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A VISITOR to Canberra cannot fail to notice that city's obsession with public art. The place is rather like an Ikea store on a grand scale: bits of polished chrome, quirky fountains and striking colour combinations lurk everywhere. Yet these dramatic installations belie a neglected policy domain in Australia: the challenge of building a properly vibrant creative economy and establishing a genuine cultural legacy.
In 2006-07, the Australia Council for the Arts distributed a paltry $156million in funding. In comparison, during the same period the federal government spent $280 million on advertising. Cultural economist Michael Throsby's analysis reveals that few artists earn more than a few thousand dollars a year from their creative output. The abolition of the New Media Arts Board (an adjunct of the Australia Council) in 2005 has made it even less likely that a culture of experimental art will grow and thrive in this country. 

At present, the Australia Council, leading cultural institutions, artists, philanthropists and private purchasers muddle along in an uncomfortable polygamous marriage. If sense is to be made of the muddle, it will demand a broad-ranging approach, the type of holistic cultural policy Paul Keating called for with the Creative Nation proposal. It will demand the political fortitude displayed by Gough Whitlam during the National Gallery's acquisition of Jackson Pollock's Blue Poles. 

In simple terms, there should be more government money - a lot more money - spent on the arts in this country. It should go to individual artists as well as national institutions. It should be distributed after peer review, with artistic merit the overwhelming consideration. Most important, a cultural policy should foster a community of artists that is at the core of national life. Andy Warhol's Factory was a space where artists of all schools were freely welcomed to work and collaborate. A meaningful cultural policy would build suburbs and cities that look like Warhol's Factory. 

In her new book, The Warhol Economy, Elizabeth Currid argues forcefully that government policy plays an essential role in attracting or repelling cultural producers. She suggests that economic planners should apply themselves to building cultural hubs as assiduously as policy-makers did in developing Silicon Valley and the City of London as technological and financial centres. Thoughtful policy-making can build vibrant and dynamic cultural zones. The first step is recognising that art and culture generate real growth and jobs. The role of governments, Currid argues, is to do everything they can to leverage culture: as a tourist attraction, an amenity and as a job and wealth generator. 

The arts are important, if under-appreciated, drivers of economic growth. That is one reason for believing that Australians have been let down by governments that have neglected the cultural economy as frivolous or ephemeral. But economic growth is only half the story. It is also about developing communities. As Dana Gioa, chairman of the US's National Endowment for the Arts, noted in a 2006 speech at Stanford University: "The role of culture must go beyond economics. It is not focused on the price of things but their value. And, above all, culture should tell us what is beyond price."

A purely rationalist justification for government funding is difficult to advance. The fine arts elude easy quantification. The refrain that government funding has needlessly sustained art that no one wants to see and reared grant-fed artists (to borrow columnist Andrew Bolt's phrase) has gained currency in the Australian political climate. But the question of cause and effect is a more complex one. In countries with large cultural subsidies, such as France and Germany, the perception of the high arts as inaccessible and elitist is greatly reduced. There, support for the fine arts is as much part of the furniture of government as fire brigades and schools. 

Another significant advantage of sustained government funding is the guarantee that works of cultural significance remain in public institutions. British cultural institutions, for instance, are prohibited by law from selling any artwork bought with public monies. Not so in Australia, where the Art Gallery of NSW, having been cut adrift by the state Government, has been flogging off bits of its purchased and donated collection, including last year four donated Sidney Nolans. A policy environment where art can quietly disappear into private collections destroys the prospect of building a national cultural patrimony. Without significant government commitment to the maintenance of the national treasure, the alternative is likely to be the private acquisition of artworks on a grand scale. The Deutsche Art Concept, the investment bank's contemporary art collection, runs to about 50,000 pieces worldwide. The stated purpose of the collection is to provide art to furnish the bank's many walls. Very few schoolchildren or art students ever glimpse these pieces. The artistic landmarks of human history should be freely and widely accessible, an impossible proposition in a largely private market. 

Mitigating the risk that important Australian art may be lost to private collections on such a scale requires not only government largesse but, as in Britain, legislative force. 

Art sits at that awkward juncture where culture and capitalism collide. It is not surprising that the appropriate policy approach for the creative industries is bitterly contested. Yet one thing remains: the arts matter. They tell us who we are and whisper about what we might become. They enrich our communities in every sense of that word. The maintenance of cultural heritage is a sacred trust, a covenant with the past and the future. Planning a vibrant and diverse cultural economy is easy to neglect but impossible to ignore permanently. Currid again: "Creative industries require a different type of policy-making that cultivates the social world in which art and culture thrive." From this new Government, a genuine cultural policy is needed. 

It may be an expensive acquisition. But art is always a long-term investment. This time, a new sculpture in the Parliamentary Triangle will not be enough. 
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