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Cork Community Art Link based in Blackpool, Cork City and Community Arts Partnership 
based in Cathedral Quarter, Belfast, associated with Blue Drum and The School of Applied 
Social Studies  UCC have developed an all-island initiative to explore, through a range of 
discussions and deliberations, the power of community arts to promote, advocate for and 
ultimately deliver positive change.  

Following on from Community Arts Partnership’s “What Next” conference in May 2018, SEA 
CHANGE heralds a new collaboration to promote understanding, deepen practice and find 
greater ways to include diverse communities and promote social wellbeing. In the aftershocks of 
Brexit, diverse and distant communities of place and of practice will come together, to foster 
meaningful long term change on the island through socially sensitive art making.  

Background:

Community Arts in Ireland has forged a variety of practices and roles incorporating and 
promoting particular ways of working, with creative and often radical approaches. Whilst 
collective arts practices have been employed very successfully in communities across the 
island, as a community of practice, socially engaged artists, organisations and participants 
have struggled to advance a strategic outlook for the island. At this crucial moment, as the 
island emerges from one century of change, to enter another, it seems timely that those artists 
and practitioners most concerned about working within the most vulnerable and marginal of our 
communities, respond to these new threats and greater uncertainties.   

Outcomes:

Immediate
• An all island dialogue, bringing together, in conference, practitioners, researchers, 

advocates and activists to share, explore and co-author a blueprint for socially engaged 
arts practice to promote positive change. 

• Discussions, deliberations and networks will be developed over a two day workshop/
exchange with the outcome agreed and published thereafter.  

Longer term
• This Blueprint to offer support and guide a series of further actions, explorations and to 

deepen the strategy to assist all communities to access community arts and promote 
better practice and lasting change.  

• Develop series of Wikipedia based articles, web based podcasts and accessible texts to 
support greater sharing of practice across an all island network.  
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Ultimately

• A repository of ideas that will advocate and strengthen community arts practice on the 
island of Ireland and beyond. 

• A shared observatory and platform combining opportunities to reflect on practice, regard 
others’ work and develop co-operative community arts opportunities beyond local 
neighborhoods or nations, and celebrate common allegiances and alignments to 
increase cultural democracy. 

Background: 
Every day, community arts can and does help liberate our society from the illogic of pure 
economic gain and instead, affirms and increases culture’s proper role as a socially valuable 
and personally enabling power that can in turn encourage the benefits of creativity, community 
and ambition to be recognised and offered to everyone.   

Definitions explored – practice examined – democracy promoted. 
R.D.Gregory in 1980 who called community arts the ‘love child of alternative arts and community 
action’. Gregory continues Arts that belong to the artists cannot be community arts.  
Arts that can be let loose only within established citadels of the arts cannot be community arts.  
Community arts are those arts that are created wholly or in part by a community of people 
(however lightly defined); […] It follows through, for the present, that the community artist is an 
enabler or animator, and cannot be taking part in the process in order to make a complete 
personal statement, or to exhibit a private ego in a public way, or to enforce a political, moral or 
aesthetic view upon a passive audience […]  
It cannot be the purpose of such arts or skills to astonish a body of watchers into a delighted 
reception of already-perfected achievements; but to be able to reduce, withhold or allay 
themselves sufficiently so that the incipient skills of that community can begin to find expression. 
(Gregory 1980: 20 Gregory, R.G. 1980. ‘Community Arts and the Need for Openness’, in 
Bernard Ross, Sally Brown and Sue Kennedy (eds.), Community Arts Principles and Practices, 
20 (The Shelton Trust: Barnstaple, Devon).  

The democratisation of culture, the so-called distribution model, is where people are 
encouraged to engage with existing art and cultural products. Its penetration and ability to 
support communities at the edges of our society, or a widening social and political gulf on the 
island, is limited. Cultural democracy, on the other hand, tackles the problem of what actually 
constitutes culture by giving people the means to make and create their own forms based on 
their lives and experiences. This form of enhanced practice gives true and lasting agency to 
people to make their own cultural and creative contributions.  
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Culture, can be the preserve of the privileged few or instead, it can be the building block that 
strengthens our democracy, celebrated as a basic human right, helping to create a world where 
all people are free to enjoy the benefits of self-expression, access to resources and community- 
Manifesto for Cultural Democracy 2018 

 

SEA CHANGE aims to create a deeper shared understanding of the arts practices within 
communities and to better support practitioners, participants, artists and activists to deliver 
change through creativity.   

Programme: 

The programme is essentially made up of speakers talking/presenting about practice across 
Britain and Ireland on Friday (and will feature Francois Matarasso community art worker, writer 
and researcher who just published A restless art how participation won and why it matters 
and Ed Carol from Blue Drum on both days as speakers and facilitators) and on the Saturday, 
two key note addresses –  

• Urban cultural policies in the context of globalisation 

• Intercultural cities 

o Key issues around cultural development, participation and engagement  

with Franco Bianchini, Professor of Cultural Policy and Director of the Institute for Research on 
Culture and the Creative Industries, University of Hull 

and Conor Shields  

• New Culturally Democratic Possibility is just around the corner, but is that still out of 
reach 

Saturday will also see large scale networking sessions, where questions will be explored to help 
frame the debate and engagement and more generally assist  to develop a range of blueprints 
and ideas for future collaborative working across Ireland. In collaboration with the Conor 
Shields participation on the FMH Association Marcel Hicter pour la Démocratie Culturelle 
European Diploma Programme, this process will further develop an observatory of culturally 
democratic community arts practice across, not just across the island of Ireland but well 
beyond, across the EU into Africa and Palestine. This shared platform will enable further 
learning, collaboration, advocacy and a platform for further co-operative developmental 
practice and projects. 

For community organisations, it will be a way to develop new cross-border partnership after 
the fractures of Brexit and assist in navigating new partnership working across the new political 
terrain that may result across Ireland as well. This work also must offer real protections and  
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improvement for ordinary community, so often excluded from “official” arts narratives and 
support their right to participate and express.   

For practitioners, it will enable a reflective space to consider ways of working and explore co-
operative opportunities beyond immediate locations 

For ordinary people, to see their cultural right to participate placed squarely at the centre 
about of an energised and engaged platform, promoting equality of opportunity and access to 
the arts.
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