Skipton International Puppet Festival 2017 

abridged report
N.b. This is an abbreviated report; the full report on the 2017 festival is too big for ACE reporting purposes. 
The event

The festival took place between 29 September and 1st October 2017 in Skipton, North Yorkshire.

There were 25 indoor ticketed shows with 2261 performance attendees, 4 school performances with 372 attendees, and approximately 17,500 visitors to the festival including festival venues, Hubsite (Outdoor venue) and Puppet Parade over the weekend. The festival had sold 94% of pre-festival available ticketed seating by Thursday 28th September; as seating in venues is often created specifically for the festival, capacity is estimated on a conservative basis and then increased according to actual capacity, for instance by adding another row of seats. Over 60% of the performance programme for the 2017 festival was free. Workshops were by donation and ticket prices for family events were kept to a minimum to increase accessibility.

Key event statistics:

· 25 ticketed shows 

· 11 international companies

· 4 shows for school audiences

· 2 weekends of drop-in workshops prior to the festival, plus various (Summer Holiday) workshops run independently by SELFA 

· 10 bursaries supported local community groups to create parade puppets 
· 5 pre festival community animation workshops with a resulting film
· Drop-in animation workshops and puppet making workshops over the weekend

· A three-day masterclass for 7 professional puppeteers

· A lively programme of street performances and free events at the Festival Hubsite

· A puppet parade featuring more than 120 community-built puppets 

· An exhibition of puppets at Craven Museum
· A Scratch Tent performance space supporting and showcasing new artists and work in development
Artistic development

As well as providing a platform for strengthening networks, the 2017 Festival offered a three-day masterclass with Tam Tam Objektentheater at the Friends’ Meeting House at Airton.  This cost £200 per person, with an early bird discount ticket rate of £175 available. Five people paid the cheaper rate, one paid the full rate, and one person participated for free, making seven participants in total and bringing in £1,075. The masterclass was very positively received, with even the most seasoned of puppeteers reporting that they were able to take new tips and ideas from the session. As previously mentioned the masterclass participants then performed their scratch pieces at the Hubsite on Saturday night.
Other networking opportunities for puppeteers arose through the Festival’s tactic of inviting performers for the duration of the festival rather than just for the day of their performance; feeding artists both at lunchtimes and in a group environment at Ermysteds’ canteen in the evenings; allowing access to shows; encouraging a supportive and friendly environment in which artists could see one another’s work. Informal contact of this nature engenders new partnerships, collaboration and inspiration. See Appendix 3 – artist feedback.

Additional networking meetings were hosted by Equiteers, (an Equity initiative designed to develop discussion and support for puppeteers), and Puppeteers UK (PUK - a national organisation)

Artists were invited to pre-book shows for £2 per ticket to secure a seat; alternatively, they could turn up to a performance and were allowed in if there was space. 250 artist tickets were paid for but we estimate that there were approximately 450 free attendances at ticketed performances and many more at free street events. 

Scratch Space and Errant Stage

As the London School of Puppetry is no longer able to offer a performance opportunity for its students at the Festival, a dedicated scratch space was created for the first time at the 2017 festival, proposed as a space for new, experimental and development work. It was managed by Kerrin Tatman of Moving Parts Puppet Festival, Newcastle. The space took the form of a 5m x 10m marquee, fully blacked out and with basic theatre lights, sound and a music system. 

Programming of this space was done by Kerrin Tatman, who with his partner also performed as Tatwood Puppets in the space. The festival directors had limited direct contact with the scratch performers, which led to a lack of connectivity; however, scratch performers were able to connect with other performers at artist mealtimes, and also had access to see performances via artist tickets at £2 per ticket or free with their artist badge. Basic accommodation was also provided for scratch performers, though there was low takeup for this.
The scratch space was popular with professional and general audiences, and performers appreciated the feedback format whereby audiences filled in feedback forms after each show, which were then presented to the performers. 

Jointly programmed with the Scratch Space was the Errant Stage, a mobile stage in a van. This space has been created in response to a lack of performing spaces for early career puppeteers, and whilst at the festival was concluding a crowdfunding campaign to help its refurbishment and development. The space again proved popular with audiences for smaller shows. 

Programming in both spaces was supported by a private donation of £1000 which was used to offer ten £100 travel bursaries to participating early career artists.
A film about the Scratch Space can be seen here: https://www.facebook.com/movingpartsfestival/videos/1316422521819388/
Additionally five free animation workshops were given to community groups and the resulting films combined with animation drop-in workshops at the festival were made into a community animation seen here. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iO4Nu12_gpQ
Access and diversity

The Festival is programmed to ensure access for the local community, regardless of people’s circumstances, and to recognise and consider diversity within our local audiences. 

The Festival Hubsite offered numerous free performances, meaning that those on a low income could participate in the festival and enjoy puppetry.

All venues were wheelchair accessible.

Efforts were made to engage refugee families and although it was not possible to host a group we do know that several families attended the event and also came to participate in parade puppet making workshops.

SELFA (Skipton Extended Learning For All) ran puppet making workshops as part of their summer holiday scheme (targeted at disadvantaged, at risk and vulnerable families), which resulted in a large group participating in the parade with their puppets. 

A Community Puppetmaking Bursary scheme, in which ten pots of up to £100 were distributed to local community groups to create puppets for the parade, also enabled groups such as Craven Open Door (adults with learning disabilities), The Ghyll CRC respite centre and Skipton Young Carers to participate in making and then sharing puppets. Some of the Craven Open Door group were concerned that the parade route would be too long for them to complete. They were assured that there would be a shortened escape route if they became tired; however, all of them, enjoying the atmosphere and energy of the parade, completed the whole route.

The diverse mix of people enjoying the Festival over the weekend was testament to the success of this inclusive programming and planning.
Some comment has been noted that the festival should represent diversity more in its programming choices. However, after discussion, the directors agree with this but also feel that the priority in programming should be focused on quality and interesting puppetry. An additional consideration is that the Festival is a small team delivering the event, and would require significantly increased administration support to deliver more complex international programming, in order to navigate the additional demands presented by the UK Borders agency.

Audience feedback
An assessment questionnaire was distributed at festival venues and was also available online as a SurveyMonkey questionnaire.

2000 questionnaires were printed, of which around half were handed out, mainly at ticketed performances, with 295 respondents (259 on paper, 36 via SurveyMonkey)

Key findings:

· 94% of 2261 allocated seats were sold 

· 53% of attendees saw two or more shows.

· 29% of people travelled up to 15 miles, 28% travelled between 15 and 50 miles, and 43% travelled over 50 miles.

· 37% of attendees heard about the festival via word of mouth.

· 97% of attendees either loved or enjoyed the festival 

· 91% of people said they would return in 2019 

29% of respondents said that this was their first visit to Skipton Puppet Festival, which indicates that the festival is still attracting new audiences (this figure was 41% for 2015). More significantly, 82% of respondents said that they came to Skipton especially for the Festival, 2% more than in 2015, which indicates that it is a real draw.

· The total estimated audience for the 2017 festival was 17,688 performance attendees, similar to the 2015 event.

For the 2017 festival a new question was added about economic impact of the festival: we asked how much people spent whilst in Skipton – 29% of attendees spent between £0 and £20, 23% of attendees spent between £20 and £40, 40% of attendees spent over £40, and 8% declined to answer the question.

Key Achievements and moving forward

Key achievements 

The Festival team has once again developed and delivered a successful international puppet theatre festival. This event is valued by both audiences and artists; it is notable in that it offers artists space to meet, network, and see each others' work in a supportive environment.

Artform development has included a mix of new and experimental work, opportunities for training and development, and networking within the sector and on an international level. The Scratch Space created a space to share new and experimental work with public and puppet audiences for immediate feedback. 

For audiences, the formula has changed little: a mix of traditional and experimental work, shows for families and shows for adults, a range of free and ticketed performances, together with free workshops, a spectacular parade and the warmth and fun of the festival hubsite. The festival offers an inclusive approach, particularly in its financial accessibility (over half of the performances are free), and an opportunity to see new performance work in a rural hub town without having to travel to cities like Leeds or Bradford. It is perhaps no surprise that 97% of questionnaire respondents said they enjoyed the festival, and 91% said they would return again. 

This is an event with a heart, cherished by audiences and performers alike. 

The current situation

Having achieved seven successful festivals, with feedback from the 2017 event suggesting that it has been the best yet, the team are keen to sustain this success and to give the festival a chance to continue. The festival has a reputation amongst artists, puppetry audiences and local audiences as a generous and accessible event, with a heart. This is not an off-the-shelf event; rather, it is a bespoke labour of love that is cherished by artists and audiences alike. As Bence Sarkadi of ‘Budapest Marionnettes’ said in post-Festival feedback, “I've done hundreds of festivals in the last ten years and I have to say that Skipton is one of the best in the world.”
It has become increasingly apparent over several festivals that the festival is not matching artistic spend with production spend, and what has become a big festival is now under-resourced in terms of its technical support, not least because venues must be built from scratch. The choices are to put more money and time in, which will cost more, or to reduce the scale of artistic delivery and to resource this reduced scale more appropriately.

We can either try to attract more money, which in the present funding climate is increasingly unlikely, or we can shrink the festival, putting a more balanced level of resource into technical management. As the festival stands, this is a point of risk.

The current team of directors are made up of 50% practicing puppeteers, whose other work is unnecessarily stressed through the demands of delivering this event. Two of the non-artist directors are also standing down; this presents a hiatus moment, creating a strong strategic opportunity to reflect and regroup.

The Way Forward

A discussion about the 'way forward' highlighted a number of issues to attend to, i.e.

· The biggest issue of concern at the 2017 Festival was the technical support provided and particularly as all the venues must be made fit for purpose to suit the variety of shows' production needs; this needs to happen in a relatively brief period of time. 
· Managing the multiplicity of roles that Directors carry.

· The scale of the Festival.

· Funding.  

Three different approaches to managing these issues were considered:

a) Based on our experience of seven Festivals, set up a Festival programme template: allocate pre-defined time slots for companies to fit into (and if they cannot, not to book them), advance book accommodation, etc. 

b) Hand over the organisation of the Festival to a reputable festival production company who would work to the requirements of the Directors.

c) An incremental approach whereby we review the allocation of responsibilities, adjust the level of spend on production compared with the artistic spend to balance with funds available, farm out some of the tasks and bring in to the Board new Directors or individual Affiliates to help and extend the allocation of roles.

Because programming choices are limited to what is available and affordable we may not have options that fit our template, and, because of the importance given to creating a quality Festival that retains the community, care and support ethos for all - puppeteers, volunteers and audiences – as the Festival board, we felt that we should continue to grow organically and take on the incremental approach.  

To this end, the way forward includes:

1. To commit to doing another Festival in 2019 and prepare and submit an application to ACE for funding. 

2. In recognising that currently the continuation of the Festival depends on the inspiration, commitment and network contacts of Liz and Daniel Lempen, the de facto artistic directors, considerable thought needs to be given as to how the legacy of the Festival can be sustained. This is an issue to address with Arts Council England and Craven District Council and Skipton BID. 

3. Ben Pugh, the Festival’s Production Manager, will take a more significant role in overseeing technical aspects of the Festival, allocating dedicated staff to each venue, and with appropriate remuneration. 

4. Whilst scaling back the number of Festival venues would be challenging, this is an option, as is considering contracting fewer companies who would deliver more performances.

5. The Festival must be vigilant in monitoring the impact of Brexit on accessibility of international content for future Festivals. 

6. The Festival team will hold meeting in February 2018 to progress these items. 

 Recommendations for future
The Festival will arrange a meeting with Craven District Council to address issues relating to Skipton Town Hall, and to discuss productive ways forward. 

Skipton BID are committed to the future of the festival and to this end have suggested that more financial and logistical support may be available to the festival. The festival will meet with Skipton BID to explore this option. 

As two of the Festival’s directors will stand down in early 2018, the Festival will consider approaching/electing new directors to address the skills gaps created by these resignations.

The festival in numbers

Volunteer hours: 485 (this does not include innumerable hours of unpaid time given by directors in the development, production and delivery of the event)

Workshops delivered: 20

Puppets created: over 400

Performers: 103

Audience: 17,688 

Of which ticketed: 2,261
