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What can be done?
Challenges for the performing arts 
in Europe

Epilogue by Hans Onno van den Berg

The volume State on Stage offers a rich description and thorough analyses of
the varied relationships between the state – in all its national, regional and
municipal manifestations - and all kinds of performing art organisations. It
describes huge differences between countries and regions. But at the same
time it makes clear that differences within countries are as big as those between
them. Old legitimisations of Government interference based on the alleged
contribution to civilising people exist alongside newer arguments for sup-
porting the (performing) arts for arts sake and more recent notions of the val-
ue of the performing arts for economic, tourism, social and educational pur-
poses. In some countries, Government support is restricted to the ‘classical’
performing arts like opera, spoken theatre, ballet and symphonic music, or
the ‘high’ arts, whereas in other countries it has been expanded to some extent
to include ‘low’ arts, such as comedy, musical and rock music, even though the
formally rigid boundaries between high and low are rapidly disappearing.
State-supported producing and presenting organisations (companies and ven-
ues) are sometimes part of the Government itself, where politicians are direct-
ly responsible, and in other cases state or municipal support is given to more
or less independent bodies (foundations or even commercially operating agen-
cies), where the relationship is based on subsidies or direct commissions. 
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vals and other demonstrations of international cooperation in the area of
dance; developments that strengthen the position of the dance companies.
The conditions for this kind of cooperation are: the availability of interna-
tional networks; the involvement of choreographers in funding bodies; an
international forum of independent experts in the field of contemporary
dance; and Europe-wide cooperation between cultural managers and
Ministries of Culture. 
Scaling up can also be very beneficial for small organisations. Nevertheless,
upsizing causes a real problem in the Netherlands, since neither of the
organisations ever wants to give up its autonomy. In none of the other coun-
tries present are there so many small organisations. It is the only country
which needs less, instead of more performing arts organisations.   
Yet another form of cooperation is networking. Umbrella organisations like
the Performing Arts Employers Associations League Europe (PEARLE*) and
eon (European Off  Network) succeed rather well in improving the interna-
tional cooperation. 

Greater cooperation within the sector, the delegates to the conference
State on Stage felt, can reduce the number of performing arts organisations
(if that is what is needed), as well as cutting their overhead costs. And, very
importantly, it can bring artistic inspiration and an outburst of creativity. 

Recommendations Cooperation

• Create a cluster of performing arts organisations, cooperate, and 
afterwards look for funding;

• A positive example of upsizing and cooperation is larger art
companies taking smaller ones under their wing. 
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arts seem to encounter some serious obstacles in connecting with the young
and recently settled citizens. International tourism is often promoted by
theatre performances (as well as museums and exhibitions), which can be
experienced by visiting the big cities of Europe.  

New ways of thinking and organising 

In all the EU countries, there is a lively and sometimes fierce debate going
on: is there a new and convincing raison d’être for Government support for
the performing arts; what old and new mission and objectives should the
performing arts fulfil; what are the best policy settings and legal arrange-
ments to structure Government support; and how do we combine democrat-
ic social and economic policy objectives with the inner nature and dynamics
of the performing arts themselves? Alongside these new challenges, there is
the permanent struggle for developing new ways of artistic expression and
finding new audiences for our artistic heritage and contemporary develop-
ments. Last but not least, the live performing arts in all European countries
have to find new ways to deal with the rapidly changing scene of the cultural
industry; the fast evolution of internet and online consumption of music
and theatre as opposed to the crumbling structures of broadcasting and
recording (audio and film) companies and publishers.

Challenges: a new definition of cultural 
entrepreneurship 

Whereas the relationship between Government and the performing arts
varies widely from east to west and from north to south, in legitimisation,
mission and objectives, formal organisation and funding, the challenge is
the same almost everywhere: to develop new ways of entrepreneurship that
are able to deal with all these changing landscapes.   
For the Government, whether state, regional and local, we have to find a new
language of legitimisation, in which arguments of general civilisation, art for
art’s sake and the social and economic relevance of the performing arts are inte-
grated in a new framework for democratic support for the arts. We have to devel-
op new institutional relationships where the performing arts do not have to ask
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Anything goes, but most of it is small and local 

This fast-moving and dazzling variety in the relationships between Government
and the performing arts is set against some very particular characteristics of the
performing arts market. The first one is that being an artist, or working for
artists, is one of the most attractive professions there is. As a result, there is
hardly any shortage of labour. Many are willing to work on very low pay or for
nothing at all, just to get the opportunity of being on or around the stage. As a
consequence, the market is characterised by a huge number of small and very
small groups (to avoid the word organisation) trying to enter the market, and a
very small number of bigger ones, which in size and scope can be called a compa-
ny. This applies to Government-supported productions, where many graduates
apply for a short-term contract or small grant, as well as to pure commercial ini-
tiatives, where rock and pop or stand-up comedy ventures are started by semi-
amateurs or volunteers hoping to gain fame and income in the nearby future.
There is only handful of bigger national enterprises, mostly in integrated
Government or semi-Government theatrical organisations like opera, ballet and
spoken theatre; the typically East-European and German drei or vier sparten the-
atre. Internationally operating companies are only to be found in dance, classical
music and some commercial musicals – like Cameron Macintosh in the West End
of London or Van den Ende in the Netherlands, Germany and Spain. There are
only a handful of full-blown globally operating performing arts companies in the
touring arena of the big international rock stars. So the performing arts operate
mainly in a setting of small enterprises in local, national and international areas.
The top of the performing arts operate globally, but the number of companies
and artists involved in this worldwide playing field is very small. 
They do so against a media landscape that is engaged in heavy transition. All
national state-supported broadcasting is challenged by commercial and interna-
tionally operating conglomerates that have little or no interest in staging or pro-
moting the performing arts, and record companies are under siege from the rap-
idly expanding internet channels that make old forms of publishing and
dissemination obsolete.

At the same time, there are massive audiences for the performing arts.
In the midst of an overwhelming supply of leisure activities, from home
entertainment to outdoor sports and adventure, bars, restaurants and film
theatres, the performing arts retain their attraction for old and young, and
natives and immigrants, although the Government-supported performing
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educational field demands the involvement of social agencies and educa-
tional institutions, and organising new outlets through TV and internet
must be done with the support of those organisations. But one of the main
features of the new cultural entrepreneurship will be that Government-sup-
ported performing arts no longer wait until others take the initiative, but
act on behalf of their own strength and self-esteem. So the biggest question
arising from this study is one directed at ourselves: how should we develop
new ways of thinking, acting and organising our profession to deal with the
challenging changes encountered by the performing arts in the EU? 

The Utrecht conference State on Stage, in June 2007, confirms the
description and analyses above, but has been not so productive in offering
concrete solutions. The chapter ‘Not one single truth’, offers best practices
in a wide variety of topics, from keen educational programmes to practical
‘performance contracts’ between the state and companies or venues, but
there still is a long way to go before this new cultural entrepreneurship is
effectively established in a broad area of our business.

What the Government can do: consistency and 
perseverance, removing obstacles  

Although the main challenge is focused on the entrepreneurial capacities of
the performing arts themselves, there are some things that can be done by
the Government to facilitate the necessary transition process. This effort
involves not only local, regional and national Government, but also the EU.
Within national boundaries, the performing arts are too often confronted
with conflicting demands and regulations from local, regional and national
Government. The democratic autonomy of each layer gives them the oppor-
tunity to develop their own policies towards the performing arts. Especially
when local and regional or national Government all take an interest in the
funding and development of the performing arts, they should avoid con-
flicts of interest and try to negotiate common ground in the things they
want the performing arts to achieve. Of course the easiest argument for the
performing arts is more funding, and of course many visitors of the confer-
ence asked for the obvious. But just as important is the argument for more
consistent and persistent funding. To succeed in the field of the performing
arts, the new cultural entrepreneur also needs a more or less clear and con-
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(beg) for state support and be grateful for getting it, but find grounds for negoti-
ation about Government expectations and the delivery of expected services. This
new framework must make it possible to be more precise in the things that the
performing arts can contribute to Government objectives, i.e. more than just
the production of beautiful and convincing performances. The power of the per-
forming arts in economic terms, as well as in the social and educational field has
to be translated in structured projects in which the contribution of the perform-
ing arts in these fields can be demonstrated and accounted for. 

The new cultural entrepreneurship has to combine a business-like atti-
tude towards Government funding with a flexible marketing power towards
public and audiences.  

Within the institutional set-up of the performing arts, related compa-
nies in the chain from art education through production towards final pres-
entation have to reorganise themselves. They have to find new alliances
between art education and production, between production and presenta-
tion and between live presentation and multi-channel dissemination
through TV, publishers, record companies and the internet. In facing the
complexities of a changing market and shifting Government legitimisation,
they have to ask themselves if their mission, organisation, size, quality and
working procedures would not be better served by rearranging the often
fragmented and small scale on which they operate. Mergers, fusion, and
well-formulated cooperation between different links in the chain might be
among the possible solutions. As far as the media are concerned, we are
experiencing the first examples of performing art institutions entering the
internet market by setting up their own channels or buying (local) TV sta-
tions or publishing companies. 

As regards audience development, the performing arts face a shift from
the old steady and reliable annual season tickets towards more instant and
ad hoc visitors, who have to be found, informed and served in new ways. 

Change has to start with the performing arts
themselves  

Of course other players have their own responsibilities. Reframing the legit-
imisation for Government support of the performing arts is also a challenge
for the Government, as the search for productive projects in the social and
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ing arts is the administrative burden associated with paying (different
amounts of ) VAT in different countries, arranging an internationally valid
social insurance for performing artists and, last but not least, arranging the
working permits for third country artists. All these fiscal and legal proce-
dures have to be managed on a national level instead of at a ‘one-stop-shop’, in
which all these obligations can be dealt with for all EU members at once.   

The performing arts in Europe are vibrant and very much alive. They
contribute to the well-being of half of the population of the EU. Government
funding helps the performing arts to nourish our cultural heritage, to
express our cultural diversity, to develop new experiences and to visualise
our dreams. The necessary transition they are encountering in a changing
world has to be dealt with first of all by the entrepreneurship of the orches-
tras, producers, venues, artists and intermediate organisations themselves.
But along the way, they could use the help of local, regional, national and
European Government by reframing our relationships on new visions and
legitimisations and new institutional arrangements. From the EU, we ask a
firm contribution in removing unnecessary obstacles to international tour-
ing, exchange and cooperation.   
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sistent view of all the Government agencies involved and a persistence of
more than one Government period in the funds that are attributed to him. 

As far as the EU is concerned, the most important contribution it can
make to the flourishing of the performing arts is to remove existing obsta-
cles to international touring, exchange and cooperation. Of course, extra
money from the EU for culture and the performing arts is more than wel-
come, but a much bigger and far less costly contribution can be made by
removing some major obstacles to necessary development.

The first obstacle is in the area of copyright. Publishing companies are
experiencing a decline in income from record sales, but instead of develop-
ing new business models for the internet, they try to compensate their loss-
es by raising the price of live performances. Copyright nowadays runs to
15%-25% of total revenues and is paid to all sorts of copyright owners who
are far removed from the original composer or poet, including publishers,
set designers, TV and production companies, and relatives of authors who
have been dead for 70 years. Every sort of copyright owner sets up their own
collection society and they all seem justified by the international law on
intellectual property. Copyright has become the sand in the machine of the
performing arts, rather than the oil it is meant to be. This problem needs to
be addressed, but certainly not by further expansion of copyright to 95
years, as proposed by the European Council.

Touring is the lifeline of the performing arts. It creates innovation by
exchange and confronts audiences with the cultural diversity of Europe and
the world. Touring is also an economic necessity. Unfortunately, touring in
the EU is hampered by unnecessary obstacles in national and international
regulations. The biggest obstacle that can be removed by European (OECD)
action is the ‘double taxation’. Internationally operating artists (and sports-
men) are obliged to pay their income tax and sometimes a contribution to
social schemes in the country where they are performing. In some coun-
tries, this adds up to 20% or 25% of their total earnings. Most often, these
artists are also obliged to pay income tax in their home state, so they pay
twice. And although they are entitled to ask for retribution at the end of the
fiscal year, this demands a huge administrative effort that is counter-pro-
ductive and unnecessary. Europe (or more precisely the OECD) has to stop
this discriminatory tax regulation for artists (and sportsmen) who live in a
tax-paying country.

A third obstacle to international touring and exchange in the perform-


