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Proposal for a national year of Canadian Culture, 2023

Context

COVID-19 has caused widespread disruptions, and while the pandemic has not ended, many
areas, including restaurants, tourism, and other services are returning to normal operations,
despite labour shortages and attendant impacts.

At the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, federal and many provincial governments
acknowledged the particularly fragile cultural sector, and especially live arts such as theatre as
being endangered uniquely in the crisis as “first to close, last to fully reopen”, with promises of
support until the crisis was truly over.

It isn’t over.

While the support through programs such as CEWS and CERS were invaluable and allowed
us to hold on, the reality is that across the country, live arts, and in particular theatre, are
facing massive challenges getting audiences back in the theatre.

While we may be open, and most are maintaining a number of protocols. our audiences are
often still afraid to return. Many theatres continue to  lose performances to illness, or have
extremely poor ticket sales, well below pre-pandemic rates. Arts careers are now seen as an
insecure option for the next generation of Canadian artists based on the damage of COVID-19.

Audiences polled for reasons they aren’t returning include “getting out of the habit”.

In 2020 so many of our colleagues went dark for much of the year, and when we did return in
2021, the physical distancing meant very limited audiences. This, combined with fear of
COVID, has meant that our traditional patrons have not returned to the theatre and in some
cases have simply gotten out of the habit. Most theatres don’t have the marketing clout
individually to both remind those absent audiences of what they are missing, or to bring in
the newer audiences which will increase the resilience and sustainability of the sector overall
for the longer term.

Draft Proposal:

That 2023 be considered the Year of Canadian Culture, focused on bringing audiences
to professional live arts, as well as galleries and museums with a national program of
ticket subsidies through a similar mechanism as Canada 150.

Across the country, there would be a single ticket price ($15 suggested) for all shows which
participate, with PCH making up the difference for each ticket sold, and being the primary
promoter, including ad buys and heavy promotion to get out and be part of something
special (a ParticipACTION of the national, year-long cultural celebration).

PCH could host an interactive map of the participating venues and there could be a
gathering of stories about experiences of the audience members - there could be regional
and national prizes for the Canadians who see the most shows, or the most in different parts
of Canada. It should be a true celebration, and one that ensures we are highlighting the best
of how we express ourselves.

The goal is not to force already overstretched theatres and venues to create new
programming for this celebration, but to have a national mechanism that encourages people
to come back, or to try professional Canadian culture for the first time. It should break notions
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of who can participate in culture and encourage diverse audiences to try something new
without significant investment. OUr job as producers is then to make sure they come back
again and again and fall in love with Canadian Culture.

The benefits to this would be:

● Creating new audiences by reducing barriers, especially in a time of high inflation
● Enticing our previous audiences back to renew their love for live arts
● Focusing on Canadian Culture in a time when Canadian content is under stress
● Promoting Canadian culture both to ourselves and to visitors through a federal,

national celebration that pushes Arts and Culture to the forefront of the visitor
experience.

● Supporting theatres and live arts venues across the country which are struggling to
reconnect with audiences and subsequently spiraling into smaller shows with fewer
cultural workers.

● Increasing awareness of Canadian Culture and its importance to our identity
● Incentivizing audiences to see more work including work by IBPOC and independent

companies and performers.
● Highlighting the arts as a source of pride, and potential career opportunities for the

next generation
● Creating a new sense of Canadian Identity which is inclusive and healing and not tied

to a celebration that is perceived as celebrating colonialism
● Creating a joyous sense of communal national  identity through engagement with

professional arts.

Important stakeholders:
● Provincial and national arts membership organizations (PACT, Theatre NS, Actors’

Equity, etc)
● Destination Canada and provincial tourism organizations to feed culture into their

tourism messaging.

This already has a model in the Canada 150 program, and it needs to be efficient, responsive
and administratively easy for the producers, venues and other participants. It should not be
diluted with other aspects (national parks which do not have a museum attached, for
example), but focussed on Canadian culture. It must have a strong marketing/engagement
piece with it as well for it to be successful and to engender a sense that everyone should
participate.

To discuss, please contact
Ms. Chris O’Neill,
Co-Chair Theatre Nova Scotia,
Executive Director, Ross Creek Centre for the Arts
chris@artscentre.ca
902-599-2379
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