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CHALLENGES AND CHOICES FOR THE FORTHCOMING YEAR 2005-6

1. SUSTAINABILITY

We’ve seriously upped the level of activity this year, and taken on 30 new acting members. But retention is a problem for us compared to other groups. There is also the risk of the same people always coming forward to drive new initiatives and then burning out, particularly on the production side.

Conversely, there is also the danger that some people – particularly actors getting smaller parts - don’t get enough to do and become bored.

We could consider the following options:

More crossover between acting roles and production roles

Directors and casts already do a lot of multitasking, but perhaps it should become more of a working assumption in the group that every actor will also have a behind-the-scenes role which is agreed very early on in the production.

More “sabbaticals” for actors behind the scenes

Making it part of the way we work that actors are generally expected to do behind the scenes work on shows they’re not appearing in. Quite a few already do this. This needn’t be vast, but maybe it would be useful to formalise this in some way.

The tricky bit might be in making sure producers/directors feel comfortable with the increased people-management this would entail.

Recruiting new members to specialise in behind the scenes work, as Rob and Pete do at the moment.

If we try to do this, what can we do to incentivise people to do this work? Actors have a good incentive to appear in shows – they get the applause and for some of the time at least get to be the centre of attention. But there’s a lot of thankless work involved in doing sound, lights, front of house and in particular all the admin and publicity jobs. 

If people come along to do this sort of work only, should we charge the usual membership fee? And how could we go about encouraging more people to undertake this sort of work. Listing our vacancies on the website has helped a bit with this, but the impact has been limited and existing members – directors in particular – have been left carrying a lot of tasks solo.

2. IMPROVING AUDIENCES/PUBLICITY

While we’ve been steadily building audiences in the last few years, most of the people that come to see our shows are still family and friends of the cast or crew. Part of the rise in audiences is simply because we’re inviting more family and friends, and there are more people involved in each production.

We are now in a good position to build on our publicity. For the first time - on Metamorphosis - we have a team of people working on publicity and nothing else and we are actively targeting specialist audiences such as schools. Is this something we should aim to continue on other shows? 

If so, how can we assemble a working group on publicity so that not all the work falls on one person?

3. CHOOSING THE PROGRAMME PRO-ACTIVELY (see also 4 below)
We place a lot of emphasis in the group on choosing our programme democratically. We make sure there are opportunities for people to bring forward plays they would like to do, and for everyone to have a say in whether we do them or not. If there are enough people in agreement, we go ahead.

Working this way sometimes it’s hard to take an overview of what we’re doing and look at the programme as a whole and how our choice of individual projects affects the group in total. 

Do we want to:

Focus efforts on recruiting and developing more skills so that our core productions become more professional in their standard

Benefits

· Raising the standard of our performances, and increasing our satisfaction

· Becoming more organised

· Putting us in the frame to win drama festivals

· Building our reputation, encouraging more good directors etc. to become involved

Achieving this requires

· Some clear ideas about how we can improve the standard of our work, which might mean someone needs to go and research how theatre is done well by others

· Someone to make a pro-active effort in recruiting skilled production people

· Everyone to get behind a smaller range of projects, not just their favourites

· Some thought about where our shows fall during the year, both in terms of rehearsal time allowed, but also in terms of having the run of the hall (e.g. should we move all our shows into the school holidays?)

Alternatively, we might consider…

Expand the programme, do more productions in the year, as well as sustaining this year’s level of one-offs etc.

Benefits

· More activities for the core membership to do, more opportunities for each member to take centrestage sometimes

· A wider variety of activities to choose from

Risks

· Spreading ourselves too thinly across too many activities

· Doing too many small things that attract too few audience to make them feel really worthwhile.

Achieving this requires

· More people willing to originate and drive forward projects

· Efficient liason with other hall users and within the group

· Taking on more people to run the production side of these events (not just a small core of people who will otherwise get worn out)

· Both recruiting and retaining acting members so that our membership grows alongside the activity, rather than hovering around 40.

Something that might help in either case is considering this:

Thinking together about a more unified programme, so that we work out how all the productions fit together in the optimum way, rather than treating every project as a stand-alone thing. This could mean pursuing a theme (as with Macbeth followed by Wyrd Sisters) or pursuing a style of working. 

Benefits:

· It would give people a clearer idea of the type of thing they could usefully advocate

· We could plan around issues like retaining members, balance of big and small productions, sharing resources across productions.

Risks:

· People might feel a bit constrained, and it might be harder for original ideas to come through

· Needs more forethought and planning, also a bit more consultation.

Achieving this requires:

· Some agreement about the skills we’d like to develop in the coming year

· Maybe setting a theme for (e.g.) the Triple Bill, for people to write to

· Thinking about which projects complement each other, and which might distract from each other.

4. MAKING CHOICES ABOUT INDIVIDUAL PROJECTS

We’re doing a lot of projects, but even so, do we  have too few ideas coming through? There is sometimes a sense that we end up doing things we think are OK, or simply don’t object to, rather than things we are really passionate about. There is also a risk that we can commit to some things without having explored the level of commitment or work involved. 

We could consider some of the following:

Generating a wider pool of possibilities

This requires more members to actively advocate plays, particularly if they are prepared to commit themselves to seeing them through. Then we can see what it is that people are really behind. The risk is that there will be some disappointments and some people won’t get to do the things they want.

If we want a wider pool of possibilities, they need to come from the members. This is easier said than done, perhaps: what is it that puts people off? What could we do to make it a more attractive idea to more members?

Asking a set of questions about plays before agreeing to them, and being prepared to say “no” if the answers aren’t there.

e.g. Can it pay for itself? Does it have at least two people willing to commit to directing/producing? Does it have several people already willing to audition? Have the details of the production been worked out in terms of technical requirements? Is the script ready now to go into production?

This would mean advocates would have to think harder in advance of the play about what it would involve. This might put people off, rather than help bring forward new projects, so maybe we could think of this as more of a process of supporting advocates towards a workable production (provided lots of people are clearly willing to offer this support) rather than a lot of hurdles people have to jump. 

5. LICENSING 

In November, the laws about public performances change. Until now we have operated as a private club. To attend a show you have to be (nominally at least) a member of the group and we cannot sell tickets on the door.

The government has brought in the new licensing act, which makes it easier to put on public performances. Previously we would have had to pay £50 each time we applied for a public performance license. In the future, provided our venue is assessed as suitable for public performances, we may be able to simply issue a temporary event notice for our short-run shows, or apply for an annual performance licence for the Welsh Church Hall.

From what we know, councils are going to take a while, even after November, to fully implement the new regulations, so this might not be something to pursue immediately, but we should maybe begin to think about it now we know things are going to change.

Benefits

· People can just turn up on the door, which might give us more revenue

· Easier administration

However, achieving this requires:

· Waiting a little while until the councils have “bedded in” the new procedures.

· Someone to research what the new law requires 

· Someone to liase with Waltham Forest council and find out whether the Welsh Church Hall does or can come up to the standards required of a public performance venue.

· If it does, someone to liase with the Welsh Church Hall elders, who must be the applicants for a license or temporary event notices.

· If  realistic changes to the venue are needed, someone to carry these through.

SUMMARY: THE BIG QUESTIONS

SUSTAINABILITY

Recruit non-actors from within the group, or outside it with a targeted recruitment drive?

Introduce an expectation that actors don’t just act, or leave people to do what they think they are best able to commit to?
IMPROVING AUDIENCES/PUBLICITY

Try to expand or be happy with mostly friends/family audiences?

If expanding, how to manage it? A permanent publicity team? A different publicity person on each show, to save people burning out?

CHOOSING THE PROGRAMME PRO-ACTIVELY / CHOOSING INDIVIDUAL PROJECTS

Should we set some overall priorities for the group in any year (e.g. skills we want to develop, themes we want to explore), so that we have some clearer criteria for what we choose as individual projects?

Do we want a large diversity of projects reliant on individuals, or be more selective, focusing on quality and pooling more of our efforts?

Do we want more “main” productions or continue with smaller “one-offs”?

Do we want more people to advocate, and if so how to incentivise people to do it? Could the selection process become more supportive instead of just competitive/isolating?

Should we change the dates of productions around, with more productions falling in the school holidays, to give us more room for manoeuvre around other users of the hall?

LICENSING

Should we start this process this year and if so who could take it on as a project?

