CIRCUS ARTS FORUM

YOUTH CIRCUS CONFERENCE 2007

At The Roundhouse, Camden

London - 25th July 2007

OPENING ADDRESS – Chair for the day, Will Camberlain (Belfast Community Circus)
Will opened the day’s events and welcomed over 60 delegates who had travelled from all regions of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland and represented a mix of circuses, training providers, circus schools, individual artists, funded and non-funded groups, community initiatives, arts council and local authority representatives and some young circus trainees themselves.

Will briefly outlined the history of youth circus in Britain from the creation of the National Association of Youth Circus (NAYC) 20 years ago in a Manchester front room and the Code of Conduct produced by NAYC.  He outlined that the sector has grown enormously since those days and the vital need to once again create an opportunity for youth circus practitioners to come together nationally and to work together into the future.  The aims of the day are to focus on concrete ways in which these moves forward can be achieved and to clarify some aims to present to the ACE Youth Circus Officer to be appointed shortly.

SETTING THE SCENE
1. HISTORY OF UK YOUTH CIRCUS 

Emma Taylor (Brighton & Hove Youth Circus).

Emma explained her own route into Youth Circus, familiar to so many, of providing low cost classes to pay towards her own training time.  This has lead to a passion for youth circus and its ability to include everyone.

When a particularly problematical or challenging child becomes engaged with circus and succeeds it provides a rich reward for the long hours, low pay and often lack of any pay and the pressures on time required to provide youth circus opportunities.

Reg Bolton was the founding influence for youth circus, not only in the UK but worldwide.  He started Suitcase Circus in 1975 in Edinburgh, soon running two groups in notoriously difficult areas of the city.  In 1980 and 1981 he ran the first ever community circus festivals in Scotland and by 1984 this had grown to 12 community circuses attending.  Reg also wrote a number of books and completed his PhD “Why Circuses Work.”

Soon a number of community circuses and training providers were springing up around Britain, including Albert & Friends in 1983, Belfast Community Circus in 1985, followed by The Circus Space, NoFit State Circus, Circomedia and so on.  By 1994 NAYC produced the Youth Circus Code of Conduct.

Emma concluded by re-iterating that youth circus cannot continue to rely so heavily on good will and passion alone as it has in the last 25 years and looked forward to it developing and flourishing in the future.

2. ACE Mapping of Youth Circus Activity in the UK. Project Report Launch.

Sarah Lovell & Leila Jancovich

Sarah outlined The Young People’s Participatory Theatre (YPPT) programme which is a 3-year Department of Culture Media & Sport funded initiative to develop youth and participatory theatre in England.

This initiative is a key priority for theatre and lies within the national policy for theatre for England.  The definition of theatre includes circus, street arts and experimental theatre.  The programme aims to work with young people aged 11-25 outside of school hours and formal education.

ACE believes that youth theatre and circus need support to become more integrated with each other and a step towards this has been achieved with Albert & Friends participating in a recent Youth Theatre Festival.  ACE have also undertaken a Youth Circus Mapping activity, one of the main conclusions from the research undertaken with youth circus providers across the country, being that a national co-ordinator role is needed and Sarah was pleased to announce that a fixed term position has been created and that the post is currently being advertised.  Sarah thanked Ali and CAF and everyone who had responded to the research project and taken time to supply information and feedback.

Leila outlined the Mapping Project and its conclusions.  The full version can be downloaded from the ACE website (other relevant reports, such as The Circus Healthcheck (2006) can also be downloaded from the ACE website.

AIMS included creating a snapshot of the current situation and to make recommendations and develop the relationship with the YPPT project.

METHOD included creating a database of all UK providers.

FINDINGS showed that teenagers in particular are missing out on the opportunity of youth circus.  Only 30% of young people were from this age range whereas in sectors such as dance and theatre, the percentage is much higher.  The greatest concentration of provision is in the South East and South West and the least is in the North East.  Although at least 5,000 young people attend circus skills once a week, and 50,000 plus have occasional access through outreach programmes for instance, opportunities still remain sporadic.  Over 50% of groups are informal or run by one individual, with only 6% of youth circus organisations employing a full-time member of staff.

PRIORITIES identified included Networking, Advisory Services, Training, Advocacy and Co-ordination of the sector – for practitioners.  Reaching young people, Pathways and Sharing – for the young people themselves.

As well as identifying the need for a national coordinator, there is also a need for young people to share their skills, i.e. youth circus festivals.

A sum has also been committed by ACE to develop a youth circus directory which is open to tender from suitable individuals or organisations (closing date for written submissions 12 noon, Friday 17 August 2007).

ACE are also looking into the possibility of creating a dedicated youth circus section for the ACE website.

3. OLYMPICS / PARALYMPICS 2012 – youth circus involvement.

Keith Kahn – Head of Culture, The Cultural and Education Olympiad.

Keith outlined the aims of the Cultural Olympiad as being “to embed the Culture and Education programmes within the development and delivery of the 2012 Games”.  The values include celebrating welcoming the world to Britain and inspiring and involving young people from all walks of life.

Keith asked delegates to think about how they can involve young people from their regions to be part of the Olympiad through circus and street theatre.  Planning is in the early stages but bids will be able to be submitted for Major Ceremonial events and as part of the UK Cultural Festival.  

Partnership funding is currently being sought by the Olympiad to enable various programmes to be delivered and an on-line funding guide will be created.

8 regional co-ordinators for the Cultural Olympiad will be in place by October 2007 whom youth circus providers can contact.  Keith advised against including the word “Olympics” in the titles of any potential projects yet, until sponsors have been engaged and specific funding criteria clarified.

Britain officially becomes Olympic host on 24th August 2008 and Paralympic host on 17th September 2008 at the handover ceremonies in Beijing.

The 2012 Olympic newsletter is currently being redesigned and they are looking for contributors.

The Cultural Olympiad has limited resources just at present and a small staff, therefore Keith asked delegates to be patient but keep in touch and look out for developments on the website.

QUESTIONS - from above sessions.

Lynn Carroll asked Leila whether the circus mapping project had included an assessment of skills.  Leila responded that this has not been done as yet, but the majority of provision currently is at generic entry level.

Charlie Hull of Cambridge Community Circus asked what could be done to make it easier to engage with the Arts Council at the regional level.  Leila responded that developing and supporting the relationship between providers and their regional officers would be part of the remit of the new Youth Circus Coordinator.

Tim Woolliscroft of Swamp Circus asked whether any research had been done into the positive economic impact that youth circus can have.  Leila responded that the best solution to this would be to help support and empower practitioners to undertake this.

Helen Crocker of Circomedia asked Keith if there was a directory available of organisations looking for people to partner up with over the Olympiad.  Keith responded that this would be a good idea to initiate.

Gerry Cottle asked for details of the National Circus Coordinator post.  ACE responded that the funding and remit allowed for the position to be full or part time and open at the moment for applicants to respond with suggestions for the post.  The funding for the post is via YPPT and is until March 2009.

Gerry was concerned that by not being advertised in Worlds Fair and The Stage, the job was not being circulated to the whole circus world.

Dave from Kent Community Circus asked who would be on the interview panel.  Sarah confirmed that the panel has not been decided yet but that a young person from the Youth Council and a practitioner would be included and invited people to contact her if they were interested in being involved in the panel.

ACE would also like to create a working party for the development of youth circus.  Please contact Sarah if you are interested in being involved.

GETTING ON & DOING IT – EXAMPLES OF BEST PRACTICE

1. INTEGRATED CIRCUS?  WHAT’S STOPPING YOU?

Peter Duncan – Circus Eruption, Swansea.

Peter was instrumental in the creation of Circus Eruption in Swansea 17 years ago.  A third of the young participants are registered disabled, they have 3 part-time workers and 6 young people on the management panel.  His inspiration was to provide activities for children of all abilities.  Activities over the years have included shows, carnivals, exchanges, appearances on television, some people going on to become volunteers and professionals.  Funding has come from a diverse range of sources including Children in Need, TSB, the Leadership Trust.  Eruption are still the only integrated circus in the UK.

Peter outlined the medical and social models of disability pointing out that both have negative connotations for the young people concerned, labelling them as problems (labels are for jars, not people!).  Peter asked delegates to look at this from another perspective and ask young people with disabilities “what’s wrong FOR you” not “what’s wrong WITH you”.  When we consider the special requirements that might be needed for young people with disabilities we discover that in fact these are requirements needed for all young people, not just those with disabilities, and that in practice, very little is needed in the way of specialist equipment for example, to enable children with disabilities to take part in circus (a builder’s trowel attached to each end of a rola bola for children to kneel rather than stand and some foam padding for handles is all that Eruption have found they need!).  Circus Eruption is always happy to offer any advice and is open for visits by anyone wishing to find out more.

2.
WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE IN ST PAUL’S, BRISTOL.
HELEN CROCKER, CIRCOMEDIA.

Helen reported on Circomedia’s, and in particular, Carol Sherman’s work in developing links with the community in St Paul’s to bring them into their converted church training space there.  The area is still most often recognised for past riots and racial tension and people are still scared of going there.  The local population is predominantly Afro-Caribbean and Somali. Carol, who was not able to be here today, is one of the few black people represented in circus today.  Her dedicated work over 5 years in establishing relationships and trust with the local community has resulted in local youngsters becoming involved and succeeding at circus.  The challenges included creating an atmosphere where the local Afro-Caribbean and Somali community felt safe to enter what they perceived as a white middle-class space.  This involved Carol’s unorthodox approach, hanging out in the nearby park and turning occasional backflips to engage the kids’ curiosity.  She then hung out in androgynous disguise in the male-only Somali cafe, again turning occasional circus tricks to engage people.  Circus Boabab was also booked to erect their tent on nearby ground and huge efforts made to encourage local people to come and see what contemporary circus is all about.  Slowly word spread and eventually the shows were hugely popular, with touts appearing to sell the desperately sought after tickets.  This all contributed to encouraging local people to eventually come along and get involved. Respecting cultural needs has played a huge part in successfully encouraging local children to take part, including ensuring that no men are in the building during the Somali girls group sessions.

3 CIRCUS SPACE YOUTH PROGRAMME

EIRA GIBSON – Youth programme manager.

The Circus Space runs a number of training initiatives from 3 year olds to 18 year olds.  For those wishing to train seriously (up to 9 hours per week) they run the London Youth Circus (11-18 year olds) with a curriculum, parent involvement and a bursary scheme.  The aims and objectives are holistic, not just technical, to create a new generation of artists and providing roads to professional training.  Funding comes from a variety of sources.  The approach is integrated, circus by its nature encouraging diversity.  The schemes have been modelled on those in Music, Dance and Theatre.  Full details are available on the website.  A range of initiatives is building towards creating a culture of circus, through teacher development, fitness tests, auditions, etc.  A short film was shown during the lunch interval.

4. Albert & Friends Youth Circus Festival
Youth Circus grew out of the development of “new circus” in the 1980’s  Circus Zanni held the first UK Youth Circus Festival in Leeds in 1992.  The first London International Youth Circus Festival (LIYCF) was hosted by Albert & Friends in 2004 and followed by the 2nd in 2006 attended by youth circuses from UK, Holland, Belgium, Israel, Russia, Finland and Estonia.  With the intention of holding the festival every 2 years, the 3rd LIYCF is scheduled for July 2008 at Riverside Studios in London.  Hosted by Albert & Friends’ the proposal is for the first weekend to be a UK National Festival, followed by the International Festival (with possible attendances by Fruit Flies from Australia and youth troupes from both China and Africa), a workshop festival, and culminating in a restaging of Sequins and Sawdust (see session 5 below).

5. Sequings and Sawdust – a successful partnership
Billy Alwen – Cirque Bijou.

In 2005 Cirque Bijou collaborated with Circomedia to create the first performance of Sequins and Sawdust, a 1 day site specific show between students of Circomedia and professional performers.  The project had a number of very positive outcomes, not least the creative chemistry between the professionals and the students, with both learning from each other and becoming a tightly bonded group.  The students were treated as professionals and as an integral part of the group throughout.  The project continued in 2007 with Cirque Bijou collaborating with students from Circus Space and technicians from Bristol Old Vic.  55 artists and crew were involved, and again, the collaboration between students and professionals on a fully integrated and equal footing resulted in a new dynamic being created for the staged live show.  A further collaboration is planned for 2008 with Circus Space, linked to the 3rd London International Youth Circus Festival.

Questions from the above sessions:
Charlie Hull asked Helen Crocker for tips on locating/securing suitable training spaces.  Helen agreed that this is always a challenge and suggested that contacting organisations responsible for historical and listed buildings (although Grade I listed is overly problematical) to suggest partnerships.  Also, talk to local authorities and local private landlords about unused buildings.

Tobias Fielder (Circus Mignon) asked Billy about the progression of Sawdust and Sequins from street show to staged show.  Billy echoed the problem of a lack of suitable training and performance spaces.  In 2005 the venue capacity was 150, so they looked for somewhere with greater audience size for 2007.  This lead to increased costs, but by including the technical expertise of The Old Vic for instance, the project was also developed.

Another delegate suggested that such student/professional collaborations were a good way for circus to develop.  Billy agreed that the students had received an experience impossible to achieve within the classroom, but that the professionals had gained too.

CAF OLYMPIC Consortium (Legacy Trust) bid – discussion session
Facilitators: Verena Cornwell (CAF) and Jane Rice (The Circus Space).

CAF hopes that any bid will be as wide and inclusive as possible and believes that involvement in the Olympics is a huge opportunity for circus UK wide.

Jane explained that Circus Space is within the Olympic borough of Hackney and that they are in contact with the Bid Committee.  Funding/sponsorship is being sought for a UK wide project and to fund a feasibility study.  The aim would be to create a project with sufficient funding that could leave a real legacy for circus into the future with 10 regional city circuses in place.  Each city circus would have a core of 50 young people, with the older ones from each forming a UK Youth Circus Team.

Jane invited everyone to work on this idea together with Circus Space, finding suitable locations, outlining where support or infrastructure might be needed, identify where there is lack in provision and ideas to ensure sustainability beyond 2012.

Circus Space believe they are in a strong position to spearhead a bid with their marketing department, seed funding in place, Olympiad links.  Jane asked people to e-mail her with suggestions and she confirmed that the findings of the Circus Mapping project will be used and that they wish to avoid work and efforts being unnecessarily repeated across the UK.

Will pointed out a concern that the regions need to have a sense of identity with and ownership of any projects.  Jane stated that Circus Space was focusing on regional involvement as a main objective and aware of how funding can sometimes be overly London-centric.  She said this would be an opportunity for truly regional partnerships which can create a network across the UK.  She also re-iterated that another aim was to address the lack of provision in certain areas pinpointed by the Mapping Project.

CAF is also keen to spearhead a Consortium Bid and Legacy Bid.  Ali Williams therefore summarised the questions to be addressed.  

Do we want CAF to lead the bid?

Do we want Circus Space, who have already been thinking along these lines?

Or should it be someone else?

How do we ensure we get the most money for circus and youth circus from the Olympiad?

As a group, where do we go next?

In order for everyone to be able to put forward opinions, thoughts and suggestions, post-it notes were handed out and delegates invited to jot down their contributions and put them on the wall.  These have been collated and are summarised as follows:

Most frequent suggestions/needs/concerns:

Networking:

Regional (urban and rural)

National (to represent all levels from social/community circus to schools and professionals and small to large scale activity.

European and International

Collaboration

Regional, inter-regional, national, international.

Between youth circus groups but also with theatre, dance, music, hiphop, breakdancing, skateboarding.

Collaboration for support and development as well as for joint activities such as festivals, shows, conferences and project partnerships.

Olympic Bid

Regional involvement at all levels

Small as well as large and established providers to be included at all levels.

Ensure fare, nationwide distribution of any funding and opportunities.

Equal provision for social/community and inclusive circus as well as for high level standard trained young people.  A chance for both these aspects of circus to “shine”.

Concern that a bid lead by a single provider, such as Circus Space, will be biased in their favour and in favour of London.

Structures in place to ensure artistic integrity, grass roots involvement, support for development of UK youth circus across the board.

Build up in stages towards 2012, particularly through networking and collaborative projects, and use this opportunity to create a sustainable legacy for youth circus into the future, including a nationwide infrastructure.

Support
Training and accreditation for current and future teachers and providers, staff and volunteers, at all levels.  Support to implement policies and good practice.  Development of other key providers such as technical staff and producers. Support to build links with local authorities, HE/FE institutions, local venues and events programmes.

Cross Sector
Build links with other sectors, to learn from their successes in building national frameworks, delivering policies and frameworks for good practice and to collaborate as partners on projects.

LUNCH 

A short film of Circus Space youth activities was shown in the auditorium.

Lunch was served on the terrace.  Delegates were treated to a fabulous performance by some of the young members of Cornwall’s Circus Kernow – including juggling, acrobatics, stilt walking, robotics and break dancing and original live music.

BREAK OUT SESSIONS 
1. Inclusivity – Peter Duncan
Peter ran a participatory workshop based around breaking down our preconceived ideas of barriers to including young people with disabilities from circus.  Please feel free to contact Peter direct for these and other ideas for games and workshops.

2. Credibility & Accreditation – Tim Roberts, TCS and Alice Young, Arts Award.
Tim opened by outlining the history of Circus Training in Europe.  Apart from Russia which established a school in 1920’s, circus training is a new phenomenon.  It was started by the French government in 1980’s when they recognised the need for formal training such as there already was for music, dance and theatre.  The school in Chalon sur Marne, with its 4 year programme was set up with considerable government funding and support.  This lead to a need for initial training across the French regions in order to develop young people to a level at which they were ready for Chalon.  Over 15 years, the National Federation of French Circus Schools has been established.  Other schools followed in Belgium, Finland, the UK, and two will be opening soon in Holland.  The costs of training are considerably higher than they are for other art forms, in terms of equipment, training and practice spaces.

Tim said that regular accredited training, although vital, is not the only way for people to enter the profession.  Self taught is also valuable and both routes support and encourage each other.  He also believes that all levels, not just degree are valid.  The combination of levels of validation and self taught people has supported an increase in diversity and creativity.  He felt that degree courses should not define the way that circus is.  More kinds of circus lead to more kinds of audiences.  

A discussion followed about the importance of regional development as well as collaborations and offshoots of creativity such as Sequins and Sawdust.  Underground circus was felt to be thriving in Britain alongside more formal training.  It was also felt that Circus Space has been a great inspiration and has whetted the appetite for similar developments in the regions.  Other developments in Europe include the European Federation of Professional Circus Schools (FEDEC).  Discussion also followed on the links between commercial circus and funded circus and opportunities for young people to gain apprenticeships.

Arts Award is recognised nationally by learning and skills councils, as a qualification for young people in the arts.  It is a framework system that allows young people to participate in the arts by working with a mentor, reviewing a show or writing about art, sharing skills with others.  It can be studied in three stages, bronze at lower GCSE level, silver at higher GCSE level and gold being at A level standard.(n.b. these courses, although studied at these levels, involve only about 30 hours work, and are thus not equivalent to GCSEs or A level).  They aim to assess students’ application to an art form rather than measuring skill.  They increase students’ life and social skills and focus.  They also require students to develop planning and leadership skills and to learn through experience. Both The Circus Project and Skylight have become involved in delivering the Arts Award and both praised the facilitator training and back up materials provided.  This training involves 1 day (cost £100) to become a Bronze and Silver facilitator and a further half day to become a Gold facilitator.  Arts Award is creating a specific Circus Arts section.

3. Strength through partnerships

Tina Carter & Tobias Fiedler.

The Network of International (Children & Youth) Circus Exchange (NICE) was formed in Berlin in 2005 to “provide support and enforce every individual or organization active in non-profit youth and amateur circus”.  A second meeting was held in Paris in 2006 and this year’s meeting will be in October in Finland.  A network for NICE has also been created.

NICE is a platform for youth exchange, volunteer exchange and an annual conference.

Future programmes include educational exchange seminars and meetings and a grand youth circus festival.

NICE members consist of representatives of the different official and unofficial national networks who want to contribute to the development of circus for young people and give circus the place in society it deserves.

NICE philosophy promotes the idea that circus is timeless and international.  It evens out obstacles between children, young people and adults and has the power to remove social differences, differences in background, religion and nationality.  Circus is a widely proven means for social, creative, emotional and motor development, the discovery of one’s borders and expanding them.  Circus provides values and abilities to become responsible, tolerant and active members of society.

To become a partner organisation, visit the website. 

4 Artistic Quality in youth performance.
Vicki Igbokwe (East London Dance), Gill Adamson (NAYT).

The session focused on how to measure quality in performance.  This  can include networking with a selection of performers and workshops.  Encouraging young people to self assess, for instance through seeing a professional achieve a trick or a move and assessing their own desire and inspiration to achieve that level themselves.  Through links between professionals and young people and working together.  She emphasised that all sectors, dance, theatre, circus, are going through the same challenges at the moment and by pulling the sectors together and sharing experiences we can move forward.

Break-out sessions were held in two rounds, allowing delegates to attend 2 sessions.

ROUND UP AND EVALUATION
Various points were made during the round up session including:

Validation/accreditation allows for wider development at all levels and validates the art form as a whole and makes better people of us all.

The UK network needs to develop and we should not be shy to go international.

There is a strong European vehicle for exchange which the UK can learn from.

All children have a right to be included and we can achieve this.

Networking has emerged as a vital way forward.

How can we help the new ACE Circus co-ordinator?

Regional as well as national meetings are required

Should the event be longer next year?

British Council – European Exchange Youth Fund may be useful.

Each youth circus can only be as good as the teachers teaching it.

The need to resolve the best way forward for Olympic bid

Ali announced that CAF have opened a discussion forum regarding the Olympic bid and all other youth circus matters on their website.

Finally, delegates mingled and swapped thoughts about what had most inspired them from the day and what they would be taking away with them and acting on.

CLOSE
Will Chamberlain closed the session and particularly thanked Ali and Verena and CAF for organising the day.  He ended by announcing his intent to apply for funding for a two day conference in Belfast next year which was very enthusiastically received.

Verena (Chair – CAF) thanked Will for being an excellent chair and keeping everything running to time and thanked everyone for attending.

