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Opening notes 

Change is afoot, with significant new players in place 

at all levels of government and in major cultural 

institutions: 

 In Ontario, the Honourable Michael Coteau 

takes on the responsibilities of Minister of Tourism, 

Culture and Sport and the Pan/Parapan Am Games. 

(See TAA Update, 24 June 2014.)   He succeeds the 

Honourable Michael Chan, one of Ontario’s longest 

serving culture ministers.   

 At the federal level, Patr ick Borbey is the new 

Associate Deputy Minister of Canadian Heritage, 

typically an influential and important position.  S imon 

Brault  takes over the helm of the Canada Council for 

the Arts, later this week. 

There are also leadership changes at other 

major attraction agencies and institutions across the 

country, ranging from the Ontario Science Centre and 

Canada Science and Technology Museum to the 

National Theatre School.  (See People, p. 6) 

In this issue, we focus on the reflections of the 

people who precede them.  Robert S irman, 

outgoing Director of the Canada Council for the Arts, 

took time with TAA to reflect on his term.  He spoke 

about the cultural policy context in Canada today, the 

place of the Canada Council and its relationship to the 

federal government. (See p. 2,3,4)

What the summer holds 

While the House of Commons has recessed for the 

summer, Ontario MPPs will return to the Legislature 

following Canada Day for a Throne Speech and 

Budget.  

 Premier Kath leen Wynne has made clear 

that the Ontario government will re-introduce the 

May 1 budget.  It recognized the importance of the 

entertainment and creative cluster as a key economic 

sector, but provided little in the way of news. All eyes 

will also be on the Throne Speech to see what, if any, 

direction it puts forward on cultural files.  There is 

little expectation of an expansionary, spending agenda; 

to the contrary, Ontario policy-watchers expect tough 

decisions to be made over the coming year, with the 

results shared in the 2015 Budget. 

 In Ottawa, MPs have departed, but not 

before a series of decisions and reports germane to 

the cultural sector emerged.  The Canadian Heritage 

Committee tabled its report on the music industry, 

the Supreme Court ruled on the eligibility of an appeal 

respecting artists’ fees and Minister Shel ly  Glover 

was on the road.  This, and more, in Capital report. 

 

The Arts Advocate blog:  Coming next week, a 

conversation with NDP Canadian Heritage critic, 

P ierre Nante l . 
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Robert S irman, Director of the Canada Counci l  for the Arts :   An exit  interv iew 
As Robert Sirman, Director of the Canada Council for the Arts, prepares to bring his eight-year term at the helm of the 
agency to conclusion, The Arts Advocate Report sat down with him to reflect on his accomplishments and challenges, as well 
as the current cultural policy context in Canada.  He discussed the mandate of the Council, as he saw it, the impact it 
makes and the hot issues he dealt with. 
 
What follows is an abridged version of the conversation, edited for clarity.  We sincerely thank Mr. Sirman for his generosity 
and insight in granting this interview. 
 
How would you describe the public policy environment for 
art making in Canada right now?  
Without being too charged, I would say it’s 
schizophrenic. You can’t come to terms with its 
contradictions. In general, it falls into two camps: One 
is strongly attached to the contribution cultural and 
arts practice makes to a sense of cultural identity -- in 
this area, it’s aligned with Quebec and the sovereignty 
movement, with aboriginal first nations people, it’s 
sometimes aligned with the north.  Then there is this 
totally different camp, [one that is] highly instrumental, 
that is particularly focused on the economy.  This 
takes different forms: sometimes it has to do with 
contribution to the creative economy; sometimes it’s 
the generation of jobs, or sustaining people who are 
living below the poverty line, essentially the average 
artist in Canada.  

The two exist in counterpoint and they are 
not aligned. … They are not resolved in any way, 
fighting off each other and playing off each other. 
Opposing them is silly, but it happens. 
 
You’ve been at the Canada Council for eight years.  What 
is the biggest change you’ve seen?  
I think we’ve transitioned from seeing ourselves as a 
deliverer of benefits to a special interest group called 
artists, to having a conversation that sees our value as 
an investment to bring value to the wellbeing, or the 
quality of life, of Canadians.  

A conscious part of my time here has been to 
build that shift in language into all of our documents 
and discussion, and the way we describe ourselves.  Its 
impact hasn’t been fully experienced yet.  There is 
such a deep history of argumentation that ‘we’re here 
for artists’, and somehow that got cluttered into ‘we’re 
only here to help them’.  

We’re a public sector funder. We are here 
because we think that [arts] has real value to the 
bigger society.   

I try to make that a continuous part of the 
conversation in any public presentation.    

The biggest change has been our leadership in 
repositioning this conversation and the value 
proposition perspective, so that we get close to a 
conversation about public good.   Getting us closer to 
this conversation is a contribution and part of the 
legacy that I’m leaving here.  
 
There continues to be a sense that artists feel too entitled 
to money and support. Do you think that, as a country, 
the arts sector has moved away from that sense of 
entitlement?  
As a country I’m not sure that the arts community has 
moved away. I think there are still a lot of structures 
that reinforce to many artists that they are special and 
their needs are unique. … It’s very naïve to say the 
condition is ‘give me more money’.  A lot of the 
conversation that has been in place for decades is ‘I 
have a need, fulfill it’ versus ‘I have a need, what can I 
do to motivate someone in power to fulfill that need’.  
That is where the Canada Council has been focusing 
its attention more in recent years:  ‘What are the 
conditions that need to be fulfilled to achieve a certain 
end?’, as opposed to ‘How do I demand that the end 
be achieved in louder and louder language?’.  
 
You came to the Canada Council directly from National 
Ballet School.  Before that you’d been at the Ontario Arts 
Council and the Ministry of Culture.  You also came at an 
interesting time in Ottawa.  What surprised you the 
most?  
The question is so big, I’ll just be literal.  When I first 
came here what surprised me first was where we 
worked …. the total anonymity, 
compartmentalization, distancing and isolation of the 
Canada Council’s physical form.  

Another thing [was that] I couldn’t get my 
hands on the [new Canada Council] money [first 
announced in 2006-07] because that is not how it 
works in Ottawa. It doesn’t matter what is announced 
-- freeing that money up is another process all 
together and it’s very rigorous.  In my first year, that 
was the most important process I was engaged in. We 
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succeeded in not only freeing the money up, but 
getting it made permanent.   

The third [discovery was around] how we 
were going to spend the one-time money. My third 
day on the job was the board meeting where the 
members approved how [the Council] was going to 
spend the one-time money … I believed that if there 
was something taken by senior management to the 
board, it had buy-in from all parts of the organization. 
… Then, when we started rolling the program out, all 
kinds of voices surfaced asking ‘what is this?’ and ‘how 
[are we] to we explain it to the community?’ …   

At the time that I arrived, there was a 
management culture in the organization, which was 
not a collaborative model.  That’s why I focus so much 
on building collaborative, participatory, shared 
responsibilities. There is nothing easier to deliver than 
something where people had a voice in generating it.  
There is nothing harder to deliver than giving 
someone direction to do something that they haven’t 
been party to.  
 
At the Canada Council, you have been successful in 
stabilizing funding, even through strategic program 
reviews that saw many others cut.  
We got through strategic review, which had the 
potential to remove 5% funding from us.  We got the 
one-time money made permanent.  
 
Why did the Council escape cuts?  
There is no single answer. It would be impossible not 
to bring forward the experience of the government in 
the 2008 election, with the uproar in Quebec around 
the cancellation of certain cultural programs. That is a 
factor.  

Somehow artists have a voice that is 
disproportionally loud and impactful in comparison to 
the level of investment and their numbers.  Artists, as 
many people have said, are more credible 
spokespersons than politicians.  

The Canada Council also has an excellent 
relationship with central agencies.  Our participation in 
exercises, like the strategic review we discussed, 
worked really well.   We made very strong arguments, 
and we were not the subject of criticism or 
disappointment on the part of those agencies.  We 
also had that experience when we had our 2008 
special examination from the Auditor General. 

If there had not been Arts Day on the Hill in 
2011, if [artists] hadn’t shown up with good arguments 
and conversed in a professional and collegial way with 

the politicians, the outcome wouldn’t have been the 
same.  This helped to motivate [Minister] James 
Moore to make an exception.  That wouldn’t have 
happened if he hadn’t had a positive experience in his 
communication with artists. …The minister found 
himself motivated to want to deliver to that public. He 
thought it was delivering to Canada and all of these 
are critical.   

Can you write that story? Can you plot that in 
advance?  [No.]  But you have to invest in it.   

We have to be doing our work too.  It’s very 
rare that you find any of these significant outcomes 
are the result of any individual leadership. Mostly it’s a 
collective, collaborative, shared effort. 
 
It has been observed that the length of the arm between 
government and the Canada Council has shortened.  
That’s not true in my experience. I think the nature of 
arms-length for organizations like the Canada Council 
is a prohibition on getting direction. We do not get 
direction from the Government of Canada. I haven’t 
once gotten a phone call from a minister that had to 
do with a direction.  

There is at the same time much more 
pressure on us to conform to certain standards of 
accountability.  You will know that there have been 
government-wide restraint policies, in areas like 
overhead.  Certain things were in place for the 
government as a whole, and we were caught in those 
restraints. They couldn’t direct us, but we had to 
report. We didn’t want to report that everyone else 
was restrained and we were spending freely.   

Is that a reduction of arms-length? Not in my 
opinion. If we chose to, we could have said we are 
free to do what we want. Would it have been wise to 
do that? Not in my opinion.  
 
Have you ever found yourself in an untenable position 
with the government? 
No. I identified two things, which were side issues, but 
not what you think of as being untenable.  

When the National Gallery removed itself 
from the Venice Biennale as part of its strategic 
review, I found myself with the Canadian pavilion.  
[This situation] corrected itself over time, with a new 
director [at the Gallery] and their own research that 
said they own the pavilion and can’t actually give it to 
the Canada Council. 

The second was the Canada Prizes model and 
the decision that it would all go through the Canada 
Council.  We were in an untenable position because it 
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was a deliverable that the community didn’t really like.  
And though we would have liked the money for the 
sector, no one was excited about having the money 
for the purpose [announced] …The money was never 
really released. It never went into the public realm.  
 
In your speech to the Annual General Meeting in January, 
you talked about the arts being able to move the 
national agenda forward. What do you mean by that?  
It is an aspiration. I feel that we are unwise in assuming 
that we could impose our agenda on a nation.  And 
what I would advance or advocate is an alternative, 
and that is hitching our wagon on a national agenda.  
Not hitching the country on our agenda, which I think 
is not achievable.  We are not driving this train.  

What I feel we should be sincerely 
committing ourselves to is decoding what the national 
agenda for the country should be; and making it clear 
how cultural practice is tied [to it].  Without even 
knowing what you choose, I can tell you that the 
cultural agenda is intrinsically tied to any national 
agenda. It’s impossible to have a national agenda 
without a cultural dimension.  
 
Can you explain a bit more about what you mean by 
intrinsically tied to a national agenda?  
One of the things I brought with me from my 
background and training is a belief that everything that 
we’re doing in our sector is connected to a larger 
social system in which we live, work and play. I’m very 
comfortable in being teased into a conversation about 
how these systemic inter-dependencies work at the 
level of an individual, institution, government, society 
and the globe.  

I know that expressive life is a critical 
component to every individual’s reality. I know that 
everyone acts according to how they perceive the 
world and that perception is a cultural product. I know 
that artists alter perception, they affect our emotions.  

I find it entertaining almost when people say 
there is a real connection between what we’re doing 
[the arts] and education, mental health, youth, 
participatory democracy, or the economy. I think, 
wake up! Of course, there is a real connection 
between any part of a social system and every other 
part of the social system. It’s about whether or not 
you see yourself and your practice at a far enough 
distance to understand that these things are in play all 

the time and you have to make a choice in terms of 
how I portray it or communicate it. 

The idea that you can have a social system 
without culture is not conceivable. It’s inconceivable 
because people want it, it’s the nature of being 
human.  You cannot exercise collective action without 
communication and communication is a cultural 
product.  

So I don’t feel any need to defend or lecture, 
there is nothing evangelical about this. … I don’t 
believe it is culture that necessarily defines the 
destination, although it may contribute to the beast’s 
understanding of what a good destination would look 
like.  

Artists can help in saying that’s a place we 
don’t’ want to go, or this might be a preferable place 
to be and help the society as a whole make those 
choices.  I know that we can do that.  
 
Over the course of your eight years at the Canada 
Council, you have talked about creating the conditions 
necessary to continue supporting the sector, to secure the 
support of Canadians and by extension the Government 
of Canada. Have we got the conditions in place now?  Do 
we need to do more work?  
We need to do more work. We need to do a lot 
more work.  

We need to talk more, with less exaggeration, 
we need to be more respectful of plain language. We 
need to avoid exaggerated claims. It’s like talking about 
peace or something. It’s so very hard to be credible, 
with the average person, if you present yourself in a 
way that just doesn’t make sense. If you’re working on 
a farm in Saskatchewan, and you say something about 
what a visual artist is bringing in some highly urbanized 
context, then that person is not going to connect.             

Do I think that that a visual artist has 
something to give that farmer is Saskatchewan? I 
honestly do. But it has to be framed in language and 
ways of thinking that makes sense to that farmer or 
mechanic, or mother, or goodness knows what.  

It’s huge, but not so huge that you have to be 
Einstein to work on it. When you work for an 
organization like the Canada Council, you see 
evidence of it every day.  
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Capita l  report  

Canadian Heritage Minister Shel ly Glover has been on the road, engaging with stakeholders throughout all parts of the cultural 
sector.  The Canadian Heritage Committee took a break from their music study in May to allow her to discuss the department’s 
$1.39 billion in spending, particularly the making permanent of core cultural programs announced in the February budget.  
Opposition members focussed on the cuts to the CBC. 

As important, the past few weeks have seen a series of judicial and regulatory decisions, demonstrating just how 
complex the field of cultural policy is and the work required to modernize it.  
 

Artists declare victory at Supreme Court 

It’s not often that artists find themselves at the Supreme 

Court of Canada:  Last month, the Court allowed an appeal 

with respect to the minimum fees being paid to artists at 

the National Gallery.  According to the CARFAC news 

release, “At issue was a perceived conflict between the 

Status of the Artist Act and the Copyright Act. The 

associations that represent artists, CARFAC and RAAV, had 

been trying to negotiate binding minimum fees for the 

payment of artists at the gallery, similar to a minimum wage.  

The gallery essentially argued CARFAC and RAAV were 

taking away the right of artists to be paid less if they chose. 

In allowing the appeal, the court rejected this argument and, 

in an unusual move, ruled immediately after oral 

arguments.” 

 In its own terse news release, the National Gallery 

stated it “is ready to go back to the negotiation table after 

the written judgment is rendered.” 

 

Music sector also takes on issue of fees 

In a situation that holds some similarities, a group of music 

companies and associations have taken aim at a decision of 

the Copyright Board around royalties for webcasting.   

They state:  “The Board's decision comes as the result of an 

inherently flawed system that lacks clear criteria for rate-

setting and allows the Board to reject market rates.”  

Further they go on to say: 

It is clear that a legislative framework that ignores the 
reality of the marketplace is one that will continue to 
harm the business climate and create market 
uncertainty, delaying the entry of new services into the 
Canadian marketplace.  Indeed, many of the Copyright 
Board's decisions on major new tariffs have been the 

subject of Judicial Review by the Federal Court of 
Appeal, creating years of delay and uncertainty.  

 

MPs study music industry  

Against this complex backdrop, the all-party Canadian 

Heritage Committee issued its report on the music industry 

earlier this month.  To arrive at this point, MPs heard from 

many witnesses about the changing landscape of the music 

sector in Canada, driven in large part by the impact of 

technologies like streaming and downloading.  The resultant 

increasing importance of live music, hence music tourism, to 

artists and the industry, was considered.  The Committee 

also focused on the Government of Canada’s support 

mechanisms, particularly the Canada Music Fund. 

The Committee made 10 recommendations, 

ranging from proposed studies of the economic impact of a 

tax credit for the industry and the impact of digital 

technology generally, to more focused music marketing in 

tourism campaigns and changes to the structure of 

components of the Canada Music Fund. 

MPs were generally pleased with the work of the 

Committee.  The NDP members noted that consensus 

emerged on almost all issues.  They also acknowledged the 

support of stakeholders with respect to federal government 

actions to encourage the creative industries in the changing 

digital age.  The Liberals also indicated they were generally 

in support. 

The recommendation to change components of 

the administration of the Canada Music Fund was not 

supported by the Opposition though. 

The Government will respond to the Canadian 

Heritage Committee’s report later this fall.
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People 

 
Patr ick Borbey, currently President of the Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency, becomes Associate Deputy 
Minister of Canadian Heritage, effective July 2, 2014. 
 
Alex Benay is the new Director and Chief Executive Officer of the Canada Science and Technology Museums Corporation. 
 
Designated for the Quebec region, Yves Dupras is a new member of the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 
Commission (CRTC).  Ala in Lacours ière joins the Canadian Cultural Property Export Review Board. 
 
Gideon Arthurs is the new Chief Executive Officer of the National Theatre School; currently he is the managing director of 
Toronto’s Tarragon Theatre. 
 
Maur ice Bitran is the Chief Executive Officer of the Ontario Science Centre.  Previously, he was Assistant Deputy Minister of 
the Integrated Environmental Policy Division at the Ministry of the Environment. 
 
*  We will keep you posted on staffing in Min ister Michael Coteau’s office as it becomes clear. 
 
Of note :  
 
Pre-budget season has started, with individuals and organizations asked to make recommendations for the 2015 Budget to 
the Finance Committee by early August.  Keep in mind this is anticipated to be the last budget before the next federal general 
election, so anticipate a robust list of requests.   
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