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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 JOHN McCANN 

It is impossible to talk about the impact of COVID-19 on me as a playwright without 
first acknowledging the issues affecting freelance artists prior to lockdown.  
 
December 2019 saw the publication of PUTTING ARTISTS IN THE PICTURE: A 
SUSTAINABLE ARTS FUNDING SYSTEM FOR SCOTLAND, a report from the 
Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee at Holyrood. The report 
recommended that there should be no circumstances in which individual artists should 
be competing against network organisations for funding from Creative Scotland. 
 
The report also recommended Creative Scotland change the way it allocates funds by 
putting artists at the centre of its approach, including incorporating peer review into its 
application processes; creating a tiered application process to reduce the burden on 
applicants who are unlikely to progress to later stages of the process; and introducing 
funding programmes, such as bursaries and stipends, aimed at supporting artists and 
arts organisations at different stages of their development. 
 
When COVID-19 struck, the lockdown brutally exposed the fragile nature of our theatre 
ecology. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
February also saw the publication of A CULTURE STRATEGY FOR SCOTLAND. This 
would be the first opportunity to gauge how recommendations from PUTTING 
ARTISTS IN THE PICTURE had been received. 
 
I was disheartened when responses to these recommendations appeared to be 
homeopathic at best. The following sentence is taken directly from the CULTURE 
STRATEGY – SUMMARY OF ACTIONS: 
 
‘(Scot Gov will) Consider ways to support the cultural workforce including through a 
new Arts Alive programme and advocating for fair work practices and a living wage for 
the cultural and creative workforce.’  
 
‘Consider ways to’ and ‘advocating for’ is not the language of significant ACTIONS. 
This response is achingly conservative in both tone and ambition.   

In February 2020 I finally got paid for two drama workshops which I 

facilitated in May of 2019. I had to chase this payment multiple times. I’ve 

been a professional arts facilitator for over 20 years. It never feels any 

less humiliating when this happens. 
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Yet again, it appears that the real and urgent concerns of artists and freelance workers 
are being kicked into the long grass.  
 
And do we really need an undefined and costly to administer ‘Arts Alive’ programme? 
Has nothing been learned from previous reviews and consultations? If one solution 
heralded within a once-in-a-decade strategy document is ‘more administration’, I feel 
this defeats the purpose of producing a strategy in the first place. 
 
 
 
 
 
When I hear Creative Scotland staff openly asking colleagues why playwrights have 
not applied to the Creative Scotland OPEN FUND: SUSTAINING CREATIVE 
DEVELOPMENT, I despair. The application process is just as alienating as it was 
before COVID-19. Individual playwrights are expected to fill in the same form as a 
Traverse or a Tron, but without the experience, staffing or resources of these 
institutions. Could this process have been streamlined and tiered during lockdown? 
 
I firmly believe that implementing key recommendations from PUTTING ARTISTS IN 
THE PICTURE still offers freelance theatre artists an equitable way forward, while 
giving up-and-coming freelance artists a shot at a future. 

In early April I was informed that all professional theatre-work I had been 

expecting to undertake during the rest of 2020 would not be taking place.  

 


