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  Speech

The European Festivals Association – challenges in times of diverging expectations 

The European Festivals Association (EFA) is a network of arts festivals in Europe. It was founded in 1952 by Denis de Rougemont in the post-war dynamics striving for everlasting peace in Europe and in the world. 

It represents the major European festivals throughout Europe. 

And indeed, an organization as the EFA must question: 'When is a festival of international importance? What is the need to give continued attention to innovative artwork? Are festivals as strong in terms of tourist impact as we think? And what is the future of major European festivals? …'.

That is one of the reasons why we take part in the Leicester 'one day conference on challenges of growth – an international perspective'. This is why we closely collaborate with the 'European Festival Research Project'.

There is no better start than dedicating this introduction to some of my personal opinions regarding the challenges of festivals, the wrong and the right expectations as well as the emerging trends that are influencing the format before concluding with the position EFA as the network of festivals has in this framework. 

*

Without any doubt at all, art and culture are incredibly influential and uplifting experiences in society. Festivals seem to succeed in generating a stimulating and collective joyous atmosphere among people. They are superb instruments in reaching the public psyche, introducing vision and ideas, communicating a sense of art and reflection on cultural matters. A festival is an ideal formula to generate extra attention - by means of the press, for sure locally, sometimes nationally as well internationally - towards the public, and to give a festive framework to a certain artistic and cultural context. For performers, artists, orchestras, etc … festivals are ideal platforms and extremely positive exposures for their work and to present this work to the public: greater and within a greater diversity. Quite a lot of people are visiting performances during festivals, people that normally would never go to theatres, concerts, etc ….

And let us be clear: maximising the artists work and reaching a broader public for that particular work remains the very essence for every art and culture presentation, and so also for festivals.

Festivals are very often confronted with a teasing situation which forces them to lower their attention to the quality of the program itself. 

Festivals show quite remarkable economic effects. And the impression still survives that festivals are important for tourism!

Indeed: festivals are excitingly interesting formats, being cultural products which can play a role in an economic mechanism and in terms of tourist ambitions. We don’t invent this at the spot, it has already been noted and it has served as a motivation for decades.

However, as far as I know, there are indeed adequate research results for proving the economic effects, but there are no statistics to measure precisely the impact of solid festivals on tourism, at least on a general, international level. 

It may be clear: the effect on tourism is simply to be witnessed when you visit the festivals such as Avignon, Salzburg, Edingburgh, Bayreuth, and some others ... . And just ask a restaurant-or a bar-owner in those cities, or the city administration or the people of the tourist desk. Their idea about the relation ‘cultural festivals – tourism – economy’ will become clear to you in a well-underlined way.   
It became all very obvious in France in the summer of 2003 when the  'intermittent' (the technical staff in the performing arts with a special social status) expressed their dissatisfaction by means of a strike leading to virtually no festival taking place in France that particular summer. The main tourist sites (Avignon indeed) shared in this fate, possibly also some others. The south of France holds a lot of festivals. In the summer of 2003, due to the strike, there were none. Did this influence the tourist results in the region? I doubt it!

Festivals are attractive, yes, and might be an extra motivation to visit a town or region. Quite a lot of tourists are indeed regularly travelling to the big names which have just been mentioned, to enjoy a holiday while experiencing some high-standard cultural activity. But: will a tourist choose for a certain destination because there is a classical music festival? Or an experimental theater- or dance festival? Will the Brit or the French or the Dutch who travel the Spanish, Italian or Turkish coasts choose this particular city because there is a festival there? Of course not, coincidental exceptions notwithstanding. 

What is likely to play a role: a festival does add some value to a destination and, yes, might make a difference. The fact that there is also a festival in a certain city might be an extra attractive reason for the potential tourist. It can certainly influence the choice of a visitor.  The quality of the destination as a product can be enhanced if there is added cultural value. 

But again, there are no adequate figures at hand to underline it as a general effect. Yet there are figures from diverse studies about the tourist and economic impact of a specific festival. Undoubtedly, these results serve us a big deal. Nevertheless, a global overview is needed.

Therefore, EFA is collaborating in a large-scale research programme on festivals led by Dr Dragan Klaic sitting on this table. The research project is now running and has to be finalised in the course of 2007! Then, hopefully, we will dispose of clear insights. 

**

The idea that culture has, besides its own agenda of promoting the importance of art and culture an unequalled role in profiling, upgrading and augmenting the aura of towns and regions has drawn much attention and has been extremely recognised during the last decades. 

Regions and towns are looking for cultural projects that will make their own town exceptional compared to others, possibly competing tourist towns or simply in order to save these towns from oblivion.

In this context, architecture plays a major role. Architecture as a sustainable urban component. Great architectural projects to host a cultural event or initiative are often the first and strongest points of interest. Museums, concert halls…! Besides smooth functioning!

Let’s only think about the recent Guggenheim museum in Bilbao, or the many new architectural achievements in Valencia, or the new concert hall in Porto or Bruges or the new museum by Frank Ghéry in the unsightly little German town of Hertford.

Art in public space can present rarely the same results. We may think of the 'angel of the north' as a good example. 

But in this I want to underline the importance for what I would call the 'town art festival'. Town festivals increasingly receive a newly profiled place in the cultural tourist programme of a town or region. Culture often serves as a catalyst to generate a new dynamic, a new dynamic that is often strongly oriented towards tourism departing from culture.   

This idea is for sure best illustrated by the European cultural capitals. And more: the inspiration for success lies in the concept of these cultural capitals of Europe. Such large-scale, long-term town festivals do indeed have a number of positive and indirect effects such as the boosting of tourism and the increase of economic activities.

I myself was the general director of Bruges 2002, cultural capital of Europe. The effects were indeed impressive. That was clear thanks to the thorough study of the effects that we ordered.

The success of these cultural capitals allows many derivatives. Many towns – not holding the title – organise their own town festivals with concepts based on the cultural capitals. The formula is well known by now!  

These town festivals are characterised by a number of particularities: they always (mostly) organise a long-running relevant exhibition allowing the public to visit the town permanently; the events are always a mixture of artistic, cultural disciplines, it always contains a concentrated period, particular of a festival.

Town festivals have positive effects – economic as well as in terms of tourist impact (which is not the same: the tourist impact results directly in an economic impact, but the economic impact comes also from other effects)..
The concept of a town festival can indeed be seen as a tourist product. If a festival wants to continue playing a role or even enlarging its role in tourism, it has to be strongly in line with the multidisciplinary town festivals in respect of programme and form. Then, these multidisciplinary town festivals are at least a direction!  
***

But: innovation, that is what it is all about. 

Not only to renew the attention within the multidisciplinary context, but let’s not forget either that festivals are the heralds of innovation in art itself. Festivals still have an essential mission in this field. What must keep us intrigued is the question how to optimise and how to elaborate certain things. Which are, first of all, the most appropriate ways for festivals to be alert festivals of culture and arts and to play their social and economic role and hence to be useful to tourism!

Art is constantly renewing itself; artists are always looking to refine their way of communication, to express themselves differently. This laboratory-scale work often takes place within alternative, avant-garde frameworks. Galleries, music clubs, small theatres…. Yet, this research is in full development, and frequently it gains such a quality that it has to be tested facing a large public. The true mission of a festival is to pick this up. I think that each festival, if not exclusively focussed on renewing trends – and many of them are already specialising in this niche - has to make room for new phenomena.  It helps the public to look further and to experience new and interesting things. It is part of the educational information mission of a festival. A festival is able to present in a short and intense way, new matters within the multitude of programmes, and embed them within the whole.  

The festival is also the pure opportunity - and a core responsibility - to do so, because of the large attention. The public also knows that a festival is an exceptional occasion, and that exceptional things may be shown or seen. In this way, the festivals are contributing to the development of the arts and to the evolution of the public’s perception.

All too frequently, festivals, and more in particular the smaller ones in smaller towns, are hanging onto a known programme: time after time, an orchestra or a chamber orchestra with a well-known repertory. Or presenting the well know dance program already seen all over the place. It is of course often much more complicated for smaller festivals in smaller regions to partially ignore the self-conforming expectations of local authorities by incorporating the so called 'artistic risks' in the programme. 

Yet, it remains necessary to make room for new compositions, a new small opera, a dance performance with newly composed music, new performing art forms, new technology, … . 

Innovation leads to discussions, new interests, a different public and helps to establish a reputation. This remains the mission of the festivals throughout Europe. 

And if a festival shows an extraordinarily innovative quality, it contributes to a special “certain something”!  
***********

**** 

This is also what EFA strives at: to promote innovation by facilitating cooperation projects and by strengthening the role of the artists, their mobility and their position in the cultural industries. This can be reached thanks to the high quality of our members: In its more than 50 years of existence, the Association has grown into a dynamic cultural network. It currently represents 88 arts festivals in the field of music, dance and theatre, 12 national festivals associations and 4 cultural networks from altogether 38 different (mainly European) countries. 
Since April 2004, the offices of the European Festivals Association are based in Gent/Belgium officially in Brussels! Not only has the association been relocated to the heart of Europe, close to the European decision-making bodies and with the intention to increase the Association’s political activities and visibility, but new staff has given the EFA a boost. 

This switch from Switzerland to Brussels reflects the intention and renewed aspiration of EFA: to get closer to Europe and to become an even stronger promoter of European culture and the European civil society: the voice of hundreds of festivals in the context of the so-called ‘European cultural debate’. During the last year, the Association has initiated its new mission to become a European and even international interlocutor in some influential cultural organizations and a partner for the European Union when it comes to the festival territory.

Two major fields of activities characterize the EFA:

1. At a strategic level the Association offers opportunities for festival practitioners to 

· access management, research and comprehensive cultural data. EFA is currently involved in the “European Festival Research Project”, in co-operation with Dragan Klaic and De Montfort University (next to other researchers). 
· The task of mutual information is of course traditional and primordial. The different festivals have to be stimulated, and organizationally supported to implement a mutual data flow. The internal EFA website (www.efaextra.efa-aef.org) facilitates communication and proves an efficient instrument for the members. Next to information about the Association it is also essential for keeping, setting up and stimulating collaborations and co-productions. It also informs the members about everyone's program as well as everyone's internal organization. And it contains an elaborate and updated international specialized press list, among the other services.
· At an external level, EFA spreads information about the members’ activities to a large international public. It goes without saying that the visibility of the activities of EFA and its members is mainly provided by means of the world-wide-web (EFA website: www.efa-aef.org, with more than 1 million visitors a year) but also by means of a common advertisement and communication strategy.
2. The European Festivals Association also functions at a practical level, offering opportunities to access a range of activities focused on special topics including
· A European atelier for young festival managers, a training program for young festival operators from 15-21 May 2006 in Görlitz/Germany. An extremely important new initiative. Experienced and well-known festival organizers are working together for one week with some 40 young festival managers. Please contact us if you or some of your colleagues would like to participate or if you know people being interested in participating.

· the annual General Assembly which in 2006 will take place in Luxemburg from 15-18 June. It will include a 'one day conference' focused on the “Collaboration between the media across Europe and cultural festivals”, also open for non-members. The General Assembly is always a crucial moment with some 100 members - and this time also non-members - gathering for discussions, meetings, etc. and of course for having a good time!

· the ARS NOVA workshop on new music, in co-operation with ECPNM (European Conference of Promoters of New Music) from 6-8 October 2006 in Oslo in the framework of the ULTIMA contemporary music festival. This is a yearly working group facilitating collaborations between members in the field of contemporary classical music. In 2005 in Zagreb some 13 new co-productions were set up!
· The ‘Ghent Forum – The Denis de Rougemont meeting’ on European cultural policies, in partnership with a couple of colleague networks, to be launched in September 2006 on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of the birth of the founder and first president of the EFA, Denis de Rougemont. As announced the EFA more and more gains importance in the European discussion on culture. It is clear that Europe will be active in culture policy. The festival branch will be a part of this discussion by means of the EFA.

*****

EFA, with its know-how and its professional background is ready to contribute to defining the diverging aspirations and expectations festivals are confronted with. We are ready to find out what the major challenges festivals have to deal with are in the future. And we are ready, through our core mission which is a cultural one, to find answers also to other questions related to social cohesion, economics, tourism, … ..

When you are able to serve the artists in a constructive way, they will provide excellent work for your public. The appreciation of that public for that excellent art work will contribute to your success and will enhance your local, national and international exposure! And it will have a positive impact on your city and your region!
Hugo De Greef

Leicester
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