 
the need for further research on how best to support and encourage 
engagement by socially disadvantaged groups, particularly given current low 
representation.  The report commented that  
 
‘Comparisons with traditionally high-earning subjects show how relatively 
unpopular creative arts and design are with minority ethnic groups. Despite 
the high growth rate of the creative and cultural industries in the UK 
economy’.   
 
One of the issues that the report highlighted was a lack of ‘academics or 
artists/teachers from culturally diverse backgrounds’ which subsequently led 
to students having ‘limited exposure to diverse course content’.    
 
The report highlighted that schemes such as Aim Higher, whilst not primarily a 
subject specific scheme, lacked role models from minority ethnic communities 
who could potentially attract individuals from a cross section of communities 
into the visual arts.   
 
What is particularly interesting is the manner in which the report associated 
this absence with a subsequent challenge, the implementation of racial 
equality schemes in both the arts and higher education sectors.   
 
A series of actions were suggested that are relevant to this research and 
these can be found at Appendix 8.    
 

                                                
3  A theme connected to the notion of intersectionality and how numerous factors combine to 
create barriers to engagement.   
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The difficulty in recruiting African, Caribbean and Asian students to art and 
design courses was endorsed by representatives from the academic sector in 
the West Midlands consulted in the course of this research.   Anecdotally, we 
were told of art and design students whose parents were unaware of their 
subject choice, believing that their children were studying law or some other 
more ‘respectable’ career choice.    
 
From discussion with academics and artists, it became clear that it will be 
essential to work with the whole family in order to support young African, 
Caribbean and Asian people who wish to study art and design.    It is vital to 
dispel some of the myths about the career choices actually available in the art 
and design field.     
 
The importance of degree level training was endorsed by many of the artists 
themselves, and by curators in the region.  For example, Yasmin Baig Clifford, 
the director of Vivid4 has commented, whilst informal training might provide 
individuals with an entry point; this was generally insufficient when working 
with an inter-disciplinary medium.  This was felt to be particularly apparent 
when artists were required to question and push at their artistic and personal 
boundaries.   
 
Artistic development is an area that one assumes all artists are comfortable 
engaging with.  However, Baig Clifford suggested that this may not always be 
the case.  In developing their EQUAL project, they found that, unless artists 
had been through an educational process, which encouraged them to 
challenge their thinking, artists were uncomfortable engaging in such a 
questioning process.  For some individuals, academic or conceptual 
questioning was perceived negatively.  There was a sense that the artists 
were not sufficiently self-confident or stable to engage in what can be a highly 
challenging – even uncomfortable – developmental process, where one may 
be pushed outside one’s comfort zone.   
 
Arts Council England, West Midlands has recently commissioned inIVA to 
undertake research and to develop a strategy to encourage “a more strategic 
approach to engaging young people form diverse cultural backgrounds with 
the possibility of developing careers in the visual arts.”  The particular focus of 
the research is to ‘inspire young, culturally diverse students to undertake 
higher education in fine art practices (understood as both fine art and craft 
practices’. 
 

                                                
4  Vivid, in Birmingham, provides a new media and interdisciplinary resource for artists and 
curators in the form of commissions, residencies, exhibitions, publications, research, talks and touring 
activities. 
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In the light of the evidence from our research, this new research project is a 
timely intervention that addresses a key issue for the long-term development 
of African, Caribbean and Asian visual artists.  
 
7.13 Creative and intellectual development  
 
The above example from Vivid reflects a general response from many of 
those we consulted, that there are insufficient opportunities for critical debate 
on the visual arts within the region.  Artists do not have sufficient opportunity 
to engage with a wide range of opinion and experience, to learn from more 
established artists, academics and curators in order to develop their creative 
practice.  The majority of artists in our survey put development of their 
creative practice at the top of their training needs, a finding that is reflected in 
other artists’ surveys, such as that undertaken for ALISS in 20045.  Rhubarb 
Rhubarb quoted an example of a seminar they ran on critical debate – Don’t 
Mention the Money – which was hugely popular and drew participants from 
across the country.  However the majority of funding that is available for 
training courses is targeted on business skills development, not on supporting 
the product that is at the heart of it all.   
 
Given the high levels of Black and Minority Ethnic populations in the region, 
the West Midlands would be well placed to host a series of debate engaging 
leading thinkers and practitioners who address issues of cultural diversity.  
These could involve international artists whose work is being exhibited in the 
region, and would serve as an excellent means of bringing together visiting 
artists with local artists who could benefit from a creative interaction with 
international peers and role models.   
 
7.14 Development of personal and business Skills  
 
As described in Section 7.1 above, there are a range of support agencies and 
programmes in the West Midlands region, which offer support to artists.  
There are also several well established national support agencies, such as a-
n (Artists’ Newsletter), Axis, Visiting Arts and Autograph.   
 
During the course of the research we consulted with many of these agencies, 
either through interviews or by engaging them in the Critical Debate seminars.  
We also surveyed the artists in our sample on their views of their professional 
development needs, and on the professional development they had actually 
undertaken.   
 

                                                
5  Training and Development needs of artists working in participatory settings in the West 
Midlands, Felicity Woolf Associates for ALISS, 2004  
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The findings from the artists’ survey reflected that of other surveys, and 
confirmed that creative practice, promotion, marketing and general business 
and project management skills were in high demand.  Artists also gave a high 
rating to the need for access to skills development in participatory and 
education based work, although few had undertaken training in this area.   
 
Just over half of the artists surveyed take an active approach to developing 
their skills, participating in a wide range of courses, but a sizeable minority 
had undertaken no skills development at all.  The ratings given to the quality 
of the courses varied widely, with higher ratings for specific technical skills 
training.   
 
There was a clear preference amongst the artists for training provision in the 
form of mentoring, closely followed by short courses, but there was little 
interest in longer-term apprenticeships.  By contrast, none of the artists had 
actually experienced a formal mentoring scheme and few seem to have had 
much experience of informal mentoring.  However the aspiration for mentoring 
support bears out the need for more role models and champions, as identified 
elsewhere in this report.   
 
The responses from the agencies surveyed varied considerably.  Several of 
the agencies are successfully reaching Asian, African and Caribbean artists, 
some by taking a proactive approach to recruitment, and others by ensuring 
that they use high profile Asian, African and Caribbean practitioners to help 
deliver the training.  Some training providers felt that Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists disproportionately needed support at the more basic levels, 
and were not progressing to higher level professional skills training.   
 
One area that does not seem to be adequately addressed is access to and 
training in the use of higher level new technology.  All providers noted this as 
a lack, with even the few that are engaging in this area recognising the lack of 
general provision and access.   
 
8 PRODUCTION AND CONSUMPTION  
 
In this section we address an interlocking set of issues:  
 
• opportunities for Asian, African and Caribbean artists in the region to 

exhibit their work and gain support from informed curators  
• how galleries, museums and development agencies support the 

development of Asian, African and Caribbean artists 
• the development of the curatorial workforce  
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Some further closely related issues are significant in this context but did not 
fall specifically within the brief for this research, so are not explored in this 
report:  
 
• the significance of programming work by Asian, African and Caribbean 

artists in building audiences from these communities  
• the role of such programming in creating increased cultural awareness 

and a wider understanding amongst all members of the visual arts 
audience  

• the importance of educational and community based projects both in 
increasing understanding of the full diversity of the contemporary visual 
arts, and in building audiences for the future. 

 
8.1 The West Midlands region    
 
In many ways, it could be expected that the West Midlands should be a major 
focus for interesting, high profile culturally diverse work, building on a thriving 
community of Asian, African and Caribbean visual artists: 
  
• the West Midlands is the most culturally diverse region of the UK outside 

London 
• all the major galleries and museums in the region have a strong stated 

commitment to cultural diversity and several regularly include international 
artists from a range of cultural backgrounds in their programmes  

• there are a growing number of artists groups, particularly in Birmingham 
and the other metropolitan areas, who are producing innovative 
exhibitions in a range of spaces 

• a host of training and development opportunities have been funded in 
recent years, several of which are targeted at culturally diverse artists, or 
include recruitment from Asian, African and Caribbean communities as a 
high priority  

 
There are some good examples of interesting practice in the region, but 
overall there is a strong feeling that the potential has not yet been realised.  
We were struck during our consultation by a seeming mismatch between the 
aspirations of many curators, gallery and museum professionals and the 
sense of alienation and exclusion experienced by many of the Asian, African 
and Caribbean artists and practitioners with whom we spoke.   
 
One museum professional indicated what might be a key to unlocking the issues:  
 
‘there’s a lack of regional inquisitiveness – there’s an issue of capacity here, 
but there’s also a principle of engagement.’ 
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Achieving a strong regional character is not solely a question of reflecting the 
multi-racial nature of the West Midlands, of course – but this is one important 
aspect of its character.  Nor is this is a plea for parochialism.  It’s important for 
regional artists to have a proper opportunity to exhibit their work, but it’s also 
vital to bring in national and international artists from a diverse range of 
cultures – to stimulate both audiences and artists.   
 
8.2 Curators and producers operating within the region  
 
We consulted with a range of gallery and museum curators and with key 
development agencies, in order to gain an understanding of how they engage 
with Asian, African and Caribbean artists both from the region and outside 
and what they identify as key issues in moving forward.  At the outset we 
deliberately did not solely target curators of Asian, African and Caribbean 
origin.  We were wary of this, particularly considering comments from cultural 
researchers such as Munira Mirza who writes how, ‘for all the talk of dialogue, 
cultural diversity embodies a depressing worldview where we can only 
understand things that are related to our immediate experience’. (Spiked 
OnLline)  
 
We were open to finding champions (See Section 7.3) who engaged with this 
theme and were passionate about diverse representations.  We identified a 
few but the region needs more of such individuals.   
 
Our consultation included the few Asian, African and Caribbean led 
organisations which engage in the visual arts (Punch, The Drum and 
Sampad), major regional galleries such as the Ikon, the Mead at Warwick Arts 
Centre, the i and Compton Verney; local authority museums and galleries, key 
agencies such as Craftspace, artist led groups, and individual curators.   
 
Firstly, there was clearly evidence of a range of culturally diverse product 
programmed within the visual arts sector.  Hence the nineties argument of a 
lack of product can no longer be said to be the case today (Audit of Research 
into audiences for Black and Asian work, Mel Jennings Arts Council England, 
1998).   
 
Organisations were undoubtedly aiming to link in with different groups and a range of 
cultural perspectives, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, for example, commented 
that Arts and Islam was initially to be just a one off event but was then expanded due 
to an acknowledged audience development need.   
 
This sense connected with many of the artists who felt that one needed to be able to 
see and experience work in order to be inspired to produce.   
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Discussions with curators highlighted the sense of there being a dynamic within what 
was termed ‘outside art’, that both risks and attractions often existed side by side.   
 
Ultimately, the challenge for curators is to go out and find new work by artists 
who are often working outside the mainstream.  One project director 
highlighted the challenges that this could entail since, she commented, how  
 
‘You’re always going to go with the work that you relate to, the ones who are 
in those cultural spaces …it comes back to language, text and dialogue – 
there’s a need for exposure.’ 
 
However exposure isn’t happening due to communication barriers and these 
barriers can only be reduced by exposure - an undoubted Catch 22.   
 
One particular form of communication consistently arose.  Some artists saw 
language as an uphill struggle, completing forms, conceptual language to 
accompany work, the struggle in titles, representing self and work to a 
plethora of audiences.   
 
While this challenge was further exacerbated if English was one’s second 
language, this remained a constant in communication between artists and 
funders, artists and galleries/ spaces and artist and audiences.   
 
In contrast, language was also seen as the key to conceptual fine arts 
practice and product, without the right language there was perceived to be a 
weakness in thinking attached to the work.  This was particularly felt to be the 
case where work moved between documenting/ social history practice and 
fine arts work.   
 
Artists were more likely to be accommodated in their difficulties of working 
within language, than organisations seeking to move into the realm of fine arts 
curatorial practice.  While inexperienced curators and producers found a 
space within social representation, the parameters shifted once they sought to 
engage with fine art or conceptual arts practice.   
 
8.3 Asian, African and Caribbean led agencies  
 
It is striking that there are so few Asian, African and Caribbean led agencies 
in the region that engage in the visual arts at all, and of those that do, not one 
specialises in the visual arts.  This is not to ghettoise responsibility to these 
organisations – all visual arts organisations should be playing their part.  
However there is a particular reservoir of knowledge and expertise that is 
struggling with issues of capacity and lack of facilities, and therefore not able 
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to play its full role.   There is no West Midlands equivalent of the North West 
based organisation Shisha (see case study in Appendix 9) which has gained 
recognition and respect for its role in curating South Asian contemporary work 
in partnership with mainstream galleries and spaces.   
 
The Drum was cited by many of the artists in our survey as a key venue they 
turn to, despite its acknowledged lack of capacity to run a regular visual arts 
programme.  It was also seen as an important venue for making links with 
Asian, African and Caribbean artists by several of the development agencies 
we consulted.  However although The Drum has supported visual arts in the 
past, it is not currently able to maintain its visual arts programme due to the 
need to achieve financial stability.  There is no dedicated gallery space, and 
the exhibition facilities in the general spaces are inadequate.  Nonetheless 
The Drum has had a significant commitment to supporting artists, and this role 
has been valued.   
 
In discussion with The Drum, the Programme Director noted that the 
organisation was seen as existing ‘out there’, as a parallel but not equal 
organisation.  There is undoubtedly a need to question how it can be equal 
when programming has been carried out without a dedicated visual arts policy 
or accompanying budget.   
 
The feeling within The Drum is that they are seen as only being about 
emerging artists and the high level ideas that they do have never develop as 
they are unable to consolidate partnerships to take them up.  Such 
perceptions are connected to the lack of value attributed by ‘the mainstream 
or ‘the’ establishment’ to artists showing work at The Drum.  They were rarely 
picked up by mainstream organisations – a distinction that was made – and 
so faded back into communities and disappeared.   
 
Despite issues of capacity and funds, The Drum is positive about wanting to 
engage with new partners and to produce and show work, stressing their 
ability to bring audiences and engage partners in challenging thinking around 
definitions and contemporary understanding of “Black arts practice”.  The 
Drum does not see partnership as a one way street, but felt that this was how 
they were seen.   
 
Importantly, The Drum noted that international work shown in the region 
needs to be “connected right through to the Black British Experience” – as a 
way of accessing local artists and developing an audience for international 
work.   
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In conversation with Sampad, the ever present issue of capacity was also 
outlined.  Capacity had arisen in the organisation’s thinking and ultimate 
decision to focus primarily on the performing arts.  Sampad was historically a 
performing arts agency, however its relationship with visual arts remains part 
of its mission and vital to its work with Asian crafts practitioners.  Recently, the 
organisation felt that understandings of visual arts had shifted to become 
more encompassing so that crafts, cinema, literature and photography were 
now included - visual arts had emerged as both more inclusive and more 
eclectic.  Boundaries which had seemed far clearer were now blurring.  An 
artistic trend towards a more interdisciplinary approach that connects both 
visual and performing arts practice is clearly emerging.   
 
Equally, moreover, Sampad was keen to stress that South Asian work was 
not only within its remit.  Other partners, such as Craftspace and the Ikon 
were well placed to develop this.  The emphasis was not to ghettoise South 
Asian visual artists.   
 
Punch started out in 1997 specialising in urban music and now encompasses 
visual arts as well, with an exhibition programme and a number of visual 
artists among its core associates.  Punch plays a valuable role in brokering 
exhibition opportunities, as most artists don’t have Punch’s tenacity to keep 
on knocking on doors. The issue for artists is that they’re presenting 
themselves and work which can be deeply personal, so there are real issues 
of vulnerability there.  Punch works on a long-term basis with visual artists 
and provides management and development for individual artists.   
 
For Punch, the region would benefit from picking up Arts Council England’s 
Turning Point as a ten year strategy and changing the face of the city through 
visionary thinking.  This sense of having a regional vision – rather than 
competing with a centre such as London - was also shared by Mark Sealey at 
Autograph, who previously worked in the West Midlands as part of ten:8.  
Sealey particularly noted the loss of ten:8 in the early 1990s as an important 
photography magazine and development agency that had given a high profile 
to work by Asian, African and Caribbean artists.  Punch stressed the need to 
avoid the situation of tokenism by engaging in transformative work, which 
connected with audiences while educating people about arts product.   
 
8.4 Museums, galleries and artist led spaces  
 
The remit of each institution varies widely, but there is an encouraging sense 
of shared purpose about achieving long-term change in regard to the diversity 
of the exhibition programmes, and the relationship with Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists and communities in the region.   
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All the galleries consulted regularly included work by African, Caribbean and 
Asian artists in their programmes, but very few of these artists are from the 
West Midlands region.  Nonetheless there are some interesting developments 
in hand, which may help to address this situation in the future.  
 
Some examples are given below, and a fuller description of the work of the 
regional galleries is given in Appendix 7.  
 
• Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery is placing an increasing emphasis 

on the development of exhibition projects in partnership with community 
groups, particularly African, Caribbean and Asian, in order to shift the 
ownership of the programme from the museum to participants and 
audience.  It is also planning to open a new gallery that will focus 
specifically on representing local and regional Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists.   
 

• Collections of work by African, Caribbean and Asian artists could receive 
a boost if a shortlisted bid to Art Fund International succeeds.  The bid has 
been made jointly by Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, the Ikon and 
the New Art Gallery, Walsall.  While the bid is not solely focused on 
culturally diverse work, there is the intention that this theme would form an 
important part of the collection.  
 

• Both Wolverhampton and Walsall art galleries have hosted traineeships 
and curators and have offered exhibition or residency opportunities to 
regional African, Caribbean and Asian artists.  
 

• The mac in Birmingham has long been an important venue for exhibiting 
work by African, Caribbean and Asian artists, and is currently hosting a 
curatorial traineeship for African, Caribbean and Asian people, funded by 
Arts Council England, West Midlands.  
  

Various artist led spaces were consulted in the course of our research.  It was 
striking that most of those we spoke to had included none or very few Asian, 
African and Caribbean artists in their programming.  They stated that they had 
few applications from such artists and cited the lack of critically engaged 
Asian, African and Caribbean artists in the region as part of the reason for 
this.  All were keen to have relationships brokered to help them develop better 
contacts with Asian, African and Caribbean artists.  One exception was the 
Edge, a new space opening in Digbeth run by Friction Arts, who were 
confident of their ability to create a strong and diverse exhibitions programme 
based on the submissions already received.       
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It is vital that new exhibition or commissioning schemes supported by Arts 
Council England place a clear requirement to engage with African, Caribbean 
and Asian visual arts, in order to further Arts Council England’s race equality 
goals.  
 
8.5 Independent curators   
 
There are also a number of independent curators in the region, such as Sarah 
Blackstock and Simon Redgrave.  Such curators have often played an 
important role in developing projects led by Asian, African and Caribbean 
artists, and in providing informal advice and support to regional artists in 
general.  Hybrid, the group authoring this report, has also played this kind of 
role within the region.   
 
Ulfah Arts, led by Naz Kozer and Tranquil Art, led by Taslim Rasheed take 
their inspiration from Islamic traditions and are good examples of the 
particular contribution that Birmingham artists can make to some of the most 
pressing contemporary issues of interfaith understanding.   
 
8.6 Positive action schemes for curators  
 
The curatorial workforce in UK museums and galleries is overwhelmingly 
white, with the latest figures showing that only 2% of the people working with 
collections in museums are from ethnic minorities.  In Arts Council England’s 
Turning Point, research is quoted showing that the overall workforce in the 
contemporary visual arts sector is 93% white.   
 
A number of positive action schemes have been developed over the past ten 
years to help address this imbalance.  Schemes that are running at present 
include a decibel scheme, the Museum Association’s Diversify scheme and 
Arts Council England’s Inspire fellowships.   
 
Diversify has had a number of traineeships in the West Midlands including 
Birmingham, Compton Verney, Wolverhampton and The Herbert, Coventry.  
Results have apparently been impressive, with most trainees going on to 
secure posts in a museum within one year of the end of their training (82%) 
and a further 6% going on to study museum related PhDs.   
 
The Inspire fellowships have so far only run in London, placing Asian, African 
and Caribbean trainee curators in a range of host institutions such as Tate 
Modern and the ICA.  It is intended for the scheme to develop into the South 
West and South East regions next year.  Placements usually last two years, 
and trainees receive bursaries of £21,000 per annum.  The package includes 
training and mentoring support, and the opportunity to curate an exhibition at 
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the end of their fellowship.  The Inspire Fellowship Manager would welcome a 
development of the scheme into the West Midlands but there would be the 
need to find all the funding required, apart from the taught element in London.   
 
Another initiative is the International Curators Forum which aims to network a 
group of 30 emerging curators from Asian, African and Caribbean 
backgrounds with the international visual art world.  The group will attend 
various key contemporary arts events in Europe including symposia 
developed for this scheme.  Only one West Midlands based curator is part of 
the scheme.   
 
This kind of positive action traineeship has been severely criticised by some 
commentators, including Richard Hylton The nature of the beast and Sonia 
Dyer Boxed In. Their argument, to paraphrase and inevitably to simplify, is 
that such initiatives only serve to box in and ghettoise the problem (i.e. lack of 
representation) and that such an approach is inherently patronising in 
assuming that Asian, African and Caribbean people will need assistance to 
start their career.  However, such perspectives do not consider the broader 
sociological changes, which also impact on the arts sector, for example the 
current fascination with Islam or anti-globalisation/globalisation.   
 
It is true that there is always a danger that creating special initiatives simply 
moves issues sideways and out of the line of vision of the people at the top 
who need to take responsibility for the diversity of their institution.  However 
the Diversify scheme does seem to be getting results and the Inspire fellows 
are getting a long training period and reasonable remuneration.  It will be 
absolutely essential that the results of these schemes are monitored and fully 
evaluated, including some long-term tracking, as it’s essential to have a better 
understanding of their effectiveness.   
 
It is also important to recognise that achieving the aim of greater diversity 
within the curatorial workforce is primarily a matter of social justice and equal 
opportunities.  It should not be seen as the panacea that will ensure that the 
programmes of UK museums and galleries become more diverse and more 
responsive to the needs of UK Asian, African and Caribbean artists and 
audiences.  Curators from Asian, African and Caribbean backgrounds will 
choose to work in whatever field most interests them and there should be no 
automatic assumption that they will want to specialise in culturally diverse 
work – that would indeed be ‘boxing them in’.   
 
The important challenge is that all visual arts institutions and their curators 
should become more informed and better connected to Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists and communities.   
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To quote from Hylton’s Nature of the Beast (op cit), which reflects on the 
danger of confining curatorial responsibility for culturally diverse work only to 
those people from similar backgrounds:   
 
‘Curating was deferred to those curators with a specialist interest and 
knowledge of living and working in these particular countries.  This approach 
maintained a critical distance from the idea of broadening what Jantjes 
describes as “our knowledge of art history and the practice of art today.’    
 
 
9 KEY ISSUES  
 
In this section, we have summarised the key issues that arose from our 
research.  We have focused on those that we believe are specific to the 
Asian, African and Caribbean visual arts sector.   
 
9.1 Context  
 
• This research is taking place against the context of a strong drive from 

central Government to promote race equality, which was spearheaded by 
the MacPherson report and is backed by new legislation.   

 
• Asian, African and Caribbean people are, in general, more likely to suffer 

economic disadvantage – for example unemployment amongst people of 
African, Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds, is 3 times 
greater than for white people.   

 
• The launch of Arts Council England’s national strategy for the visual arts 

Turning Point, means that the implementation of recommendations arising 
from this research will be linked in to a coherent overall strategic 
development process.   

 
• There is a significant lack of non-white people within the workforces of the 

contemporary visual arts sector, and within museums.   
 
• The value of specific cultural diversity initiatives has been strongly 

questioned in recent publications such as The nature of the beast by 
Hylton, and Boxed In by Dyer.  Take away the label concluded that many 
Asian, African and Caribbean artists want to be identified as artists first 
and foremost, rather than singled out for special treatment based on their 
ethnicity.   
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• Arts Council England’s programme decibel concludes in March 2008, at a 
point where there may be significant cuts in Arts Council budgets, further 
to the cutbacks already made to the Grants for the arts scheme.   

 
• In higher education, the art and design sector generally has lower 

recruitment from Asian, African and Caribbean people than for other 
disciplines.   

 
Artists  
 
• From the artists’ survey and from the critical debates, there was a clear 

view that Asian, African and Caribbean artists do feel that their work is 
ghettoised, and that they face barriers in accessing the mainstream art 
world.  However the majority did not suggest that there should be 
separate specialist provision, but that the existing infrastructure must 
widen its horizons and become more open to understanding a wider 
cultural framework.   
 

• The majority of the artists surveyed identified their cultural heritage as 
significant within their work, although this would not necessarily be in an 
explicit way.  Given that there is such a strong emphasis on conceptual 
work within the contemporary arts world, some artists felt that their use of 
cultural references, or working in a more traditional medium, meant that 
their work was perceived as folkloric and not of interest to gallery curators.  
Many felt that their role was seen to be solely relevant in an education or 
community context.   
 

• The artists identified similar professional development needs as any other 
artists, but felt that although their needs are similar, the external climate in 
which they work is more challenging due to their ethnicity.   
 

• Artists whose work draws on religious beliefs find a particular difficulty in 
gaining recognition for their work, and feel that there is a secular 
fundamentalism in operation in the visual arts sector  

 
• Artists from a Muslim background particularly identified a general 

suspicion of Islamic culture operating in society as a whole.   
 
• The research recognised challenges facing artists who work within socially 

engaged practice.  There are few institutions that are open to social 
commentary work that raises questions which could be perceived as 
political or social.  The model adopted by the Arnolfini provides an 
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interesting counter to this (See case study in appendices).   
 

• There was a strong desire for more opportunities to come together both to 
share information and network, and also to join in critical debate.   
 

• There was a strong interest expressed in having more access to role 
models and mentors.   
 

• One of the major barriers to accessing art and design courses in higher 
education is the concern about future earnings, and the pressure from 
families to opt for economically safer career choices.   
 

• There are a range of development agencies in the region providing a 
number of training courses.  Uptake by Asian, African and Caribbean 
artists varies, but in some cases training agencies are being very 
successful in Asian, African and Caribbean recruiting participants.   
 

9.3 Production and consumption  
 
• The exhibition programmes of the major galleries in the region include a 

reasonable proportion of work by Asian, African and Caribbean artists, 
from the UK and abroad, but only a few play a significant role in engaging 
with regionally based Asian, African and Caribbean artists.   
 

• In contrast to the actual availability of culturally relevant product, the 
artists who we surveyed perceived that there was a lack of such work 
available in the region.  This points to a lack of engagement by the artists 
with the major galleries in the region, a factor that needs to be addressed.   
 

• Perhaps surprisingly, the artist led spaces in the region seem to be the 
least engaged with Asian, African and Caribbean artists.   
 

• There are a lack of champions in this sector, i.e. curators or project 
directors who are willing to make the effort to go out and find emerging 
artists, and to champion their career development.  There are very few in 
the region who do this effectively - there needs to be more.   
 

• The lack of champions means that there is a cycle whereby Asian, African 
and Caribbean artists from the region do not benefit from exposure 
through exhibitions and therefore do not gain from proper development 
opportunities, which is then self-perpetuating.   
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• There is a need for many curators to broaden their knowledge of Asian, 
African and Caribbean artists in the region, and to broaden their general 
understanding of diverse cultures.  There is little access to research 
sources within the region and a lack of an identifiable individual or agency 
developing this, as compared for example to Shisha in the North West 
(see case study in appendices).     
 

• None of the Asian, African and Caribbean led organisations to whom 
many of the visual artists turn, are able to prioritise visual arts as a major 
focus of their activity.  This is due to lack of capacity and means that 
organisations that could provide culturally specific expertise and a 
connection with audiences are not able to contribute effectively to visual 
arts development.   
 

• Although there is controversy over culturally specific schemes such as the 
Diversify and Inspire curatorial traineeships, there does seem to be some 
indication that Diversify is beginning to achieve results that may in the 
long-term have an impact on the low levels of non-white curators in the 
museum curatorial workforce.   
 

• It is important to acknowledge the increasingly problematic relationship 
that artists have with definitions of ethnicity, whether Black, Asian, African 
or Caribbean.   

 
• There is a need for wider discussion in relation to the terminology used to 

communicate ideas and thinking specifically within the context of the fine 
arts sector   

 
 
10 RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
In response to the key findings, a series of recommendations has been 
developed that aim to address the major issues identified. Some 
recommendations can be implemented by Arts Council England, West 
Midlands on its own, but most will either require partnership with other 
agencies or the commissioning of services from suitable partners.  
  
The recommendations addressed to Arts Council England, West Midlands 
include: 
 
• recommendations for changes to Arts Council England, West Midlands own 

practice 
• for new services or initiatives that Arts Council England, West Midlands can 

either undertake in house or commission to partners  
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• initiatives that need to be undertaken in partnership with other agencies  
 
It is made clear in each recommendation which way forward is considered to 
be appropriate.  
 
References are given to how the recommendation relates to specific priorities 
identified in Arts Council England’s national strategy for the visual arts, 
Turning Point.   
 
It is hoped that these recommendations will provide a framework that will 
enable Arts Council England, West Midlands to take forward the legacy of the 
decibel programme.    
 
10.1 ARTISTS  
 
Recommendations 10.2 to 10.5 below address the Turning Point: diversity 
and leadership priority - work with higher education (the Higher Education 
Funding Council England HEFCE), the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC), Creative and Cultural Skills (CCS) and the Council for Higher 
Education in Art and Design (CHEAD) to act on findings of research on 
widening participation. 
 
10.2 Informed by the forthcoming research project with Iniva, Arts Council 

England, West Midland should work with partners to initiate and support a 
programme of work with secondary schools, contemporary visual arts 
organisations and the higher education sector in the West Midlands, 
which specifically addresses the cultural and economic barriers to 
African, Caribbean and Asian young people making the transition from 
studying art at school to progressing onto degree level and beyond.   
 

10.3 Linked to the above programme, Arts Council England, West Midland  
should encourage the Education sector in the West Midlands, ESRC and 
AHRC and others, to identify possible bursaries for young people, 
and older artists, from African, Caribbean and Asian backgrounds, to 
encourage access to higher education to study art or curatorial practice.   

 
10.4 This programme to increase the take up of fine art places in higher 

education by young people from these cultural backgrounds, should 
particularly aim to develop understanding among young people and their 
families about the professional career structure of artists and curators. 
This could include artist and curator-led discussion sessions with 
students and visits to artist’s creative workspaces and contemporary art 
spaces.   This process would need to be culturally sensitive, with artists 
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who understand the concerns of families and know how to engage and 
interact with these fears, alongside an awareness of the wider social 
context.    

 
10.5 Arts Council England, West Midland should work with the higher 

education sector to encourage a wider and more culturally diverse 
approach to the art and design curriculum, including links to appropriate 
role models, e.g. experienced African, Caribbean and Asian artists based 
in the region or curators with a strong track record of working with African, 
Caribbean and Asian artists  

 
Recommendations 10.6 to 10.7 address the Turning Point support for artists priority – 
‘to seek new opportunities for Black and minority ethnic and disabled artists who are 
currently under-represented’ 
 
10.6 Initiate and support a new network for artists and curators based in the 

West Midlands, including a website, to encourage cross pollination 
between artists and curators, moving perceptions from organisations to 
people.  This network should be for the benefit of all artists and curators, 
but there should be a strong requirement that the network ensures that it 
engages effectively with African Caribbean and Asian artists.   This 
requirement should be actively monitored by Arts Council England, West 
Midlands. The network would also need buy-in from the major visual arts 
institutions in the region.  
 
It is envisaged the network would have two sections – one for artists and 
one for curators.  These could meet separately, e.g. twice per annum, 
and jointly, also twice per annum.  The purpose would be both to 
encourage networking between curators and artists, and to give separate 
space for specific issues to each group to be explored.  
 
The network meetings should include critical debate with speakers, 
visionary and lateral thinkers and artists/curators who can speak from a 
position of experience and understanding.  
 
In order to avoid incurring a new set of overheads, Arts Council England, 
West Midlands may wish to consider support for a network co-ordinator 
located with a suitable host organisation.  It is essential that the host 
organisation has a sound track record of engaging effectively with African 
Caribbean and Asian artists.   
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10.7 Both through the network, and through the work of Arts Council 
England, West Midlands officers, Arts Council England, West Midlands 
should work with the region’s major galleries and artist-led spaces to 
ensure that they are better networked with regional Asian, African and 
Caribbean artists.  This could be focused around a particular initiative 
to promote opportunities for regional Asian, African and Caribbean 
artists to make links with appropriate international artists whose work is 
being exhibited in the region.  
 
The network could take responsibility for disseminating information 
about new projects that are being developed by African, Caribbean and 
Asian artists and curators in the region, and advice about how to 
develop new projects with African, Caribbean and Asian artists and 
curators.   
 

Recommendations 10.8 to 10.12 address the Turning Point support for artists 
priority – ‘continue to invest in a programme of artists’ development focusing 
on law, workspace, innovation, financial security and professional standards’ 
 
10.8 As one of its functions, the network should ensure that there is a good 

dissemination of information about regional training opportunities to 
artists, and that it encourages and promotes take up of support from 
national agencies by West Midlands’ artists (e.g. Axis, a-n, Autograph, 
iniva).   

 
10.9 Arts Council England, West Midlands should work with its partner 

funders (e.g. Learning and Skills Council) to ensure that all training and 
support agencies for artists effectively reach African, Caribbean and 
Asian artists 

 
10.10 A scheme should be commissioned to provide intensive training and 

mentoring support to Asian, African and Caribbean artists, possibly based 
on the model of the Creative Advisers scheme run by Arts Council 
England, South West.  This could include an element of “buddying” 
whereby younger artists are linked up with more experienced artists, such 
as the relationships initiated by Hybrid as part of the action research.  

 
10.11 A series of critical debates should be commissioned that address 

issues of cultural diversity and the visual arts, inviting high level speakers 
including artists, academics and curators, to stimulate discussion and 
ideas amongst artists and curators and other visual arts practitioners in 
the region.  These debates could be hosted by a suitable organisation 
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and run along similar lines to the Critical Dialogues developed by Hybrid 
as part of this research.  The debates could potentially be run by the 
network described above, or it may be more appropriate to work with an 
academic partner.  

 
10.12 Arts Council England, West Midlands  should consult with Birmingham 

City Council to review how the closure of the Collide scheme will impact 
on African Caribbean and Asian artists in the region and on agreeing an 
appropriate exit strategy.    

 
10.2 PRODUCTION  

 
Recommendations 10.21 - 10.24 address the Turning Point innovation and 
risk priority- ‘support new investment in visual arts producers and agencies’ 
 
10.21  Arts Council England, West Midlands should in partnership provide 

support for increased visual arts capacity at the Drum, possibly through 
supporting a joint project such as a residency with a mainstream visual 
arts venue through a commissioning scheme, or through the placement 
of an experienced curator.    
 

10.22 Arts Council England, West Midlands should consider the option of 
funding a curatorial post aimed at stimulating more visual arts projects 
and exhibitions featuring regional African, Caribbean and Asian artists.  
This could be modelled on the theatre/producer post supported at 
Birmingham Rep, or the emerging proposal for an animator post with 
the Museum Libraries and Archives, West Midlands.    

 
10.23 Arts Council England, West Midlands should encourage visual arts 

institutions in the West Midlands region to form consortia to develop 
work with Asian, African and Caribbean artists, both from the region 
and further a field.  The consortium could also look to linking up with 
partners from other regions who are significant in terms of culturally 
diverse work, such as Iniva, Autograph and Shisha.   

 
10.24 Arts Council England, West Midlands should make it a requirement of 

Arts Council funding for new gallery developments, such as the new 
Birmingham space, Eastside Projects, that they should actively engage 
with regional artists and curators, including those from African, 
Caribbean and Asian backgrounds 
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Recommendation 10.25 addresses the Turning Point Innovation and Risk 
priority – ‘work with the Sector Skills Council and higher education to extend 
the capacity of existing agencies’.  
 
10.25  Arts Council England, West Midlands should work with relevant 

partners to identify means of developing African, Caribbean and Asian 
visual arts leaders, both established and emerging, ensuring that this 
encompasses people who may currently be outside the networks of 
Arts Council England, West Midlands’ regularly funded organisations. 

 
Recommendations 10.26 and 10.30 address the Turning Point diversity and 
leadership priority ‘expand our support for fellowships, traineeships, artist 
awards and curator programmes for Black and minority ethnic practitioners, 
working with others in the sector.’ 
 
10.26  Arts Council England, West Midlands should review the current means 

by which support is given for independent curators and artists to 
access funds for research and development, e.g. international travel, to 
ensure that these are working effectively to benefit curators and artists 
from the West Midlands    

 
10.27  Arts Council England, West Midlands should work with the Inspire 

Fellowship Manager, at Arts Council England, London, and with a 
regional contemporary visual arts organisation, to secure partnership 
funding for the Inspire Fellowships to be extended to an organisation in 
the region   
 

10.28  Arts Council England, West Midlands should also consult with 
Museum Libraries and Archives, West Midlands on how to connect with 
their Positive Action traineeships e.g. working with contemporary artists 
to interpret museum collections  
 

10.29  Arts Council England, West Midlands should work closely with visual 
arts regularly funded organisations as they develop and implement 
their Race Equality Action Plans, identifying opportunities to address 
the recommendations in this report.  Regularly funded organisations 
should be encouraged to consider the external cultural factors that may 
impact on African, Caribbean and Asian artists and communities in 
engaging with contemporary visual arts.  
 

10.30 Regularly funded organisations and other galleries and visual arts 
agencies that are not regularly funded organisations should be 
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encouraged to provide training for staff that challenges perceptions of 
African, Caribbean and Asian communities as homogenous groups e.g. 
a Somali community may include both people who have been settled in 
the UK for long periods and people who have recently arrived as 
refugees.  This could be addressed through diversity training or 
through discussion, community visits and personal research plans.  
Galleries could also address this recommendation by developing 
‘buddying’ systems between gallery staff and African Caribbean and 
Asian artists, or by developing organisational relationships with other 
organisations that have more experience in this area.  This latter 
suggestion could include innovative non-visual arts sector partnerships, 
e.g. with Black and minority ethnic voluntary organisations or 
businesses.  

 
10.31  Arts Council England, West Midlands should explore innovative ways 

to lay down and embed organisational knowledge, reaching beyond 
individuals in order to address the loss of historical knowledge when 
key staff move on.  Doing so will prevent the repetition of mistakes, 
research and of failing to track the benefits or otherwise of strategic 
interventions.   
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