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Climate Groups 
 
To kick of the conversation a proposal was made for the formation of an action group, 
including freelancers, major organisations and climate crisis experts, to find and share 
solutions from other fields which we can use or adapt in our own. 
 
It was noted that a number of initiatives already exist (e.g. Julie’s Bicycle, Culture Declares, 
SIPSA) and we need to look at the ways they are not working. Do we need more funding, 
joining up, prioritising of the issue? Is there a micro-to-macro model, like in Manchester, or 
an enormous universal doing that could enable more progress? 
 
At least one organisation has found that training 100% of the staff team in carbon literacy had 
the greatest impact on sustainability initiatives, because it ensures everyone understands and 
shares responsibility for the changes. This kind of ground-up change is very powerful and 
should be our focus. Conversely, micro-changes (e.g. coffee) cups are only a small part of our 
carbon footprint compared to things such as audience and business travel. They make us feel 
good but we need more fundamental changes, perhaps led by financial accountability. This is 
a top-down approach but it will lead to bottom-up changes, and must include relationships 
with freelancers. 
 
Staging Change is creative-led and predominantly made up of freelancers, in particular early-
careers individuals, and has witnessed it’s campaigns reach people in a different way to 
established organisations. They have been pursuing top-down and bottom-up approaches 
through building relationships between organisations and freelancers and running 
workshops, campaigns and network events. 
 
In Manchester, a lot of successful progress has been led by working with people at the top of 
organisations across the city  and agreeing collective goals with the city council, who can then 
apply pressure to achieve them. This also provides opportunities to learn from other sectors, 
such as the music industry. The next step is for initiatives, such as carbon literacy training, to 
be expanded through the network of freelancers and suppliers, which requires more time and 
common language and commitments.  



Many of the existing initiatives have focussed on the sustainability of theatre buildings rather 
than their artistic output. As well as cutting carbon output, focussing on elements such as set 
design has the potential to have an outward facing impact on audiences. It was noted that, in 
Manchester, the cultural sector only produces 1% of the city’s carbon. The numbers and facts 
need to lead the changes but humans require narrative and emotion to galvanise the actions. 
This also happens to be what we are good at. 
 
We need to stop this from being somebody else’s problem – it needs to become part of our 
working culture, akin to health and safety practices, in order to reverse the disposable nature 
of our current practices. Groups are able to share information and resources but change can 
be actioned within our own spheres of influence by speaking to people right from the 
beginning of a project and keeping sustainability on the agenda in every conversation, e.g. in 
the meet and greet before rehearsals. The urgency of the crisis requires us to act fast and 
make fundamental changes but this also has to be facilitated by compassion in order for 
people to learn and be able to make mistakes. 
 
Training and support 
 
There is already an expectation on freelancers to manage budgets, work in other fields, do 
their own marketing, network etc – if we are adding more responsibility and requirements to 
adopt new methods of working, we need to ensure that this is sustainable for freelancers, 
especially those with access requirements. 
 
It was suggested that initiatives such as mass carbon literacy training might galvanise 
freelancers as well as educate them but also acknowledged that this requires finances. We 
need to ask how we can reach as many people as possible, not just in our practices but in our 
output. Unions are a good way to bridge gaps and share responsibility between freelancers 
and organisations and several have been pursuing training opportunities. 
 
An ethos of collaboration is required. We cannot expect designer, for example, to solve all of 
the problems, but if they come to a project with the desire to then this can be supported by 
a whole team including production managers etc. Many organisations are now building this 
into contracts in order to foster this expectation and set targets. There is a lot of good will but 
it is harder to action, and ensure the result looks good and not cobbled together, which 
requires commitment and creative thinking from the outset. This is a two-way street, 
freelancers should also be asking to see organisations’ sustainability policies at the beginning 
of work. 
 
It was suggested that companies adopt sustainable procurement policies, including the 
services of freelancers, and work with freelancers on the criteria. This might require 
organisations investing subsidy in things such as carbon literacy training. As an example, the 
Freelance Task Force model of embedding freelancers in the process of reopening theatres 
and implemented changes that are unlikely to be rolled back. This could be adopted for the 
purposes of making sustainability changes and ensuring that the expectations of freelancers 
are clear. 
 
 



Green Champions 
 
A proposal was made for organisations to have sustainability reps, in the model of associate 
creative roles,  who would be able to develop initiatives like carbon literary training in a way 
that engages freelancers’ priorities. A similar role could be established in the company on 
each production, akin to Equity reps. 
 
Given the level of the emergency and the temporary nature of our work, how do we justify 
our creation if it is damaging to the environment? In the spirit of radical solutions, we could 
adopt a reimagined model of making theatre, building active local partnerships and focussing 
on community engagement within walking distance. This would pose problems for the desire 
to tour work but it would be more sustainable, especially in terms of travel. At the very least, 
we should realign ourselves to value work like this and away from the capitalist model, which 
also reduced freelancers to service roles. There are always problems of time and money but 
also always ways we can engage, e.g. through relationships with touring networks, adopting 
an ethos of doing less but doing it better and using space to host events. These problems 
were challenged – if we are letting them get in the way then we are not prioritising dealing 
with climate crisis enough. 
 
The message requires as much attention as the methods, which raises questions about 
programming. Should there, for example, be a quota requiring organisations to make work 
about the climate crisis? Stories don't necessarily need to be about the climate crisis but 
about our priorities and values. The established model of bigger, louder, more stuff etc is not 
the essence of telling stories and we should be investing in people and productions that 
centre this. Existing associate roles are able to be a gentle thorn in the side of organisations 
and put pressure on this. 
 
It was suggested that the joy of theatre is in its imperfections – it is a physical, ephemeral 
medium based on an essential relationship between the audience and the stories, which we 
do not need to layer so much on top of. Even without creating work explicitly about the 
climate crisis, there are other ways to embed it in art. For example, it is highlighted 
periodically by the writers of Coronation Street. ITV have made this a big part of the culture, 
both in their practices and output. 
 
Buildings 
 
As a provocation, buildings are expensive, many are inefficient and have regulations that limit 
making them more sustainable.  Perhaps we should move away from buildings and dedicate 
more money and focus to people, freeing everyone up to work more sustainably. 
 
A problem discovered by organisations not based in buildings, however, is that you end up 
relying on spaces which you do not have control over, making it harder to take responsibility. 
There are lots of examples of outdoor and site-specific work, which also allows you to engage 
with lots of people who wouldn’t usually come to a theatre, but it is not necessarily cheaper 
or easier. However, a greater focus on the idea of community and supporting each other is 
attainable if we work together and this is something we have learned to do better during the 
pandemic. Perhaps we just need to share buildings more. 



 
 
There are also questions about the spaces in buildings other than the stage – so much of it is 
dedicated to rehearsals and making. Initiatives which have attempted to store and share 
resources such as costumes have struggled because they cannot find or maintain space for 
storage. This might be a potential area of collaboration. 
 
Even without being tied to the idea of creating work in theatres, the sustainability argument 
for abandoning or rebuilding them is not necessarily that strong. On the other hand, they 
offer a place to congregate, which is important. If regulations are stopping buildings from 
being more sustainable then should we be prioritising those principles, e.g. the building’s 
history? The key is that they are shared and that there is collaborative organisation around 
resources and processes. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
In summary, individuals voiced: a genuine fear of the timescale to solve these problems and 
a desire for them not to dominate the rest of our lives; a conviction that local action is the 
way forward; an encouragement for freelancers to challenge organisations and for 
organisations to embrace this; a belief that we will find solutions through knowledge and 
understanding of the problems; a recommendation to focus on the structural shifts and not 
the small changes that make us feel better; the need for institutional support to balance the 
needs of freelancers with development and progress; the importance of keeping these 
conversations going and actioning these ideas as we return to work; a question of how we 
make sustainability an intrinsic part of our practices; an assertion that inactivity is not an 
option, which requires space to fail, an offer to share resources and space; a plea to lobby 
arts councils for more support. 
 
Chair’s Notes 
 
There is a really distinct energy that materialises when people with different perspectives meet in 
mutual understanding. At the Sustainability Future Lab, this energy was particularly  unusual as 
everyone gathered without any attempt to overplay the hope or to dismiss the fear that underpins 
this conversation. The brutal reality of the climate crisis unified the conversation around suggestions 
of meaningful action and a sense of realism that drove all of the critical perspectives voiced.   
 
Often, as someone holding the space, when individuals pre-empt a comment with the disclaimer that 
it may be controversial, I prepare myself to name any tensions that could close the conversation 
down. However, when anything seemingly controversial was voiced in this space, the suggestions was 
met with agreement, pause for realisation and a drive to resolve any sticking point that could result 
in diluting our sector’s ambition. This was genuinely not a room concerned with ego, self-
aggrandization or status. This is a very powerful thing to witness in a sector where those things exist, 
even quietly, in almost every space. The urgency of the conversation was striking, the amount of 
knowledge in the space was evident, and the support for every possible solution was undeniable. 
 
The next question is how to harness all of this so that it echoes throughout the entire sector and 
beyond. If stories can change the world and stories are our craft, then we have a powerful role to play 
and need to start prioritising it at every turn. 


