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A call for Change

T

he UK is emerging from a severe economic crisis but the recovery
is patchy and uneven. Inequality is rising and social mobility is falling.
People and places are at risk of being left behind. New ideas and new
approaches are urgently needed.
Knowle West Media Centre (KWMC) has a strong track record of using
the arts and digital media to develop and test new ideas with communities that make a real and practical difference in their lives, and we can
demonstrate significant impact in Bristol and beyond.1 However, like
many communities across the UK, Knowle West remains pressured by
long-term social and economic issues and scores high on multiple
measures of disadvantage.
Drawing on our experience, we make five ‘calls for change’ that we think
would make a difference in communities that are most in need. We set
out the practical steps that policy makers would need to take to
implement these ideas.
The purpose of our manifesto is to open up access to ideas, tools and
opportunities that will help ensure that the UK’s economic recovery is
inclusive - and that people and places feel they have a positive role to
play in shaping their well-being and their future.

At risk: people and places are being left behind

Filwood
-

BS4

Electoral ward in South Bristol commonly referred to as Knowle West
Population of approx. 12,0002
42% of adults (aged 16+) have no formal qualifications3
No young people achieved five grades A*-C at GCSE in 20124
Ranks high amongst Bristol wards for health outcomes including premature
cancer mortality and households with smokers
Some areas fall within the most deprived 10% of all England5

Every city in the UK has at least one neighbourhood, if not more, with a similar story.
But headline statistics do not give us the full picture. There is a richness of talent and
culture in Knowle West, and places like it, which is often overlooked.6 The challenge is
how best to build on these community assets rather than ignore them, or impose
top-down ‘solutions’ to issues that are perceived as problems outside the
community.

1
More support
for people
to co-design
their future
Citizens need to have a leading role in imagining, designing and building
their futures. But at the moment there is too much focus on the role of large
corporations and big government. There is a danger that a “control centre”
vision of the ‘Smart City’ will swallow large swathes of public life - from
transport and housing to health and energy - with little space left for the
aspirations, emotional intelligence and agency of individuals and communities.
Projects like SPHERE, which investigates how healthcare technologies can
be utilised by older people living at home, or the collaborative ethic of our
coding camps for young people, show the potential for addressing the gap
between the big tech platforms offered by global corporations and the
interests of real people and places.

Our calls
for action
• Government-funded tech projects should require
and properly resource the involvement of people and
communities as co-designers - who can help develop
new infrastructure, products and services – not merely
as consumers or informants;
• Government should commit a higher proportion of its
investment in technology to go directly to SMEs, social
enterprises and community-based organisations in
order to develop home-grown prototypes and help to
make successes sustainable and scalable.

2
Democratize
the next
industrial
revolution
Digital fabrication, with the spread of technologies like 3D printers and
laser cutters, is fundamentally changing the way we make things, and where.
Some commentators are calling it “the next industrial revolution”.
KWMC has led a pilot to test some of these new technologies, establishing
a Pop-Up Furniture Factory in a disused building. Armed with a CNC miller,
laser cutter and lots of community-based creativity, the pop-up has been
commissioned to make the furniture for a new green business park in South
Bristol. Instead of furniture being picked out of a catalogue and shipped in,
the furniture has been designed and made locally, with £100k invested in the
local community as a result.
More can be done to open up access to the tools and skills involved in
digital fabrication, making sure that the rich opportunities for learning and
developing new kinds of local, sustainable creative enterprises are available
to the many and not just the few.

Our call
for action
• Put government funding and support in place to set
up a network of community-based ‘maker labs’, with
priority given to areas of high economic and social need.
The maker lab network would provide the public with
open access to digital manufacturing tools, and training
and business start-up support.

3
Break down
barriers
to talent
development
The UK needs a more diverse workforce in the arts and creative industries.
There needs to be fairer access to opportunities and more routes into careers
that don’t assume people have a university degree and parents that can
bankroll early career development.
Many young people, particularly from disadvantaged backgrounds, cannot
afford to work for free to gain the experience that will give them the edge
– and nor should they.7 For many, the minimum apprenticeship wage of
£2.73ph for 16-18 year olds and over 19s in their first year will not meet the
costs of living independently.8
Over the last two years we’ve pulled together the resources to appoint 22
unemployed young people aged 18-24 - many in their first paid position. This
has been a real challenge as an employer and has involved knitting
together many different and complex government funding streams,
subsidies and programmes. However, as a result we have been able to offer
young people who might not otherwise have found a foothold in the creative
industries a first step into their dream career. It has also brought valued
individuals with fresh ideas and perspectives into our organisation and then
onwards into our wider employer networks. More needs to be done to make it
easier to create and expand these opportunities.

Our calls
for action
• Simplify and expand the programmes that enable
young people to learn and earn enough to live;
• Set up a “living wage development fund” so arts and
creative industry organisations can become beacons for
fair access and a diverse workforce;
• Incentivise arts and creative organisations, social
enterprises, SMEs and schools to work together more
closely to develop real and purposeful work experience
programmes that complement students’ learning and
ambitions, meet business needs and give back to the
school and wider community at the same time.

4
Every School
needs to be a
Creative School
Since 2008 growth in the creative industries has outstripped almost all
other sectors, including banking, construction and manufacturing. But
growth and the ability to create genuinely innovative new products and
services are being put at risk by a poor supply of skilled people from the
widest range of disciplines and the lack of collaboration between disciplines.9
From the global success of Thomas Heatherwick to the local success of
KWMC’s own Pop-Up Furniture Factory, time and time again it is the mix
of art and tech that is the key to success.
The arts also have a powerful capacity to engage and inspire, drawing in
a wider pool of talent. Evidence shows:
• participation in structured arts activity can lead to an increase in
transferable skills including confidence and communication;
• significant links between participation in arts and creative activity
and enhanced wellbeing
• children from low-income families who take part in arts at school are
three times more likely to get a degree.10
The school-to-school lottery of arts provision needs to end.

Our calls
for action
• Move from STEM to STEAM: restore the arts as a core
part of the National Curriculum by expanding the priority
STEM subjects (Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths)
to include both the Arts and a focus on high-tech crafting
and making;
• Encourage people to study a fusion of STEAM subjects,
with a greater focus on career support and developing
skills for enterprise;
• Issue new guidance from Ofsted that no school,
academy, youth service or Children’s Centre can be
judged beyond ‘requires improvement’ unless they can:
-

Offer a broad and balanced curriculum that includes the arts.

Demonstrate that they have a range of partnerships in place with
business, community and creative organisations to support teaching and
learning, deliver outcomes for children and young people, and connect the
school to businesses and the wider community in positive and practical
ways.

5
Safeguard
investment
in the arts
Spending on the arts already generates a substantial return: for every £1
invested in arts and culture, up to £6 is generated for the local economy.
With a very modest less than 0.05% of government spending, the sector
contributes over £4 billion to the national economy each year.11 This
economic value needs to be safeguarded.
We know from our experience that the arts have the capacity to reach,
engage, and help to meet people’s needs - often in ways where
conventional policy, public services and politics fail.
• Our 3e Houses project worked with artists to create data visualisations of people’s monthly utility
bills, overcoming barriers of low literacy levels to save people money and cut carbon emissions;
• Our Social Mirror project used an arts-led approach to pilot “social prescribing”, tackling social
isolation by prescribing tailored local activities instead of medications;
• Our Kitchen Circus project brought people from different backgrounds together and created shared
experiences of joy and understanding.

Moreover, taking a holistic approach and working with the arts can
have wider benefits in terms of the well-being of individuals and
communities.12
However, this kind of innovative arts practice is often overlooked. The
focus on “London versus the rest” in the current arts funding debate is
unhelpful and obscures the bigger issue of critical under-funding of the
arts in communities of high economic and social disadvantage across
the UK.

Our calls
for action

• Safeguard the 0.05% of government investment in arts
and culture;
• Set up an “Arts Well-Being Investment Fund” to
prioritise, pilot and scale up arts-led approaches to
addressing some of the critical challenges facing cities,
including food poverty, social isolation, dementia and
climate change;
• Reform spending on arts and culture provision to
ensure a higher proportion of funding and activity is
targeted at the people and places that are currently
most under-served and have least access to art.
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Knowle West Media Centre (KWMC) is an arts organisation and charity based in
Bristol. Since 1996, we have used the arts and digital technologies to support people
to imagine and develop ideas about social change, prototype new approaches, and
share the learning across the UK and beyond.
In the last year, people from Bristol and beyond had 10,329 experiences with us,
including 471 young people, 69 regular volunteers and 23 commissioned artists.
These experiences include testing digital tools developed in response to local
needs, training and skills-development programmes, and setting up their own
small enterprises.
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