[image: A black circle with white text

Description automatically generated]
BA report – Arts Council response

James Urquhart ~ 12/8/24


We have been struck for a while by anecdotal reports of the dynamic role that Independent Bookshops (‘Indies’) play in the development and provision of creative and cultural activities in suburban, small town or rural locations where there will often be limited other cultural provision. We are aware too of their work in urban locations in meeting the interests and needs of specific communities. We wanted to understand more detail of the role that Indies play now, and could play in the future, in the delivery of our strategy, Let’s Create. We therefore commissioned the Booksellers Association (BA) to undertake research. Their report, The Cultural Role and Value of England’s Independent Bookshops, provides detailed case studies, as well as valuable research and data on the positive role that Indies play in their communities beyond simply selling books. While this report focuses on the role of Indies, we also recognise the important role that larger booksellers and chains play in developing an appetite for reading in many of our communities and underpinning the careers of many of our authors.

I greatly welcome the report and the picture it paints of the broad range of events and opportunities for participation that booksellers across England are providing to local and diverse communities. The findings in this report present clear evidence of the many ways in which the Indie Bookshop sector actively supports communities, culture and creativity in ways that strongly align to our strategy; and its conclusion suggests ways in which the Arts Council may work with the BA and Indies to enhance this offer further.

The recent story for Indies is buoyant. From a low point in terms of bookshop numbers a decade ago, the Indie sector then had a generally positive time during Covid, often through offering an excellent and appropriate service to their local and loyal customer base. Bookshop numbers now are much higher and, in the main, suggest a thriving sector that continues to deliver value and engagement for local communities – albeit still within difficult trading environments. The report suggests that successful Indies are embedded in their communities, responsive to need and demand and able to provide a rich cultural offer sometimes in places where there is little other infrastructure or provision.

The range of cultural activity stimulated by Indies is impressive, from 92% of respondents programming author events to 29% delivering broader arts and crafts events for adults and children, reflecting their role as community hubs. Most striking here is the evidence of direct support that Indies give to writers, enabling a platform for emerging voices as well as more ambitious programmes bringing high quality local, national and sometimes international writers for the benefit of their customers and local audiences. Whilst many events have audiences packed snugly between the bookcases, The Rabbit Hole Bookshop case study demonstrates the macro potential: the ‘No Limits Festival’ that the bookshop’s founders set up in 2022 reached 9,000 locals in rural North Lincolnshire and instigated regular poetry and spoken word groups. Other initiatives, such as DRAKE the Bookshop’s Stockton-based touring of authors to a coalition of Indies and schools in North Yorkshire, or the Heath Bookshop’s partnership with a prominent music venue in suburban Birmingham, are enterprising approaches to reaching their wider communities. Much of this is delivered without public funding; only a quarter of Indies surveyed in this report had been successful in securing public funds to support their activities.

It’s positive to see 43% of Indies working with libraries. The Newham Bookshop case study indicates how collaborations between Indies and libraries can be mutually valuable, and the added value that comes from partnering with independent or mainstream publishers. I know from my own seven years’ experience as a bookseller how similar librarian and bookselling approaches are to connecting readers with books they may be seeking (or didn’t know they wanted); I am confident that this is an area of mutual co-operation that could be enhanced further. 

Since the Arts Council funded the BA to commission this research in late 2023, we have had a new Government whose stated missions of kickstarting economic growth and reducing barriers to opportunity resonate with the findings of this report. The entrepreneurial approach of many Indie founders and owners makes their bookshops a strong and welcome presence on high streets across the country; and the evidence here of how many are involved in civic and community projects is compelling. The strong focus on engaging local communities, supporting local creative talent from all quarters and encouraging readers of all ages – but particularly young people through tailored events and outreach to schools – will, I hope, resonate with the new Secretaries of State at both the Department for Culture, Media and Sport and the Department of Education. We believe that Indies can play an important role in helping meet this Government’s ambition of improving opportunities for all children and ensuring that the arts sit at the centre of our children's education. At a time when local authority and philanthropic sources of funding and support are under greater pressure than ever, the endorsement in this report of partnership working that can maximise delivery, share good practice and squeeze as much value as possible from available resources is both necessary and welcome. 

The Arts Council welcomes the potential of Indies who share our ambitions around Let’s Create to do more to make a difference in their communities. We will work with the BA to develop actions that can respond to this potential, supporting booksellers in ways that recognise the pressures of running small businesses and respond to their local opportunities and circumstances. We can, for instance,  provide expert advice through our Digital Culture Network on some of the pragmatic needs mentioned in the report, from online business optimisation to enhancing digital marketing. There is a clear call for improving communications between booksellers, publishers and libraries to enable better partnership delivery that reaches wider audiences with ambitious creative programming.

We recognise that some who are new to the Arts Council can find our application systems difficult to navigate. High levels of demand for our National Lottery Project Grants also mean that success rates are low. We are committed to simplifying and improving our application processes and we will work with the BA to explore how our funding programmes can be made more visible and accessible to booksellers.

We hear the challenges around collaboration, too, and the need to distribute risk better. On a national level, we will also work with the BA to develop a compelling case to Government, underpinned by the evidence in this report and elsewhere, around the value that Indies offer to their local communities, festivals, schools and families; to their high street and local business sectors; and to writers and creatives seeking an audience for the excellence of their work.

This report has much of value and presents a strong impression of the vitality and diversity of the Independent Bookshop sector. Its publication in the early weeks of a new Government feels timely, giving momentum to the BA’s and Arts Council’s support for Indie Bookshops to make even more of a difference in their communities. 

 
James Urquhart 
Interim Director, Literature













image1.png




