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Introduction

The Australia Council is the Australian Government’s principal arts funding and advisory body.  Our vision is to enrich the nation by supporting the practice and enjoyment of the arts.  

Each year the Australia Council invests more than $150 million in the creation of high quality works by Australian artists and arts organisations, and we are continually looking for ways to support artists to access new and bigger audiences for this work. 
Digital technologies are changing the way Australians work and play.  Online, mobile, gaming, broadcast and interactive industries already contribute more than $21 billion to the economy each year.  Creativity is critical, with artists and animators making up neatly one-third of the workforce producing digital games.

The digital economy presents a multitude of opportunities for artists to push their creativity into new domains, connect with new audiences and access important new income streams.  In 2007 the Australia Council adopted Arts Content for the Digital Era as a key strategic priority in response to the current and anticipated future impact of emerging digital technologies on arts content.  Outcomes in this priority area are expected to increase access to Australian digital arts content; position digital arts content in education and to develop Australia’s digital literacy; build digital business capacities and encourage innovation in the arts sector; and create support measures to encourage inter-disciplinary content production.
We believe the arts play a significant role in the digital economy particularly in the creation of content for delivery via networked information and communication technologies and the capacity of the arts sector itself to drive community participation in a commercial sense, by enabling online transactions and communications, and providing interactive arts experiences.  
The Digital Economy Future Directions Consultation Paper does not specifically mention the arts as a key driver in the digital economy.  There are many examples of the ways in which the art sector is engaging with the digital economy.  The Australia Council has supported cutting-edge artists working in media arts and inter-disciplinary arts through grant programs and initiatives for many years.  Recent initiatives have enabled writers to develop narratives for new media platforms, major performing arts companies to broadcast hit productions across the country, and artists to create and commercialise content for mobile platforms among the many other ways in which we support the arts to engage in the digital economy.   This response outlines these initiatives for consideration in the next iteration of the consultation paper. 
Australia Council Digital Initiatives
· Creative Innovation Strategy

The Australia Council has in place a Creative Innovation Strategy that is a platform to grow the value of our support for the arts through partnerships.  The components are: Creative Schools – promoting arts education in schools to develop a culture of innovation; Synapse Research – a cross disciplinary research framework through partnerships with science and technology and investment in emerging cross-disciplinary areas of creative practice; Creative Leadership – developing creative leaders and international exchange; and Create + Accelerate – support for creative enterprise and innovation.  Much of this work is ongoing and has been integrated into the business practices of the organisation through various program areas.
· Second Life - Babelswarm

Australia’s first Second Life artists-in-residence launched their groundbreaking

virtual arts installation Babelswarm in April 2008. The 3-D real-time project,

a metaphor for the Tower of Babel, uses voice recognition software to convert

the spoken words of virtual and real participants into three-dimensional letterform

images in an evolving tower of words. The artwork, by writer Justin Clemens,

visual artist Christopher Dodds, and musician/3D artist Adam Nash, was launched

simultaneously in Second Life and in the real world at the Lismore Regional Gallery

in northern NSW. 

· Story of the future

Taking Australian literature into new domains, story of the future is an Australia

Council initiative to help the literary sector develop digital, interactive and cross platform

narratives. This has entailed developing the skills of writers to create digital

content and developing the capacity of publishing in new technology platforms.

The Publishing the Story of the Future seminar, held in July 2007, saw more than

100 publishers and industry representatives discuss the models, strategies,

consumer trends and intellectual property implications of new technology, led

by keynote speaker US publishing consultant Mike Shatzkin. The LAMP: Story

of the future labs, held in Tasmania in May 2007 and Queensland in November 2007,

saw sixteen teams develop and pitch digital projects with a strong narrative focus

for broadband, mobile, advanced TV, game consoles, virtual environments and

beyond. Project teams were mentored by new media professionals including US

games writer Matt Costello, UK cross platform producer Paul Bennun and

Canadian creative developer Tony Walsh. 

· Digital downloads research

Digital technologies are revolutionising the music industry—as the stereo gives

way to the home theatre and portable device, and the record shop moves online.

A report commissioned by the music board examined some of these changes and new business models for the digital delivery of Australian music. It also looked at the ways that moving towards greater use of digital platforms can contribute to artists’ income levels. Following the report, the

music board changed the focus of its presentation and promotion grant category

to encourage the creation of websites and other online marketing initiatives.

· Major performing arts digital broadcasts

Dance lovers as far afield as Katherine, Devonport and Hervey Bay got front row

seats to a performance by The Australian Ballet of Graeme Murphy’s Swan Lake

on 9 March 2008. The performance was simulcast on ABC2, beamed to big screens

in the Sydney Opera House forecourt and Federation Square in Melbourne, and

patched in to 2000 people watching in eight regional centres through the Australian

Film Commission’s Regional Digital Screen Network. The Australian Ballet’s multiple

award-winning production of Swan Lake also toured to Japan in July 2007. The

broadcast was part of a strategic partnership between the Australia Council and

the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) to deliver more arts content across

the ABC’s digital delivery platforms. A broadcast of Opera Australia’s production

of Carmen was made in March 2008. 
· Australian Network for Art and Technology—Portable Worlds

An entire art gallery fitting in your pocket may not be as far fetched as it seems.

An exhibition of nine bold artworks for the mobile screen, the Australian Network

for Art and Technology (ANAT)’s Portable Worlds began a national tour in March

2008 in South Australia and has since travelled to regional Tasmania and Victoria.

The exhibition encourages school children and young media producers to contribute

their artworks through a free Bluetooth interface, with activities designed to facilitate

the development of small screen literacy skills and creative practice. 

Response to consultation topics
1. Open Access to Public Sector Information

Through the Research Hub, the Australia Council is developing a key resource for information, research reports and other relevant material.  We are also supporting partnerships with key arts organisations and the ABC to make available other arts content previously not accessible in digital forms.  
2. Digital Confidence

As part of a current survey of arts organisation clients on digital technology usage, the Australia Council asked respondents how equipped they are to utilise technology in creative and commercial aspects of their business.  Responses to date reveal that the level of digital participation varies across organisations with the main focus on use of technology in the delivery of artistic product while online capacity for ticketing and audience interaction has growth potential.  Our business capacity building activities are addressing some of these needs with industry workshops and grants for specific projects.
In addition, the facility to apply for Australia Council grants has been made available for the first time in 2009.  We will be closely monitoring the take up and effective usage of this facility.
3. Developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base
The Australia Council has sought to enhance digital literacy through its arts and education programs by researching and developing innovative applications of arts content for educational use.  The aim here is to equip artists from non-technology based art forms with the skills necessary to create content for digital platforms.  
An example of this is the recently released The writer's guide to making a digital living.  This guide was developed through the Australia Council's Story of the Future project in 2008 to explore the craft and business of writing in the digital era and examines writing, collaboration, copyright, marketing and distribution and business models, and how to develop projects from concept to commercial takeup. It includes case studies from Australia's rising generation of poets, novelists, screenwriters, games writers and producers who are embracing new media and contains audio and video content from seminars and workshops, as well as extensive references to resources in Australia and beyond.

4. Measuring the digital economy and its impacts

The effect of digital technologies on the production and consumption of the arts is one of five key priorities in the Australia Council’s research plan.  The research program includes commissioning research projects both independently and in collaboration with other government agencies and universities.  As part of this we are in the process of identifying the range of existing data and key research questions. 
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