Financing of culture

Interview

The interview gives a short overview on the problematic issues of financing culture in Serbia, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland through three answers given by the members of the organizations involved in the Visible Data Project. Kristian Lukić from the Institute of Flexible Cultures and Technologies - Napon,  Fatime Plótár from Momeline, Katarina Lukić Balážiková from Open Design Studio and Angelika Gromotka and Magdalena Sówka from STGU shared their ideas, opinions and thoughts concerning financing of the culture in their countries. The authors of texts are cultural activists, graphic designers and media theorists.

What do you think from your perspective as organization active on cultural scene, what are the main problems of financing culture in your country?

Institute for Flexible Cultures and Technologies – Napon: The first and biggest difficulty is something that is, more or less, connected with a specific problem of almost all post-Yugoslavian countries. Certain cultural infrastructures started to flourish during 50‘s and 60‘s. Until 90‘s, there was a significant number of institutions that were relatively successful. During the nineties (especially in Vojvodina and Serbia), because of the war and international sanctions, almost all of these state institutions lost financial support for programs, but their kept employees and preserved social peace. Years passed and public institutions atrophied, being unable to cope with dynamics of networked conditions that boomed, especially developed after 2000.

Momeline: As in other former communist countries, the process of transition has caused a crisis in the system of financing culture. In addition to decreasing GDPs and reduced state budget, the population showed less interest in culture and the arts during the years of reorientation. The main channels of financing had, however, become more stable and there has been a certain increase of resources in some areas. Nevertheless, the prevailing mood is that public funding is lagging behind needs and the difficulties of the state budget do not promise fast remedy to this perception.

Open Design Studio: As far as we have observed from our position as graphic designers and culture activists who are applying for grants, there are more main problems in Slovakia relating to financing of independent culture. The first one is the inefficiency of financing. The main money flow goes through the Ministry of Culture. Bratislava Self-Governing Region and the City of Bratislava have a really bad policy regarding financing of culture. The highest amounts flow to institutional culture and these public structures still have not developed any standard grant program for supporting the independent culture scene. Just to mention one example - NGO sector in Bratislava gets only 0,98% of the whole cultural budget and that is shame in current state of democratic society and for the capital of Slovakia.

The second big problem is the bureaucracy in the application processes. The time subjects are spending with preparing application forms and collecting all necessary documents is really enormous. What is also quite painful is the fact that this process causes a financial loss from the beginning - time is money. The time spent on these applications will never be returned and the expenses can never be covered from such small grants.

The third problem is the inefficiency in financing both sectors. Cultural institutions directly connected to the public financial source have the expenses relating to their facilities, technical supports, salaries, energy all covered automatically. On the other hand, institutions receive less for producing program and employees often lack motivation to apply for additional grants. The problem faced by NGO sector has reversed consequences. The nature of all grant programs is defined to help financing program rather than their own existence. NGO’s through grant systems and public tenders are allowed to apply for a support of their programs, but these don’t cover the rest of the costs, such as electricity, rent, telephones and other regular fees or operating costs. Without involving own private financing or connecting with private sector, the members of NGO’s often don‘t have their own offices where they could organize their working meetings (they often meet in cafes and restaurants), there have no salaries on regular basis, so literary they cannot live from these activities. Their work looks like voluntery, however their agenda of most of them is really serious and professional.

STGU – Association of Applied Graphic Designers of Poland: Both society and authorities have insufficient awareness of the fact that the culture is essential and is the key in shaping responsible social attitude. There is a conviction, that expenses allocated for culture are large enough (but mostly it's like a drop in the ocean of needs), not mentioning that culture is not earning money for itself. People completely forget about shaping minds, about non-material profits, aesthetic qualities, gained thanks to culture, which are completely invaluable.Very often getting finance for cultural activities crash into a wall of endless, complicated bureaucracy and incompetent people.

On the other hand, we have grants from different sources (governmental, private and foreign grants) and creative people have some possibilities to get the money for their ideas – that’s how we developed many cultural events, which are now in the commercial and self-financed sector.

Why do you thing the culture is so underfunded?

Institute for Flexible Cultures and Technologies – Napon: On the opposite side there is NGO sector and individuals that are operating in highly precarious conditions with constant threat of a burnout. NGO sector in culture contributed a lot in ending the Milošević era and helped the opposition at that time. But soon after, the new political actors started to marginalize independent sector of culture, and avoided the structural reform of public cultural institutions on the one side and to support independent NGO cultural sector on the other. The general idea that was apparent in 2002/2003 was to bring “know how” from the NGO scene to public institutions (which basically means that public funded institutions include project oriented and grant seeking models, having support of workers and practitioners from NGO), and bringing more sustainable model (and finance) from public institutions and state, thus lowering precarious conditions in independent sector . But instead of that,  the situation is still more or less the same: there is huge chunk of cultural budget that is going to quite a  number of employees in public cultural institutions and less for content. Independent cultural sector is frustrated since often it has international communication and numerous activities, but its experience and expertise is not of great use for state cultural sector. Another weakness is that NGO sector is not working together in advocacy issues, but recent developments show that this is changing, and that independent nonprofit scene is starting to organize slowly, but it is visible.

Momeline: In these transitional times of economic crisis, culture is not of foremost importance when it comes to financing. In Hungary, cultural financing is mainly centralized. Private funding in Hungary, although it exists, is not typical because the spending power and range of possible funders is much more limited than in Western Europe.

Open Design Studio: It’s a well known fact, that culture has always been of a marginal interest unless it was used for political or ideological purposes. In Slovakia we call this discontinuity. It appears in all sectors, so its visible also in culture. The country that has always been a part of a bigger system, the state that is still very young and have started without having real experiences in governing can not promise big or revolutionary thinking. Lets see it in some short historical overlook. In 1990-2002 within Czech-Slovak Federal Republic dominant was to reinforce Slovak national identity. After splitting and founding the Slovak Republic in 1993, the Government supported mostly the national culture with autocratic methods which lasted until 1998. Even the Slovak Government did not proclaim culture as an important part of national and international politics. The content of official State declaration talking about some culture politics was depleted, hesitative and non-systematic. The Official Governmental program declaration of 2002 is also missing visions and goals that Slovak culture should be focused. Furthermore, there are no solutions as to how we should face the pressures of globalization. After entering Euro-Atlantic structures, Slovakia has entered the domain of global culture. However, our own local evaluation is still missing. There is no real cultural policy and no real explanation of which values we are following. The question is not about experiencing the crisis of cultural policy. The question is if we even have one.

STGU – Association of Applied Graphic Designers of Poland: Culture is still treated as a department, where authorities make cuts and are looking for ways to save money to be used for other departments. This part of our lives is underestimated. The lack of imagination and lack of awareness or interest of the authorities is to blame for people not thinking about culture as a basis for modern, democratic and well prospering countries at the arena of international politics. On the other hand, it is understandable that politicians care at first about the basic qualities of strong economical areas, such as industry,  health care, highways etc. because strong and rich society can afford the culture.

Do you see any specific solutions of solving this problem?

Institute for Flexible Cultures and Technologies – Napon: If we are talking about Europe, it is mostly because we are witnessing global re-composition of power where Europe is trying for counter productivism of the East. This means that all the “unproductive” elements (in economic terms) in European societies will experience bigger cuts. The concept of artistic and cultural production from the second part of the 20th century in continental Europe is slowly vanishing and it seems it is going more closely to Anglo-Saxon concept of culture. That means entering the game of public demand and a quick delivery. Culture will be more seen as a potential brainstorm area for economical and technological boom, rather than something that is needed in the process of individual and social enlightenment and emancipation. In this sense, the European cultural policies are slowly becoming orientated toward general European reconfiguration from the concept of welfare state & culture for all to the concept of intense productivism & culture for those who can contribute to productivity mode and those who can pay. Those who fulfill these expectations will be much more financially secured. For the others, there is only possibility in solidarism and common efforts in the fight against imposed precarisation.

Momeline: A comprehensive state financing program should be elaborated with the involvement of professional organizations. In addition, the introduction of an Arts & Business approach with the synthesis of the state, the business and cultural spheres would be welcomed and would result in quality improvement, professionalism and a mutual set of values.

Open Design Studio: Major changes in Slovakia can be proceeded only if the public and politicians will finally agree with having regular discussions, when cultural actors will stand together and fight for their position and when politicians start to perceive culture not as a natural phenomenon that is developed autonomously. Financing of culture can be effective only if the following things are changed: politicians want to communicate and discuss with the cultural scene, cultural actors will be more active and more politically engaged, regional and local governments will create regular granting systems for distributing more financial resources for independent cultural scene, cultural infrastructure will be more supported, Bratislava as the capital city will finally support financing and opening of its internationally recognized Cultural center, Kunsthalle, the Museum of Contemporary Art and the Museum of Design, Architecture or Applied Arts, Bratislava will also support independent culture production as opposed to supporting only institutions and theatres, mass money wasting will be stopped and instead of that used to develop cultural infrastructure and, finally, individuals or groups will organize more projects like this one, because if there is no radical public discourse, non of these things will start to change.

STGU – Association of Applied Graphic Designers of Poland: People definitely have to change the way in which they perceive culture (not only authorities, artists, 'ordinary' people, people who work in cultural institutions as well).

People usually perceive culture through the prism of cultural centers and museums - dull, not inventive and too fossilized institutions functioning on the organization schemes which were appropriate 20 (or even more) years ago.

People have to open up for new ideas, innovations and they need to learn from each other, from experience of others. They have to compare their points of view, discuss solutions and take actions; not only talk about change.

Maybe, a good solution is to rearrange the structure of cultural institutions and organizations in Poland. There is a strong need to refresh the formula. A structure based on projects seems to be a very good alternative. It works for artistic agencies – bigger, more commercial ones can bring money in and thus such an institution can survive and invest in other smaller or more sophisticated projects.

Other issue – simplification of the procedures relating to awarding grants. Institutions (and their budgets) would become more independent from clerks' decisions.

And maybe, the joint efforts and cooperation of people working in culture, media, art as well as managers, journalists, public relations specialists, people from different fields, politicians, businessmen, etc. to learn how to efficiently manage such a large and diversified issue as culture is (which represents country abroad).

