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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 STARCATCHERS 

INTRODUCTION  
 
Starcatchers is Scotland’s national arts and early years organisation. We are a key 
organisation within Scotland’s cultural landscape working across sectors to deliver 
inspirational performances and arts experiences to very young children, their 
parents, carers and educators across Scotland.  
 
Starcatchers became a Regularly Funded Organisation as part of Creative 
Scotland’s RFO portfolio in 2018. We are also in receipt of the Children, Young 
People and Families Early Intervention Funding which has now been extended until 
March 2021.  
 
Starcatchers has a multi-stranded programme of activity that is driven through three 
key pillars:  
 

• Producing and Touring – seeding, developing, producing and then touring 
inspiring, ground-breaking new theatre and dance productions or visual art 
installations for babies, toddlers, young children aged 0-5 and their parents 
and carers; 

• Community Engagement – facilitating projects that enable consistent contact 
between artists and the same groups of young children and their parents and 
carers; 

• Professional Development – providing training and development opportunities 
for Artists and delivering our pioneering Creative Skills Programme for the 
ELC workforce  

 
All of this work is supported by advocacy and robust research and evaluation.  
 
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON STARCATCHERS  
 
Starcatchers work is rooted in face-to-face contact between artists and babies, 
toddlers and young children, their parents and carers and ELC staff. The current 
crisis has meant that the majority of our activity has either been cancelled, paused or 
had to adapt in order to continue to provide support where we can. We have 
estimated that we have had a reduction of 75-80% of planned activity in the first 
quarter of 2020/21.  
 

• Activity  
 
In advance of the formal lockdown, Starcatchers’ office was closed on 13th March 
with all staff subsequently working from home. During the week of 16th March we 
began to see cancellation of planned activity – our community engagement 
programme, Expecting Something which connects with young mums under 25 and 
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their babies in Wester Hailes and Lochgelly were both postponed. Final sessions of 
our Creative Skills Programme for the year 2019/20 were cancelled in Inverness, 
Aberdeen, East Renfrewshire, Edinburgh and Midlothian. 
  
As full lockdown measures were introduced further planned activity was cancelled or 
postponed:  
 

o Development on our new production of Spike by Andy Cannon has had to 
be postponed to the autumn; 

o Development of 4 other productions has had to be moved, or artists adapt 
to work individually at home; 

o Our tour to Japan of Little Top, our circus production for babies co-
produced with Superfan in May was cancelled. The two festivals in Japan 
are being rescheduled to March 2021, however we are uncertain about 
being able to undertake an international tour at that time in terms of 
managing health and safety aspects for our team and audience and 
whether we will be able to access any new resource to support this activity 
as funds that we had secured were then used to pay the artists and 
production staff who otherwise would have lost significant income; 

o Our run of performances of Little Top at the Edinburgh International 
Children’s Festival in May was also cancelled although we are delighted to 
have been invited to present that production at festival in 2021; 

o An artist lab as part of our Playspace artist development programme 
planned for June has been postponed to Spring 2021 at the earliest; 

o Two significant sectoral/industry events assembling hundreds of arts, 
culture, health, social and early years professionals were cancelled: our 
parliamentary reception on 1 April and a conference on 6 May. It is hoped 
that both will be rescheduled but with no certainty as to dates; 

o Commencement of a new community engagement project, Creative Kin, 
working with kinship care families in North Ayshire has had to be put on 
hold.  

 
• Financial Impact  

 
We are now operating with c.75%-80% reduction in delivery of planned activity. 16% 
of our turnover comes from Creative Scotland and 24% from Scottish Government 
resource, with the balance of overhead and activity costs generated through project 
fees, earned income and fundraising. While the decrease in activity has been 
mirrored by a decrease in project expenditure we have also observed a reduction in 
projected fees – income from the festivals in Japan, commissioned training that was 
scheduled and other project fees where those projects have been postponed.  
 
Alongside existing restricted funding, we had recently secure funds to deliver new 
activity within the year. This means we have a strong cash-flow and puts us in a 
good position to restart our face-to-face activity when conditions allow.  
 
Starcatchers is experiencing significantly increased demand for existing and new 
activity from families living in hardship, nurseries under unprecedented strain, and 
from freelance arts professionals. We have responded quickly to their needs and 
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have secured additional money to do so – funding to deliver COVID-19 related 
activities as well as to move to digital engagement.  
 
Additional COVID-19 emergency relief grants from current funders (Henry Duncan 
Trust, Cattanach Trust, The Robertson Trust, Warburton's) have been achieved – 
specifically to meet the new, unanticipated, needs of vulnerable young children and 
their families with whom we work. We have been awarded Third Sector Resilience 
funding which is valuable resource which will support the core of the organisation in 
the short-term.  
 

• Impact on Staff  
 
All staff have been working from home since 16th March. We initially planned not to 
furlough any staff, however as we processed the impact of the loss of so much 
activity, there was a need for us to reassess this in order to support staff and the 
sustainability of the organisation.  
 
We made the decision to furlough 3 members of staff: Communications & Marketing 
Manager (4 weeks), Producer (4 weeks), Creative Skills Administrator (5 weeks).  
 
Remaining staff have been supported by management and the Starcatchers Board. 
Our overarching priority is to protect jobs, to support flexible working in response to 
childcare/homeschooling needs and to ensure the mental health and wellbeing of our 
team. 
  
In addition to the core staff team, Starcatchers staff have also been in regular 
contact with artists involved in our activity and offering support as necessary.  
 
ADAPTATION  
 
With the loss of planned activity, identified adaptions to some activity to support 
participants we work with, wider audiences and artists in the sector including:  
 

o Providing a programme of support to artists who make work for and/or with 
very young children; 

o Adapted delivery of our Community Engagement project, Expecting 
Something, with young mums (under 25) and their babies (under 2 years) 
online; 

o Development of a new initiative – Wee Inspirations – a series of 
downloadable activity cards that provide low/no cost creative, playful ideas 
that parents and carers can use with their babies and young children at 
home; 

o Development and adaptation of our Creative Skills Programme for Early 
Years professionals to provide support and creative CPD for the 
workforce.  

 
We continue to reflect on what activity we are able to offer at this time and are now 
looking to how we adapt our planned future activity. The impact of Covid-19 on the 
wider cultural sector and in Early Learning and Childcare means that there will be a 
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need for us to continue to work flexibly and adapt, or potentially scrap projects that 
we had been planning for delivery in 2020/21 and into 2021/22.  
 
SUPPORTING ARTISTS  
 
Artists who make work for or with very young children in Scotland are a cornerstone 
of Starcatchers. We cannot deliver our work without them. The impact of Covid-19 
has been catastrophic to the cultural sector as a whole and our freelance artists and 
production staff are some of those who have been hardest hit, immediately losing 
work and then having to watch planned work for the rest of 2020 evaporate. 
Starcatchers has made a number of steps to provide support to artists and will 
continue to do so.  
 
A portion of the RFO support we receive from Creative Scotland is used to support 
the development of new productions for 0-5s and to offer strategic development 
opportunities for the artists who are making work for and with this age group in 
Scotland.  
 
We have been holding fortnightly Zoom meetings with artists from across the sector. 
This has provided space for them to share their feelings about the impact of the 
crisis where the vast majority have lost all the work they had planned for the year. 
These conversations have informed how Starcatchers has responded to their needs. 
We have:  
 

o Provided 25 £200 awards for artists to use to support research or 
professional development; 

o Commissioned 5 artists to develop ideas that can be shared with 
audiences over the coming weeks and months; 

o Ongoing space to meet online with space to check in as well as themed 
discussions. 

 
As we begin to understand how lockdown restrictions will be lifted over the next 
weeks and months, we are assessing how we can use remaining budget to continue 
to support artists in our sector. We are also committed to ensuring that their voices 
are heard in wider discussions about what the cultural landscape might look like in 
Scotland as we come out of the crisis.  
 
With the cancellation of activity, Starcatchers made a commitment to paying all the 
artists we had under contract at that time in full and we are grateful to Creative 
Scotland and other funders who supported us to do that.  
 
We have 3 artists under contract who are continuing to deliver our community 
engagement activity during this period. We are paying artists to facilitate some of our 
artist Zoom meetings and will be paying artists who are involved in online delivery of 
our Creative Skill activity. 
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IMPACT ON THE WIDER CULTURAL SECTOR  
 
Whilst the impact on Starcatchers has been significant, we are currently in a position 
to keep momentum with the activity outlined above in the short term.  
 
We have, however major concerns about the wider impact of the crisis on the 
cultural sector as a whole and what this will mean for all of us in the longer term.  
 
We have welcomed the support and resource provided by UK and Scottish 
Governments to mitigate the impact of the crisis in the short term. The support 
provided by Creative Scotland, particularly that to the freelance practitioners in the 
sector has been particularly welcome. At the same time, there is a need for both 
ongoing support from Scottish Government to the cultural sector to protect jobs (both 
posts within organisations and freelance artists and production staff) and vital 
infrastructure, and a clear sectoral strategy for how we navigate the phases of the 
route map released on 21st May and the subsequent recovery period.  
 
It is clear that theatres will be one of the last sectors to be able to fully reopen. Social 
distancing makes reopening with limited capacities is not financially viable. For 
Starcatchers and many others, this means we will not be able to tour any of our work 
in its current form until late Spring 2021 at the earliest.  
 
We have grave concerns about what the cultural landscape in Scotland will look like 
and in turn what the long-term impact on children, families and communities will be. 
We are in no doubt that arts, culture and creativity are an essential part of the 
recovery but this will need support and resource from Scottish Government, Local 
Authorities, Creative Scotland and other funders and stakeholders.  
 
Discussions with colleagues from across the sector indicate a willingness to connect 
and collaborate, facilitating a shared approach to recovery and shaping what arts 
and culture in Scotland will look like in the future. We are committed to contributing 
to these discussions and supporting the sector where we can.  
 
IMPACT ON CHILDREN  
 
Evaluation of our work over many years, supported by wider research, consistently 
shows the positive impact the arts have on young children and their families.  
 
Experiencing live performance provides opportunities for parents to connect deeply 
with their child, and can bring about powerful physical and emotional responses even 
in the very youngest babies.  
 
Connecting artists with young children and their families over sustained periods of 
time, as we have done through community engagement projects such as Expecting 
Something and Creative Kin, has also demonstrated a significant positive impact on 
wellbeing and relationships, strengthening attachment between carers and their 
children as they engage in artist-facilitated creative activities together. 
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All arts experiences can facilitate deep learning, allowing children to explore the 
world around them, developing curiosity and imagination and enabling self-
expression. For those children who are pre or non-verbal, this expression gives them 
a voice.  
 
Whilst we have found ways of staying connected and delivering some interventions 
remotely, the cancellation or postponement of all our face-to-face contact with young 
children and their families as a result of COVID-19 means they are missing out on 
many of the benefits that engaging with, and participating in the arts can bring.  
 
This has been unavoidable, but it is essential that we now work closely across 
sectors to find new and creative ways of filling the gaps that have opened, 
particularly for those children who are most vulnerable.  
 
Children have a right to participate fully in cultural and artistic life under the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The arts have an important 
role in helping ensure other rights are fulfilled such as Article 12, the right to be 
heard, and Article 29, the right to an education that develops a child’s mind, body 
and talents. As outlined above, the arts also have an important role to play in 
children’s overall wellbeing.  
 
Through Starcatchers artist development programme Playspace, we have already 
commissioned five small-scale projects to explore how children can continue to 
experience the benefits of the arts even whilst social distancing restrictions are in 
place.  
 
From an online theatrical experience that brings distanced families in different 
households together to an arts project that will help ease young children’s gradual 
transition from home back to nursery, where their experience will be very different to 
what they knew before - all five projects highlight the important role of the arts in 
safeguarding and nurturing children’s mental health and wellbeing as we learn to live 
with COVID-19 and work towards recovery. 


