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Mr John Swinney        27 January 2023 

Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Covid Recovery  

and acting Cabinet Secretary for Finance and the Economy 

The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 

EH99 1SP 

 

Dear Mr Swinney  

Scottish Government budget 2023/24 

As Scotland’s membership and development organisation for the performing arts, we are writing to 

express our deep concern regarding the severe situation facing the performing arts if the proposed 

cut to Creative Scotland within the Constitution, External Affairs & Culture portfolio goes ahead.  

We are calling for a reversal of the cut which is a relatively small amount (£6.6million compared to 

the Scottish Government budget overall of £59.8billion) which will have a disproportionately 

negative impact on a whole range of outcomes including jobs, the wellbeing of Scotland’s people 

and communities, and on the economy in general.  

The value of the performing arts and the risk to its impact 

The impact of culture appears to be widely understood and acknowledged by your own elected 

members, Ministers and Cabinet Secretaries. Yet the fact remains that a proposal has been made 

which will undermine the positive contributions made by the performing arts and the cultural 

sector overall. It will seriously impede the sector’s ability to rebuild and survive long-term under-

investment and the combined effects of the COVID pandemic and the worst cost crisis Scotland 

has experienced in decades. 

The performing arts contribute to an exceptional range of different outcomes beyond the essential 

cultural value they bring. These include: the economy, community-building, place-making and 

regeneration, health and wellbeing, tourism, Scotland’s national and international reputation, and a 

more environmentally sustainable Scotland.  

We understand the decision by Scottish Government to champion and significantly fund high-profile 

one-off events such as the inaugural UCI Cycling World Championships. The rationale for this 

significant investment perfectly mirrors the benefits brought by the performing arts and wider 

cultural sector to Scotland: 

“An example of our Major Events budget supporting an inspiring programme of events that creates 

jobs and boosts the economy whilst delivering benefits to communities across the country, 

promoting Scotland across the world, and can help to accelerate wider policy ambitions across 

portfolios.” 

FST is the membership and development body for professional dance, theatre, and opera in 

Scotland. As of this week, FST represents 230 members. This encompasses professional 
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organisations and individuals, from national performing companies to individual artists creating their 

own work, and the independent producers who support them. We count all of Scotland's 

professional producing companies as members, as well as members who provide support to parts of 

the sector or work in different ways to create, develop and produce live performance and 

participatory activity for audiences and communities in Scotland, in the UK and overseas. 

Prior to the pandemic, FST members turned over more than £100 million per annum on public 

investment of well under 20% of that amount. Research from one of our members, Pitlochry Festival 

Theatre, showed that every public pound invested in the Theatre produced a return of between £17 

and £204. FST members create local jobs and support, or indeed are, artistic, technical, production 

and design freelancers all over the country, contributing to a much wider supply chain. Pre-March 

2020, they attracted more than 2.5 million people to productions each year. Since reopening, 

everyone in the performing arts has worked tirelessly to recover from the devastating losses 

experienced during the COVID crisis. Audiences are enthusiastically returning, and participation 

remains robust and impactful, with the benefits felt by individuals and communities right across 

Scotland. It is still a delicate balance for many organisations including those which made excellent 

use of recovery funding. This was essential to immediate survival, helped prevent insolvency and 

avoided mass redundancies. Any cuts at this stage put this investment and what it is achieving 

seriously at risk. 

Most of our members in receipt of regular funding receive the same cash award from Creative 

Scotland now as they received in 2015-18. For several, this is a similar cash amount as their grant in 

2010 when Creative Scotland took over responsibility for funding. Our members were already facing 

a real-terms cut prior to the latest budget proposals. Any cuts compound this situation further.  

The multiple pressures faced by the performing arts and wider cultural sector 

You will be aware of recent, high-profile media coverage centring on several of our members which 

illustrates the multiple, layered pressures facing the performing arts and the risks inherent in 

contributing further to these pressures by stewarding a cut to our major funding body.  

Dance Base has consistently made the case that spiralling energy costs, along with salary and 

general bill inflation, and pressures on other sources of income are serious challenges to building-

based organisations. The Scottish Government Energy Frameworks remain closed to new applicants. 

The Energy Bills Discount Scheme, which replaces the current Energy Bill Relief Scheme at the end of 

March this year, will largely remove the subsidy received by those businesses not currently 

categorised as Energy and Trade Intensive Industries, but will still experience hugely increased costs. 

The knock-on effect of the cost-of-living crisis on audiences, participants and donors is significant. 

The King’s Theatre in Edinburgh is currently experiencing an £8.9million shortfall on an already 

hugely successful fundraising campaign due to unprecedented increases in capital costs and, as FST 

raised at the Constitution, External Affairs & Culture Committee in September 2021, a lack of 

availability of capital funding in Scotland and long-term capital under-investment. This 1906 

Edwardian much loved ‘people’s theatre’ could close its doors forever through no fault of its own. 

Glasgow’s Tron Theatre has lost financial support from Glasgow City Council after many decades, in 

a climate where pressures on local authorities mean that they are increasingly unable to provide 

sustainable support for culture. Other members who have long-standing relationships with local 

authorities report decreases in support of hundreds of thousands of pounds over the last 5 – 10 

years. 
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There are a great many others facing equally precarious situations, not least our essential freelance 

workforce. The hardest hit by the pandemic, and now the cost crisis, they remain among the most 

poorly paid and inconsistently supported workers in Scotland. Some have been forced to leave the 

industry altogether, with new entrants having their careers stalled indefinitely. While the narrative 

around the cuts to Creative Scotland has focused on Regularly Funded Organisations (RFOs), the 

effect on the entire infrastructure cannot be underestimated. The displacement of National Lottery 

reserves to temporarily safeguard one part of the sector means that other areas will, by necessity, 

be neglected.  

As expressed powerfully by Culture Counts: 

“The budget statement contained commendable focus on protecting businesses and individuals 

most vulnerable to the worst effects of the current economic climate. Culture Counts are particularly 

concerned that this protection will not extend to organisations and freelancers working at a 

grassroots level, who operate with lower margins and lower wages whilst carrying out the sector’s 

vital work with communities.” 

Safeguarding the future of the performing arts 

We acknowledge the graveness of the situation facing the Scottish Government and appreciate that 

you have been listening to the concerns of the cultural sector through a series of round table 

discussions held by the Cabinet Secretary for the Constitution, External Affairs and Culture. We hope 

that the information gleaned from these conversations can be converted into positive action.  

We listened with interest as the Cabinet Secretary gave evidence to the Constitution, External Affairs 

and Culture Committee on 19 January 2023, and when the Minister for Culture, Europe and 

International Development was interviewed on BBC Good Morning Scotland on 16 December 2022.  

We have two key observations: 

• The cut to Creative Scotland is being framed as a technical adjustment in rebalancing 

funding. This will not be felt as such. As outlined in this letter, the timing of this proposed 

funding reduction has the potential to cause real, long-lasting, and untold damage, not least 

the 5,000 jobs currently protected across the different art forms in the portfolio of RFOs. 

Organisations are having to assume that any cuts will be passed on in 2024/25. Others 

outwith the network are uncertain about future longer-term funding beyond Creative 

Scotland’s proposed 24-month projects. This is driving decision-making now that may result 

in loss of activity and jobs that will be difficult to reverse. 

• It appears to be acknowledged that the challenges facing the sector are systemic and long-

term. However, the message to at-risk organisations is to highlight their situations directly to 

the Scottish Government and funders on a case-by-case basis to receive help or support. We 

are keen to understand the practicalities of this and what process or criteria will be put in 

place to ensure fairness, accountability, and transparency.  

As well as reversing the current proposed cut during 2023/24, we call on the Scottish Government to 

instigate an immediate emergency plan for longer-term recovery. This would recognise that, even if 

the proposed cut is reversed, a continuation of standstill funding into 2024/25 and beyond has the 

potential to be just as damaging over an even more protracted timeframe. Any plan should connect 

to the refresh of the Culture Strategy and include a robust actions plan. It should also utilise the 

expertise of colleagues across the sector and the willingness to collaborate which was acknowledged 

by the Cabinet Secretary in his recent evidence to the Committee. This plan could seriously progress 



   
 

4 
 

initiatives such as Percentage for Culture, protect and direct support for culture within Transient 

Visitor Levy initiatives, and rigorously explore cross policy working and longer-term funding 

settlements.  

As we proposed in August 2022 in our response to the Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2023-24: Funding for 

Culture, we call again on the Government to find ways, working with colleagues in Westminster, to 

mitigate the impact of the financial crisis. This will ensure the societal, cultural, personal, and 

economic value the performing arts and other parts of the cultural and creative sector bring to 

society is not lost. This is not least the legacy of the significant investment made by the Scottish 

Government in the sector’s recovery. We note with interest that the Welsh Government has recently 

provided Arts Council Wales with grant funding to support the arts sector in Wales through the cost-

of-living crisis.  

Thank you for reading this letter. Should you require any further information, please do not hesitate 

to contact me – fiona.sturgeonshea@scottishtheatre.org . 

Yours faithfully 

 

Fiona Sturgeon Shea 

Chief Executive Officer 
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