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PAC Australia Submission to the  

National Cultural Policy Review 2026 

About PAC Australia 
Live performance spaces are anchor institutions in their communities. They are places of gathering, storytelling, artistic practice 
and dreaming — the physical and cultural nodes through which communities access, participate in and are shaped by the 
performing arts. The health and capacity of these organisations to support and create space, both physically and strategically, is 
critical to the longevity of the entire performing arts ecosystem.  

PAC Australia is the national voice for these spaces. 

PAC Australia is the national peak body for Australia's live performance presenting ecology. We are a trusted voice, enabler and 
champion for our 270+ members — performing arts centres, independent producers, presenting companies, festivals, agencies 
and other service organisations across metropolitan, regional and remote Australia. 

Our members are critical nodes in the cultural ecosystem of their communities. They sit at the intersection of community, 
professional and commercial live performance — on any given week a presenting venue hosts the local dance academy, delivers 
artistic development programs, presents a national touring production and stages a commercial hire. No other type of organisation 
in the performing arts ecosystem operates across this full spectrum simultaneously. Annually, our members present in excess of 
70,000 performances and events attracting over 13.5 million audience attendances — making the presenting network one of the 
most significant points of cultural contact between Australian artists and Australian communities. 

In addition to representation of our members, PAC Australia: 

• initiated and delivers the annual Australian Performing Arts Exchange (APAX) — the national market and professional 
development event connecting presenters to producers and artists, 

• manages the international export-focused Australian Performing Arts Market (APAM), an initiative of Creative Australia, 

• deliver the Presenter Training Program and Tour Producer Training Program, and 

• undertake ongoing sector research including the biennial National Presenter Benchmarking Study and annual National 
Presenter Outlook and ad hoc, sector responsive research such as the Compelling Employment Offer (2024)1. 

In 2023, PAC Australia developed and published the Australian National Touring Charter — an industry-led, principles-driven 
framework setting standard expectations and responsibilities for all parties engaged in touring. It is a voluntary instrument of 
sector self-governance and the foundation on which stronger policy and funding settings for touring could be built. 

While this submission identifies areas where increased and new investment would be transformative, it also highlights 
where reform of existing funding practices would shift the dial significantly. Several recommendations identify where 
government could develop new frameworks and settings that are not entirely funding-reliant but would change the 
conditions under which the sector operates. 

The Current Landscape 

PAC Australia's 2026 National Presenter Outlook2 presents a picture of a presenting ecology navigating significant structural 
challenges while demonstrating continued resilience, innovation and community impact. 

The scale of the sector's contribution is substantial. In 2025, PAC Australia members presented over 70,000 performances and 
events attracting over 13.5 million audiences. Presenters collectively spent over $55 million in show fees — a direct investment in 
touring companies and artists. 28% of all work presented at our member venues was touring work, underlining the dependence of 
the national touring ecology on presenting venues. 

The presenting model is diversifying: 25% of presenters now program for a local festival, and 28% program activity outside their 
venue walls — in parks, public spaces and community locations. 50% of presenters are actively increasing investment in audience 

1 https://paca.org.au/projects/advisory-board-for-the-arts/ 
2 https://paca.org.au/projects/presenteroutlook/ 

1472798 PUBLIC



 PAC Australia – National Cultural Policy Submission, May 2026 2 

 

and community engagement. These represent genuine innovation within the sector, and deserve recognition in funding 
frameworks that have historically been designed around indoor, seated performance. 

The commercial sector plays a critical and often overlooked role in sustaining the presenting ecology. Commercial hirers cross-
subsidise curated programming activity (44% of presenters report that they are increasingly having to rely on commercial 
operators to deliver programmatic outcomes in their annual season). This interdependence between the commercial and 
subsidised sectors extends to audience development, workforce development and retention. Critically, commercial activity in 
performing arts centres generates the revenue that enables presenters to fund touring programs. The sector cannot be understood 
or supported without recognising this relationship – in March 2026, signals of commercial hire cancellations were emerging, driven 
by fuel cost increases and reduced audience confidence. If commercial hirers pull back, the revenue that has been quietly 
underwriting programmed work disappears — a dynamic that is largely invisible in policy discussions but whose failure would be 
felt immediately across the ecology. 

Against this backdrop, significant cost and revenue pressures are intensifying. 77% of venues have indicated a necessity to reduce 
operating costs. The proportion of presenters who can budget to make a programming loss — the financial mechanism that 
underwrites risk-taking in Australian touring — has fallen from 80% pre COVID to 58% today. 89% of presenters are funding 
touring costs on top of presenter fees, 69% because funding applications were unsuccessful. 44% reported fees increased 
between confirmation and presentation of a work, indicating the rapid nature of cost increases to produce and deliver performing 
arts work.  

 

Acknowledgement of the role of Local Government  

Local government is Australia's single largest investor in performing arts programming and cultural infrastructure yet is absent as a 
named partner in the National Cultural Policy. When local government programming budgets contract, the effects cascade 
immediately: fewer tours are booked, fewer artists employed, fewer audiences reached. Rate-capping has constrained revenue 
growth even as costs have risen well beyond CPI. The capacity to absorb programming risk — the financial mechanism that has 
always underwritten touring diversity — is eroding rapidly. The federal government's role is to create the conditions under which 
local government can continue its investment, not to replicate it. 

Yet local government operates almost entirely outside the architecture of the National Cultural Policy. This submission argues that 
this omission is a structural risk to the entire performing arts ecology. 

 

Current System Risk - Funding Supply Without Supporting Demand 

The architecture of public investment in the performing arts is oriented almost entirely toward supply — toward the creation of 
work — while the demand side of the equation, the presentation of that work to audiences, is left to individual presenting 
organisations to navigate with diminishing budgets and no dedicated national framework. At the point where all of that investment 
needs to be converted into an audience experience, the pipeline is left to presenting venues to manage alone.  

To draw a comparison, the current situation is akin to a government that invested billions in agricultural research and farming 
capability but provided nothing for the roads, warehouses or marketing systems to get that food to consumers. The resulting 
impact would be empty supermarket shelves while grain sat rotting in silos. 

Where there is evidence of audience, government funding should act as a catalyst — concentrating investment on work and 
organisations that can grow, generate income and contribute to long-term sector health.  

 

TOURING AND PRESENTING 
Touring and presenting is the primary mechanism through which Australians — particularly those in regional and remote 
communities — access live performance. It is also a part of the sector under immense and compounding financial stress. 

The Issues 

Playing Australia has not received a real funding uplift since 2004. Touring costs have risen approximately 30-50% since the 
pandemic while touring funding has remained static — effectively creating a 30-50% cut in real resources available to tour.  

Further, the program has also drifted from its founding demand-driven design: its original purpose was that funding follows 
presenter-identified audience demand. A regional presenter's decision to program a work — backed by their own financial 
commitment and knowledge of their community — is itself the evidence of demand. Playing Australia was designed to de-risk that 
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CULTURAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
Beyond the physical building, performing arts centres function as cultural nodes for their communities — anchors of social 
connection, creative life, economic activity and place-based identity. Their role as community institutions extends well beyond the 
performances they present, encompassing education programs, community development, mental health and wellbeing support, 
First Nations cultural activity and local employment. Policy and investment settings must recognise and fund both dimensions: the 
physical asset and the community function it enables. 

4a. Physical Infrastructure 

Performing arts infrastructure is not simply the house in which cultural activity happens. It is a generator of that activity. When it is 
lost or devalued, the cultural outcomes for communities are immediately and significantly diminished. 

The Issues 

Australia's network of performing arts centres is one of the largest in the world relative to population, and the majority sits within 
local government ownership and management. These venues are simultaneously the primary presenting infrastructure for touring 
work, the primary employers of the performing arts technical workforce, and the primary relationship-holders with audiences in 
their communities. 

A significant proportion of this infrastructure was built during the boom of arts centre development in the 1970s and 1980s. Many 
of these buildings are now reaching or approaching end of life, or require major capital works to maintain safety standards, 
audience expectations and operational viability. This is a predictable and significant financial challenge that government must 
begin preparing to address now — not in response to crisis, but through coordinated long-term planning. 

This infrastructure is ageing, underfunded for capital maintenance and sustainability upgrades, and under-resourced relative to the 
programming expectations placed upon it. Venues owned by local government rarely receive matched capital support from state 
or federal funders. Infrastructure Australia and Regional Development Australia do not systematically incorporate cultural 
infrastructure into their planning frameworks. When venues close, the loss is immediate: a critical node of community life 
disappears, artists lose employment, and audiences in that community lose access to live performance.  

The Risks and Their Impact 

Ageing and under-invested infrastructure creates compounding risks: safety risks for technical workers, elevated energy costs that 
further squeeze programming budgets, and a growing experience gap for audiences. Without proactive investment, the sector 
faces accelerating venue closures, a retraction in the presentation of artist’s work, and the loss of community cultural nodes that 
cannot be replaced. 

 

4b. Environmental Sustainability and Regeneration 

The investment needed to address ageing infrastructure also presents a significant opportunity: to develop and redevelop 
Australia's performing arts infrastructure in ways that are not merely energy-efficient but genuinely regenerative — making arts 
centres active contributors to ecological and social renewal in the communities they serve. 

The shift from net-zero thinking (minimising harm) to regenerative thinking (actively restoring) is already emerging in the design and 
built environment sectors. For performing arts centres, this means moving beyond LED lighting and solar panels — though these 
remain important — to consider how venues can be designed within their broader ecosystem: integrating biodiverse planting 
rather than ornamental landscaping, creating spaces that support other species as well as human audiences, and designing 
indoor-outdoor connections that maintain peoples' relationship with the natural environment.  

First Nations cultural knowledge systems offer a profound framework for this shift. Where colonial land management has treated 
nature as something to be preserved at a distance, First Nations approaches emphasise that the land wants to be culturally 
managed — that proper regeneration requires active, knowledgeable stewardship informed by generations of ecological 
relationship. Arts precincts that engage meaningfully with local First Nations Elders as the knowledge-holders of local biodiversity 
and ecological history are not only meeting their cultural obligations — they are accessing the most sophisticated regenerative 
knowledge available for their specific place. 

Environmental sustainability also intersects with regional equity and community resilience. Climate-related cancellations are now 
a routine risk for regional touring — flooding, fire and extreme heat regularly disrupt planned seasons, with income losses 
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PAC Australia stands ready to work with the federal government and Creative Australia to progress these priorities. We bring the 
lived experience of our 270+ members, the data of our national research programs and the evidence of our market development 
infrastructure. 

The performing arts ecology is one of Australia's most distributed and community-embedded cultural systems. When it thrives, it 
delivers outcomes across health and wellbeing, social cohesion, economic activity and cultural identity to communities from 
remote Australia to the largest cities. When it fractures, it does so quietly — one cancelled tour and one closed venue at a time — 
until the loss becomes irreversible. 

The next National Cultural Policy is the opportunity to build the architecture that matches Australia's ambition for its cultural life 
with the investment, coordination and settings that make it real. 

 

For further information: 

Katherine Connor 
Executive Director 
PAC Australia 

  
www.paca.org.au 
 
 
 
PAC Australia are members of the PAPA (Performing Arts Presenter Associations) Network.  
 
The Performing Arts Presenter Associations (PAPA) are a network of membership organisations representing the presenting 
ecology in Australia with memberships including presenters, venues and producers. A network of peer organisations, PAPA works 
to provide a collaborative and coordinated approach to identifying and addressing shared strategic priorities and advocacy, in 
support of their memberships and the performing arts sector nationwide. 
 
We endorse the submissions made by the organisations in this network, and acknowledge our collective work in workforce safety 
reform as outlined in this submission. 
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