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Executive Summary
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This report evaluates the Stockwood, Hengrove and 
Whitchurch Neighbourhood Partnership Public Art 
Commissioning Programme 2012–2016 which offers  
a lens through which to consider the public art 
commissioning and devolved democratic decision-
making in which local people and institutions play a  
part. It contains a great deal of detail that will be of 
interest to readers who wish to be aware of the 
opportunities and pitfalls associated with such an 
initiative. The arts programme arose from Section 106 
funding (ca. £350,000) from building developments in  
the area being devolved to the local community through 
the Neighbourhood Partnership system for public art. 
This provided an opportunity for community involvement 
in the development of a public art commissioning 
programme on a scale that had not previously been 
attempted.	The	programme	also	reflected	Bristol	City	
Council’s	(BCC)	commitment	to	localism	where	the	
proposals affecting communities and decision making are 
presented to Neighbourhood Partnerships for consultation 
and debate, and where the local budget holders at ward 
level are the elected councillors, who retain the right to 
ratify or veto the decisions of the partnership. 

Background
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Following a selection process, independent curators 
were appointed by Bristol City Council with the following 
broad objectives:

• Engage a broad range of local people in the 
development of an arts programme.

• Raise	local	awareness	of	the	nature	and	benefits	 
of contemporary public art. 

• Produce a strategy for the public art programme 
developed with local people and approved by the 
Neighbourhood Partnership.

• Develop a model of good practice for public art 
commissioning using devolved funds.

• Following strategy adoption, produce a coherent 
professionally curated programme of art works, 
acceptable to local stakeholders.

• Ensure a sustainable legacy for the Hengrove 
programme and publics.

The evaluation has responded to these objectives,  
with a focus on the very complex processes of decision-
making involved. Particular emphasis has been given  
to	the	interfaces	between	curators,	artists,	BCC	officers,	
the Neighbourhood Partnership, elected councillors, the 
Arts Steering Group and, last but not least, a variety of 
local institutions (including schools, the Skills Academy, 
and voluntary organisations) and residents of the Ward. 

Objectives of the Public Art Programme
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The programme overran its intended timescale by one 
and	a	half	years,	reflecting	its	challenges	as	well	as	its	
achievements. This highlights the tensions between 
public art commissioning, the nature of the devolved 
decision-making process and local participatory 
democracy. The main body of the report highlights  
a number of tensions and considerations from which 
lessons can be learnt for future initiatives of this nature. 

These include:

• The contrasting temporalities of locally responsive 
public art programmes, devolved decision-making 
bodies and local government bureaucracies.

• The vesting of powers in elected representatives 
(councillors) who lack specialist expertise in arts 
commissioning	and	are	influenced	by	a	number	of	
competing perspectives and agendas, including public 
accountability, the cultural needs and preferences of 
local people, expert opinion and considerations of 
future electability.

• Conflicting	interpretations	of	the	proper	aims	and	
objectives for such a programme: criteria of ambition 
and excellence adopted by arts professionals who 
aspire to the commissioning of original and distinctive 
new	work;	aspirations	of	arts	officers	to	enhance	the	
cultural standing of the city; different imperatives and 
perspectives about community development; cultural 
conservatism often found in areas of previously low 
cultural investment.

Tensions faced in implementing the arts programme

• The	conflict	between	the	formal	democratic	authority	 
of	local	government	and	the	more	fluid	democratic	
process that needed to support an art programme.

 
• Local preferences for different forms of legacy: 

physical, cultural, economic, emotional and their 
relationship to sustainability and community 
development.

• Perceived legitimacy of spending on public art at a 
time of economic austerity and in the face of high 
levels of local need for various forms of infrastructure. 

• Challenges of engaging communities who have little 
experience	of	the	benefits	of	public	art.

• Challenge of area with limited community engagement. 
i.e. “there is a fractured community in Hengrove”.
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1 A public engagement programme was organised 
  to inform and involve local residents

• A series of visits and workshops were organised to 
raise awareness of public art.

• An artist selection process was designed that 
stimulated research on the nature, needs and history 
of the area and its under-appreciated cultural assets.

• Proposals were developed in consultation with 
numerous local residents. 

• Local primary schools and other organisations were 
engaged in the parts of the programme that affected 
them.

• A small, committed and informed steering group of 
local residents was established to support the curators 
and their involvement was sustained to the end of the 
programme.

• Public events were held and a blog and website 
established to inform, celebrate and support the 
commissions going forward.

2 Three major original public art projects were 
 commissioned that were distinctive to Hengrove 

• Artist	Nils	Norman’s	commission	‘Pieces	of	Play’	
comprised a number of works within the area. They 
include a theatre curtain for the community centre 
which has become a focal point of conversations 
amongst those who use the centre and portrays key 
Hengrove cultural assets, past and present. A second 
work, in the form of a re-claimed footpath increased 
access to Hengrove Park for residents, and in the 
process,	dealt	with	a	local	flooding	issue,	and	finally,	
four public play areas across the ward were built from 
scratch, three within primary schools, to ensure a 
lasting legacy for children and play.

• Artist	David	Thorpe’s	commission	‘The	Commmunity	
Orchard’	will	offer	an	area	of	tree	infrastructure,	 
a meeting point and free harvest for the community  
in years to come, and will engender a sustained 
engagement by the community and friends groups. 

• Martino	Gamper’s	project,	‘The	Archive	of	Ideas’,	is	 
a	flexible	display	structure	used	by	the	project	team	 
to display and publicise artist ideas and designs for  
the ward, as part of the Future Perfect arts 
programme, as well as use by members of the 
community to display their own exhibitions.

Achievements 
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3 A number of other commissions were also 
achieved as a result of The Hengrove Arts Fund, 
which was established to support ideas for arts 
projects in the Ward through open call, enabling a 
greater support for local artists and organisations.

The awards included: 

• Six commissions through open call, with a value of 
£40,000.

• A book of drawings by a local resident Garth England 
that has brought the work of this self taught artist into 
public view, and which has won critical acclaim and 
reviews including from the Guardian.

• An artist designed seating project in a local primary 
school.

• An artist designed pavilion for a local primary school.

• The improvement of a courtyard space and usable 
learning building in nearby Bridge Farm Primary 
School by Turner Prize winning artists Assemble.
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Challenges 

Despite vigorous efforts on the part of the curators; 
individuals employed by the programme with a 
background in community development; BCC council 
officers	and	the	Arts	Steering	Group;	engagement	among	
the wider Hengrove public remained at best uneven 
throughout the programme. A number of reasons for this 
are discussed in the report but two have been highlighted 
by local residents and stand out:

Hengrove was, and to an extent remains, an  
‘infertile’	area	for	a	public	art	programme,	with	few	 
public amenities other than green space, lack of a civic 
centre and the absence of the demographic (young 
professionals) most likely to involve themselves in public 
art. For a number of reasons, including the delays in the 
decision-making process, and the rejection of a key arts 
proposal	for	a	film,	young	people	who	were	originally	
identified	as	important	beneficiaries	of	the	programme	
were not in the end its primary targets and none were 
represented on the steering group. However, through  
the involvement of the local Skills Academy some should 
benefit	from	The	Community	Orchard	in	the	future.	

Hengrove has had little cultural investment in the past. 
Decision-making in relation to this programme was beset 
by anxieties over vandalism signifying a lack of a sense 
of	ownership,and	a	low	level	of	confidence	in	the	
community’s	ability	to	care	for	the	art	works.	

Residents on the Arts Steering Group, found the 
Council and the Neighbourhood Partnership to be 
bureaucratic and slow in its procedures so that 
momentum was lost and individuals who might have 
become engaged on a more sustained basis drifted 
away.	The	curators	experienced	a	‘stop-go’	syndrome	 

as decisions were continually deferred and had to go 
back to committee for approval. 

Besides the delays occasioned by the political  
process and local government scrutiny, the 
Neighbourhood Partnership often proved to be a 
problematic forum for the approval of public art 
commissions. There appeared to be neither the time  
nor the will to debate the issues fully. The councillors 
were very concerned to exercise due diligence and 
ensure	‘value	for	money’.	However,	the	members	of	the	
Arts Steering Group who committed large amounts of 
time to the programme, acquired some expertise in its 
course and presented copious evidence of support from 
local people, were not accorded the delegated authority 
that	would	have	enabled	them	to	influence	decision-
making. Their recommendations in terms of which art 
works to support, were in the end disregarded by the 
councillors. The latter did not present any evidence in  
the	final	decision-making	forum	to	support	their	veto	 
in relation to proposals that had been extensively 
researched and consulted upon. The result was  
further delay and the near collapse of the programme, 
demoralization of the local residents involved and  
a suspicion that the individual preferences of local 
councillors had prevailed. There was a feeling among 
some residents that the local democratic process (The 
Neighbourhood Process) had failed the arts programme. 
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Implications for Public Engagement in Public Art Commissioning

Despite	the	difficulties	encountered	in	the	course	of	the	
Hengrove Public Art Programme, the report does not 
sustain that the ambition of community involvement in 
public art commissioning is misguided. Rather it suggests 
that there is scope for further development in sustainable 
public engagement strategies in areas of low cultural 
investment like Hengrove, where there is lack of 
familiarity with contemporary public art. Many positive 
signs of this engagement were demonstrated. The 
Hengrove Public Art Commissioning Programme showed 
that where members of the public are engaged in a 
process that allows them to learn about public art and 
fully	participate	in	debating	its	benefits	and	drawbacks	
locally, they can make informed judgments about its 
contribution to local enjoyment, identity and civic space, 
as well as the diverse forms that it can take. Moreover, 
local	people	can	take	a	reflectively	informed	part	in	
commissioning if local decision-making structures allow 
this to happen. The participation of local people is central 
to embedding locally relevant programmes capable of 
leaving a distinctive cultural legacy in the area. 

The role of independent curators with a public 
engagement background is also essential, as is the input 
from arts professionals with a community development 
background, and a supportive Local Authority. The fact that 
the Hengrove programme was not able to fully capitalise 
on the good will of residents and its commissioning 
successes, was in no small part due to the fact that the 
process became mired in bureaucratic, ponderous and 
risk averse decision-making processes, which were at 
odds with the spirit and implicit democratic principles of  
a public art programme seeking local involvement. 
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Full Report
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The evaluation outline of the Hengrove Public Art 
Commissioning	programme	(initially	called	‘Arts	for	All’	
and	later	re-named	‘Future	Perfect’)	highlighted	the	fact	
that substantial Section 106 funds (ca. £350,000) 
secured from a number of recent building developments 
in the area offered an important opportunity for 
community engagement in public art commissioning. 
This had not been tried before and was in line with Bristol 
City	Council’s	(BCC)	new	commitment	to	localism	in	the	
form of Neighbourhood Partnerships1.	It	is	worth	briefly	
highlighting the policy context before proceeding to the 
evaluative section of this report as this gives some sense 
of	the	programme’s	wider	significance.	
Hengrove	is	positioned	at	a	significant	intersection	 

of social and cultural policy that pinpoints the role of the 
arts in stimulating civic participation, creativity and the 
regeneration of communities. Nationally, there have  
been a range of cultural initiatives premised on citizen 
participation and this has created a fertile terrain for 
socially engaged arts programmes, many of which are 
locally embedded and rely on a mix of professional and 
volunteer skills. In Bigger Thinking for Smaller Cities2, 
Arts	Council	England	announced	that:	‘Participation	in	
the arts can increase individual well-being, encourage 
active citizenship, and contribute to prosperity locally  
and	nationally’.3 Furthermore the arts are thought to  
build	‘links	between	different	communities	and	cultures,	
and	promote	mutual	understanding	and	respect’	4 and on 
a	more	philosophically	ambitious	note:	‘There	may	be	
other opportunities in this post-recession world. Quite 
apart from arts organisations being well placed to lead 

the creativity and innovation that will be a driver  
of economic recovery, the insight, inspiration and solace 
that art offers may have new prominence in a world  
that is questioning the values which matter. The  
arts may reach a new tipping point in terms of their 
contribution to the health and well-being of individuals 
and	communities’5. 

In terms of social policy in the UK, there has  
been renewed interest over the last decade across the  
political spectrum in relationships between individuals, 
communities and the national and local state. In part this 
arises from a declining public engagement with political 
parties and a perceived need to promote other modes  
of civic involvement in public affairs. Additionally, and  
for mixed political motives, central government has been 
promoting a localism agenda which poses economic 
challenges for Local Authorities in a time of austerity  
and political challenges in terms of a workable balance 
between	classical	‘representative	democracy’	implied	 
in	local	electoral	processes	and	elements	of	‘direct	
democracy’	which	implies	decision	making	bodies	
composed of members of the public. Bristol City Council 
has embraced aspects of localism and has interpreted  
it to mean the devolution of decision making that affects 
local communities to ward level, where locally elected 
Councillors (as participants on the Neighbourhood 
Committee)	are	budget	holders	and	have	final	authority	
to agree or reject proposals put forward to the 
Neighbourhood Partnership. 

The characteristics of the ward were described in the 
Art Plan.

1  “Neighbourhood partnerships 
are about decision-making 
and getting things done at 
a local level, so that local 
residents and community 
groups can work together 
with Bristol City Council, the 
police and local businesses 
to	shape	and	influence	
their neighbourhood. 
All partnerships have a 
Neighbourhood Partnership 
Plan stating what they want to 
do to make their area a better 
place to live. Crucially they 
also have some resources to 
make it happen.”  
http://bit.ly/2mc5Hgf

2 ACE 2010
3 Ibid, p.16
4 Ibid, p.17
5 Ibid, p.19

Introduction and Context

http://bit.ly/2mc5Hgf
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Hengrove is four miles south of Bristol city centre 
with a population of 11,000. Mainly consisting of 
housing, the area is currently undergoing large-scale 
regeneration, with a number of new local amenities 
being built, including a Hospital (South Bristol 
Community Hospital), secondary schools (Oasis John 
Williams Academy and the Hengrove Skills Academy) 
and leisure centre (Hengrove Leisure Centre). The 
area is also home to one of the best film production 
spaces and location facilities in the UK, The Bottle  
Yard a potential resource for artists working on  
Future Perfect. 

Further	significant	information	might	have	included	 
the	demographic	and	socio-economic	profile	of	the	ward	
in which according to ACORN the largest single group 
(around 40%) are settled families and homeowners in 
blue or white collar or lower managerial occupations;  
a	further	20	%	could	be	described	as	‘struggling’	and	
20% as pensioners in different types of accommodation. 
Notably low in numbers are young urban professionals, 
often regarded as the most enthusiastic consumers of 
arts and culture. 

Independent curators Jes Fernie and Theresa Bergne 
tendered for the contract issued by BCC to develop  
and produce the programme. They were selected by 
interview from an invited list, in part because of their  
prior experience in producing public art programmes  
that required extensive engagement activities and in 
economically and socially challenged locations  
(Jaywick, Essex; Barton Hill, Bristol, etc). They devised 
an ambitious public consultation and engagement 
process prior to presenting a curated programme 
proposal to the Neighbourhood Partnership and 
Committee. This consultation programme was made up 
of publicly advertised and freely available workshops, 
visits and events designed to raise awareness of the 
diversity of contemporary public art and the possibilities 
for	community	benefit	it	offered.	There	is	more	detail	on	

6 See Appendix 1.  
Terms of Reference 

this in the Public Engagement section (see page 8).  
As a result, a number of interested residents came 
forward, or were invited to join the Councillors and 
relevant	council	officers	on	an	Arts	Steering	Group	 
for the programme.6 It was intended that the this  
group would help the programme generate a sense of 
ownership so that it would be responsive to the needs 
and preferences of the community while at same time 
attracting visitors and interest from beyond Hengrove  
and respect within the arts sector. The curators 
understood this to imply that the degree of risk that  
would ordinarily be associated with original imaginative 
and untried artworks would be acceptable and the  
artists brief made this clear in the words below
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The theme for the programme is the future;  
a notional fantastical future which embraces 
extraordinary possibilities or dreams. 

Nearly all stakeholders interviewed at the beginning of 
the programme expressed the hope that it would achieve 
considerable local involvement and impact, with wider 
implications for raising awareness, extending participation 
and enhancing understanding and enjoyment of public 
art in the area. In particular, residents stressed that the 
commissions should leave a physical legacy. There  
was less unanimity and differences in emphasis on  
the importance of a legacy of cultural engagement  
that	might	be	of	lasting	benefit	to	the	community.	

This evaluation aims to understand the impacts of  
the programme on engaged individuals, the broader 
public and local organisations in Hengrove. We searched 
for comparators nationally but in fact found no similar 
instances of public art commissioning involving such  
a large sum of money devolved to a Neighbourhood 
Partnership, or similar body. The Future Perfect 
programme could be regarded as a brave and pioneering 
experiment in local democracy, and this needs to be 
borne in mind as we document its achievements and 
set-backs in this report. A question for the evaluation  
that became more important than originally anticipated 
was how effective local representative democracy could 
be in commissioning an arts programme that combined 
artistic aspiration and originality with public engagement 
and devolved decision-making. 
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• How effective has the public engagement process 
been? Which demographic groups and local 
organisations have been involved?

• Has the selection and commissioning of artists  
been undertaken with public involvement and has the 
process produced results acceptable to stakeholders?

• Has the decision-making process though.

• Neighbourhood Partnerships offered an effective 
model for devolving public art commissioning?

• Has it raised awareness and appreciation of public  
art in Hengrove? 

• What legacy remains for Hengrove from the 
programme? 

Key questions addressed by the evaluation
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Methodology

Consistent with a psychosocial approach, the evaluation 
aimed at a micro/meso/macro analysis that in this context 
implied the impact of the programme on interpersonal 
relations and local groups, networks and institutions 
within	the	policy	context	of	Bristol	City	Council’s	
commitment to localism. 

The task of evaluation was thus necessarily to 
characterise and assess the process as well as the 
outcomes of the programme. The data collection  
strategy	has	reflected	this	imperative	and	we	have	 
sought	to	understand	the	perspectives	of	all	significant	
local stakeholders, including elected councillors, 
representatives of local institutions, the local authority 
and members of the public. Developments have been 
tracked over the arc of the programme using a mixture  
of methods including:

1 Narrative and semi-structured interviews. Aim: capture 
perceptions and experiences of the programme from  
a wide variety of stakeholders.

2 Early and late stage interviews with key decision-
makers. Aim: understand expectations and perceived 
outcomes.

3 Attendance and observation at engagement and 
decision-making events. Aim: acquire an independent 
view of the operation of local political and cultural 
organisations and decision-making processes.

4 On-going progress reviews with the arts consultants. 
Aim: understand actions, rationale, opportunites and 
obstacles for the programme.

5 Documentary analysis of all proposals, documentation 
and written correspondence/feedback from 
stakeholders/minutes of Neighbouhood Partnership 
Meetings. Aim: information gathering.

6 Analysis of video recordings and researcher 
attendance at public engagement meetings, interviews 
with key public engagement personnel, impromptu 
conversations with members of the public in 
attendance. Aim: understand the opportunities and 
challenges of public engagement in the area. 

7	 A	final	stage	focus	group	with	members	of	the	steering	
group. Aim: gather views on process and outcome of 
completed programme.

The research was undertaken with a team of three 
researchers, two of whom were responsible for most of 
the data collection with a third available to support some 
of the analysis, especially in the early stages. A research 
design that can triangulate perspectives is a strength 
when considering qualitative data dispersed over time 
and place. 
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Informants

Interviews were conducted with Ward Cllrs Sylvia  
Doubell (twice — Lib Dem Counsellor) and Barry  
Clark (Labour Counsellor); Gemma Dando (formerly  
Area Co-ordinator for Hengrove and Stockwood 
Neighbourhood Partnership); Aldo Rinaldi (twice — 
Senior	Public	Art	Officer,	Bristol	City	Council);	Ariaf	
Hussain	(twice	—	Neighbourhood	Development	Officer);	
Jim	Cliffe	(planning	officer	responsible	for	section	106	
spending) provided background information in relation  
to BCC and section 106 funds. Tessa Fitzjohn (Curator/ 
Producer of the Community Orchard commission). Jes 
Fernie (multiple conversations — Independent curator/
arts consultant). Theresa Bergne (multiple conversations, 
Independent curator/arts consultant) Helen Davies 
(Community Engagement) Jo Plimmer (Community 
Engagement), Nils Norman (artist), Matt Stokes (artist). 
Members of the Steering Group were interviewed 
individually at the beginning of the programme and  
also together as a focus group at the end (John Button, 
Ray Andrews, Jean Young, Norma Davies). In addition, 
impromptu conversations were held with members of  
the public at engagement events and meetings, including 
two Neighbourhood Partnership meetings. 
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One	of	the	very	first	reactions	voiced	from	members	 
of the public was that the 106 funds presented both  
an opportunity and a dilemma in a time of austerity,  
with little public money available for spending on much 
needed infrastructure and other community facilities.  
It was considered that at the very least something of 
lasting	benefit	should	emerge.	Residents	were	assured	
by the fact that the money had to be ring-fenced for 
public art, and if not used for such, the ward would risk 
losing it.

“I am looking for legacy. London can afford to have 
temporary installations, because they have so many. 
I think we should start off with something permanent; 
I’ve reflected on that.” (Hengrove resident) 

There was concern that the programme should create 
value for money. The steering group members and the 
elected councillors, in whom authority to sign off the 
budget was vested, expressed a strong sense of 
responsibility to ensure the funds were well spent.

“I want to be involved to be sure it is spent wisely  
and not wasted. It’s all fine for me to be on the outside 
barking at the process, but if I am decisions might be 
made without my involvement” (Hengrove resident)

There was unanimous agreement that artists should 
respond	to	a	brief	that	reflected	community	demands	 
and that the commissioning process should ensure that 
community concerns and involvement remain centre 
stage. However there was some divergence over the 

weighting that should be given to community views and 
those of arts professionals. 

“We don’t need people to tell us to get up and do it, 
we’ve been able to bring our talents to bear on things.” 
(Hengrove resident)

“Our aim was to produce a balanced programme”  
(Aldo Rinaldi) 

“The people of Hengrove should get whatever they 
want” (Area Co-ordinator for Hengrove and Stockwood 
Neighbourhood Partnership)

The money should be spent in the Hengrove ward,  
which had seen less investment than the adjoining 
neighbourhood of Whitchurch.

“I’d like to see Hengrove given a bit of a boost.  
We went to see some artwork at the university —  
a very rarefied place. But if you put it up behind ASDA 
you’d need an electric fence” (Hengrove resident)

Although, this seemed to be a relatively uncontroversial 
point at the start of the programme it proved to be a 
complex issue. There were different opinions as to 
whether	the	funds	should	only	directly	benefit	Hengrove	
residents, or whether Hengrove institutions (schools, for 
example) and people who used them from outside the 
ward	might	legitimately	benefit.	
 The engagement of a range of community 
stakeholders and institutions was vital but provision for 

Initial expectations and aspirations
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children and young people was considered to be of 
particular importance. Hope was expressed that young 
people could use commissions to develop skills, 
creativity and a sense of community.

“Young people are the future” (Hengrove resident)

“I had never been to the Tate Modern before. I saw a 
dance routine which was captivating. There weren’t 
enough hours in the day to appreciate the visit. I want 
to get my children and grandchildren to go. I never 
had that opportunity. I felt like an excited schoolboy…” 
(Hengrove resident on a Future Perfect research trip)
 

During the initial process of forming a group of interested 
residents to take the project forward, residents spoke 
movingly of their own personal journey and excitement  
at expanding cultural horizons. Those who were involved 
in the early stages of the process appreciated the way 
the curators managed a carefully planned introductory 
programme during which they were able to experience 
different forms of public art in Bristol and elsewhere. 
Paradoxically, those individuals among whom there  
was real depth of engagement also expressed humility, 
wondering	what	they	could	offer	to	a	field	that	they	 
were only just beginning to understand. They became 
aware that putting together a public art plan is a learning 
process that requires time, thought and a measure of 
personal change. 

“I think that for art to be a success it should prompt  
the viewer to ask a question rather than just walking 
by. It’s surprising how interesting it can be. You can 
see snowball effects.” (Hengrove Resident) 
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A longlist of artists was drawn up by the appointed 
project curators Jes Fernie and Theresa Bergne which 
was presented to the Art Steering Group (ASG). This list 
was	drawn	up	based	on	the	artists’	briefs	developed	for	
the commissions mapped out in the Future Perfect Public 
Art Strategy. The commissions were: 

• Green Spaces

• Permanent commission

• Radio Commission

• Temporary Commission

Members of the arts steering group (ASG) then selected 
a shortlist of artists who were invited to Bristol to be 
interviewed by the ASG. All artists had an opportunity  
to visit Hengrove and speak with the key stakeholders 
and to read the art plan. An Interview process took place 
over a three day period, in which project proposals were 
presented. Efforts were made to ensure different types  
of commission: permanent, temporary (likely to involve  
a mass public event or spectacle) and green space.  
A	practical	difficulty	arose	regarding	the	considerable	
time commitment being asked of people sitting on the 
interview panels and their composition was not identical 
on the three separate days. According to some members 
of the steering group this constituted a breach of good 
practice in that only the curators, the Labour councillor, 
Neighbourhood	officer	and	public	art	officer	saw	all	the	
pitches. The sense that some people had been excluded 

from part of the process, albeit unintentionally, became 
significant	when	disagreement	arose	over	the	selection	 
of artists.3

Three artists: Nils Norman, David Thorpe and Matt 
Stokes were selected by majority vote to submit  
detailed proposals and then also interviewed for public 
engagement purposes by children from primary schools 
in the area. These interviews remain available on the 
Future Perfect website www.futureperfectbristol.org  
and Tumblr for the life of the Programme and included 
the pertinent question “How do you know the people  
of	Hengrove	want	it?”.	The	artists	justifiably	cited	the	
extensive conversations held with groups and individual 
community members as part of their research and 
development process. However, Matt Stokes, who spent 
the most time in the ward talking to people and groups 
and who made the most thoroughly prepared pitch,  
was ultimately not commissioned. This will be further 
discussed below; the rejection of his proposal by the 
councillors reveals some of the tensions that were at the 
heart of the whole process.

Selection of artists

http://www.futureperfectbristol.org
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Community Engagement

Previous studies by The Psychosocial Research Team  
at	Uclan	have	identified	wider	effects	of	engagement	in	
public art: the potential to enhance local democracy,  
civic action and cross-community dialogue with the 
artwork acting as point of articulation and communication 
between people and groups who ordinarily have different 
views of the world (see for example, New Model Arts 
Institutions and Public Engagement, Froggett et al 2011). 
In	the	specific	context	of	Hengrove,	a	relatively	ethnically	
homogenous area that had received little previous 
cultural investment, there was a degree of consensus  
in relation to the need to consider arts provision for 
different generations, with a particular focus on both 
primary schools and young people. The involvement  
of Oasis Academy and other schools was felt to be  
key from the outset.
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A substantial part of the budget was allocated for 
engagement	and	council	officers	themselves	undertook	
preliminary	leaflet	drops	and	consultation	with	local	
people. The curators Jes Fernie and Bristol-based 
Theresa Bergne (interviewed and selected from an 
invited list of tenders) had a track record in the delivery  
of work that had achieved substantial public engagement. 
Moreover, engagement activities spanned all parts of the 
programme from building public awareness, working with 
the locally embedded art steering group, presentation of 
a curated list of artists for selection and activities integral 
to delivery of the commissions themselves. Helen Davies 
(who	worked	with	the	Arnolfini	gallery	in	Bristol)	followed	
by Jo Plimmer (who had a strong background of working 
with schools) were both experienced in community 
engagement and were appointed to help carry through 
this work. Tessa Fitzjohn who was locally based and 
contracted at a later stage to manage delivery of The 
Community	Orchard	commission	had	a	strong	profile,	
having worked for the Arts Council and on many publicly 
facing projects. It fell to her to stimulate substantial public 
interest	in	The	Orchard,	its	planting	and	potential	benefits	
to	the	community.	The	council’s	contract	with	Tessa	
included	researching	a	structure	for	a	‘Friends	of	the	
Orchard’	group	to	ensure	sustained	interest	and	a	first	
engagement plan to ensure that support for the Orchard 
would be maintained over time. At the time of writing 
modifications	to	the	plan	foresee	the	possibility	of	a	
series of related small commissions and talks in other 
venues in Bristol to stimulate wider interest in the orchard 
across the city. The question of whether and how the 
Orchard will be adopted by the local community —  

key to its long-term growth and impact — remains open.
In sum, the professional skills and resources devoted 

to informing, consulting, discussing, involving, and 
organising people from Hengrove and beyond, in relation 
to the Future Perfect programme, were considerable. 
Nevertheless public engagement remained patchy. If  
the criteria of success were taken to be an enhanced 
interest in public art on the part of individuals and 
organisations in the area, then the results could be 
described as episodic and unevenly distributed rather 
than generalised and sustained. To understand the 
reasons for this it is important to consider the decision-
making process, the obstacles that had to be negotiated, 
and the drawn-out nature of the programme that resulted. 
This will be discussed after we have considered the 
challenges facing the programme, the kind of activities 
undertaken, and the imagination and care that went into 
their design. 

Personnel involved in public engagement
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Challenges for public engagement in Hengrove 

At	the	outset,	interviews	with	council	officers	identified	
that Hengrove would be a challenging area in terms of 
stimulating public interest and involvement. They cited 
the relative dearth of attractive public amenities, apart 
from green space; the lack of an obvious cultural hub  
(the old Community Centre was in urgent need of 
refurbishment);	also	the	lack	‘civic’	space	that	would	 
act as a natural gathering point — the area outside  
ASDA supermarket had come to serve this purpose. 

However, initial interviews with interested residents  
in	Phase	1	of	the	evaluation	(the	first	year)	located	 
the	difficulties	less	with	infrastructure	than	with	the	
population’s	readiness	to	take	an	interest	in	initiatives	 
of this nature. Misgivings were documented in the phase 
1 report submitted by the evaluation team and are 
summed up as follows:

• Local people prioritise spending money on the  
area’s	physical	infrastructure.

• Spending on public art seems wasteful in a time  
of austerity.

• People in Hengrove tend to think of public art in 
traditional ways (permanent sculptures or paintings) 
which would interest a small section of the community.

• People have lost faith in politics and civic society  
and are apathetic in relation to public affairs.

• People would rather stay at home and watch TV.

• There is a shortage of young professionals in the area 
— perceived by the steering group members as the 
group most likely to take an interest.

• Many people feel they have no understanding of public 
art and are daunted by the process of decision-making 
that the art programme implies.

• Since	it’s	impossible	to	please	everyone	decisions	
over	how	to	spend	the	money	might	lead	to	conflict.

• A permanent legacy is desirable but there are fears 
that any permanent structure would be destroyed by 
vandalism.

 
Given this apparently infertile territory it was 
acknowledged	by	BCC	officers	and	the	councillors	 
for Hengrove and Stockwood ward that widespread 
public engagement would be key if the programme  
was to attract public support, enlarge understanding  
of the range and scope of contemporary public art, 
forestall problems associated with vandalism, and 
generate local ownership and a sustainable legacy  
for the programme.       



Psychosocial Research Unit, University of Central Lancashire 24

Public engagement activities

Information and consultation with Hengrove residents 
commenced prior to the appointment of the curators  
and	included	a	mass	leafleting	of	the	area	by	BCC	
officers	Gemma	Dando	and	Ariaf	Hussain	to	raise	
awareness of the opportunity offered by the Section 106 
funds and invite residents to participate in the process. 
Leaflet	drops	ensure	wide	coverage	of	households	but	
are limited as instruments of public participation. Once 
the curators were appointed, a programme of visits, 
events and public meetings, as well as a website with a 
‘HelloHengrove’	blog,	were	set	up.	

Throughout April — July 2012 Jes Fernie and  
Theresa Bergne ran a series of interactive public 
information	and	consultation	events	‘Hengrove	Speaks’	 
in order to clarify what public art commissioning involves, 
present examples of engaging communities in public  
art, and familiarise themselves with the views and 
preferences of the community. Alongside these events 
the curators organised a tour of public art projects 
elsewhere in Bristol, and visits to other locations 
including	the	‘Tanks’	at	Tate	Modern	and	Martino	
Gamper’s	studio	in	East	London.	Martino	held	an	open	
air workshop at which local residents were encouraged  
to	bring	old	furniture	to	be	‘upcycled’	as	well	as	
presenting his plans for a mobile display unit, the 
‘Hengrove	Archive	of	Ideas’;	residents	were	also	
introduced to the achievements of the nearby Knowle 
West Media Centre and there was an opportunity to  
meet	and	discuss	use	of	music	and	film	with	artist,	 
Matt Stokes.
A	notice	composed	at	the	time	gives	a	flavor	of	 

the offer. 

Martino [Gamper] is holding a public workshop in the 
area outside Asda next Saturday, 14th July, getting locals 
‘upcycling’	old	bits	of	furniture	(flyer	attached).		We’ve	
also arranged for key members of our group to come on 
a	studio	visit	to	Martino’s	studio	in	east	London,	to	give	
them an idea of how an artist works, and engage more 
fully in the process of making. 
A	mobile	noticeboard	‘The	Archive	of	Ideas’,	designed	

by Martino Gamper, was commissioned to tour Hengrove 
sites, ensuring a focal conversation point at public 
events, and reaching all parts of the ward. The dual 
engagement strategy at this stage could be described  
as a process of awareness-raising through participatory 
visits and events, and public discussion of public art 
combined	with	flexible	real	and	virtual	information	
platforms. (One of the key aims of this process was to 
carry out on-the-ground research for the Art Plan, to 
ensure that proposals for the commissioning programme 
were relevant, useful and exciting to local people). This 
secured the involvement of the small, committed and 
eventually well-informed steering group to advise and 
support the curatorial team. The intention was that this 
group would work with them to gain public acceptance  
of forthcoming proposals, while also respecting the  
need for accountability within the local political process. 
Steering group members were also to take the project 
forward into the commissioning stage. However, beyond 
the steering group, relatively few interested individuals 
gathered around the project pre-commissioning. Jo 
Plimmer points out that engaging young people and 
schools	with	very	busy	agendas	is	difficult	prior	to	the	
identification	of	concrete	proposals	and	appointed	artists.
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Artist led engagement
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Nils Norman

The art commission that progressed most smoothly, and 
the	first	to	produce	a	result,	was	Nils	Norman’s	‘Pieces	 
of	Play’,	comprising	of	(A)	a	new	theatre	stage	curtain	 
for the Community Centre, (B) an upgraded footpath in 
Hengrove Park, and (C) 5 play areas, installed in a public 
park	and	in	Hengrove’s	three	primary	schools.	Tellingly	
this was the only one of the three proposals presented  
to the Neighbourhood Partnership Meeting on 24th June 
2013 that gained immediate approval. The appeal of 
Norman’s	ideas	related	to	their	permanency	and	their	
potential to leave a tangible legacy that all could see  
and understand. The stage curtain has dramatically 
improved the hall of the Community Centre (replacing  
a decades-old dilapidated forerunner); a pathway  
has	gained	access	to	a	flood	prone	area	and	new	
playgrounds allow children access to previously unused 
grassland areas in three primary schools and in a public 
park. Nils Norman believes that high quality public art 
can be used to address problems that in a time of 
austerity would not otherwise attract public funding  
and his consultation process with local children, adults 
and institutions was informed by this intent. This project 
offered	something	‘useful’	—	a	practical	contribution 
to the physical infrastructure of Hengrove. As a general 
rule Nils Norman believes that, 

“consultation is sometimes tokenistic and could go 
beyond this to be used in a more political way … 
not as a replacement for public services, but as a 
means to work locally with residents to solve some  
of their problems”.
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A primary tension at the heart of the Future Perfect 
Programme was thus avoided in this commission —  
the feeling among some that the money could be better 
spent on meeting more practical needs for which no 
funding was available. The playgrounds clearly created 
play space for local children and their views, together 
with	local	workshops,	were	synthesised	into	the	final	
design. The collaged images of the curtain emerged  
from a process in which Nils, with the help of the curators 
and Jo Plimmer, researched the history — documented 
and oral — of the area, for example by visiting care 
homes and also from accessing archival material.  
The curtain has had impact as a distinctive Hengrove 
work, with multiple visual entry points referencing the 
cultural history of the area. As well as serving an 
important practical purpose it has become a  
conversation point for people using the hall. 

Nils Norman considers that he had a relatively 
“painless” ride through what proved for the other artists  
to be a frustrating process. He acknowledges that in  
a programme like this it is “hard to negotiate between  
all the different desires” and feels that he was well 
protected by the curators who quite properly acted as 
buffer between himself and the local political process. 
Comparing his Hengrove experience with work he has 
underway elsewhere, he has concluded that from the 
artist’s	point	of	view,	it	is	much	easier	to	work	primarily	
with	arts	professionals	and	local	authority	officers	than	
within devolved-decision making as in the Hengrove 
model. In the latter case ability of the curators to mediate 
between the artist and the political process was to  
some extent circumscribed. 
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It	is	worth	discussing	the	fate	of	Matt	Stokes’	proposal	
which achieved widespread and well-documented local 
support, especially from schools and youth groups,  
and yet was rejected by the Ward councillors at the 
Neighbourhood Partnership meeting in June 2013  
when it was presented as part of a programme of three 
commissions.	Stokes’	proposal	was	the	outcome	of	a	
very wide consultation process and of thorough research 
into the history and amenities of the area. He made  
a number of visits to Hengrove, touring it on a hired  
bicycle, and staying in a local B&B. During these visits  
he became aware of half-forgotten or unremarked 
historical and present-day cultural assets of the area  
and	evolved	a	film	proposal	that	also	entailed	a	process	
of intensive community development. The idea was that 
the	making	of	the	film	would	excavate	cultural	history	 
and activate and link individuals, groups, sites and 
institutions.	Although	the	film	itself	would	remain	as	 
a tangible outcome, a key purpose of the proposal  
was	to	build	cultural	capital	from	the	ward’s	own	under-
appreciated resources through the process of producing 
a	highly	original	and	Hengrove	specific	artwork.	The	rich	
and ambitious musical heritage of the old Hengrove 
school was a fundamental inspiration, especially a mass 
concert	held	in	1973	—	‘The	Venturers’	that	was	recorded	
as	an	LP.	Using	the	now	vintage	sci-fi	inspiration	of	this	
idea	for	a	‘Venturers:	Epilogue’,	the	artists	proposal	looked	
forward to the future inviting the people of Hengrove to 
imagine what life would be like 500 years hence.
The	proposal	met	the	identified	problem	of	apathy	and	

cultural disengagement head-on. A very wide range of 
people	and	interests	were	to	be	involved,	with	the	film	

investing in local sites. These would have included the 
Bottle	Yard	where	an	existing	nascent	film	industry	would	
have	received	a	substantial	boost.	The	airfield	provided	a	
potential screening site and suggested reprising another 
aspect of local history where the building of midget test 
planes during the war foresaw transport in the future.  
The model shop could have contributed to local sets, and 

Matt Stokes
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sci-fi	aesthetic	would	have	ben	enhanced	by	the	
technical	college’s	greenhouse	bio-spheres	—	also	 
a permanent and usable public art work commissioned 
as part of the development of The Skills Academy and 
created by Danish artist collective N55 and architect 
Anne Romme.

Stokes also took care to build into his proposal existing 
skills and talent, envisaging a high degree of participation 
from performing arts groups; technical and musical 
development of the sound track in collaboration with 
youth orchestras and musicians; and construction of  
sets and provision of support services such as hair and 
make-up from the Hengrove Skills Academy. The project 
would have been a focal point for the collaboration of  
key institutions: the Oasis Academy, the Skills Academy, 
Youth Moves and music and sports facilities. 

In terms of the extent of engagement and originality  
of concept this proposal had potential for considerable 
impact derived as much from its deployment of local 
cultural	assets	and	collaborations	as	from	the	final	
product itself. Importantly the proposal promised 
considerable	‘intangible	legacy’	that	would	have	rested	
on the extent and quality of participation and on setting  
in motion social processes that would have activated a 
shared	imagination.	The	film	would	have	addressed	not	
only what Hengrove has been but what it might become. 
In	explicitly	raising	the	question	of	the	far-flung	future	it	
implicitly invoked a more immediate set of existential  
and practical questions: Who are we? How do we  
see ourselves? How do we build a future we want for 
ourselves? Can we do it together? Further,  by intensively 
weaving the resources of local people into a common 
enterprise, such a project could have developed cultural 
capital and the possibility of a distinctive shared aesthetic 
expressed performatively through the people who took 
part.	In	short,	it	had	significant	potential	to	bring	a	great	
many sections of the community together, with young 
people centre-stage. That a project that so fully met a 

number	of	important	criteria	was	seen	by	the	final	
decision-makers (the ward councillors who were also  
the budget holders) as offering poor value for money 
— and as a thing in itself rather than the focal point of  
a complex community collaboration — suggests failure  
of communication, imagination and/or a shared 
understanding of the purpose of the project. 

Matt Stokes subsequently expressed his frustration 
and disappointment in a letter dated 9th July 2013. When 
interviewed for the evaluation he said that there seemed 
to be a fundamental mismatch between the aspirations  
of the curators and the expectations of the ward 
councillors and that he only gradually became aware  
of this. Acknowledging that his project was the most 
difficult	of	the	three	to	promote,	he	had	put	a	lot	time	 
and effort into researching and justifying it. The whole 
experience had left him with feeling that “the artists were 
the disposable element in the Hengrove experiment”. 

The project curators regret that despite their best 
efforts, they did not succeed in communicating the 
impact and ambition of the project beyond the fact of  
the	film	itself.	The	councillors’	rejection	of	the	project,	 
in	the	face	of	significant	public	support	came	as	a	
surprise since they had been present at all the 
Neighbourhood Partnership update meetings. However 
the only concern expressed prior to the decision-making 
event	appears	to	have	been	over	60K	budget	for	the	film.	
This was deemed by the Ward councilors to be expensive, 
although	the	curators	and	BCC	arts	officer	considered	it	
well-priced given its scope. The matter highlights the 
difficulties	that	arise	when	councillors	feel	they	must	 
take decisions that are beyond their expertise and 
understanding, and where their positions as local 
representatives might be jeopardised. 
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David	Thorpe’s	proposal	-The	Community	Orchard	—	
fulfilled	the	programme’s	mission	to	produce	a	green	
space commission, but it proved to be a very protracted 
process and at the decisive Neighbourhood Partnership 
meeting	it	was	rejected	along	with	Matt	Stokes’	proposal	
above. David had presented a number of ideas at 
interview including species coupling and planting 
schemes that drew on the architectural qualities of trees 
to create a great slow-growing “banqueting hall” in the 
form of a cathedral (trees planted in the outline of a 
cathedral	floor	plan)	and	the	provision	of	fruit	and	nut	
trees that would provide a free harvest to the people of 
Hengrove. The legacy of this project would also rest on 
the	involvement	of	local	people,	specifically	the	long-term	
investment of the horticultural department of the Skills 
Academy for whom it would provide a long-term training 
site, and for the wider community a slow growing meeting 
place and organic growing legacy for all. 

This proposal too aroused concerns at the 
Neighbourhood Partnership meeting. One of the 
questions asked was whether the project could not  
be delivered by a horticulturalist (on the apparent 
assumption that this would be cheaper, but also to 
ensure the requisite complement of skills). There were 
also	concerns	about	vandalism	and	hence	about	finding	
a suitable site where the saplings would be protected.  
A further concern expressed by one of the councillors 
was whether the soil at the proposed site was suitable, 
and hence about on-going provisions for trouble-
shooting, should this prove to be the case. 

Despite its initial rejection the Orchard was resurrected 
over the summer months that followed (the evaluation 

David Thorpe
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team has not been made party to the process by which 
this occurred). However, the artist stepped back from  
the	commission,	effectively	‘gifting’	the	idea	to	the	
community. We have not been able to interview him  
on his view of what happened, but this could hardly have 
been the outcome foreseen when the original proposal 
was put forward. 
Further	time	elapsed	before	the	Orchard	was	finally	

planted at the end of 2015. In part this was due to 
continuing	problems	with	finding	a	suitable	site.	The	
original site proposed by the artist, Whitchurch Village 
Green, was initially rejected by the Art Steering Group 
because of fears of vandalism and a second site was 
found. Negotiations with the owner and preferred partner, 
the Severn Project, came to a halt when the latter 
withdrew, leaving fears that alternative sites would be  
too exposed. Anxiety about destructive elements within 
the community suggest deeper misgivings about lack  
of a public ownership, precisely the problem that 
devolved decision making is designed to attenuate. 
Clearly, placing a public artwork behind a security fence 
would have been unfortunate — particularly a work that 
was intended to yield a free harvest and meeting point  
for the community. At issue here was an implied worry 
about whether the shortage of civic amenities in 
Hengrove	reflected	an	absence	of	civic-mindedness	 
in the community, elements of which could not be  
trusted to respect public goods. 

The eventual siting of the Orchard on Whitchurch 
Village Green the original site, proposed by the artist, 
was negotiated by Tessa Fitzjohn as part of her 
appointment as producer in the later stage of the 
programme	specifically	to	ensure	its	delivery	and	 
launch. Her role included pushing through the intensive 
consultation	with	the	council’s	parks	team,	and	legal	 
and planning authorities originally initiated by the 
curators,	and	finally	clearing	the	way	for	the	use	of	 
the Green as a site. She also oversaw run up events, 
including	a	successful	‘Apple	Day’	attended	by	700	

people, and drew up a public engagement programme  
to ensure that the potential of the Orchard to develop 
interest in art and horticulture was realised. This plan  
was	accepted	by	the	Senior	Public	Art	Officer.	However,	
after two events, this decision was reviewed in order to 
attract a broader audience made up of locals and non-
Hengrove residents. The focus shifted from the Orchard 
as a physical entity (the saplings in their juvenile state 
appeared unremarkable) to a broader discussion on art, 
orchards and horticulture.
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The	first	of	the	commissions	to	be	initiated	by	the	
curators faltered before it began. The project was 
conceived with the Oasis Secondary School in mind  
and designed to utilise in-house broadcasting facilities, 
which the school have but seldom use. It would have 
offered training opportunities by bringing in an artist to 
work as a producer with the students to create a series  
of	short	audio	broadcasts	that	reflected	on	Hengrove	and	
some of the themes of the project. 

The intention was that the artist would work with pupils 
during the spring and broadcast their work in the summer 
to the wider community. In order that the artist might work 
within the school terms, the selection process was 
brought forward from that of the other three commissions. 
Artists were proposed and a selection panel convened 
which included representation from the school. The 
process involved a rigorous discussion regarding the 
selection of the artist which brought out some of the 
tensions inherent in the project.

Councillors decided to postpone the project to  
coincide with the remaining commissions however  
this made it impossible to deliver within the school terms. 
Future	Perfect’s	relationship	with	the	school	suffered	as	 
a result and it took some time for the school to respond 
to opportunities offered by the engagement curator  
later	in	the	programme.	This	highlights	the	difficulties	 
in reconciling the temporalities of a responsive arts 
programme and the local political process, with its 
inherent caution and tendency to defer. 

The Broadcast Commission 
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BCC	Neighbourhood	Development	Officer	Ariaf	Hussain	
proposed to the Neighbourhood Partnership that the 
£40,000 that had been intended for the third commission 
(Matt	Stokes	film	work)	should	be	allocated	to	a	newly	
established	funding	scheme	called	The	‘Hengrove	Art	
Fund’.	The	Future	Perfect	curators	were	not	consulted	on	
this matter and the scheme was advertised Bristol-wide 
but	with	a	specific	brief	to	locate	activities	in	the	local	
area, and to support practitioners and venues in Bristol. 
In June/July 2014 local artists and groups were invited  
to submit proposal in the range of up to £10,000. 

The objectives were:

• To support projects within communities which enhance 
local image and identity through arts and culture.

• To strengthen relationships and encourage 
collaboration between communities, organisations  
and creative practitioners.

• The process was overseen by Ariaf Hussain and out  
of 10 submissions 6 were funded. They are listed here 
as an indication of their nature and range, however we 
have not been made party to the evaluations carried 
out by the projects themselves and the evaluation of 
their impact as a whole was not included in our brief. 

Perry Court Primary School 
£10,000, for a sculpture trail through woodlands created 
with artists and local school children.

Future Perfect 
£5,000, production of a book of drawings by local 
resident Garth England (Later increased to £9,000).

Brave Bold Drama 
£1,716, use of artistic craft and theatre skills to create 
play resources to be used by local carers and preschools 
for programmed artistic activities.

Arnolfini 
£9,000, artistic design-and-build of a structure to be  
used in a new garden at Bridge Farm Primary School  
by Turner Prize winning artists Assemble.

Unique Voice 
£4,850, workshops on different forms of art to express 
views and opinions, development, exhibition and 
performance of a main artwork.

Cirque Bijou 
£10,000, circus performers and digital artists to work  
with local communities delivering artist-led walks and 
pop-up	shows,	including	film	production	and	distribution	
via online footage.

The Hengrove Art Programme Commissions
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Garth England 
One commission on which we are able to comment  
was the book of drawings by Garth England entitled 
‘Murdered	with	Straight	Lines’,	produced	and	edited	 
by Jes Fernie and Theresa Bergne which has been  
very successful in Bristol, the UK and beyond. It remains 
a much appreciated and positive legacy of the Future 
Perfect programme. The idea emerged from a 
serendipitous meeting between team member Jo 
Plimmer and local resident Garth England, who was 
living in a care home in Hengrove at the time. Jo was 
carrying	out	research	for	Nils	Normans’	theatre	curtain	
project in the area when a chance meeting led to the 
discovery	of	Garth’s	drawings.	The	book	has	been	
critically acclaimed, widely reviewed (nationally and 
internationally); and has received a diverse range of 
responses from architects, museum directors, curators, 
local people, artists and curious people across the UK 
and abroad including Nicholas Serota, Director of the 
Tate Art museums and Galleries. Apart from the high 
quality of the drawings themselves, the book offers a 
closely observed historical and biographical insight into 
Hengrove as a place through the eyes of Garth England 
over a considerable amount of time. An exhibition of 
England’s	drawings	is	due	to	be	held	at	Bristol’s	
Architecture Centre in 2017.
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Achievements & Setbacks

Over its life course the Hengrove Public Art 
Commissioning Programme has employed a range  
of personnel who committed time and energy to a 
process which considerably overran their initial 
contracted responsibilities and which required a further 
contract and fees to cover additional time. Jes Fernie 
 and Theresa Bergne were appointed, and together 
brought a distinguished track record in arts curatorship, 
publication and arts commissioning. Tessa Fitzjohn had 
worked in the sector for many years, as a practicing 
artist,	producer,	curator	and	regional	officer	for	Arts	
Council England. Community Engagement involved 
Helen	Davies	who	had	worked	for	the	Arnolfini	and	 
Jo Plimmer with a strong background in the education. 
BCC	officers	Ariaf	Hussain	and	in	the	early	stages	
Gemma Dando helped disseminate information. Aldo 
Rinaldi	the	Senior	Public	Art	Officer	was	charged	with	
oversight of the programme on behalf of Bristol City 
Council as project commissioner. 

Despite this considerable reservoir of skill and 
professional experience, the programme encountered  
a	number	of	difficulties	in	its	implementation.	It	is	
important to emphasise that this was in part because  
of its pioneering nature — local devolution of public art 
commissioning at this scale is uncharted territory and its 
ambition was for new and original contemporary artworks 
by internationally recognised artists, together with legacy 
and a public engagement programme that would lead to 
the cultural regeneration of the area. In the event Future 
Perfect delivered one small and two large commissions 
that will leave an ongoing physical legacy with 
engagement opportunities. However, it overran 

anticipated timescales by a considerable margin of  
two years, was a cause of some dissensus between 
stakeholders and eventually a degree of demoralisation 
on the part of some engaged residents. After curating 
and managing the programme for a three year period 
(one and a half years longer than anticipated), the 
independent curators stepped back before the 
programme was completed. 
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The task allocated to the independent curators involved 
‘riding	three	horses’	at	once	—	ensuring	high	quality,	
distinctive commissions; managing a process of public 
engagement; and managing the devolved decision-
making process. Harnessed as they were to different 
priorities and interests, these horses had an incentive 
from the outset to pull in different directions, and for 
legitimate personal and professional reasons. The  
BCC	Senior	Public	Art	Officer	was	concerned	to	ensure	 
a professionally competent, well-curated programme that 
would	enhance	the	City’s	standing,	and	attract	external	
interest. Whilst mindful of local outcomes his horizon  
was somewhat wider than Hengrove ward. For those 
primarily concerned with local community development 
the priority was the widest possible local participation, 
ownership and legacy, and this was understood to entail 
encouragement of local artists and art groups. Other 
stakeholders, including the elected representatives, 
shared some of these aspirations but with different 
emphases. Forward motion for the programme proved  
to	be	very	difficult	given	these	competing	objectives	 
and the nature of the decision-making process. 

Conflicting interpretations of the aims and objectives of the programme
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The particular version of localism that provided the 
context for this programme contributed both to its 
outcomes	and	the	difficulties	in	its	realisation.	As	we	
have made clear, two major commissions and one 
smaller commission were eventually delivered, and a 
number of smaller community commissions were funded 
with the money that would have been allocated to Matt 
Stokes’	project.	However,	the	existing	decision-making	
framework did not appear to facilitate either agreement 
on the commissions or a public debate on the best way 
forward. The arts steering group worked intensively to 
advise and support the curators and it would have been 
reasonable to assume that after such a protracted and 
complex process the recommendations of this collective 
body, backed up by evidence of support in the form of 
more than eighty letters and statements local people and 
a range of stakeholders, would not be lightly dismissed. 
The time allocated to discussion at the Neighbourhood 
Partnership was a short slot in a very busy agenda, too 
short to thoroughly debate alternative views. In the event, 
the programme proposal for three commissions was 
rejected by the councillors for Hengrove, who did not 
present any evidence of alleged public concern. Nils 
Norman’s	commission	alone	was	supported.	The	
independent curators announced their resignation  
and Nils Norman withdrew in the absence of a coherent 
programme (though he was later persuaded to accept  
the commission). 

Although the Orchard was later commissioned as  
we have described, the matter was not referred again  
to a Neighbourhood Partnership meeting until a number 
of internal BCC meetings and conversations had  

Devolution of decision-making and the local political process

cleared	the	way	for	another	attempt	to	find	an	 
acceptable solution. 
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Outcomes

In 2016 we ran a focus group with the residents on the 
 art steering group which ranges over a series of issues 
affecting the programme, positive and negative. These 
individuals are important informants because they 
followed the entire arc of the programme, devoting 
considerable time and commitment to it, and are well 
embedded in the community. Other people who we 
spoke to at various points have attended only individual 
events.	The	first	thing	to	say	is	that	there	was	a	note	of	
unequivocal	approval	for	Nils	Norman’s	curtain	and	our	
evidence is that is a view that is widely shared. 

“It’s a talking point, some of the dads come to parties 
and say, I used to work here, it’s the detail of it,  
it sparks a memory.” 

“In a way it does certainly what I wanted out of the 
project, which was a for a legacy and it made people 
ask questions.”

In the case of the Orchard judgment was reserved

“How does the orchard relate to the original designs?”
“It’s very difficult to see, it’s supposed to represent  
a cathedral.”
[Laughter]

“It’s very difficult to see from ground level.”
“You need the trees to grow a bit.”

The	group	points	to	the	difficulty	of	evaluating	the	
Orchard and its reception that can only be provisional  
at this stage. Its value will very much depend on whether 
it attracts the support and protection of the community, 
and whether the users and partners, such as the Skills 
Academy makes good use of it. Tessa Fitzjohn and  
Jo Plimmer, both with an interest in horticulture, 
demonstrated the local potential. At the time of writing 
the outline and focus of the future engagement plan  
has not been agreed. 
The	rest	of	the	discussion	identified	four	major	 

problem areas:

1 Public art is now seen as problematic as far  
as local investment is concerned and is still  
not well understood.

“It is hard to believe there would be enthusiasm for 
another arts project.”

“There was a problem with the particular pathway  
onto Hengrove Park in that there was a flooding 
problem. And the council were going to provide some 
money but then they thought — what if what we were 
going to spend on a path? Why don’t we combine it 
and make it special? I think it looks nice, but then to 
someone who knows nothing about it … it’s got crazy 
paving, but there is no explanation of what it is.”

“Is it art?
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2 Confidence in local democracy has not been 
boosted and the authority of local councillors  
has not been enhanced.

“This programme was flawed as it was based on a 
model of democratic decision-making. Bristol Council 
played along with this but when it suited them. “

The following passage is worth quoting at length —  
it	is	a	view	that	many	will	find	uncomfortable.	However,	 
it	contains	several	voices,	reflects	the	experience	of	
participants	in	their	own	words,	and	also	reflects	the	
views of other informants.

“I feel … for me the word that comes to mind is 
procrastination. But [name of councillor] was not ever 
really up for the money to be spent on an orchard.“

“He sits on the fence.”

“Whatever objection [name of councillor] raised, if that 
was overcome, he came up with another.”

“It’s got to be getting on for 2012 when we first started 
discussing how we would spend this money, and going 
back to the beginning, we did interview a few artists, 
which I thought was very valuable.”

“But the artist that we decided on was not the artists 
that [name of councillor] wanted and the artist that  
he wanted was one that had done a project in Wales.”

“The football project.”

“That’s right, and I think it was quite successful and that 
is really what he would have gone for.”

“The main objection to that was that it was doing 
something that had been done before.”

“The fact that [name of councillor] was a councillor 
meant that the money had to be approved by the 
Neighbourhood Partnership.”

“So this undermined our decision making.”

“Unfortunately that’s true.”

3 The Local Authority is believed to be bureaucratic 
and slow

“I would say if we didn’t have the procrastination and 
we had a bit more enthusiasm from some people this 
could have been done two years ago.”

“There never seemed to be a lot of momentum.”

“We needed someone with a bit of go.”

“But even that would have been held up by the official 
channels.”

“The amount of work Theresa and Jes put in, they were 
getting a sum of money, but nevertheless they must 
have been very disillusioned.”
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4 Hengrove has a problematic demographic  
and younger generations have not been much 
engaged by the programme

“It’s a difficult area, there is no community centre in 
Hengrove.”

“It used to be through the school, but it’s now the 
academy and it’s a bit cold.”

“90% of the people who come to the community centre 
come from outside the area.”

“There used to be a good community around the sports 
centre.”
 

“I think Hengrove have lost the middle line 
professionals. The people who would move things, 
have gone and it’s being left with us oldies.”

“You have a lot of ‘white van man’.”

In sum, for this highly involved and committed group,  
the problems with the programme and its approval 
amounted to a failure to demonstrate that public art could 
re-animate public space — some people did have their 
aspirations	raised,	only	to	have	them	dashed.	Confidence	
in local democracy had been somewhat dented even 
amongst a group of people who are highly committed  
to it and active in the community. Early in the programme 
this group began to tentatively feel as if public art  
might be a vehicle to create a wider sense of community 
amongst a broader demographic group in Hengrove.  
This feeling has been eroded. Whereas criticism was 
directed at a particular elected representative, seen as 
failing to respect local voices, despite having been part  
of the team and party to all discussions, problems of 
delay were also laid at the door of the Local Authority.
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Conclusions
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The Effectiveness of the Public Engagement Process

This section assesses how the programme fared in 
relation to the evaluation questions at the beginning 
of this report. 

We have documented the very substantial resources, 
effort, expertise and imagination that were devoted  
to public engagement throughout the Future Perfect 
programme. This included the sensitisation of interested 
individuals, recruitment and preparation of an arts 
steering group made up of local people; media and 
communications strategy; dedicated community 
engagement personnel; public consultation; the 
engagement component intrinsic to all of the 
commissions, small and large; their realisation and 
delivery in the case of the Orchard planting and plans  
to sustain interest in and use of the Orchard going 
forward. Although there have been differences of 
emphases, it cannot be doubted that very serious 
attempts were made to engage the people of Hengrove  
in the programme. One of the curators commented that  
a small group did become closely involved but that 
beyond this “people tended to drift in and out” — the 
programme touched a very wide range of people and 
organisations, including schools, care homes, community 
and voluntary groups. It this sense it affected “perhaps 
more than we could have hoped for” but without the core 
sustained engagement that would have marked a step 
change in the level of knowledge and appreciation of 
public art. As we have seen, the key target group — 
younger people — have been almost completely absent 
from the programme, though there will be opportunities 
through the horticulture department of the skills academy 

and public engagement programme (ongoing) to remedy 
this to some extent as the Orchard develops.

These shortcomings in public engagement have  
been partly due to the rejection of the proposal most 
likely to attract and involve younger people (from Matt 
Stokes) where considerations of budget and reluctance 
to	commission	a	film	acquired	precedence	over	benefit	
for this demographic. However, for younger and older 
people alike, momentum and interest was lost as the 
programme became bogged down in protracted 
disagreement. Procedural delay and regulation was  
also	a	significant	factor	(for	example	in	approving	a	 
site for the Orchard).
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Public Involvement in the Selection and Commissioning of Artists

The curated list of artists invited to pitch their proposals 
to an interview panel composed of members of the  
Arts Steering Group offered a range of alternatives 
between permanent, temporary and green space 
commissions, and took place after a programme of visits 
and workshops designed by the independent curators  
to raise awareness of available options. This part of the 
process worked well, was appreciated by all who took 
part, and meant that people who had little or no previous 
experience of public art came to the panels well-informed 
and prepared to assess how far each proposal might 
benefit	the	community.	It	had	also	allowed	them	to	
consider the value of different art forms. The decision  
to take three of these proposals forward was made by 
majority vote and these artists were offered a fee of 
£1,000 to work up full proposals for the Neighbourhood 
Partnership. This encouraged thorough local research  
in accordance with the intentions of the programme. 

We have highlighted the fact that the composition  
of the interview panels was not identical over the three 
days, because of the time-commitment demanded of 
panel members. From a procedural point of view this  
was an error. The panel was not unanimous in its 
selection and this opened the way for allegations that  
it had not been properly conducted and questions about 
whose	opinions	mattered	most.	In	some	people’s	eyes	
this somewhat de-legitimised the artists selected. 

In the end, only two of the three major proposals  
put forward as a curated programme were realised. The 
diversion of the budget allocated to the rejected proposal 
to the Hengrove Art Fund commissions may well have 
reflected	aspirations	of	one	or	both	of	councillors,	or	BCC	

Neighbourhood	Partnership	officers,	which	were	perfectly	
legitimate, though at odds with the initial declared intent 
to produce a fully curated professional programme. 
Whatever the eventual achievements of the Hengrove  
Art Fund commissions, they came into being by means  
of a less than strategic process, driven by the need to 
spend the funds. On the plus side, the selection of these 
small commissions by Ariaf Hussain appeared to go 
smoothly once initiated.
From	the	perspective	of	the	programme’s	outcomes	 

it is not clear that anyone got what they wanted from the 
commissioning that occurred. A great deal of thought  
and effort went into designing the selection processes, 
and	the	flaw	was	relatively	minor.	It	would	be	a	mistake	 
to over-emphasise process here, since arguments over 
procedure can often be a vehicle for more substantive 
differences	of	view.	These	differences	over	the	‘how,	
what	and	why’	of	public	art	for	Hengrove	were	far	more	
fundamental	from	the	programme’s	inception.	It	is	difficult	
to see how they could have been resolved though the 
local decision-making structures, as described below.
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The Neighbourhood Partnership as an Effective Forum  
for Devolved Public Art Commissioning

The rationale for devolved decision-making to a 
Neighbourhood Partnership lies in enhanced 
opportunities for public participation and ownership,  
and greater local accountability and responsiveness  
of elected representatives and statutory bodies who 
benefit	from	ongoing	public	debate	on	matters	of	local	
concern. The Neighbourhood Partnership must 
accumulate evidence from stakeholders and 
representations from special interest groups to do its 
work in an informed and balanced manner. This process 
and forum did not work effectively in this instance as the 
art	steering	group’s	majority	recommendation	(to	support	
the	orchard	design	by	David	Thorpe,	and	the	film	work	 
by Matt Stokes) was over-ruled by the councillors/budget 
holders, with little debate in a fully public forum. It led to 
feelings of demoralisation and accompanied by a sense 
that democratic principles had been undermined. It 
should be added that a core funder (the Skills Academy) 
who provided 1/3 of the the s106 funds which underwrote 
the programme also attended the neighbourhood forum 
in support of the arts programme. 

In our phase 1 report we pointed out that in  
microcosm this programme threw up a tension between 
representative democracy where elected representatives 
are	the	final	arbiters	of	decisions	in	the	public	interest,	
and direct democracy where such decisions are made  
on	a	more	fluid	ongoing	basis	by	members	of	the	public	
themselves	in	deliberative	forums	established	for	specific	
purposes. Formally, the Neighbourhood Partnership 
exists to advise and support the councillors, who must 
sign off any expenditure. However, things are rarely that 
clear-cut on the ground, and a programme like Future 

Perfect that rests on the promise of engagement and 
participation raises expectations that the voices will  
be heard and competing perspectives will gain a public 
hearing. When this does not occur, disengagement  
and alienation sets in. There is a danger then that in  
a place like Hengrove where civic engagement is not  
well established that the local democratic forum 
exacerbates the very problem it is designed to solve. 
There is a balance to be struck in local political 
processes between safeguarding the interests of 
residents	and	overly	narrow	definitions	of	interest	that	
lead to a parochialism at odds with the civic and artistic 
mission of most public art commissions. The notion that 
the	money	should	have	been	spent	for	the	benefit	of	
Hengrove proved to be more problematic than originally 
envisaged.	In	one	councillor’s	view	it	was	self-evident	
that	Hengrove	residents	should	be	the	main	beneficiaries.	
However, others saw this very literal interpretation of local 
benefit	as	driven	by	electoral	considerations,	and	overly	
narrow. It excluded, for example, many students at 
Hengrove Schools, who might also be regarded as 
having an interest in the ward and its cultural provision.  
It is questionable whether insularity could encourage 
people to come to the ward or lead to its cultural revival.
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The programme certainly raised awareness and 
appreciation of public art amongst a few people, who 
engaged in the early part of the programme (designed  
to help people discover contemporary public art) and  
who remained active throughout the process. The 
Community Centre curtain has been very well received 
and continues to spark considerable interest in those 
who use the Centre. The involvement of primary school 
children	in	filming	interviews	with	the	artists	was	an	
ingenious way to get young children thinking about art 
commissioning. The research and development carried 
out to realise the projects itself built connections, inviting 
people to say what they wanted, and think about what 
might be possible. The Orchard offers the possibility of 
an on-going public engagement programme around art 
and horticulture. A format for this has been agreed with 
local curator / horticulturalist Jane Porter who has been 
appointed to lead the programme from July 2016 through 
to Autumn 2017. The Hengrove Art Fund offered 
opportunities to local artists and organisations. 

However, on an area-wide basis, the gains have  
been	to	some	extent	offset	by	the	protracted	and	difficult	
process of gaining agreement from the budget holders 
and the necessary permissions to proceed. The over-run 
meant that the independent curators — the primary 
authors of the programme and its best advocates — 
stepped back before its completion. The character  
of Future Perfect as a coherent programme was 
compromised as momentum was lost and enthusiasm 
eroded. Subsequent successful events such as Apple 
Day in the run up to the Orchard have been widely 
enjoyed but experienced as part of a single project 

Awareness and Appreciation of Public Art in Hengrove 

without the programmatic context that would have 
enhanced	significance	and	impact.	
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Legacy
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Legacy of the Future Perfect Programme

As required from the outset there is tangible legacy from 
the Future Perfect programme in the form of high quality 
and	distinctive	physical	artworks	designed	specifically	 
for Hengrove and responsive to the particularities of its 
history	(Nils	Norman’s	stage	curtain	for	the	community	
centre), and the needs of the younger generation who will 
be	its	future	(Nils	Norman’s	play	areas).	There	is	also	an	
element of artistic improvement in infrastructure, through 
Nils	Norman’s	pathway,	that	improves	access	through	a	
flood-prone	area	to	one	of	the	areas	main	green	spaces.	
The Orchard will leave a slow growing legacy, that in the 
short-term future will provide a focal point for horticultural 
projects and skills, and in the longer-term, when fully 
grown, a meeting point and source of free harvest for 
people in the ward. Physical legacy on a more modest 
scale came from one of the community projects in the 
form	of	the	publication	of	Garth	England’s	drawings	as	 
a book, and its warm reception, not only by local people 
and but by a wide and culturally diverse and informed 
audience. 
It	proved	difficult	to	make	the	case	for	‘intangible’	

legacy though some individuals closely connected  
with the programme came to appreciate the potential  
for different forms of art to stimulate, connect and 
activate. The forms of intangible legacy endorsed by  
a majority on the steering group and proposed to the 
Neighbourhood Partnership in June 2013 were seen  
as those needed to activate a community perceived  
by some residents and stakeholders as apathetic and 
unreceptive. This would have involved using existing 
assets, and linking key individuals, groups and 
institutions around a common project to build public 

appreciation, participation and cultural capital. There  
is some irony in the fact that a decision-making body 
established to promote the development, and in this 
instance the cultural enrichment of the community, failed 
to appreciate, openly debate or discuss in detail the value 
of	proposals	designed	to	secure	precisely	those	benefits.	
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Although permanently sited artworks and tangible legacy 
were seen as offering the best value for money, they also 
aroused a particular anxiety that dogged the programme 
from its inception — that the community, much of which 
was culturally disengaged and uninterested in public art, 
did not offer a favourable environment. Furthermore, 
there was a worry that artworks would be vulnerable  
to destructive elements in the community. In fact, 
vandalism has so far been a relatively minor problem 
— mitigated by a reserve fund for replacement trees for  
the	Orchard.	This	anxiety	may	reflect	mistrust	that	comes	
from	little	experience	of	the	benefits	of	civic	amenities	 
in general and public art in particular. It could be argued, 
of	course,	that	a	civic	deficit	is	precisely	what	a	public	 
art programme should address. A community only learns 
to appreciate and care for public goods by having them 
	in	the	first	place.	

There is often a risk aversion at the heart of local 
political processes where the disbursement of public 
funds is involved, and many would argue that this is  
quite properly the case. However, risk aversion may  
also be impelled by electoral considerations where 
potential representatives are more likely to avoid 
promoting causes that stir controversy and unsettle the 
status quo. The issue for this evaluation is not so much 
whether the caution and oversight exercised by the 
councillors	is	justifiable	in	general,	but	whether	it	is	
compatible with the commissioning and delivery of  
a public art programme where the standard of excellence 
depends on originality and therefore a willingness to 
entertain and debate new ideas and experiences, and by 
definition,	risk.	One	of	the	differences	in	opinion	between	

Further Considerations

the arts professionals involved in this programme and  
at least one elected representative was whether the 
aspiration to produce new and original commissions  
was legitimate, or whether due diligence did not in fact 
indicate that preference should be given to something 
tried and tested. 

More worryingly, individual councillors as budget 
holders, may be quixotic, ultra-conservative, reckless  
or timid in relation to long-term public art commissions. 
The Lib Dem councillor lost her post during the period 
over which the Orchard was being debated and was 
replaced by a representative from UKIP who, as it 
happened, supported the Orchard proposal, but might 
well not have done (since he was elected on a much 
wider policy slate). If complex decision-making is to  
be protected from the vagaries of the electoral process  
it is vital that councillors respect the specialist advice  
of delegated local structures (the Arts Steering Group  
in this case) who take time and care to consider both 
local views and professional advice and whose 
establishment was an early proposal supported  
and approved by the Neighbourhoud Partnership. 

There was an unavoidable tension at the heart of  
the Future Perfect programme between an aspiration to 
produce a high quality, distinctive, professionally curated 
programme	of	artistic	significance	and	commissioning	 
for an area of hitherto low cultural investment and 
engagement. There is nothing new in this — the 
contemporary socially engaged arts frequently grapple 
with the problem and indeed there are many examples  
of artists turning it to productive ends. What was new in 
the case of Hengrove was the use of the Neighbourhood 
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Partnership model of devolved decision-making 
in relation to commissioning to administer the arts 
programme. It is hard to see, in the absence of 
consensus, how the distribution of authority and 
accountability	between	council	officers,	arts	
professionals, the steering group, the Neighbourhood 
Partnership and councillors could have led to anything 
other	than	a	difficult	and	protracted	process,	ill-adapted	
to the effective delivery of public art projects. Active 
members of the public are key players in such a process 
and if they are to feel that their voluntary investment of 
time	and	effort	for	public	benefit	is	worthwhile,	their	
voices need to be respected and their energy valued.  
It is also important that momentum is maintained. 

Since the start of Future Perfect, Arts Council England 
has invested heavily in large- scale arts programmes in 
areas of low cultural investment, and the early signs are 
that in several regions this is reaping rewards in terms  
of	raising	the	profile	of	the	arts	and	culture,	and	widening	
and diversifying public engagement. Although the 
programmes and their evaluations are incomplete at  
the time of writing, we are the evaluation partner on three 
of these programmes, including LeftCoast in Blackpool 
and Wyre, where the Local Authority has been the key 
partner in a professionally curated programme. 
Community based commissioning is being supported as 
one of the programme objectives. The ingredient present 
in Hengrove that is missing in LeftCoast is the local 
political process, since while the Local Authority and 
LeftCoast	retain	some	oversight,	final	decision-making	 
is vested in the community groups themselves. It will be 
instructive to compare effectiveness and outcomes with 
Future Perfect, once this process is complete. 

In formal procedural terms the local political process 
worked as designed. We recognise the importance of  
the Neighbourhood Partnership model for Bristol and  
our	comments	here	relate	specifically	to	the	difficulties	 
of	what	may	amount	to	a	‘culture	clash’	when	these	

ponderous mechanisms are brought to bear on an arts 
programme. Theresa Bergne commented that it had 
been a challenging process and that she had not realised 
at the outset just how much time would be required at 
every	turn.	It	may	well	be	that	the	authentic	and	fluid	style	
of communication needed to realise an arts project is at 
odds with the ways in which the machinery of deliberative 
democracy	work.	She	drew	attention	to	the	‘stop-go’	
experience as proposals are rejected, returned for 
amendment and have to wait until they can once again 
be considered in the appropriate forum often several 
months later.

It is important to stress, given the mixed experience  
in Hengrove, that we are not suggesting that the very 
idea of art commissioning by the public, with the support 
of professional curators, is itself misguided. Local people 
were receptive and open-minded in their responses.  
The Neighbourhood Partnership did not — and perhaps 
could not — provide the kind of public forum in which 
there was space for the kind of discussion, in which there 
is room for nuanced shades of opinion, ambivalence, 
thoughtfulness	and	fine-grained	distinctions.	The	local	
ward councillors, although party to the arts steering 
group’s	deliberations,	saw	no	reason	to	take	account	 
of them in a public decision-making forum, presented  
no evidenced arguments against their recommendations, 
and appeared to regard their personal judgments as to 
what	represented	‘value-for-money’	as	definitive.	They	
may well have held a defensible position, however it  
was stated rather than argued, leaving the steering  
group feeling their efforts had been futile. We believe 
there are lessons to be learned. Among these it should 
be recognised that local ward councillors are very busy 
people	and	are	also	by	necessity	‘generalists’.	There	
needs to be some effective devolution of responsibility  
to	an	informed	and	flexible	special	interest	group	with	 
an understanding of local needs and cross-currents, able 
to take advice on planning and legal frameworks, acquire 
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some knowledge of public art and culture and be 
responsive to public opinion. The question is how such  
a group can best be supported and held accountable. 

Matters of aesthetic judgment bear on the emotional 
life of a community. They can touch nerves, arouse 
shared	passions	and	foster	conflicts.	The	Hengrove	
experience suggests that leaving decisions effectively  
in the hands of a couple of elected individuals is ill-
advised, as is subjecting matters of aesthetic judgment  
to a political process designed for more clear-cut material 
issues. Community-based commissioners need to face 
the public, the local authority and the art world all at the 
same time and develop the skills to interface with all 
three. They have a crucial mediating role. Essentially, 
contemporary socially engaged public art aims at the 
creation of a conversational community that fosters 
the conditions of local creativity. Its communicative  
ethos	can	be	difficult	to	reconcile	with	the	formalism	 
and time-scales of local public decision-making, yet  
this will somehow need to be done if the arts and cultural 
sector are to make effective use of democratic processes 
and	conversely	if	democracy	is	to	be	fine-tuned	so	that	 
it can accommodate culture and the arts. 
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Recommendations for working with artists within a 
Neighbourhood Partnership (where local people and 
Councillors are involved)

1 Give yourself plenty of time to consider what type  
of artist you and your partners would like to work with. 
Organise trips to exhibitions, commissions, studios 
and events, and invite artists and commissioners to 
talk about their work. This will help you develop a 
conversation about the aims and ambitions of your 
programme and enable you to establish some basic 
shared principles.

2 Listen to, and respect, experts. Community 
representatives will be experts in matters relating to 
their community; curators/producers/consultants will 
be experts in good practice relating to contemporary 
art; artists presenting their proposals will know their 
own creative process. All groups need to listen to each 
other. Sometimes this will mean placing your trust in 
advice that seems to go against what you know, and 
taking risks.

3 Agree governance methods before embarking on  
a commissioning process. This should be drawn up  
as a memorandum of understanding with the roles 
and decision making powers of the Neighbourhood 
Partnership and sub-groups (Art Steering Group) 
clearly	defined.	Commissioning	artists	to	make	new	
work is time-consuming and requires a committed 
steering group, the members of which will engage with 
the project at all levels, help iron out any issues and 
become spokespeople for the programme. Recognise 
and respect their commitment to the process and 

Key Recommendations

either devolve decision making to them, or take  
on board their recommendations.

4	 Liberate	yourself	from	bureaucracy.	Whilst	it’s	
important to follow established timetables and 
procedures, these can slow down the process  
of building relationships and partnerships. Where 
possible, free yourself from rigid timeframes and 
definitions,	and	create	ones	that	work	within	the	
context of the project.

5 Draw up a realistic timetable — build in enough  
time	for	things	to	be	reconfigured,	but	don’t	loose	
momentum. Remember that everyone is learning  
‘on	the	job’.	Sometimes	a	project	needs	to	develop	
slowly but steadily in order for everyone to gain trust  
in each other and respect the process. Where possible 
build in early outcomes (events / activities / even 
commissioned works) to reassure / inspire / engage 
participants.

6 Take into consideration that artists are engaging  
in critical issues and aiming to develop their practice; 
while they may be working with a community, their  
role is not to serve that community.

7		Don’t	loose	sight	of	the	people	on	the	ground	for	 
whom you are commissioning the programme.

8  Allow space for unplanned events, commissions and 
conversations to take place; be responsive to the idea 
that things may change. These elements can be the 
most interesting and vital things that come out of a 
commissioning programme.
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Hengrove Park—Public Art Plan
Arts Steering Group Draft Terms of Reference 

Purpose
• This is the group which will work to oversee the  

project delivery guided by Theresa Bergne & Jes 
Fernie the arts consultants (who will also sit on the 
ASG). 

• The ASG will (provide practical support in the day-to-
day management of the project where appropriate and) 
help	to	‘unblock’	any	difficult	issues	arising	which	
might be preventing the progress of the project.

• The ASG will meet once every two months, or as 
required, throughout the duration of the project up to 
the completion of the arts programme (January 2014), 
at which point, its membership and role might be 
reconsidered.

• The ASG will report to the Hengrove & Stockwood 
Neighbourhood Partnership Committee of Bristol City 
Council (BCC). Approval of designs will need to be 
confirmed	by	the	BCC	public	arts	officer	responsible	
for the Hengrove Park project.

• A sub-group of the ASG, including Theresa Bergne  
& Jes Fernie, shall comprise interview panels for the 
selection of artists.

• The ASG agree that Theresa Bergne/Jes Fernie be  
the chair.

• Membership of the ASG is voluntary. 

Aims and objectives of the ASG
The Arts Steering Group will be responsible for agreeing 
and overseeing the delivery of the arts programme.
• The role of the Arts Steering Group will be to:
• Oversee the delivery of the Public Art Plan
• Provide advocacy for the arts programme to local 

residents and beyond
• Use their contacts and expertise to drive forward  
the	programme,	dealing	with	problems	and	finding	
solutions should the need arise

• Ensure that the programme is delivered within the  
arts budget and on time

• Approve resource and budget allocations
• Ensure community cohesion for the project
• Take part in and oversee the selection and 

appointment of artists where required
• Comment on design proposals where required
• Comment	on	each	stage	of	the	arts	programme’s	

development and implementation
• Comment on the installation of any artworks  

post-completion or handover where required
• Support fundraising 
• Review project documentation and explanatory 

material
• Ensure current artistic and equal opportunities  

good practice is followed
• To	manage	and	maintain	an	effective	communications’	

process 
• To advocate and act as champions for the project
• To clear blockages and obstacles in relation to  

the project

Appendix 1
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Reporting structure
The group will report to the Hengrove & Stockwood 
Neighbourhood Partnership Committee 

Frequency and duration of meetings
Meetings will last for approximately 2 hours. Meetings  
will be held bi-monthly (and at other times as appropriate) 
and a schedule of meetings is drafted below (i). This 
maps the work agendas and will be updated as the 
programme develops, to link in with the key stages of 
each project. Dates and times will be set via Doodle  
Poll to ensure maximum attendance.

Venue for meetings
Meetings will be held in a location local to the  
Hengrove area.

Membership
The steering group requires representation from the 
different parties with a stake in the programme. It is 
important for members representing these different 
parties to attend meetings to ensure the continuity  
and	smooth	running	of	the	programme	and	to	fulfill	 
the aims of the projects. 

The ASG will therefore include the two Hengrove 
Councillors sitting on the Hengrove & Stockwood 
Neighbourhood Partnership Committee, representative 
from an active local community group; representative 
from local business; representative from local resource 
(library/health	centre);	young	person’s	representative	
(nominated by Oasis or Skills Academy or Youth Moves).
The	BCC	community	outreach	officer	and	public	art	

officer	will	need	to	be	kept	informed	of	the	project	and	
may be invited to attend key/relevant meetings. An 
independent Bristol-based art advisor may also be  
invited to attend relevant meetings where appropriate.
Suggested Membership will include:
• Hengrove Councillors: Barry Clark, Sylvia Doubell
• Representative from active local community group  

Provisional ASG meetings schedule

Date      Items for decision/discussion
End Oct 2012 Agree ASG terms of reference
    Agree immediate programme
    Agree artist briefs
    Artist recruitment: report on progress  
    and agree interview panel 
    Evaluation: consider way forward
    Communications: process for smooth-running
17 Oct     Partnership Committee Meeting
Nov    Shortlist artists (sub-group)
5 Dec   Hengrove Forum
Dec    Artist site visits
    Presentations (sub-group) 
    Select artists/contract
23 Jan 2013  Partnership Committee Meeting
6 Feb   Hengrove Forum
March   Present proposals to ASG
20 Mar ch   Partnership Committee Meeting
May    Update on proposal development:  
    review initial concepts
    Agree process for planning submission
	 	 	 	 Agree	timetable	for	final	projects
July    Communications
    Evaluation
	 	 	 	 Review	final	designs/project	outcomes
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(i.e. community centre, Christchurch, scout leader): 
Alistair Dale, Youth Moves.

• A representative of local business: Nella Stokes,  
Skills Academy.

• A representative of local resource (ie library/health 
centre/leisure centre): Paula Painter, Maggie Jones, 
Oasis Academy.

• Jes Fernie/Theresa Bergne/Helen Davies: 2 people.
• A	young	person’s	representative:	2	people	tbc
• A local resident (resident associations): John Button, 

Ray Andrews, Whitchurch Village Green.
• BCC	senior	public	art	officer	(to	specific	meetings):	

Aldo Rinaldi.
• BCC	neighbourhood	officer	(to	specific	meetings):	 

Ariaf Hussein/April Richmond.
• Education/engagement specialist has been invited  

to advise at key meetings: Curator Gill Nichol.

Quoracy (to be agreed)
ASG meetings will go ahead as planned with as many 
members present as are able to attend. If there is a  
low attendance, decisions will still be made by a partial 
representation of the ASG in order not to compromise  
the	project	progress.	Any	financial	decisions	will	need	 
to be taken with one/both Councillors present. Members 
unable to attend may be required to provide updates  
to be tabled in their absence. 

Chairperson
The chairperson is required to lead the ASG and take 
responsibility for:
• Drawing up agendas.
• Issuing documentation for each SG meeting
• Leading and chairing the meetings.
• Take action notes at each meeting and issue to  

all members.
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Interview Panels for Artist Selection

Green Spaces
Charlotte Smith
John Button
Aldo Rinaldi
Ariaf Hussain
Barry Clarke
Norma Davies
Sylvia Doubell
Theresa Bergne
Jes Fernie
Jo Plimmer

Temporary Commmission
Charlotte Smith
John Button
Barry Clarke
Ariaf Hussain
Aldo Rinaldi
Theresa Bergne
Jes Fernie
Sylvia	Doubell	(Invited	but	didn’t	attend)

Appendix 2

Permanent Commission
Sylvia Doubell
Barry Clarke
Norma Davies
Ariaf Hussain
Charlotte Smith
Ray Andrews
Jo Plimmer
Theresa Bergne
Jes Fernie
Aldo Rinaldi



Final evaluation report
Prepared by 
Professor Lynn Froggett 
lfroggett@uclan.ac.uk

Dr Alastair Roy 
anroy@uclan.ac.uk

Psychosocial Research Unit 
University of Central Lancashire
Preston PR1 2HE 

Photography by 
Max McClure: pages 4, 11, 13, 14, 15, 17, 19, 21, 25, 26, 
28, 30, 31, 32, 36, 37, 40, 41, 47, 51, 53
Kamina Walton: page 5
Lottie Morris: page 8
Jes Fernie: page 10
Lisa Whiting: page 50
Ellen Wilkinson: page 45
Drawing on page 34 by Garth England

Design by Victoria Forrest
designbyvictoria.com

2016

For further information on Future Perfect see  
www.futureperfectbristol.org

Credits

mailto:lfroggett@uclan.ac.uk
mailto:anroy@uclan.ac.uk
http://designbyvictoria.com
http://www.futureperfectbristol.org

