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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE AND 
TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM Shetland Arts Development Agency 

Shetland Arts is a multi-art form, multi venue, development agency established to serve the 
residents of Shetland.  We own and run Bonhoga, an arts and craft centre, Mareel, 
performance space, recording studio, education facility and cinema.  We also own artists 
accommodation and workspace managed on our behalf by WASPs, we manage a The 
Garrison Theatre on behalf of a local trust and run a contemporary craft retail space at 
Sumburgh Airport.  Our work is diverse, from delivering full time education under contract 
from Shetland College UHI to delivering work in care homes alongside an extensive 
performance, exhibition and sector support programme. 

We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to the committee and will refer to our 
situation as well as speaking a little about the impact of the current pandemic on the wider 
creative sector in Shetland. 

The immediate and most obvious impact of the current situation on Shetland Arts has been 
the loss of all our commercial income, which accounts to 65% of our turnover.  The flexibility 
and support of our core funders, Creative Scotland and Shetland Charitable Trust, has been 
incredible and along with the job retention scheme has staved off an immediate financial 
disaster.   

We have also either cancelled or rescheduled our entire live events program through to 
Christmas 2020 and suspect that this won’t return in any substantial way till spring summer 
2021.  This has included the cancelling of all three of our Festivals which has led to some 
frustration in the local community. 

We pivoted to deliver as much of our offer online as was feasible, committing, where 
possible to financially support creative practitioners living in Shetland.  This has covered the 
entire range of our work from Youth Dance and Theatre Companies, to wellbeing work, 
projects with care homes and performance slots streamed through Facebook.  There has 
been a lot of learning around the effective delivery of online workshops.  The accessibility of 
this online activity amongst the more disadvantaged people we work with has been a 
concern.  For those able to continue our activity has in the main been well received. 

I just wanted to let you know how much XXXX is enjoying the Shetland Arts dance and drama 
classes. They are honestly the highlight of her week and given the current situation with 
Covid I think she'd be quite lost without them. The classes give some much-needed structure 
to her life, and really are something for her to look forward to.  
  
The dance classes have been excellent for motivating her to be more physically active and 
she comes away from the drama class buzzing with enthusiasm and ideas. 
Comment from parent. 
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However, none of this makes up for the detrimental effect that the current situation has had 
on the wellbeing of our users and participants.  Isolationism has been identified in the 
Shetland community plan as a significant issue and is one of the areas arts and culture can 
have significant impact. 
 
Our financial situation is perilous.  We have already had to make a redundancy and expect 
to make more over the next period as we reorganise our structure to sit within our available 
resources.  The impact of this in a remote island community cannot be understated 
particularly the loss of vital skills as people consider pursuing opportunities elsewhere. 
 
The sector we work in is an interconnected ecosystem of producers, venues, freelancers and 
organisations.  There will be no quick bounce back.  For a tour to work it requires all the 
component parts to line up and be available.  It also requires an audience that has the 
confidence and income to cover the cost of tickets.  Without additional support being made 
available we will lose significant parts of an important sector of the Scottish economy. 
 
This will only be magnified in island communities like Shetland.  The importance of arts and 
culture has been recognised within both the National Islands Plan and the current proposed 
projects for the Islands Deal.  The challenges faced by the local creative community of 
access to markets and making a living were already tough enough.  The support offered to 
date has been extensive but has taken a one size fits all approach. 
 
The work done by Highlands and Islands Enterprise on the minimum income standards show 
that living and working in Shetland costs between 20% and 40% more than comparable 
costs in the central belt.  The support offered needs to factor in the cost of doing business in 
remote communities. 
 
Many of the creative businesses and individuals I have been in touch with have struggled to 
access the financial support available, whether that is because of their own situation or the 
myriad of schemes which they may or may not qualify for.  They are also crying out for 
practical support in how to evolve their businesses to the online sphere.  Initiatives like 
Isles20.com have been great, but you need a certain level of knowledge to be able to exploit 
them effectively.  Shetland Arts is currently exploring if we can provide this practical support 
and hope to establish a partnership to deliver it.  However, business support agencies could 
and should be looking to deliver this support across all sectors.  
 
The creative sector is highly entrepreneurial and often has to reinvent its business models to 
deal with changing situations.  With the right level of targeted support, the impact of the 
current situation could be mitigated to some extent.  The Scottish Government Cultural 
Strategy sets out the ambition to value, protect and nurture arts and culture and we have 
the opportunity to lead the way in the UK in how the sector is supported and invested in to 
come back stronger and more resilient than ever. 
 
Graeme Howell, Chief Executive Officer 
 
  
 


