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INVESTIGATING RURAL
ARTS IN NON-TOURING
SCHEME AREAS

The aim of this research strand was to investigate the possible benefits and impacts of
other, often amateur, arts-based activities, rather than professional Touring Schemes, with
their focus on quality as determined by ACE funding. One accessible rural case, Berkshire,
and one remote rural case, Devon, was selected. In the spirit of co-design and partnership
these cases were undertaken by NRTF with oversight and direction by Coventry University.
4.1 STANFORD DINGLEY, BERKSHIRE
Stanford Dingley, Berkshire, is a small village (and civil parish) with 80 residential properties,
situated in a rural setting in the west of Berkshire. Its population is approximately 179
(2011 Census) and there has been little expansion of the village in recent years. Housing
is largely dispersed along the two key roads that cut through the village and most is
privately owned, with some small shares of social housing and private renting.
There are two pubs and a small church but no shop or post office and the nearest
primary school is close by in the neighbouring village of Bradfield Southend. The village
is fifteen minutes south of the M4 motorway but with few major roads nearby, and is
surrounded by a number of other small villages. The closest towns are Newbury to the
west and Theale to the east. There is no regular or frequent bus service.
The arts activity investigated is led by the Chair of ‘The Friends of St Denys’ Church’. The
Friends of St Denys’ Church is a charitable non-secular organisation (established 2017)
that aims to ensure that the fabric of the village’s 1,000 year old church is conserved
for future generations. The Chair is an events manager by profession and also leads the
various local arts and culture events that take place in the village, and sometimes beyond.
The activity is locally self-funded and is not part of the NRTF or a promoter for any
regional Rural Touring Scheme.
The Chair of the charity essentially leads a group of volunteers in organising local events,
including planning, organising and delivering exhibitions, talks and film screenings; they
may be looking to run music events in the future. Events are run for the benefit of the
local community and fundraising for the church charity (and other charities on occasion).
For arts and culture based events this usually involves one large event and one small
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event per year. Venues include the small Village Hall, a local (privately owned) Barn and
the church, amongst others.
One event was a large Art Exhibition held in the privately owned old barn (privately
owned) in September 2018.
“… we did an exhibition in September which was seventeen artists connected to this
village … in a local barn, a large barn … we had about five hundred people in five
days. So, it was really successful, and every artist was asked to submit four bits of
work and then we had a pop up café there and a shop of buying lots of things, and
all the artwork was for sale. So, it generated a fair bit. We made about five grand
in sales, of which we took 20% of the sales of the images… the pictures. So Denys’
[church charity] made about a grand, £1,000 and the café made about £500.”
Chair
For the Chair and the volunteers, this event took a lot of effort – firstly the (very full)
Barn needed emptying and cleaning. Then the exhibition infrastructure needed to be set
up along with curating the exhibits. The marketing also involved substantial effort – flyer
design, print and manual delivery, Facebook, emails and word of mouth. All this took
around six weeks.
Another event was the Archive Day (Nov 2018 – the small event) held in the Club Room,
in the Village Hall:
“We’ve got a lady … in the village, who looks after a massive archive,
about people that used to live in the houses. There’s always been creative
people in this village … there’s a lot of fascinating history … It’s always with
someone who is really proactive and cares about the history, and they made
a book. So, they used it all to write and create a book about the village,
which is now out of date, ten years old, maybe more, and then… so the idea
for the archive was just, there’s been quite a lot of new people move in to the
village, and I don’t think that they know about the archive and somebody saw
one of the books recently, and was like, oh my god, my house is in it. I was like,
yes, there’s a whole book on houses from… so we decided that, for the Friends
of St Denys’, we would do an archive day, to draw attention to the archives,
try and add to the archives. So people were invited to bring things and also to
help scan the archives, because they’re really poorly preserved, and we had
about sixty people in one day… Again, we had a café … and the conversations
started, especially with the older people in the village, started to share stories …
it raised awareness of the Friends, and awareness of the archives and the hope
is to get another really eager person who might take the archives on”
Chair
The effort for this archive event involved: the creation of spreadsheets to divide up
the necessary tasks: a number of meetings to co-ordinate activity; setting up the room
the day before the event (the Club Room was hired), and; on the day, laying out all the
archives and refreshments.
The Chair stated that the majority of people who volunteer for assisting with the arts
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and culture events are retired. Some younger mothers also expressed aspirations to be
involved but often had too many other commitments to offer substantive support. The
organisation essentially relies on a very small core of volunteers who make the events
happen. Nevertheless, a participant in the Volunteer Focus Group did highlight that, more
broadly, an increasingly diverse range of people were getting more involved:
“Yeah and I think, so the average, I don’t know what the average age is,
there is a lot of people in their sort of early forty, late thirties, early forties
who’ve [volunteered]…”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
In terms of motivations for volunteering, the main reasons suggested were to gain
personal satisfaction and develop the sense of community:
“I would say it’s just the enjoyment of seeing people getting together, chatting,
meeting up, of the sixty-one people, sixty plus people, that came through the
door for the archive weekend, we had two new house couples came through that
had only moved in, one was only about two or three days before”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“Satisfaction of a job well done maybe at the end of an event, you know,
we all sit back and go, phwoar but that was great, and enjoyed it and
everybody who came enjoyed it …”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“… what do you get out of it, the, when I stood there and watched this because
I tend to not take a role, I tend to just be making sure everything’s sort of running
and I stood there and you watched all these people and you had a beautiful
day and everyone was having such a good time and, you know, when people talk
about it, you know, for days afterwards and say, that’s what is, I think when you
can get a community”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“It just makes you proud of where you live I think. That’s why I love it.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
Based on the events, and arts and culture activity in the village, a postcard (completion
on the day) and on-line survey were undertaken.
Three quarters of the respondents were female, all White British, and just over 40% in
the 45-64 age category. A third of respondents were aged between 65 – 74. Just under
a fifth were aged between 25 – 44. A third were retired, almost 60% employed, and the
remainder studying or volunteering. In the past 12 months, two-thirds of respondents
stated that they had travelled more than 25 miles to an arts event.
Respondents were asked what had been the most important things that encouraged them
to attend the event(s). Figure 4.1 (below) highlights the importance of local proximity and
access in terms of attendance (82%), the importance of friendliness (75%) and potentially
meeting up with friends/neighbours/family (68%).
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FIGURE 4.1

Attending arts events in the village

It is near to where I live/easier to get to than other…

82%

I feel it is a friendly venue

75%

I might recognise friends/neighbours/family

68%

I have attended a similar event at this venue before

64%

I came with friends/family/neighbours

61%

It is affordable

55%

It was recommended by friends/family/neighbours

50%

I expected the performance to be high quality

45%

I know someone in the cast, helping backstage or in…

45%

I expected the performance would be…

43%

Other

7%
0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

In terms of outcomes from attending events (Figure 4.2), the most common response was
that of the event making people feel more a part of their community (75%). There was
also strong interest in attending similar events (70%) as well as to invite others along
(66%).
FIGURE 4.2

Attending arts events in the village
Made you feel more a part of your community

75%

Inspired you to attend similar event at this venue

70%

Inspired you to invite friends/neighbours/family to the…

66%

Prompted you to use or explore any other local facilities…

41%

Inspired you to look for similar performance nearby

32%

Inspired you to get involved with similar performance here

30%

Inspired you to volunteer here

25%

Inspired you to volunteer elsewhere

18%

Inspired you to look for similar performance further afield

14%

Inspired you to get involved with similar performance…

11%
0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

When asked to reflect personally on events attended (Table 4.1 overleaf), respondents
agreed or strongly agreed that the event was of a high-quality, was absorbing, made them
feel good, and that were likely to talk to others about it. For a minority, the work was not
especially challenging, or caught their imagination or a new art form.
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TABLE 4.1

Village arts events ‘on reflection’

The audience said… 				
Strongly
Agree
Disagree
Strongly
							
agree
				
disagree
I was confident that this would be a high-quality event
58.0		
42.0		
0.0		
0.0
I was really absorbed by the performance			
30.0		
70.0		
0.0		
0.0
It really caught my imagination					31.0		53.0		13.0		2.0
I felt challenged by some of the ideas				
29.0		
55.0		
13.0		
3.0
I really ‘got’ what it was about					46.0		51.0		2.0		0.0
I am sure I will want to talk about this to others		
56.0		
44.0		
0.0		
0.0
The performance was emotionally moving 			
34.0 		
63.0 		
3.0 		
0.0
The performance changed my mood for the better		
40.0		
57.0		
0.0		
3.0
This was a new type of art form for me			
3.0		
62.0 		
32.0 		
3.0
I’d like to see more of this kind of show			
31.0		
36.0		
22.0		
11.0
I am sure this was a high-quality event 			
54.0 		
46.0 		
0.0		
0.0
Note: answers are in percentage values adjusted for the number of missing replies.

4.1.2 REFLECTIONS
It is clear that without the work of the St Denys’ Church’ Events Committee, there would
likely be no cultural or creative activities or events within the village.
When asked for one word to describe what all the effort was for, the Chair and Volunteers
repeated the word ‘community’, which held a number of aspects:
“At the arts event, you’ll see people who go to church and to the pub, and you
can introduce those people to each other, where otherwise, their paths wouldn’t
cross, unless they were walking dogs, and then they might now know each other.
So, it does create that space.”
Chair
“… galvanising people to care about their village. I think you get a lot of people
from London or town people now moving in to the village and they can start off
not really engaging in the village … living in a village is very different to living
in the city, and you have to engage if you live in a village because we’ve got a
‘dredge gang’ here that sort the river out – they do all of the drains. They clear
the leaves from the church, which harps back to a long time ago, when everyone
pre-Council Tax, was expected to sort and clean, like the farmers do, and the
hedges and things, and the footpaths. The village has to… if they want to live
somewhere nice, then they have to engage in it really.”
There was a clear recognition that in undertaking such arts activity, events needed to be
high-quality, well designed and managed:
“People are really conscientious and they will really make a big effort to make
it seem professional, slick, a very beautiful… so things are set up well and people…
they’ll put their time in. They want to make sure they get it right. I’ve never
been to an event which wasn’t well organised in this village, anyway.”
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To do so, however, currently requires substantial time and effort by a core group of
volunteers:
“Well, evenings and weekends, holiday if it was on a week day, I’d have to take
holiday. Yes, evenings and weekends. All the committees meet in the evenings and
for instance, Denys’ meet every couple of months and say okay, what are we going
to do, and then we have planning meetings outside of those and we have board
meetings I guess.”
Reflecting the common challenges of village-based arts activity, the size of the Village
Hall is very small which limits the size and nature of the events that can be organised.
One response was to maximise use of other possible venues in the Village -, such as the
(in-kind) use of a privately owned 18th century barn. Notably, refurbishment of the church
had recognised the importance of arts and culture in the village:
“Yes, so we want to do the exhibition again and also the church is being refurbished
to be more of an events space. So, I can see the Friends of St Denys’ using it for
maybe concerts or some kind of show anyway, maybe even theatre, you never know.
It’s about 80, 90 seats.”
This desire to programme activity reflected also issues of accessibility to arts and culture.
One issue is the cultural capital of London – only sixty miles away once you make
transport connections. Nearer regional venues would be Newbury and Reading and two
‘struggling’ regional theatres were mentioned – Water Mill Theatre and Corn Exchange
Theatre. The Water Mill Theatre does undertake its own rural touring to some of the local
villages but, overall, there is no arts and culture provision in the village (or local ones)
other than that provided by the events group.
In response to the potential to engage in a Rural Touring Arts Scheme, it was felt it was
not a well-known thing, not necessarily appropriate and a clear preference to rely on the
cultural resources available from local people was expressed:
“… the events that happen here, like the World War One talk, he’s from the village …
we’ve had another guy who was in Afghanistan talking. He’s from the village. So…
you get people you know … somebody’s sisters daughter who is an opera singer,
or something like that, or somebody knows someone… it will always be through
somebody they know rather than cold calling … or whether there’ll be like the …
which is the next town, we’ll use them. Because people know them … the Water Mill,
everybody knows, so they would trust that … a very well-known theatre company
versus a semi-professional or am-dram – they wouldn’t necessarily, from the name,
know the difference. So, it’s a funny one.”
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4.2 BOW, DEVON
In central Devon lies the medium-sized village (and civil parish) of Bow, comprised of
around 400 residential properties and a population of around 1,093 (2011 Census). Housing
is primarily privately owned, though with a small share of social housing and privately
rented stock, clustered to the south of the main road that cuts east to west through the
village.
The village has a primary school, a general store (Co-op), a garden centre, a doctor’s
surgery, a post office in the Village Hall, a pub, a medical centre, and a small industrialcommercial estate. The village is northwest of the M5 motorway (45 minutes’ drive) but
with two major roads nearby, and is surrounded by many other villages. Exeter is the
nearest major centre (45 minutes’ drive) and there are some local bus services.
This case is self-funded and not part of the NRTF, nor a promoter for any regional Rural
Touring Scheme. The ‘promoter’ organisation is Bow Village Events Committee and the key
volunteer promoter is the Chair of that Committee. This is not to be confused with the
Bow Village Hall Committee, which looks after the Village Hall building itself, though both
Committees work very closely together.

Bow Village Events Committee primarily focus on organising and delivering music events
for the local community. The main event for the last ten years has been the (free) ‘Heart
of Devon’ Summer Music Festival, taking place annually during one day in June, on the
Village’s recreational ground (main stage, owned by the Village Hall organisation) and in
the large Village Hall (smaller set, and a relatively new facility).
The ‘Heart of Devon’ Summer Music Festival involves a wide range of musical artists (main
stage in the recreation ground; smaller set in the Village Hall), market stalls, a large bar,
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small bars, food and other amenities. The Festival primarily involved artists selected by
the key promoter (including bands or artists who are local to the village). The Festival
audience has grown rapidly each year for the last decade.
It is resourced through in-kind volunteering, local donations and sponsorship from local
businesses. It is considered inclusive as it is free, which (it is suggested) attracts a far
broader crowd than fee charging festivals – but it is also of high-quality, including paidfor artists.
The most recent 2018 festival was estimated to have attracted 2,000 people. However, the
2018 Festival was to be the last – the Committee decided it had become too challenging
to manage, becoming ‘a victim of its own success’. This has resulted in a shift in focus
to run a higher number of smaller events in the Village Hall. One gave more detail about
why the Festival was terminated:
“… every village has got a festival now, of some description, and it’s the
only one in this area that’s free. And so it’s very well attended. So I think if
the festival ever did continue it would have to continue on a pared down basis”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“Manageable and less stressful … if we put an event on we’ve got to enjoy it.
There’s no point in putting something on where everything is just an absolute
stressful thing for you. You don’t even get any joy from the event itself…
otherwise there’s no point in doing it. It’s got to be enjoyable to yourself.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
In terms of volunteers involved, these are somewhat younger than commonly found
in such organisations, possibly reflecting the larger scale of the village with its broader
demographic, and also music interests. Organisation of events relies very heavily on the
Chair of the Events Committee and committee members and other volunteers on an ad
hoc basis.
Most core volunteers on the Events Committee have been involved since the start or
for at least five years, suggesting a high commitment from this small core group. Whilst
almost all volunteers agreed to cancel the Festival due to the challenges, this resulted in
a drop off of numbers of volunteers from the Events Committee.
In response, the Events Committee had undertaken a volunteer invitation to the whole
village (demonstrating succession planning). They received twelve positive responses from
400 invitation drops – whilst sounding low, most said they could assist with four or five
events a year, so the sustainability of the programme of smaller events was considered
to be secure.
In terms of the programme of smaller events, tribute acts are the most popular events,
though the main purpose is to bring in more folk bands and new upcoming artists. One
example was a folk band event at the Village Hall (Greg Russell and Ciaran Algar, 14 Sept
2018). Whilst such bands often have smaller followings they are also very committed, so
people can often come from much further afield, meaning new people often come to Bow
for the first time.
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A balance has been struck – tribute bands generate strong income, allowing for more
‘niche’ folk artists and new artists. Almost all smaller events are now fee-charging – ticket
sales generate good income streams and the Village Hall bar brings in good income, so
the group generate a far better income stream than with the Festival (which was free and
often loss-making):
“The average artist would be 80% of the takings… if it’s really successful
financially, and I don’t mean that, because there are lots of ways of being
successful, but financially is if the door pays for… the 20% that we get pays
for the hall, the advertising, the licence or whatever, all those other things.
If that’s taken care of, so the money is then just on the bar, that’s brilliant,
that’s a brilliant thing for me.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
The Events Committee has been fortunate to have a small group of people who have
specific skills (or have developed them) around promotion – such as website design
(including new GDPR policies and processes), social media promotion, posters and flyers.
Further volunteers (including those on the Village Hall Committee) have been involved in
activities ensuring the events are delivered: for example, checking tickets on the door;
programme and raffle ticket sales; heavy lifting and organising of all the technical music
equipment; serving at the various bars; manning stalls; stage management roles (setting
up, packing away); litter-picking (and proper recycling), and; ‘keeping the bands happy’
with refreshments in the ‘green room’. Volunteers also deal with the car parking for events,
which was substantial and very challenging for the Festival, ultimately using up to three
fields. A £3 fee per car generated income but people attempted to avoid the fee, resulting
in street parking issues – the Committee hired costly security guards to police this issue.
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4.2.1 REFLECTIONS
At one level the Events Committee has been a victim of its own success – the recent
Heart of Devon Summer Music Festival attracted around 2,000 people from the local and
wider area, in one day. There is no question that the Committee’s activities dramatically
improve access to arts and culture for the local area’s residents (both within Bow and for
neighbouring villages and beyond) – Exeter is the main centre for arts and culture events
which is at least 18 miles away (so a car is considered essential):
“Absolutely, yeah, and that’s one of the reasons obviously why we do it.
It is barren for arts in this area it really is. Yeah part of the Heart of Devon,
we did start up this community choir, which is kind of running on its own.”
Chair of Events Committee
Indeed, there is evidence that it has driven local, potentially professional, creativity as a
‘platform’ for local artists onto record labels. Two examples were cited - one local band
and one classical artist – where promotion at the Festival by the Events Committee, and
good quality audio visuals of performances on the Heart of Devon website had supported
awareness and commercial development.
More broadly, the promotional strength of the Committee in determining local arts activity
was evident:
“I would have to have seen the artist … even with the tributes [tribute bands],
I would want to know somebody had seen them and I wouldn’t go by just blurb
and the thing I really drive home to bands particularly, and this came true in
the festival, you need to have a video of a live performance with good sound
quality so that promoters can make a judgment call… So I have made that point
several times to them, if I hadn’t seen you, I would have never booked you”
Chair of Events Committee
“That’s a little bit true of the smaller events… the people who do come from
outside quite often we’ll get really good feedback about the village hall,
and about the venue and I think I’ve seen some Google references saying,
‘Great venue, they always put on a good event’.”
Volunteer Focus Group participant
It is clear that this has a number of positive social and economic benefits:
“Within communities within villages there are circles of friendships and sometimes
you’re in one circle and you never meet, really engage with someone in another
circle and its good when those circles touch and cross, even just for a brief while.
You feel like you’re making new acquaintances and its good.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“One of the nicest things we ever did was an Abba night, and I’ll always
remember, it was a generation thing, and to have 10 year olds coming up
on stage dressed up as Abba (laughs) and you know, right down through the
generations … the community thing of that it really struck home to me.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
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“… I have had people come to me, ‘Oh we’re thinking of coming to live here,
because you do such great things here’. I have had absolutely… that…
so we do get positive things as well…“…and the school is at full capacity
at the moment, and it hasn’t always been.”
Chair of Events Committee
“… I do quite like the fact that actually it’s put Bow on the map. People who would
never come here come to the event. And certainly I’ve heard that from the garden
centre … it brought a lot of business and generated a lot of business afterwards
because they actually saw, they came to the village and realised what it is.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
These benefits include of personal pride, ‘feel good’ and well-being:
“And without us creating that memory they wouldn’t have it and there
isn’t much going on in Mid Devon really is there? Event wise, and gig wise.”
Volunteer Focus Group member
“I mean as I say, going back to that event, there was a moment at the end,
and I thought, this is so why we do this, this is absolutely why we do this …
you realise you know, the participation of the audience.”
Volunteer Focus Group member
Yet, arguably, and in comparison to many other rural instances, as victims of their own
success the volunteer promotion model is coming under pressure due to ever-increasing
demands including, possibly, professionalisation:
“We’re a victim of our success, I think it [the Festival] got too big.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“And we needed a break [from the Festival]. It was affecting family life.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“You feel a lot more appreciated in the smaller events, you get a lot more personal
thanks with people coming up at the end and saying thanks before they leave.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
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“There is a lot of ‘if someone doesn’t do it, it will collapse’. There is a lot of, what’s the
word? Perhaps moral pressure, so if someone doesn’t do it, it just won’t happen.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“Dealing with people who think you are paid for what you do and not a volunteer.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“I don’t know whether people are… anti-establishment or whatever, but if you’re
in a position of power, and I should say for the tape I’m making quotation marks
with my fingers, they think you’re a fair target.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“I’m sure people appreciate it, but they didn’t demonstrate it and when you’ve
worked for over a year to put something on and it’s taken for granted you think,
‘Why am I sacrificing so much time on this?’. Maybe if we take a break.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“People become very unrealistic about expectations.”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
“… for instance an artist from before … but they did think that I am a
promoter and I am making money out of this. I did put them straight.
But they think because that’s the way of their world isn’t it?”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
Today, then, the decision has been made, reluctantly, to end the Festival - that attracted
all types of people including families – including a recognition that the programme of
smaller events is now fee-charging and somewhat more oriented to adults:
“I would argue to be honest that the Festival was the only event
that got every age group here.”
Chair of Events Committee
“…so I asked if people would like, be interested in exhibitions, children’s
entertainment or lots of things… We want a good mix so we’re going to try and
cover all these different genres [of music] that people have said they’re interested
in and come up with a plan, so that’s my next job for the next month really.”
Chair of Events Committee
In response to the potential to engage in a Rural Touring Arts Scheme, this case study
focused primarily on local events, although it is clear that the Heart of Devon Music
Festival reached out well beyond the village of Bow in terms of its audience. Moreover,
the Bow Events Committee has organised, assisted and delivered events and activities in
other villages in the wider surrounding area.
Villages in Action (http://villagesinaction.co.uk/events/) is a rural touring scheme that
includes Bow (and covers Devon more broadly). The Scheme relied heavily on funding
from Arts Council England (South West), Devon County Council and from District Councils,
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which was dramatically cut in 2016/17 after many years (source: Villages in Action 2016/17
Annual Report). The scheme was originally run by a group from another village, and later
on Bow was asked to take it on, which they did – but there have been challenges and
they now work with others in this programme when they can:
“I think when they started out, I think they were really good to start…
the Village Hall [Committee] did the Villages in Action, funny enough it
wasn’t us, then they decided, because it isn’t a money-making exercise is it?
They thought it would be, but it isn’t, so they then said, ‘Look do you want
to take it on?’ and we [Events Committee] did, and the first one was really
successful but we did find that because of the constraints of having to put
people up [in accommodation]… we’re not that kind of village, there’s a lot
of villages in the area that really do well with them, where they’ve got
people with five bedrooms, spare bedrooms they can put them up. They’re not
paying the village hall for the hire, that’s another thing, so it tends to be the
village hall that’s actually running them. And they haven’t got the outlays
we’ve got so it is more economical for us to do our own, however, it’s the
theatre acts, or the things a little bit different that we would be more
interested in and which we’ve done… that was the most recent thing.”
Chair of Events Committee
Interviewer:
“And having access to a programme of work that’s already been
selected as good quality…?”
“Yeah absolutely. I think that’s where they did come into their own,
it is really… and I did, I knew them very well and I still… we link with
them and we help promote some of their stuff.”
Encouragingly for the future also, Heart of Devon are being ‘joined’ by other arts organisers
in the area:
“Well theatre’s funny because again that’s a bit of a surprise really.
I suppose people think of theatre, and we’ve always done it around
children really, so they kind of think, ‘Oh yeah, that’s more like a pantomime’
and there’s a group started in the last four years, five years is it?
Bow Productions, and they’re very much the younger generation coming in,
which is great, and they do their own thing. Which is why we’ve pulled back
from the theatre a bit, because we don’t want to tread on their toes”
Volunteer Focus Group Participant
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4.3 CONCLUSIONS
Finding our ‘non-Touring Scheme’ rural arts locations proved problematic – principally
due to the extent and reach of Touring Schemes which have built a substantial history
of activity and geographical reach across England’s rural areas.
The extent of arts and culture activities taking place in the two cases, given the scale of
the village contexts, was both of scale and relatively diverse. A range of factors (available
venues, volunteer interests, village size, levels of volunteer capacity), in addition to the
freedoms (but also the risk) of self-organising, have resulted in unique profiles of arts
and culture in each case. Furthermore, there were other activities not formally viewed as
arts and culture (such as community events more broadly) that were clearly taking place
in the village in addition to and alongside the events and activities covered in the cases.
There were both similarities and differences between these investigations and the Rural
Touring Scheme Case Studies. Similarities included: small but dedicated core groups of
volunteer promoters; an ethos of delivering high-quality events and activities, and a
commitment towards broadening diversity of experience. The key difference is funding
sources and support networks and the influence this has on types of performance and
event – whether the drive for commercially lower risk tribute bands but also, and often
conversely, seeking to support and bring forward available local talent, skills and creative
resources in the village and its surroundings (for example, archives).

The recognition did exist as to how the support and financial assistance from Rural
Touring Schemes could enable and catalyse more activity, including more challenging but
potentially less ‘popular’ (‘risky’) arts events, and act as an arbiter and demonstration of
quality – but this was set against ‘local freedom’ of arts activity.
Concerning impacts, the commitment to sense of community and place arguably dominates
as the driver of activity – with arts and culture one of the local communities’ ‘means’;
and impact is realised through the individual and selfless motivation and commitment
of community-orientated volunteers (with, in some instances, both positive and negative
impacts on well-being).
It should be noted, of course, that these two investigations appear to be substantial
exemplars of rural self-organisation in the arts and culture arena, and should not be taken
as representative of all rural settings – many of which may be unlikely to have such a
talented resource and volunteer base as has been identified here.
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