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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 THE ASSOCIATION OF INDEPENDENT VENUE 
PRODUCERS 

AIVP is the Association of Independent Venue Producers, working to facilitate 
discussion and co-operation between the organisations which create and produce 
venues at the Edinburgh Fringe, and to advance and encourage best practice. 
 
The Edinburgh Festival Fringe is the world’s largest arts festival, and has a 
confirmed economic impact of £200m1, but has recently been estimated at providing 
closer to £1bn per annum for the UK economy2. In 2019 more than 59,600 
performances of 3,841 shows were staged in venues across the city. The Fringe 
supports over 6,000 jobs directly and indirectly3. 
 
The Fringe is an open-access festival and no central body runs or allocates venues. 
A few venues run year-round, but the vast majority are temporary. Some shows take 
place in existing businesses such as bars and cafes, or in existing arts organisations 
such as year-round theatres and galleries, but many are created and curated by 
independent venue producers who take the financial risk of setting up and operating 
temporary venues.  
 
Production companies/independent artists bringing creative work to the Fringe 
include; theatre, dance, opera and circus companies, comedy troupes, bands and 
music groups, and solo performers, and visual artists. Production 
companies/independent artists come to Edinburgh from across the world, and 
represent a wide range of experience and age, from emerging artists to established 
international performers, from student and amateur groups to productions involving 
professional artists and support teams. 
 
The Edinburgh Festival Fringe Society is a charity which acts as an umbrella body to 
facilitate and support the Fringe, producing a printed and online programme, running 
a central box office, and providing advice and support to performing companies, 
artists, venue producers, and audiences. The Fringe Society does not select 
companies, artists or productions and does not operate venues. Venue producers 
and performing companies are independent of the Fringe Society and do not receive 
financial support from it. 

                                            
1 Edinburgh Festivals 2015 Impact Study, BOP Consulting, 2016 
2 Estimated £500m in direct spend and £560m in indirect spending – Centre for Economics and Business 
Research review, 2019. 
3 The Fringe supports at least 2,842 jobs directly in Edinburgh each year and a further 3,400 across the UK – 
Scotsman, 4 Jan 2019. 
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Over 1,600 arts industry professionals, including bookers and buyers of creative 
work, over 500 of these from overseas, registered with the Fringe Society to attend 
the 2019 Fringe4. Arts industry professionals attend the Fringe in order to find work 
that they can bring to key venues and festivals around the world, making the Fringe 
the world’s largest professional arts market and a core part of the UK’s performing 
and creative arts export scene. The national and international opportunities created 
for UK creatives and arts organisations are vast, creating sustainable practice and 
growth economically, and demonstrating the UK’s position as a world leader in the 
culture sector. 
 
The Fringe ecology relies on the creative and entrepreneurial vision of its venue 
producers to curate programmes of work, to facilitate and enable companies and 
artists, and to provide the spaces and support for artists and theatre companies to 
stage their shows. Without these individuals and their vision, the environment which 
has brought benefits to Edinburgh, Scotland, and the UK would not exist.  
 
Edinburgh’s venue producers function independently of the Fringe Society, and take 
on the costs and risk of finding and hiring premises, setting these up as temporary 
venues, designing and installing temporary performance and exhibition spaces, 
programming companies and artists to perform and exhibit into these venues, and 
operating the venues during the Fringe. Many Fringe venues are small-scale, and 
many venue-producing organisations operate on a not-for-profit basis.  
 
Venue producers contribute to the success of many Scottish and UK businesses, 
including direct custom for accommodation and premises providers, construction 
companies and builders’ merchants, scaffolding providers, technical equipment 
suppliers, travel and haulage providers, crewing suppliers, riggers and installers, 
printers, news organisations and publications, bar and catering suppliers, security 
providers, cleaning providers, broadband and internet providers, ticketing, payment 
processing and finance providers. They also contribute to local and national 
economic impact, as Fringe audiences, performing companies, and artists use many 
other Scottish and UK companies to provide goods and services to support or 
facilitate their visits to and participation in the Fringe. 
 
Venue producers exist in an environment where their income has to come from their 
own activity and there is little access to public funding. They need to plan to cover 
costs for renting venues and accommodation, hiring specialist equipment, setting up 
and taking down venues, and licences and permits to operate. In most cases their 
only income is from performing companies and audiences. 

                                            
4 Edinburgh Festival Fringe Society Annual Review 2019. 
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Venue producers, production companies, and artists bringing creative work to the 
Fringe have been severely affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. However, while 
production companies and artists based in the UK have in many cases had access 
to state support, as well as potential life-line support from Arts Council England, 
Creative Scotland, and other arts funding bodies, the same is not true for venue 
producers.  
 
Most venue producers have not been able to access government support in the 
current crisis. This is due to several reasons including: 
 

• Many venue producers are micro-entities, operating without fixed premises, in 
many cases run from the homes of their directors, or using shared working 
space for offices year-round. This renders them ineligible for the UK 
government’s support to rate-paying businesses; 

• Many venue producers only have a year-round team of one or a few people 
who are all needed to work on year-round programming and management, 
and so venue producers cannot benefit from the furlough scheme; 

• Many Fringe venues operate on a not-for-profit basis, may not have a balance 
sheet that would support a commercial or even a government-backed loan – 
and in any case, with venues operating on a break-even basis, they may not 
be in a position to take on a loan which would need to be paid back, when 
there are unlikely to be excess future revenues to cover this; 

• Many venue producers are based outside of Scotland, leaving organisations 
struggling to access support from both Scottish and English funding sources – 
Scottish funding bodies see them as ineligible as they are not Scottish  (even 
though their operation is in Edinburgh), and funding bodies from the other UK 
nations see them as ineligible as their operation and primary economic impact 
is in Scotland (even though there is a wider economic benefit to the whole UK 
from the Fringe). 

• Venue producers have been unable to access support from specific cultural 
sector funds from both Creative Scotland and Arts Council England, in part 
due to the above geographic differences, but also due to policies to directly 
fund artists and organisations creating creative work rather than those 
facilitating and hosting it, as well as the prioritising of funding to existing 
funding clients. 

 
Even without a Festival in 2020, venue producers face considerable costs to survive: 
storage, insurance, year-round core staff, office costs, communications/hosting, 
banking accountancy, compliance costs and other overheads. Venue producers 
have no income to cover these costs, and many have no or little reserves. 
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When the Fringe returns in 2021, it will need venue producers to be there, to curate 
their programmes and accommodate the visiting performing companies and artists. 
However, without financial support for venue producers now, key organisations will 
go out of business. We submit that support needs to be found for venue producers – 
and for the businesses, organisations, and freelancers across the UK who support 
the arts and festival sector, and are dependent on their custom. 
 
JD Henshaw 
Chair 
on behalf of AIVP 
18 May 2020 
cc: Shona McCarthy and Kevin Kimber, Edinburgh Festival Fringe Society 
 

Members of AIVP include Acoustic Music Centre, artSpace@StMarks, Assembly 
Festival, Bedlam, C venues, Gilded Balloon, Greenside Venues, Just the Tonic, 
Laughing Horse, Paradise Green, Pleasance, PQA Venues, Quaker Meeting House, 
Scottish Storytelling Centre, St Vincent’s Chapel, Summerhall, Sweet Venues, 
theSpaceUK, Underbelly, Zoo Venues. 


