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“Male, pale and stale” boards of our cultural organisations must diversify and take more artistic risks
but change is underway
The Chief Executive of the Museum Libraries and Archives Council has called for a radical overhaul of the way the UK’s cultural and creative organisations are governed ahead of a major conference on the subject today (27 March) being held by the Cultural Leadership Programme. 

Speaking in an interview with Arts Industry, Roy Clare criticised the “monocultural perspective” of many cultural institutions in the UK. Too often, Clare says, “the many different stories a museum collection can tell to appeal to the increasingly diverse sectors of modern British society are not drawn out because their Boards are made up predominately of white middle-aged men. It just isn’t good enough.” He wants the Boards of museums and galleries to do more to open their doors to high-flying young people, women and people from ethnic backgrounds working in the sector. “It’s a highly controversial area, but if you only ever interpret collections from a monocultural perspective you won’t do justice to the stories they can tell.”
Clare believes that this is a wider public sector problem and that the Nolan rules on appointments to public sector posts, though originally intended to make the process more transparent, have not helped to widen the pool from which Board members and trustees for national museums and galleries are chosen. He also calls for Local Government, which is responsible for the greater part of funding of museums and galleries, to realise the the power their collections have to attract new audiences and reach beyond traditional visitors. “We’re in a Catch 22 because not all institutions present stories in an attractive way to other cultures, other cultures don’t engage, so councillors aren’t aware of what the cultural sector can offer and how well it can help to build cohesive communities”, says Clare, pointing to Leeds City Museum, which opened last year with a Heritage Lottery Fund grant, as an exception and a “joy to visit”.  
However, Clare is confident that the sector is seeing the beginnings of positive change. The MLA has recognised that its own board needs to include more women, young people and trustees from BAME backgrounds and has proposed providing development and training for local politicians. Clare, along with senior figures from the V&A, English Heritage and the HLF, is also advising the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) on cultural governance. Based on their advice the DCMS has decided to run a seminar for people who have no (or little) experience of governance to hear about the role from existing CEOs and Chairs. Clare wants to see this extended to create new opportunities for a wider group of people to hear at first hand what is involved in being a trustee. 
Also speaking to Arts Industry, David Kershaw, who chairs the Cultural Leadership Programme in addition to being a founder partner of M&C Saatchi and a Board Member of the Southbank Centre, warned those who govern cultural organisations not to suffocate artistic endeavour by  becoming risk-averse. “Most of my life has been spent in the grubbier commerical world and though the fundamentals of corporate boards are not that different to arts boards there is one key difference: risk. The greatest challenge to a cultural board is how you balance the accounts and the risk that is so vital to most artisitc enterprises - some are still too nervous about it. It would be a hideous trap if you start saying ‘because of financial risk and public funding I can’t take creative risk’. If we are going to continue to have a successful creative economy, which both enriches our lives and contributes to the wealth of the UK, we absolutely have to have great leadership for it. Great leadership in this sector means taking risks.” 

There are already some visionary Boards and trustees in the sector and Kershaw believes that a number of arts organisation such as Tate Modern, the British Museum and the Royal Opera House have become so adept at balancing risk and creativity that the commercial world and corporate boards could benefit from their expertise. However, though the path from corporate board member to arts trustee is a well-trodden one, the traffic is still very firmly one-way with the business world apparently reluctant to look outside its comfort-zone to the cultural sector for fresh insights. “The headhunters, the ‘gatekeepers’ of commercial boards, will not hear of it”, says Kershaw, “because cultural governance is not within their sphere of knowledge. I hope that changes.” 

The conference Governance Now has been organised by the Cultural Leadership Programme for Chief Executives and Chairs in the cultural sector and will explore the future of cultural governance in the UK from both international and corporate perspectives. It will be chaired by Baroness Genista McIntosh, former Chief Executive of the Royal Opera House and Executive Director of the National Theatre. Speakers include Baroness Usha Prashar CBE, Former First Civil Service Commissioner, Michael Day, Chief Executive and Charles Mackay, Chairman of Historic Royal Palaces, Serge Dorny: General Director, Lyon Opera House and, formerly, Chief Executive and Artistic Director, London Philharmonic Orchestra, Carol Lake: Managing Director for Europe, Middle East and Africa, JP Morgan and Michael Lynch: former Chief Executive, Southbank Centre. The conference will also provide practical advice through technical workshops.
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NOTES FOR EDITORS

Roy Clare and David Kershaw may be available for interview, please contact Colman Getty 
The 27 March issue of Arts Industry includes full versions of the interviews with David Kershaw and Roy Clare in a supplement about the future of cultural governance in the UK by the Cultural Leadership Programme
Governance Now is being held at Kings Place on Friday 27 March. For a press pass or to arrange interviews with any of the speakers contact Colman Getty
The Cultural Leadership Programme is a Government-funded initiative to promote excellence in leadership within the cultural and creative sectors. It runs a range of activities and opportunities to nurture and develop world class, dynamic and diverse leaders for the 21st century. 

The CLP was launched in 2006 with a budget of £12m. It is delivered by Arts Council England, Museum Libraries and Archive Partnership, and Creative and Cultural Skills. The CLP has been awarded a further £10m to invest in cultural leadership development between 2008 and 2011. www.culturalleadership.org.uk 
