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The Big 
Leagues
Local cultures often bear little relation to the world of 
the Australia Council. Gay Hawkins and Kathie 
Gibson look at the real face of culture in Parramatta, 
NSW.

On Australia, cultural 
industries are rarely 
considered in

strategies for local 
economic expansion. Instead, 
the major emphasis has been on 
manufacturing and sunrise in­
dustries which are seen as 
properly productive. This ap­
proach has marginalised the ser­
vice sector in which leisure and 
cultural industries are increas­
ingly important
The term 'cultural industries' refers to 
that sector of the economy organised 
around the production and consump­
tion of cultural goods and services. 
This includes organisations like 
cinemas, theatres, galleries, museums, 
bookshops, radio and TV stations, 
libraries, theme parks, festivals, live 
music venues, etc. These cultural or­
ganisations take varied economic 
forms ranging from the multi-national, 
to the small business, to the non- 
profit.The significance of the term 'cul­
tural industry is that it reflects the 
diversity of what people experience as 
culture. It also offers a challenge to the 
very value-laden cultural distinctions 
such as high and low, art and entertain­
ment or subsidised quality and com­
mercial rubbish. Most importantly, a 
cultural industries approach recog­
nises the predominance of the market 
in meeting most people's cultural 
needs.

In sharp contrast to the traditional Left 
p essim ism  on m ass cu lture ex­
emplified by the Frankfurt School, cul­
tural industries began getting a very 
good press In the 1980s. The 
'discover/ of cultural industries was 
m ost prevalent in Britain, where 
num erous local governm ent 
authorities began hailing them as the 
source of both economic revival and 
urban renewal. Glasgow is probably 
the most often cited example of cul­
tural led economic recovery, rising 
from the ruins of a collapsed ship­
building industry and bom again as a 
cultural tourism mecca bristling with 
art galleries, garden festivals and 
riverside retailing.

There are two related themes in the 
British cultural industries literature. 
The first argues for an integration of 
cultural policy with economic and so­
cial policies on the grounds that cul­
tural considerations are central to 
good social planning and economic 
d evelop m ent. For exam ple, the 
growth of enormous shopping malls 
on the outskirts of towns has often 
meant the end of a lively, viable and 
accessible town centre. These retailing 
d evelopm ents have cultural and 
economic impacts yet, in the rush to 
attract new investment, these cultural 
impacts are often ignored. Arguments 
for a 'cultural urbanism' or cultural 
planning point to the crucial role of 
numerous cultural activities from arts 
centres to record shops, to street life in

producing popular, safe and inclusive 
public spaces.

The second theme focuses on the 
economic importance of arts and cul­
tural industries. In many centres in­
d u stries involved in cultural 
production, distribution and/or con­
sumption are now major employers. It 
is no longer possible to relega te cu! ture 
to the margins of the economy. For 
exam p le, in London the largest 
manufacturing sector is printing and 
publishing while 30/100 people are 
em ployed in the m usic industry. 
Studies of patterns of leisure con­
sumption also reveal an increasing 
preference for cul tural commodities be 
they in the form of magazines, video 
hire or visits to heritage houses. These 
studies highlight the dominance of 
commercial forms in most people's 
everyday cultural practices. They also 
point to the need for new public 
strategies for culture which focus on 
intervention in the market rather than 
subsidy to pre-20th century cultural 
forms which have limited reach and 
appeal.

For the last 18 months we have been 
working on a research project inves­
tigating the role of cultural industries 
in local economic development. One 
focus has been the Parramatta local 
governm ent area— an area which 
formerly comprised the outer western 
suburbs of Sydney but which, in the 
last two decad es, has becom e a 
populous dty in its own right.
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The research project has had two com­
plementary aims. First, to write cul­
tural industries onto the agenda of 
local economic strategies in order to 
highlight their potential for produc­
ing both profits and pleasure. And 
second, to shift the attention of cul­
tural policy-makers away from the 
aesthetic or welfare value of culture 
and onto a consid eration  of its  
economic organisation and benefits. 
This article focuses on some of the 
major political and economic issues 
that have emerged from this research 
to draw conclusions about the field of 
cultural planning more broadly.

Both cultural planning and cultural 
industries shaped our approach to re­
searching Parramatta. In seeking to 
apply these concepts to a study of one 
local government area, we wanted to 
answer a range of questions:

1. How significant were cultural

E reduction and consumption to the 
>cal economy?

2. Was a strategy for public invest­
ment and co-ordination of cultural in­
dustries viable?

3. What were the cultural impacts of 
various planning decisions on the 
spatial organisation of the dty centre?

4. What should be the role of local 
government in progressive cultural 
provision and regulation?

Production and distribution of cul­
tural commodities and services in Par­
ramatta take place under a variety of 
different relations of production. At 
the most industrially advanced end of 
the spectrum are the three cinema 
complexes owned by the major ex­
hibition chains: Greater Union, Vil­
lage and Hoyts, Programming for 
these cinemas is handled centrally at 
national head offices and the majority 
of films screened are produced in Hol­
lywood. Ticket sales are computerised 
and information concerning audience 
size for any one film at any one time 
is electronically transferred to head 
office daily.

The primary audience for the cinemas 
consists of young people in the 15 to 
25 year age group. Families and elder­
ly people comprise a very small frac­
tion of the local market. Competition 
for the youth market is fierce and this

is reflected in the common program­
ming decisions made at the cinemas.

Cinemas in Parramatta are highly 
cap ita lised  and autom ated. The 
labour input is small and low-cost and 
turnover is high. The links to the local 
econom y are miniscule in terms of 
employment and, as a generator of 
local economic spin-offs, are probably
limited to the delivery of a youth 
market to adjacent restaurants and 
shopping centres.

Live entertainment is produced in a 
variety of theatres, pubs, dubs and 
nightspots. The smaller nightclubs 
offer live bands and a bar, and are 
generally owner-operated with low 
levels of capitalisation. Apart from 
site rental or ownership, furnishings 
of the dub and sound equipment, 
major costs are the wages of the small 
casual staff.

Capital outlay on food and beverages 
is recouped at p ro fit from  the 
predominantly 18 to 25 year old dien- 
tele. Indeed, it is the sale of these com­
modities from which the bulk of the 
profit is made. The actual bands and 
the music they create on site provide 
a drawcard for the more profitable 
consum ption of food and liquor. 
Bands are paid according to their 
reputation and, in many cases, the 
band itself will barely cover costs the 
musirians being reduced to the status 
of almost voluntary workers. As is the 
case with many cultural industries it 
is the owners of the distribution out­
lets rather than the cultural producers 
who make the substantial profits.

Much larger venues for entertainment 
are provided by the Leagues and RSL 
clubs and the Riverside Theatre. The 
Parramatta Leagues Club hosts a 
variety of weekly discos, bands, bingo 
sessions and one film per week. It 
caters to two main markets: 18 to 25 
year olds and the 45 plus age group 
who come for the bistro, bingo and 
pokies. This is a profitable business 
which earns money for the local foot­
ball team and has recently expanded. 
By contrast, the Riverside Theatre, a 
large-scale bicentennial-funded cul­
tural centre across the road from the 
Leagues Club, is still struggling to 
make money.

The only significant broadcasting 
production in Parramatta is the state­
wide radio station 2KY which is
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owned by the NSW Labor Council, 
Yet, while broadcasting production in 
Parramatta is minimal, consumption 
is not. The most significant reor­
ganisation in cultural industries over 
the last ten years has been the 

henomenal rise of cheap home- 
ased technologies from video to CDs. 

The growth of the home entertain­
ment centre is reflected in declining 
attendances at cinemas and football 
Most people now spend more on 
domestic cultural consumption than 
on going out for a 'bit of culture'.

The final significant cultural sector in 
Parramatta is that of museums and 
heritage sites. These are in relative 
abundance around the fringes of the 
dty centre. They are run by an eclectic 
array of non-profit, publicly-funded 
organisations such as the National 
Trust, the Historic Houses Trust, and 
the Parramatta and District Historical 
Society, The management of these 
sites manifest many of the charac­
teristics of the community services 
sector. They are run primarily by 
voluntary labour, most of the volun­
teers being middle-aged women who 
live outside the area and identify 
themselves as 'heritage hounds'. The 
main audience for this history is 

rimary school age children who are 
ussed in from all over Sydney, and 

middle-aged tourists and visitors to 
the region. Admission charges are low 
and do not cover the costs of upkeep 
let alone acquisition of artefacts,

W hile Parram atta can clearly lay 
daim to having significant historical 
resou rces, th is  reality  has been 
drowned by the suburban swamping 
of what was on ce a discrete centre and 
more recently by the emergence of a 
modernist townscape. Loral history 
and its packaging is generally control­
led by outside organisations such as 
the National Trust and the result is a 
fragmented historical enclave totally 
divorced from the local community 
The main audiences for this history 
come from outside the region and 
there is a sense in which these histori­
cal resources are run almost as a secret 
sodcty. Only those 'heritage hounds' 
in the know seem familiar with the 
irregular and idiosyncratic opening 
hours.

What this brief summary of the data 
reveals is a series of difficult problems 
about the viability of an industrial
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strategy for cultural industries in Par­
ramatta. In Britain, aggressively pro­
active approaches to local economic 
development emerged in several 
Labour-controlled regions in direct 
response to Thatcher's economic as­
sault on urban infrastructure. The 
Strategies focused on regenerating 
local economies and making them ac­
countable to local needs. Cultural in­
dustries fitted well into this model 
because they represented both a 
potential growth area as well as ad­
dressing often ignored constituencies.

Translating this approach to Australia 
is almost impossible because of the 
very different structure of local 
government here. Not only does local 
government have a much smaller 
revenue base but it i 
a complex system of 
giant and policy de­
pendence with state 
and federal govern­
ments. While there 
is a concern to ex­
pand regional 
economies, local 
government is in a 
weak position to do 
this because lacks 
the resources to pur­
sue pro-active in­
vestment and it 
cannot be really ef­
fective in the role of 
planning and 
management of in­
dustry developmen t 
without parallel in­
itiatives at the state 
and federal level.

These factors make 
the idea of a local' economy difficult 
to mobilise. Structures of space, mac­
roeconomic issues and public policy 
all work against any dear-cut iden­
tification of where the local ends and 
the regional, state and national begin.

Beyond the wider problems of local 
economic development is a series of 
more spedfic issues which emerge 
from the nature of cultural produc­
tion, distribution and consumption in 
Parramatta. The first relates to the 
very low level of cultural production 
in the area. Parramatta is definitely 
not London. It is not a site for any 
major cultural output, nor does it ap­
pear to foster much independent or 
fringe cultural production. This is not 
to deny the vast diversity of cultural

practices which shape everyday life 
bu t, rather, to acknow ledge the 
limited amount of organised or in­
dustrialised cultural production. Ac­
cording to Gamham, it is the small 
record labels, fringe theatre groups, 
student fashion designers, garage 
bands and so on which provide the 
research and development for larger 
cultural corporations. This is the cru­
cial source of innovation and diversity 
in cultural industries and a primary 
target for imaginative public invest­
ment.

In Parramatta there could be two 
responses to the reality of little cul­
tural production: to focus on develop­
ing the distribution and consumption 
aspects of cultural industries; or to in-

more local cultural production. These 
approaches are not mutually incom­
patible. The technologies for small- 
scale, local production of anything 
from music to magazines are cheap 
and easily available. Their major ad­
vantage lies in their capacity to ex­
press diverse communities of interest, 
whether it is young fans of heavy 
metal music or the local old-time 
dancing club. However, without an 
established cultural production sec­
tor, the major benefits of investment to 
promote more local output would be 
social rather than economic. It is ob­
viously more cost-effective to develop 
the economic potential of existing in­
dustry sectors rather than create them 
from scratch.

D istribu tio n  and consum ption 
dominate the structure of cultural in­
dustries in ParTamatta. Like virtually 
every other area in Australia the 
heartland of cultural consumption is 
broadcasting and it takes place in the 
home. There is little a local authority 
can do to intervene in what flows into 
TVs and radios every day. The big 
questions about Australian content 
levels, foreign ownership, network­
ing, pay TV and so on are the respon­
sibility of a diverse array of federal 
departments and regulatory bodies. 
However, at the same time as the tech­
nology for a global cul ture emerges so, 
too, does the possibility for a genuine­
ly local broadcasting sector. Although 
community TV and radio are under- 
develoDed and Generally ignored by 

lo cal govern­
ment, they offer 
i n t e r e s t i n g  
models for alter­
n ativ e , locally- 
c o n t r o l l e d  
broadcasting.

When people do 
go out in Par­
ramatta it is to a 
fairly restricted 
range of cultural 
activities which 
appeal to very 
distinct markets. 
Public interven­
tion in distribu­
tion could be 
geared to ad­
d ressin g  new 
au d ien ces, a t 
reach in g  those

currently unable 
to participate or uninterested in the 
existing cultural repertoire on offer. 
Although there is little available data 
on audiences, it is possible to identify 
some groups whose participation 
levels seem particularly low, Families 
with young children do not appear to 
be well serviced by either public or 
private cultural organisations.

O bviously this constituency has 
restrictions on both time and money 
but innovative programming and dis­
tribution networks could begin to ad­
dress this potential audience. For 
example, if the Parramatta Council 
bought the Roxy cinema it could use 
it as a centre for the distribution of 
cheap movies targeting new audien­
ces. It would also rescue a wonderful
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T h e  M erlin Saga
A nother angle on cultural in­
dustries that we investigated was 
their links to other sectors in the 
economy. The most obvious con­
nection is between cultural in­
dustries and retail consumption. 
The recent trend towards installing 
cinema complexes in or adjacent to 
shopping malls highlights the way 
in which these two sectors create 
markets for each other. The lesson 
of the recent history of the Par­
ramatta CBD is how the possibility 
for creating a distinctive cultural 
prednct was undermined by the 
flow of capital into retailing.

Parram atta was colonised by 
Westfield Corporation in 1974 
when it began construction around 
an existing, free-standing depart­
ment store. Not until the mid 80s 
was any attention paid to the im­
pact of this development on the 
rest of Parramatta's retailing area. 
At this time the declining trade in 
shops along the m ain street, 
Church Street, had reached crisis 
point Worst affected was David 
Jones (known as DJs), the other 
major retailer stuck at the very end 
of Church Street, far from the ac­
tion in Westfield Mall.

In the early 80s the state govern­
ment decided to relocate govern­
ment offices out of the Sydney CBD 
to Parramatta, making it more of a 
regional business and office centre 
and less of a retailing centre servic­
ing locals. As locals drifted to more 
accessible shopping malls else­
where, well-heeled public servants 
began to dominate as the major 
consumers in the Parramatta dty 
centre. Supermarkets dosed down 
in favour of more up-market bouti­
ques catering to lunch-time shop­
pers. The middle stretch of the 
main street was badly affected by 
these developments, acquiring a 
black hole, badlands image which 
fuelled coundl's anxieties.

In 1985 the coundl acted to stop the 
dedine by dosing the middle sec­
tion of the main street and convert­
ing it into an outdoor mall. This 
had all the familiar hallmarks of a

low key, low capital investment 
rearguard action: redirect the traf­
fic, install paving, seating and the
ubiquitous performance space and 
then hope for the best. The follow­
ing year work commenced on the 
Cultural Centre across the river. It 
was hoped that the Cultural Centre 
would create a focus and drawcard 
for the dead zone at the northern 
end of the main street

A key p lay er in  this saga of 
Parramatta's main street is the 
property development company 
Merlin. Their joust with Westfield 
is a telling reminder of how much 
the spatial organisation of dty 
centres is a product of corporate 
competition and the flow of capital 
rather than rational planning and 
good design.

Merlin was formed in 1987. The 
company had developed expertise 
in harbourside festival retailing 
schemes, redesigning Sydney's 
Darling Harbour and Manly pier. 
For Merlin the dank stretch of river 
separating DJs from the Cultural 
C entre had p o ssib ilities  as a 
waterfront retailing development. 
A cultural/leisure precinct was en­
visaged, with 'Rivercentre' offer­
ing 24-hour spedality retailing, 
food o u tle ts , terrace  cafes,
waterfront restaurants, entertain­
ment and amusement facilities.

The proposal was to turn Par­
ramatta around to face the river, 
the source of first white settlement. 
For years the dty had focused on 
die railway, with its back to the 
river. This orientation emphasised 
commuting. In their rediscovery of 
the river M erlin  prom ised to 
revitalise the badlands, rescue DJs 
and provide desperately needed 
audiences for the Cultural Centre. 
A leisure/ cultural prednct would 
give Parramatta a focus for street 
and night life plus all the benefits 
of a 24-hour economy. This was a 
developer led cultural plan for Par­
ramatta.

Meanwhile, at the other end of 
town W estfield  sat back and

w atched. There was an eight- 
month delay over the development 
application as battles were fought 
over who would meet the costs of 
the mall dosure, traffic manage­
ment provisions and numerous 
other d etails. M erlin  becam e 
bogged down in local government
bureaucracy. A shock report 
revealed that the ground floor of 
the Rivercentre would be flooded 
in the event of a one in 100 year 
flood.

Then Westfield announced yet 
another major expansion. Land it 
had purchased adjacent to its cur­
rent site was rezoned for retailing 
and their proposal to include 
pedestrian walkways to the new 
site and a tunnel under the railway 
bridge to connect the whole com­
plex to the Church Street mall was 
approved by council. The final 
feather in Westfield's cap was DJs 
announcement that it would relo­
cate to this new development. Mer­
lin was being abandoned on all 
fronts— the coundl, DJ's defection, 
the credit squeeze and the power 
of W estfield  all com bined to
destroy its cultural plan for Far- I 
ramatta. In March 1990 the River­
centre project was dropped.

With hindsight, Merlin's cultural 
plan seems very sophisticated. As 
a developer-driven strategy for a 
cultural p recinct, Rivercentre 
stands out as an enlightened at­
tempt to revive the badlands end 
of Church Street. Merlin seems a
long way ahead in understanding 
the potential for aligning cultural 
development with economic ex­
pansion. Not only could River­
centre have helped to feed new 
audiences into the Cultural Centre, 
it could also  have ended its 
desperate isolation. Yet, while the 
council stalled over this proposal, 
W estfield, with a proprietorial 
force, consolidated its position at 
the other end of town. Merlin, the 
Cultural Centre and Parramatta 
residents were the losers. This saga 
is an example of bad cultural plan­
ning by default.
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1 rococo movie house from possible 
demolition and convert it into a public 

I resource.

In sharp contrast to this approach is 
the Parramatta Cultural Centre, or 
Riverside Theatres as it is now known, 
a bicentennial-funded project hailed 
as the answer to Parramatta's lack of 
high culture. This massive investment 
in cuiture-with-a-capital-c by federal, 
state and local governments reflects 
the idea of ed ifice-led  cultural 
development: build a temple to cul­
ture and your community will never 
be called culturally deprived again. 
Julie Revallion explores the history of 
this centre in detail in her article else­
where in this supplement.

These issu es h ig h lig h t several 
problems in the cultural industries 
framework. It is difficult to describe 
the eclectic array of cultural organisa-

! dons in Parramatta as a distinct sector. 
The different cultural forms and ser­
vices do not appear to be in competi­
tion with each other, as each caters to 
a distinct market. Nor are employ­
ment figures very significant While 
public policy could intervene and in­
vest in diverse distribution infrastruc­
tures, this would depend on detailed 
information about current and poten­
tial audiences and markets. The main 
value of the cultural industries ap­
proach is that it recognises the broad 
assortment of cultural forms and or­
ganisations available in Parramatta. 
This presents a substantial challenge 
to deficit models of cultural analysis 
which measure the cultural 'health' of 
a region on the basis of the presence or 
absence of art.

Cultural planning is rapidly emerging 
as the 90s buzzword, replacing cul­
tural democracy as the new objective 
for local cultural development. In con­
trast to the cultural industries strategy 
previously outlined, a cultural plan­
ning approach assumes that if you 
cannot invest in culture at the local
level, then you can at least plan it  In 
seeking to write 'culture' onto the 
planning agenda the intention is to see 
culture as a resource which can be 
aligned with social and economic 
policies. In this way, culture comes in 
from the margins where its aesthetic 
or therapeutic value has generally
been emphasised at the expense of its 
contribution to the economy or local 
amenity.

Cultural planning is rapidly becom­
ing a term with almost as much am­
b ig u ity  as com m unity arts. In 
A u stra lia  several approaches 
dominate. Often cultural planning is 
used to mean little more titan com­
munity development Here the em­
phasis is on getting the community 
together to identify common cultural 
resources and plan for their manage­
ment and protection. While this focus 
on public participation and control 
over planning is perfectly reasonable 
and long overdue, there are several 
problematic assumptions which un­
derpin this approach.

First, it often relies on a technique 
known as 'cultural mapping' which is 
aimed at tracing the nature of local 
attachments to place. The outcome of 
this is supposedly the identification of 
a common culture and regional iden­
tity. This approach assumes that cul­
ture is consensual, that a region or 
locality will easily be able to identify 
a common culture which it will then 
plan to develop and protect. Romantic 
references to 'our town, our culture, 
our map' completel y ignore the reali ty 
of the conflicts that surround the dif­
ferent cultural identities and interests 
which cut across any region. They also 
focus on the construction of a local 
identity, on the identification of a 'uni­
que sense of place' in order to estab­
lish difference and distinctiveness. 
This process, in particular, is driven 
by the desire to attract tourists. Ul­
tim ately , cu ltural m apping em­
phasises process at the expense of 
outcomes. Getting 'the community' 
together to develop a cultural plan is 
given top priority because this is 
regarded as empowering. Cultural 
planning is reduced to a technical 
process in community consultation, 
with culture assisting in social in­
tegration and harmony. The economic 
and p o litica l d yn am ics w hich 
profoundly influence culture at the 
local level are generally ignored.

Our research at Parramatta highlights 
the naivety of this approach. For a 
start, it is almost impossible to identify 
who is the community for this locality. 
Is it the serv ice w orkers and 
bureaucrats who pour into the town 
cen tre every working day and who are 
the major consumers in the retailing 
centres? Or is it the people who live 
there and are the main audience for

the variety of cultural and leisure or­
ganisations?

Apart from this, it is obvious that 
'planning' in the Parramatta LGA is 
far from being a simple technical pro­
cedure. It is a deeply negotiated politi­
cal process in which Council seems to 
be more reactive than pro-active. 
There are numerous battlegrounds 
which make up the city's economy 
and Council does not appear to be the 
referee. The flow of capital into retail­
ing and state government decisions to 
decentralise various governm ent 
departments have been the major for­
ces in the spatial and cultural or­
ganisation of the dty centre. Coundl's 
one significant cultural initiative—the 
construction of a temple to high cul­
ture in the dedining and isolated 
downtown section—only highlights 
how ignorant it was about the poten­
tial benefits of cultural activity to the 
local economy, and about the poten­
tial exchange of markets between 
retailing and cultural fadlities.

Cultural industries and cultural plan­
ning offer important insights into the 
intersection of cultural and economic 
processes. While our research has 
id entified  problem s w ith the 
wholesale application of either model 
to the Parramatta LGA, this does not 
undermine their political value in 
providing m ore progressive ap­
proaches to understanding and inter­
vening in local cultural organisation. 
Both approaches highlight the need to 
investigate the political economy of 
cu ltu re, to understand cultural 
production, distribution and con­
sumption in industrial rather than 
aesthetic terms. While our research 
began with the desire to develop a 
local economic strategy for culture, 
the Parramatta example has shown 
the need also to explore a local cultural 
strategy for economic expansion. The 
demise of the main street in Parramat­
ta is a disturbing example of the 
power of retailing corporations to 
erode any sense of amenity and civic 
culture in town centres. Hopefully, 
good cultural planning can offer 
councils a strategy for dealing with 
the brute econom ic pow er of 
developers.
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