BY UUP SOUTH BELFAST ASSEMBLY CANDIDATE, & FORMER DCAL MINISTER, MICHAEL MCGIMPSEY

We enjoy a vibrant local arts scene. The Belfast Festival at Queens, the Lyric Theatre and the newly improved Opera House act as major international showcases for our local talent.

Yet public investment on arts and culture dropped £1 million between 2004 and 2006. Expenditure was reduced to just over £6 per head of population, which is considerably less than the rest of the UK. 

The irony is that for every pound spent by the Arts Council, over £3 is returned back into the local economy. This makes supporting the Council not only a culturally but a financially sound decision.

However, a lot more investment needs to be put into supporting our arts and heritage. Redevelopment of the Lyric Theatre, the Crescent Arts and the arts centre in the Cathedral Quarter (which would incorporate Old Arts Theatre) were all part of the devolved government’s programme for investment some years ago. But we are still awaiting further work on these.

We want to see a strong DCAL raising up the local arts scene. With the right resources targeted and in place, DCAL, in partnership with the Arts Council, can take forward arts strategies on a regional and local basis. 

It’s vital that the promotion of the arts lies at the heart of local government. Local government is closest to community groups and amateur organisations – and so can respond quickest to local need.

Also on a local level, we support library services and hope to encourage more use of these facilities to promote community regeneration. That means creating library-based IT hubs that can open up pathways to employment.

We have shared cultural traditions. Ulster Scots is enjoying considerable interest, as is Irish and the Ulster-British tradition. Peace has brought prosperity and this has brought an influx of peoples to Northern Ireland. They are to be welcomed – the diversity of international customs contributes to a strong, vibrant community and economy. 

For example, the Chinese community has made a hugely important contribution, as have Indian communities. Now we are seeing new immigrants from Eastern Europe and Portugal who are playing their part. It all bodes well for the future. 

Moving image art is also significant. When DCAL was run locally we saw major investment in the NI Film & Television Commission. The work within the commission offers huge opportunities for our local talent and, when you add in the digital content sector, we’re looking at a four-fold return on investment. 

Another key area is BBC and UTV procurement policy. Our broadcast media must source and bring in talent from Northern Ireland. 

Everyone has talents, and arts and culture plays a very important role in ensuring individuals can realise their innate abilities. Developing those opportunities lies at the heart of Ulster Unionist policy.
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