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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM: CITIZENS THEATRE, GLASGOW 

Overview 
 
The Citizens Theatre is one of Scotland’s most iconic theatres, based in the Gorbals 
area of Glasgow. The theatre company has a distinguished history that continues 
today – producing and presenting a wide range of theatre productions that have 
earned the company a celebrated international reputation. Our experienced and 
dedicated team works closely with writers, directors, actors and other creatives to bring 
audiences together to enjoy inspirational live theatre, whether at our home in the 
Gorbals or at other theatres across the UK and beyond. 
 
The Citizens Learning programme is committed to enhancing the lives of all kinds and 
ages of people in Glasgow and beyond; producing theatre for children and young 
people, community productions and delivering a pioneering range of creative 
participatory projects for varied communities and in the education sector – especially 
for those who are disadvantaged or face barriers to engagement in the arts. Many of 
these groups use the supportive environment of theatre and drama to tackle 
challenges of social isolation, mental health, physical well-being and learning 
difficulties. 
 
In June 2018 the building closed in preparation for a c.£23m transformational 
redevelopment to conserve, repair and expand our much-loved home in the Gorbals – 
the most significant redevelopment in the listed Victorian theatre’s 142-year history. 
Demolition work began in mid-2019 and the construction phase got underway in mid-
February 2020. 
 
During the redevelopment period, the company is based across three temporary sites 
in Glasgow and continues to produce work at the Tramway as well as in partnership 
with other theatre companies in Scotland and further afield. 
 
Current Status 
 
Along with theatres across the UK, the Citizens moved rapidly in response to 
Government advice to protect public health in mid-March 2020. We immediately 
cancelled all performances, learning activities and other projects until the end of June 
2020 and continue to review the situation in-line with updates from Government. We 
believe it highly unlikely any of our activities will be able to take place before Spring 
2021. 
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Construction work on our redevelopment was suspended on 31 March 2020 when our 
contractors, Kier Construction Ltd, responded to Scottish Government advice. At the 
time of writing it is not known when construction will be permitted to re-start. 
 
Given current requirements for social distancing, working from home and the closure 
of theatres the majority of the staff team (32 permanent staff, plus 14 part-time/casual 
staff) have been placed on furlough since early April. Only a small team of 8 people, 
focussed on business-critical activities, remain on active work duty. 
 
We continue to liaise regularly with colleagues across our sector. In particular the 
cohort of building-based producing theatres in Scotland have been meeting online 
every week to work collegiately on addressing current challenges, forecasting likely 
outcomes and identifying future solutions for ensuring some form of theatre production 
in Scotland. 
 
Immediate Impact 
 
With public funding (from Creative Scotland and Glasgow City Council) normally 
accounting for approximately one-third of our turnover, the substantial loss of revenue 
from cancelled performances and other activities presents an existential threat to the 
future of the organisation. 
 
Our inability to stage performances, deliver learning activities and other projects will 
result in a reduction of combined box office, fundraising and other income streams of 
£1.05m in this financial year. 
 
The Citizens Theatre has a range of insurance policies from Employer’s Liability to 
Public Liability, as well as cover related to business interruption and cancellation of 
events. However our insurers have informed us that these policies will not cover losses 
related to “Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) which is a COVID-19 related 
virus nor does it cover for our cancellation of event policy as this policy does not apply 
to any communicable disease which leads to the imposition or quarantine restriction in 
movement of people by any national body or international body or agent.” 
 
The theatre industry relies substantially upon the talents of a wide-range of self-
employed theatre professionals – from actors to directors to writers to designers to 
technicians. The lockdown and other measures means that 132 of these freelance 
professionals will not undertake any work for the Citizens Theatre this year. 
 
The cancellation of activities in our Learning Programme impacts a wide-range of 
young people, schools, community groups and vulnerable adults in Glasgow. Each 
year we deliver around 1,500 sessions that are attended by approximately 26,000 
people. 
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The delay to our capital project means that it will take longer to complete the 
redevelopment of the Citizens Theatre, which will increase costs. With the site 
currently in lock-down, weekly costs continue to be incurred without any construction 
activities advancing. 
 
Longer Term Impacts 
 
We expect current furlough arrangements to continue in-line with the latest 
Government guidance on the Job Retention Scheme i.e. until the end of July 2020. 
The lack of clarity about the scheme beyond the end of July, combined with ongoing 
loss of earned income, means the 54 people employed by the Citizens Theatre will be 
at risk of redundancy. 
 
Well over ten years of revenue funding stagnation from Creative Scotland, coupled 
with funding cuts from our local authority, has substantially impacted financial 
sustainability. The result being a significant lack of meaningful reserves for the 
company to call upon to help weather this crisis. 
 
Site closure, delays to procurement and social distancing on-site (when works are 
allowed to continue) means that it will take longer and cost more to complete the 
capital redevelopment of the Citizens Theatre. At the same time the fundraising 
potential is reducing, with economic forecasts indicating little hope of any 
improvement. With approximately £1.5m still to be raised from fundraising campaigns, 
this target now looks unachievable within current economic forecasts. 
 
The delays to the capital redevelopment means that company will remain ‘in exile’ for 
much longer than originally planned, causing further revenue complications. 
 
Audience appetites will change. We do not yet know how audiences will respond, but 
early indications are that people in the UK are feeling particularly anxious about public 
assembly, particularly indoors. Some early work has been done by arts consultancy 
Indigo, thus far involving responses from 86,000 audience members across the UK, 
this indicates that: 
 

• 93% are missing attending live events; 
• But only 19% would consider returning to venues simply because they re-open; 
• 75% would feel safer with some form of social distancing in venues. 

 
Social distancing – whilst clearly necessary for the foreseeable future - severely affects 
business models. Theatres are built for people to come together, not to keep apart. 
Social distancing measures will reduce available seating such that we would only have 
around 25% of seats available to sell. This is not financially viable – we would only be 
able to stage performances if we could sell an average of 70% of capacity per 
performance. 
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Considerations for Support and Next Steps 

 
Additional support for capital projects. Not only are the impacts of Covid-19 increasing 
the cost of completing our redevelopment but our fundraising efforts are also severely 
impacted - with economic forecasts indicating an imminent and lasting recession our 
previous fundraising targets are unlikely to be achievable. 
 
The Government must extend furlough support for the theatre sector until we are 
permitted to re-open theatres in a manner that is safe for audiences to return in the 
numbers we need in order to make performances financially viable. Without continuing 
furlough support there is a high likelihood of widespread redundancies. 
 
Clear information as to the likely duration of closure and the Health and Safety 
conditions of any re-opening. Our industry will require appropriate medical and 
scientific guidance to inform working practices and conditions in order to re-assure 
workers and the public of their safety. Clarification of legal implications from both a 
Public and Employers Liability perspective will also be vital. In order to satisfy safety 
requirements and comply with legal responsibilities to the public and employees, we 
will need reliable and affordable access to a wide range of certified PPE and other 
necessary equipment. Specialist training may also be required. 
 
A stop-start approach to opening and closing theatres is not compatible with the 
business of theatres – costs are incurred several months in advance of actual 
performances taking place, and with mandatory refunds for audiences this would 
simply make our financial crisis far worse. These risks may not be covered by existing 
insurance policies or become prohibitively expensive to include in policies. 
 
Longer-term funding commitments from Creative Scotland, based on realistic 
understanding of Covid-19, to support companies through the uncertainty. There must 
be a longer-term view that organisations will suffer from a down-turn in the aftermath of 
this crisis, with high likelihood of significant and long-term reduction in fundraising and 
box office income. 
 
There is a wealth of sector-specific experience in the senior leadership of Scotland’s 
major theatre companies. Involve a cohort of these leaders in working closely with 
Government and its agencies to devise and implement responses and recovery plans 
for the sector. We recognise major challenges lie ahead and resources for support will 
be limited, so draw upon our expertise to give any funding the best chance of making a 
meaningful impact. 


