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Following a highly animated discussion during a break out session on ‘Sustainable Touring’ at the TMA Touring Seminar in March members asked for advice and guidance on how best to improve the environmental performance of their companies. In this article, Julie’s Bicycle reports back on its major research project into theatre touring and the new UK-wide programme it is launching to support the theatre industry to adapt to a low carbon economy.

Touring

Over the past nine months Julie’s Bicycle has undertaken the first study of its kind into the greenhouse gas emissions of UK and international touring for bands, orchestras and theatre. The report, commissioned by the British Council and the Arts Council, sets out to quantify and analyse the emissions generated through touring in order to improve our collective understanding and support the sector in prioritising the most effective actions we can take. It goes on to make a number of key recommendations appropriate to different players in the touring theatre supply chain. The following is an extract from the report:

Touring is one of the most creative and flexible ways that audiences can get access to live performance, and many theatre makers embrace the discipline of touring as a fundamental part of their creative challenge. Innovative touring experiments, often embarked upon by financial necessity, can generate wholly new ways of working: perhaps introducing audiences to the experience of seeing work in unusual and non-traditional theatre spaces or to being part of an audience made up of very different people than they would normally encounter. Touring is, of itself, adventurous and usually attracts theatre makers with a zeal to take their work to wider and more diverse audiences than those reached from a single venue and for whom the variety of response is of enormous creative value. 

It is understandable that theatre makers are fearful that environmental concerns might act as a barrier to continuing to share their work so widely but, by virtue of the imaginative and flexible approach common to touring theatre makers, they are in fact uniquely well-equipped to help design a new model of touring that continues to offer access and participation to large numbers of people worldwide but that creates a far smaller environmental impact whilst doing so. Our recommendations for action do not suggest that we stop touring, or that international touring is worse than domestic, or that large touring outfits are superfluous and excessive. Instead the research that Julie’s Bicycle has undertaken provides fascinating insights, and crucially it provides the evidence base that theatre makers can use for practical action: recommendations, tools and resources. It is directed at all those who are engaged in the business of theatre touring: the companies themselves, their tour bookers and funders as well as the promoters and venues who present the work. 

This study is the first systematic attempt to link the evidence of environmental impacts with practical solutions for cutting carbon emissions. It presents an in-depth understanding of global greenhouse gas emissions generated across all scales of touring activity. We have focused on the movement of people and of the production – in other words the primary business of touring – because these decisions have ramifications for all associated greenhouse gas emissions. The findings are the result of extensive data gathered from a wide variety of tours undertaken in 2009 in the UK, Europe, US and Asia and from conversations with a broad cross-section of touring professionals. 

With this information we have been able to: 

1) quantify the greenhouse gas emissions of all forms of venue-based touring, and 

2) identify practical actions through the business supply chains that, taken now, pave the way for a touring sector with a minimal environmental impact.  

