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Conversation on: 

Sustainability in the Performing Arts

In March 2023, British Council Ireland, University College Dublin and Queens University Belfast co-hosted a cultural conversation 

on Sustainability in the Performing Arts. This interactive session comprised an invited group of academics, policy makers, cultural 

practitioners and producers from the UK and Ireland. It took place at the National University of Ireland on Dublin’s Merrion Sq.

What were the objectives of the session?

● Explore shared islands practice and policy context in theatre and dance in Ireland and the UK and consider how this relates 

to, enables or disables and environmentally sustainable performing arts practice.

● Share experience, difficulties and surfacing concerns in a discursive context.

● Network and strengthen ties between those present in theatre and dance across Ireland and the UK.

● Discuss opportunities that might mitigate near term individual and common issues.

● Consider participants' appetite to explore next steps together and what this might look like.

What was the context of the session?

Previous work has identified policy and resourcing issues (Green Arts Initiative, Arts Council Ireland’s work with Julie’s Bicycle, 

APAC) and action on greening venues and arts centres in Ireland. In Northern Ireland, this work is ongoing. Cross-border (North:

South and East, West) cooperation within the broad performing arts sector has shown attention to this issue through a range of 

shared discussions and initiatives. Across the UK and Ireland, pressure is mounting to address this issue and there is a 

recognised need for greater engagement, collaboration and discussion that connects policy and practice to address this. 

Concerns focus on how climate adaption and sustainable development (particularly in relation to responsible consumption and 

production) will change practice and the shared and distinct challenges this poses for a shared islands (across Uk and Ireland) 

approach.

This conversation is part of a series of conversations organised by British Council Ireland connecting UK and Ireland on subjects 

of shared concern.
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What took place?

Opening Remarks & Context Setting: 

Dr Kerry McCall Magan, British Council Ireland

Dr Annette Clancy, University College Dublin

Talking Point 1: Dr Victoria Durrer, University College 
Dublin & Dr Aoife McGrath, Queen’s University Belfast All-
island performing arts research: Building Capacity for 
Cultural Industries: Towards a Shared-Island Approach

Talking Point 2: Claire Buckley, Julie’s Bicycle, UK; work 
within Ireland and elsewhere

Talking Point 3: Jo Mangan, Performance Corporation, 
Ireland; practitioner/company perspectives and concerns

Roundtable:
Discussion on work facilitated by Dr Annette Clancy

Summary:

Dr Ali FitzGibbon, Queen’s University Belfast
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What was shared? The interdependency of these islands, 

their regions and practices
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Dance and theatre are interconnected Concerns are common across both sectors

Climate crisis is an all-island issue. As an island, we are on the 

periphery of Europe and UK, there is the potential for isolation as 

a result, but this can also be viewed as a source of strength as it 

fosters a sense of collegiality and networks. Collaborating is key, 

and enabling connection across different areas to realise 

potential.

It needs to be recognised that for younger or emerging 

artists, travel is essential for development, especially in terms of 

building networks and receiving exposure. Accessing training 

(such as in dance) requires travel as there is no dedicated Irish 

conservatoire training.

Interdependencies exist within sectors and across 

personal/professional networks, in spite of, as well as, because of 

traditions, networks, place and locality.

Rural immobility is a myth but access to sustainable resources 

and networks to sustain practice and community creativity are not. 

Artists located in a rural context bear a lot of burden regarding 

care and welfare.

Regional research and development on sustainable practices are 

possible through knowledge exchange and generosity.

The arts are mentioned in national planning framework in Ireland 

but connectivity of venues and other networks is not mentioned, 

including connectivity to NI.

There is significant funding and policy disparity between North 

and South. The extra work and asymmetry of this makes a level 

playing field and connected working difficult. We sit in very 

different places in having this conversation with policy makers.

The majority of work in performing arts sector is freelance and 

freelancers have to take work when they can, so travel is crucial. 

We can though move towards less impactful travel and 

produce/tour more responsibly and slowly, in a different way. We 

can use tech and digital for alternatives.

Bringing work off the island is a sustainability issue but also an 

equality issue.



What was shared? The need for strategic policy making for 

the built environment and transient economies of the arts
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We need a joined up policy and strategic approach to 

sustainability with a focus on green practice and strategic 

direction – these have to come from national strategy, and 

funding possibilities. Currently, the approach is piecemeal and 

patchy.

Having this discussion, even thinking about everything that is 

needed, can be overwhelming. There is, or has been, a policy 

vacuum. The sector needs to build up from individual 

practice. We need a ‘green and just transition’.

Small scale companies find resources and time difficult. If bigger 

companies have small things to lend or share resources or if a 

Sustainable Officer could come in and give recommendations. 

Knowing the base line (and where to begin) is hard to know with 

small staff.

The precarity of cultural work/sectors limits capacity for change 

and being greener but considerations for creative flexibility is an 

opportunity for solutions.

There are practical changes now available and an appetite to try 

these in touring: using hybrid digital performances to bi-locate 

performance; bringing on local performers and crew to remount 

work elsewhere to limit the travel impact. This does however 

have mobility considerations.

What gets missed in policy discussions is that the sustainability 

debate is not just about the built environment / arts buildings. The 

transient economies (practitioners moving around to do their 

work, companies touring even locally) are invisible in policy.

It’s more than buildings, it’s a human challenge. The performing 

arts sector needs HR support, better manpower (larger teams) to 

take all this on. We are all learning as we go, all self-taught. 

Guidance is beginning to appear but it always has to be 

translated to our contexts and practice. What is needed is 

longer term planning with local authorities, energy management 

training, climate ambassadors, leadership training, rather 

than a proscriptive, limiting approach.

Venues are small businesses and can set example (replace 

lights with LED and insulate building) but the resource for this is 

inconsistent and not strategic. The network of arts buildings 

needs change management and strategic investment. The 

biggest problem is heat, it contributes more than 50% of total 

carbon footprint of the arts. Ireland and NI are decarbonising the 

grid but poor heating and insulation systems don’t change from 

gas or oil without planning and support.



What was shared? The role of arts as part of climate 

solutions – locally and globally
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Funding and touring systems should support sustainable 

practices in production so projects can be developed more slowly 

and last longer. We currently have a product-oriented model; 

artists want a process-orientated model because time is needed 

for collaboration. The sector must advocate for slower work, and 

realising longer term work, not producing every year.

In communicating the importance of biodiversity in climate 

conversation: we need to look at the local - Dingle, Mayo, 

Belmullet – and engage with the community using professional 

arts. The message of biodiversity - disappearing islands, 

hedgerows – must be urgently addressed artistically. A non-

didactic approach has to come from individual artists, fighting 

against top down and use of arts as a messenger.

Culture is not necessarily the biggest polluter (agriculture is much 

higher) but it can lead and demonstrate change by mobilising 

cultural values.

There is widespread anxiety and awareness across the sector, 

a sense of collective pressure and urgency. Responsibility and 

change of practice is within the capacity of each individual.

The arts are good at making meaning together. Artists and 

administrators spend their lives trying to create meaning with 

other co-creators. This could be used much more to create 

meaning on biodiversity loss and climate.

There is recognition of the importance of culture and this 

provides a unique opportunity to accelerate environmental action 

within and through the arts and cultural world.

In scenic construction, performing arts in Ireland have spent 

years throwing away old/unwanted sets and now things are 

changing One venue has spent the last 2 years trialling different 

methods of reuse. Another company set up recycling stage sets 

and salvaging in skips. These are really useful, necessary 

initiatives.

There is little information or guidance on 

audience sustainability across the island. Understanding the 

carbon cost of audiences travelling to and from venues has not 

been a big enough part of the conversation. This goes beyond an 

arts discussion to a public and infrastructural one.



Key themes

Interdependencies are embedded including shared 
issues of mobility. There is concern at the policy 
vacuum, piecemeal thinking and slowness of action. 
This is relevant for the sector and geographically.

Individuals and organisations need training 
as well as resources to work in a slower, less 
climate impactful way. This would help 
change occur in in for individuals and 
organisations (including building retrofits).

The arts has the will, the potential and responsibility 
to work within society to respond to climate crisis and 
help to realise climate solutions. This must happen at 
sector, organisation, individual and policy levels.
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Julie’s Bicycle: Creative Climate Leadership and 

Tools.

Creative Carbon Scotland. Environmental 

sustainability is therefore an urgent issue and one 

that we believe Scotland’s cultural sector cannot 

ignore.

Arts Council Wales: Strategy for Climate Justice 

and the Arts.

Arts Council Ireland. Climate Action: Policy and 

training coming soon.

Green Arts Initiative in Ireland/ Theatre Forum.

Native Events and Failte Ireland’s Sustainable 

Festivals Guidelines - a set of 175 actions across 7 

different impact areas that a festival can take to 

move along their environmental journey.

Theatre Green Book: In three volumes, this 

resource sets standards for making productions 

sustainably, for making theatre buildings 

sustainable, and for improving operations like 

catering and front of house.

British Council’s The Missing Pillar Talks on 

Culture's contribution to the Sustainable 

Development Goals.

The Missing Foundation: Culture's place within 

and beyond the SDGs. Commissioned by British 

Council, October 2023 report.

British Council Sustainability Toolkit for 

Festival Managers. Developed in association with 

A Greener Festival (AGF) and Edinburgh Napier 

University, via British Council.

British Council’s Road to Mondiacult 2022, the 

UNESCO World Conference on Cultural Policies 

and Sustainable Development. The British Council 

partnered with World Cities Culture Forum to 

present two high-level policy dialogues addressing 

international cultural cooperation as well as regional 

cultural policies in Latin America and the 

Caribbean.

Working to make change, Urge Collective for 

the Design Museum, who are aiming to cut the 

environmental cost of exhibitions.

Sustainability in Live Performance is a global 

petition uniting all strands of the Live Performance 

Some Suggested Resources….

https://juliesbicycle.com/
https://juliesbicycle.com/
https://www.creativecarbonscotland.com/
https://arts.wales/news-jobs-opportunities/tackling-climate-and-nature-emergencies#:~:text=The%20Strategy%20for%20Climate%20Justice,arts%20organisations%20to%20minimise%20the
https://arts.wales/news-jobs-opportunities/tackling-climate-and-nature-emergencies#:~:text=The%20Strategy%20for%20Climate%20Justice,arts%20organisations%20to%20minimise%20the
https://www.artscouncil.ie/Arts-in-Ireland/Climate-action/
https://theatreforum.ie/green-arts-initiative-in-ireland/
https://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/Product_Development/Festivals_Events/failte-ireland-sustainable-festivals-guidelines-2023.pdf
https://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/Product_Development/Festivals_Events/failte-ireland-sustainable-festivals-guidelines-2023.pdf
https://theatregreenbook.com/
https://www.britishcouncil.org/arts/culture-development/our-stories/missing-pillar-talks
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-insight/missing-foundation-report
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-insight/missing-foundation-report
https://www.britishcouncil.org.mx/sites/default/files/221004-bc-smp-toolkit-digital-compressed_compressed.pdf
https://www.britishcouncil.org.mx/sites/default/files/221004-bc-smp-toolkit-digital-compressed_compressed.pdf
https://www.britishcouncil.org.mx/en/RoadTo-Mondiacult2022
http://www.worldcitiescultureforum.com/
https://designmuseum.org/learning-and-research/design-museum-research/working-to-make-change
https://www.abtt.org.uk/resources-guidance/industry-resources/sustainability/


For further information, please contact:

Dr Kerry McCall Magan

Director 

British Council Ireland

E: Kerry.McCallMagan@britishcouncil.org
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