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13th January 2008

Councillor Steven Carroll

Cabinet Member, Culture and Regeneration

Nottinghamshire County Council (NCC)
County Hall
West Bridgford
Nottingham
NG2 7QP

Dear Councillor Carroll 

RUFFORD CERAMICS CENTRE
We, as representatives of the Save Rufford Ceramics Centre (RCC) Petition Group, would like to thank you for meeting us on 4th January to discuss our concerns.  Attached to this letter is a summary of what was discussed at the meeting.

Our worries focused on the changes instigated by Nottinghamshire County Council (NCC) without proper public consultation or regard to the future reputation of RCC.  These included: the withdrawal of curatorial support for exhibitors, the redundancy of the Gallery invigilators, the future of the RCC website, the closure of the specialist ceramics shop, the future of Earth & fire, access to the NCC ceramics collection,  the new model for the workshop programme and the future of the residency programme along with the space it occupies.

We believe that all of the above have contributed to the success of RCC and are of value to the local and wider community.

We accepted the invitation to meet on the understanding that NCC's representatives would be receptive to discussing alternative models that addressed our concerns and NCC's new priorities, aims and objectives.

We have, in previous correspondence, stated our support for NCC’s need to open the Arts Program at Rufford to a wider audience, but not at the expense of RCC’s future reputation as a centre of excellence for ceramics.  It is this excellence that has provided a source of inspiration to get young people interested in art. Too many public funded arts programmes are dumbed down in an attempt to prevent accusations of elitism and preserve funding.  We believe that anti elitism is a cloak behind which hides the reality of funding cuts.

The level of regard in which the RCC is held is demonstrated by the ease with which a petition to halt the change programme and hold a proper public consultation has attracted over 1250 signatures over a short period of time coinciding with the busy Christmas period and the concern expressed by the media, locally and nationally, and by many leading figures in the ceramics world.

POST MEETING ANALYSIS

We are truly disappointed that having been invited to discuss an alternative model to safeguard the hard earned reputation of RCC we were met with such resistance and obstinacy.  Establishing a National Centre for Ceramics is certainly an ambitious goal but a growing voice within the Ceramic Community, which NCC's representatives seem to have lost touch with, is saying that it is achievable.

It was apparent in the meeting that NCC's representatives are in denial that they are custodians of a centre of international repute which is respected throughout the World.

SC's comments that she could not run a business model by committee or accept her work being scrutinised by people to whom she is not accountable and that she is only answerable to cabinet speaks volumes.  It is not the ‘business model’ we are talking about here, it is a ceramic art  centre with a Worldwide reputation

NCC's representatives, while clarifying a few points of detail, demonstrated an alarming disregard of anyone else’s views or opinions and their irritation that the petition and subsequent press interest has put their undemocratic plans under scrutiny was clear.

The request for detail of the business/operational model that is being implemented for review by the Ceramic Community was turned down.  It is a moot point where future ceramic expertise will be derived from as we were told that Peter Dworok, the current source is leaving in 3 months and we know that Barry Wilson, Craft Development Officer - Exhibitions is also leaving at the end of this month. These 2 people have been the mainstay and driving force behind all Exhibitions at Rufford for the last 10 years!

Rejection of assistance from the Ceramic Community

Our suggestion, backed by an outline, for the NCC to work with the Ceramic Community to develop a National Ceramics Centre at Rufford, supported by a newly created Trust, with the potential to build on RCC’s existing reputation, enabling the NCC to significantly reduce its costs, while benefiting ‘on the margin’ from an increased range and quality of ceramic activities  was met with almost derision – it didn't work in Bideford.  (We have since learned that the project in Devon never got past feasibility studies stage due to locally involved people holding up Rufford as the example and expressing the feeling that with the way things were developing in Nottinghamshire would it really work down in Devon!)

Sadly we feel this was not a constructive response and we concluded that our request to let us do a study over 3 months, with a little help from NCC on historic, budget data for the existing RCC, to establish what is feasible and report back to share the potential with you, had fallen on deaf ears.

The Issue of Trust

SB expressed surprise that there was a complete lack of trust between the NCC and the Petitioners.  The answer is simple – be straightforward and trusting and this will meet a similar response! At present we have serious doubt about what is planned and that NCC's rhetoric is not being met by its actions.

For example, the Craft Shop on the ground floor below the Gallery is currently one of 7 shops run by NCC Country Park Services.  NCC has repeatedly used the argument that because this shop sells, amongst other items, ceramic goods, this justifies the closing of the specialist ceramics shop upstairs.

Based upon our research we know that:

·
The remit of the craft shop is to stock products that result in its commercial success.

·
Products are not stocked with the aim of appealing to those specifically visiting RCC.

·
The sale of ceramics in the shop is not regarded as a major success to date.

It is, therefore, clear that unless there is a major change in strategy the Craft Shop will not be placing a greater emphasis on ceramics or reviewing the quality and breadth of what is sold.  In short, it does not replace the specialist ceramics shop.

Since meeting we have learned that a senior member of staff at Rufford has been in contact with well known ceramic artists offering the use of the Gallery on extremely generous terms in what would seem to be an attempt to camouflage an almost non existent exhibition programme.  While we approve of the intended outcome, which is to bring top quality ceramics to RCC, we are most concerned about the way this process is being managed.

It is statements and actions such as those above that do not engender trust from the Petition Group members.

The New Focus of Rufford

We have heard unconfirmed reports of the following: that the new appointment for managing RCC will be an NCC employee from Education rather than the Arts and that this person will have responsibility for managing the exhibition program.  That this person will be asked to work closely with Cllr Joyce Bosnjak, Cabinet member for Children and Young People's Services, to engage schools in arts participation programs (to see where Cllr Bosnjak's interests lie visit: http://joycebosnjak.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/)

We note from your own documents that the title of the new appointment will change from ‘Visual Arts & Crafts Development Manager’ to ‘Strategic Development Officer: Inclusion & Diversity’ and that all mention of Ceramics and Crafts have been deleted from the titles of the remaining positions at Rufford.

Further Clarification Sought
What is still not clear and we would welcome further response on these matters is:

1. The overall strategy - if there is one, or the detailed business and/or operational model for the RCC which NCC appears reluctant to reveal

2. How far the NCC approach of ‘broadening the appeal and widening the access’ will, given the reduced budget, weaken and reduce the quality of the RCC.

3. What substance exists behind the discussions that we understand have been held at high level with the Harley Gallery about Earth and Fires future.

NCC Ceramics Collection 

The NCC ceramics collection, which effectively belongs to the people of Nottinghamshire, is currently inaccessible due to the refurbishment of the Gallery and now closed ceramics shop.

·
Please advise us how NCC plans to grant access to the ceramics collection over the short and longer term; how and where it will be displayed; the days and hours of access?

We have it on good authority that the valuable ceramics collection has not been fully catalogued.

·
Can NCC advise us what steps are being taken remedy this failure and provide a date by which this task will be completed?

During visits to Rufford in December 2007 we were astounded to see valuable exhibits from the collection on open display to the visiting public in what was the specialist ceramics shop without any supervision.

·
We need reassuring that such a lapse in security will never be repeated.

·
Presumably NCC will be undertaking a formal audit to ensure that no pieces have gone missing - please confirm?

The Current Workshop Program

We believe that both students and tutors should be given the opportunity to discuss a workable model with NCC that meets the objectives of all parties.

·
Please advise whether such discussions have taken place and what assistance will be given to enable a smooth and workable transition from the old to the new regime?

The Rufford/Craft Centre website

We understand that the above was developed at considerable expense.

·
Who will be responsible for the maintaining and developing this site and how does NCC plan to invest in and develop this resource to ensure it remains current and relevant?
Conclusion
It is disappointing that the NCC representatives we met with feel that they are answerable only to NCC Cabinet on the matter of changes to the operational model at RCC.

On the points of detail we welcomed the following clarification:

1. That the residency programme is guaranteed for the foreseeable future.

2. That the courses and workshops will continue for the foreseeable future, albeit under a different model.

3. The Gallery space will be available to hire, curation being undertaken by the parties renting the space on an exhibition by exhibition basis, with some as yet undefined support.  However, NCC's representatives are willing to discuss an alternative model for running the Gallery and exhibition programme which we would like to investigate further.

4. Continuation and more extensive use of the woodland craft and kiln site, which Sue Cullen believes to be under utilised at present.

5. Earth and Fire – confirmed for 2008, but not guaranteed beyond this year “it will remain at Rufford as long as this site is deemed suitable for the number of visitors attending”.

We remain concerned about NCC's unwillingness to explore the potential for a National Ceramics Centre based at Rufford which would build on RCC's reputation while at the same time embrace NCC’s local aims for wider participation within a tighter budget by opening up new sources of funding for the benefit the whole community. 
We will in any case press ahead with a feasibility study for a National Ceramics Centre, but we believe that your refusal to enter into meaningful dialogue with the Ceramic Community about NCC’s future plans for RCC, except for of the Gallery and exhibition programme, is counter productive and over the long term will damage NCC’s standing in the artistic community and with its own electorate.  Indeed, this attitude seems not to embrace NCC's own guidelines relating to "partnership working" as stated in the Future Role and Direction for the Arts Service report and the Arts Service Spend presentation.
We would like to repeat our thanks to you for meeting with us, we do understand the budget pressure you are under.  We regret that the meeting was not more constructive and would suggest that rather than seeing us as a threat and a nuisance to be dismissed, that you work with us constructively and if there is nothing to hide, share openly your plans with us and be open to ideas to help maintain the wonderful centre that the RCC has become.

On the subject of openness, you will understand that we have an obligation to communicate with the Petition Group and those that have shown an interest in the future of RCC.  Consequently, we will be putting this document and the enclosure in the public domain.

Please recognise that the RCC is much more than the sum of its parts, and should not be subjected to a secretive and narrow business/operational plan approach focused on cost cutting and looked at part by part.  

In our view, and that of over 1250 other people - your approach is fundamentally wrong and you, the community you serve and the UK will be the poorer for it.

Katie stated at our meeting that "we will do everything we can to create something positive from our discussions".  We are willing to put the past behind us if NCC's representatives are prepared to reconsider the future of RCC with open minds and embrace the assistance that has been offered by the Ceramics Community.

We await your reply and look forward to further constructive discourse and working with NCC on this project.

Yours sincerely

Katie Greenfield

Carl Gray

(for and on behalf of the Save Rufford Ceramics Centre Petition Group)
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