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Interview with Tony Beckwith and Michael Woods at Haring Wood 
Associates. By Karen Lois Whiteread  
KW: Ok so introduce yourself first. 

TB: Iʼm Tony Beckwith, senior consultant with Haring Woods associates. 

KW: Ok so, what is it that Haring Woods do. 

TB: In a nutshell, Haring Woods are a creative ideas team, who come up with solution-

based ideas. 

KW: For what? 

TB: For a host of issues relating to the public realm, social political driven. 

KW: Ok whatʼs your role in the company? 

TB: I suppose one of my key areas is being in the background of private sector with a 

keen interest in the role of democracy or the lack of democracy, looking at new models 

of engagement with what we would call the citizen. 

KW: Ok so, how did the company come about? 

TB: Well Haring Woods have been going for a number of years, but they have always 

been first and foremost, and I thinks this is important to remember that Haring Woods 

Associate have always been a commercial operation, that work within the creative 

sector, creative industries. Always working with a creative bent. Today everyone within 

Haring Woods, the senior partners and the consultants that work with them, are all from 

a creative background, either artistic or designer led. 

KW: Ok, you say that you work creatively, but you work creatively doing what? What are 

your companies remit? 

TB: Well I think the model that we are working with now has um come about by myself 

when I was working in the public sector um commissioning Haring Woods associates as 

a consultancy to look at a very new and exciting project at the time, Gun Powder Park. 

So Gun Powder Park was really the coming together of like-minded people, there was 

myself who was then 8 years into a public sector career, and the senior partners Mike 

and Eileen Woods, we came together to look at the feasibility study for a project which 

became Gun Powder Park. We realised that there was a future maybe in the way that 

we were thinking and the ideas that we were pushing around which to a great extent we 

were able to realise through Gun Powder Park and since then a hole host of other large 

scale projects, that both range from local, regional, national and international.  
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KW: What sort of projects? What projects are you doing at the moment? 

TB:  Err I suppose um our main area at the moment is looking at how we can inform 

those individuals that are charged with change I would call it, so policy makers and 

decision makers that are working at local government and central government, um how 

they can be informed so that the decisions that they make and the policy that they create 

is better-informed and informed in such a way that um it addresses the present 

weakness that we have in the democratic system that the vast majority of people are not 

given a chance to inform on how they use or would use public space. How they live work 

and play, how they perceive concepts such as culture, which we bandy around a lot. 

KW: Right OK, why is it that you choose to work with artists on these projects. 

TB: Well we donʼt work just with artists; I think um, our projects very much include 

creative individuals; artists are amongst those, so yes we do work with artists and one 

element of our work I would say is most defiantly artist led, but on the whole we work 

with those individuals that I would class as being very much in the vein of creativity so it 

could be graphic designers, architects, landscape architects, urban designers, artists 

that are interested in those elements. So I wouldnʼt say that we um spend out time 

working with artists who have chosen a career to pursue galleries we very much work 

with artists that have chosen a career that I think is a lot more challenging than the 

gallery and as political as the gallery, those artists who are working within the public 

realm at a community level. We might have called them once community artists but I 

prefer not to use that terminology because it carries to much baggage with it. 

KW: What baggage? What sort of baggage? What do you mean? 

TB: Well my view is that it is something that I have experienced, I am up to be 

challenged on this but my view is that particularly in this country you go through an 

education system, then higher education to be a designer, be an artist and in the case of 

the artist I think it is very limited to what the options are, we have come through a time 

were artists believe success is related to being discovered and being a super star, 

celebrity. So everyone is chasing a 1percent opportunity that to me seems to be a little 

bit limiting on the potential that those artists have in what they can give to society. What 

they can give to society maybe a beautifully crafted, highly conceptual piece of art work 

that people can go and admire and discuss and argue about and that is very valid, but 

um also what I am interested in are the artist who have gone through an education of 

questioning of seeing, looking, being aware of what is going on around them and 
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questioning what is going on around them and people that can bring that process of 

questioning into a different environment and that environment is an environment that is 

usually dominated by non artists that is the environment of strategists and policy makers. 

KW: Ok, so you choose to work with artists that bring a different edge to things do you 

then, a different outlook. 

TB:  

Yes I think an outlook you know to ask questions that tend not to be asked. Yes that is 

what an artist, you know an artist should be doing. I would hope that artists that have 

come through an education system have had three years of doing a degree, where there 

has been three years of freedom where they have been able to question everything. 

That questioning results in exciting work from an HE perspective. Well yes what I am 

interested in yes you can pursue a studio based career and look for opportunities to 

show your work and there is nothing wrong with that and I hope that it continues and you 

could maybe move into an arena where you produce fantastic works of art and they go 

into the public realm and we call it public art and we all agree to either like it or not like it, 

thatʼs great. But what about, also taking that ability to question and to look and then 

question again, taking that ability and introducing it to a team of professionals who are 

charged with urban design, charged with trying to get their head around sustainability, a 

word that no one knows what it really means. Those individuals are charged with looking 

at social or community cohesion. What does that word mean? You know but there is an 

army of bureaucrats out there who are charged with getting their head around that and I 

think that to bring creativity into that arena is beneficial. 

KW: How do you fund your work at Haring Woods? 

TB: Well I think that, thatʼs, um what I have always admired about HWAʼs model of 

working, is that itʼs always come from a commercial background, which means in a way 

it will act as a consultancy. We stand by our past work, so a potential client has a 

problem, approaches us to see if we can find a solution to that problem, pays us to do 

that, because we have a particular way of working and they want that way of working. 

KW: So is it private or public sector money? 

TB: Primarily it will be public sector money but it could also include private sector, 

depending on what root we were taking and what the project was we were putting 

together. 

KW: So it is generally public sector money that you are spending. 
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TB: Yes the client our main client would be public sector. 

KW: Does that funding impact on the way you work? I mean does the funding criteria 

because its public funding have an impact? 

TB: Wherever the funding comes from there is always a danger of a negative impact on 

the way that anyone works. There is evidence of that everywhere you go.  

So, that really would point to the difference in the way that we work. A good example 

would be going to any city environment and there would be funding being thrown at what 

the industry would call B.M.E. issues (Black, Minority, Ethnic) Well I would actually 

challenge that language to start with, because first and foremost the individuals that are 

dishing out, the individuals that are developing policy, the individuals that are creating 

the direction in which that money should go at the moment tend to be white, educated 

and middle class. They are directing funding into black and ethnic minority issues and 

that means we are being pushed into very narrow box ticking directions. We are 

suggesting as an organisation, that we donʼt use that terminology, so we are saying 

instead of going down the root of B. M. E. we should walk away from that, we get rid of 

colour, we get rid of race and religion and we start looking at issues of trust and value, 

family value, values of life, of work of play. There is commonality in that, now I think that 

that is much more rewarding for gathering information from those so called hard to reach 

groups. To gather that information we need individuals that can question, who look at 

things differently, and that is why we as a creative team will bring an artist into our team 

because then as a team of creativeʼs we can come up with a more innovative approach 

to the way we gather that information. 

KW: So is your work, would you say it was generally about gathering information to put 

forward as research. 

TB: Well yes, we were talking about this and you could call it qualitative market research. 

That sounds very dry, but it is that though. 

KW: So itʼs Artist led qualitative market research. 

TB: One element of what we do. We do this because we need the decision makers to be 

better informed before they make their decisions. Our other work can then be helping 

those decision makers deliver on their decisions. 

KW: Ok so you use artists in the qualitative research stage of a project and you then use 

artists to then help deliver. 

TB: Yes artists or creativeʼs, designers. 
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KW: Do you perceive a difference between private and public funding? 

TB: At the end of the day anyone that gives you money is going to have reason for giving 

you that money and he or she are not usually going to give it to you so that you can go 

on and do what you want. Everyone has got an agenda, so I donʼt really see the 

difference between public and private funding, I think they are all loaded, thereʼre all 

loaded with agendas. You take the money and you do the work, someone commissions 

you and that commission will have a focused idea of what they want and they will expect 

to get it. That means that you have to make a decision on whether you take the work or 

not. That is again one of the things I respect about HWAʼs is we do the work we want to 

do as apposed to doing work just to pay the electricity bill, there is a difference. 

KW: Do you ever fail in hitting your funding targets set by funders and does this effect 

the funding that you apply for? 

TB: Up to date we have been approached by funding bodies and they ask us to apply for 

funding, we donʼt cold call generally we are approached and asked if we will tender for 

this particular piece of work. We think would it be the sort of work we would want to do 

and make the decision whether we want to or not. Even within that you have got to 

remember that there is a client and the client has their agenda.  

KW: Have you ever taken on a piece of work then withdrawn from it because the funding 

criteria are too restrictive. 

TB: No we would never do that but we have taken on work that we 90 percent liked the 

direction it was going in but felt that there was a 10 percent hole in it somewhere, 

understood the clients reasons for not addressing that hole and then found a creative 

way within the way we have packaged things up to address it, so that it socially politically 

stands up as an intellectual piece of work but also hits the clients criteria of what they 

want and thatʼs the difficult thing to do. I donʼt think that it would be as easy to do with a 

100 percent public sector client but you would be most probably be in the game for a 

different reason, in the public sector we are interested in issues of social and political, we 

are a social political beast. As an organisation there is an intellectual reason that why we 

come together and work together so it makes sense that we work with the public sector, 

but the public sector has a host of constraints on it and the individuals that work within it 

are on a daily bases constrained. Now they need help in moving forward with what it is 

they think they want to do. When sometimes they may not be to sure of what it is they 

want to do or even how to do it. 
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KW: So do you think that the strength and quality of the work that you produce can 

impact on the way people are thinking about changing things in society? 

TB: This is ye a great, this is a good question. Lets take a typical public funding initiative 

wherever it comes from whether its from local government or whether its from an agency 

like the arts council, if they have got money it is usually small pots of money and they 

fund things that are to last a matter of weeks or a matter of months and thatʼs because 

thatʼs a matter of funding they havenʼt got the money. 

KW: Sound Bite funding? 

TB: Yes! The problem with that is you are never going to actually change anything. The 

work that we are doing is a good example, Green Heart Partnership, we were 

approached to take on a concept and the concept was to bring the arts and the 

environment together. We looked at that and we changed the way in which the client 

was initially thinking about it and said the way in which you are thinking about it doesnʼt 

work its not sustainable and financially it doesnʼt stack up, we think that intellectually this 

should be your direction and we think the business model to deliver it should be this and 

that business was part public funding and part acting as a consultancy. That initiative 

was one of a number throughout the region, all of them folded up at the end of their three 

years this one that we produced is still running in its 6th year. The evaluators have 

realised and commented that some of the changes that have come about in the way in 

which people think in local government and the way they work as teams the impact that 

it has had can only really be measured after 5 years but in the real world at the moment 

no one is funding anything that is going on for 5 years, unless the business model to do 

that has its roots in a commercial sector. Thatʼs why Michael Woods has a vey central 

role in making sure that we operate in a very particular way. 

KW: I understand now that you do not apply for funding and that basically you are 

consultants who are approached by the public sector. 

TB: Yes we donʼt cold call, so we are not out there selling a product. 

KW: So you donʼt ever apply to the arts council for something. 

TB: Yes you know we donʼt trawl through looking at what funding opportunities are there, 

and then try to build a project to fit it. We know what we do and we know what we do well 

and we do it. 
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KW: But presumably you have to write funding documents or write a proposal for a 

project that you have been offered funding for, you donʼt just go in and say right we are 

just going to do this! 

TB: No, no, but because the funder will know how we work and what we do the under 

will approach us and say “look there is an opportunity here, would you consider it?” We 

would then consider it and tell them how we would do it. 

KW: I suppose that is the same with us that is artists can be approached and asked to 

submit an idea or proposal for something. 

TB: Yes and lets not forget that as a team we are as creative as the artists that we bring 

in to work with us. We donʼt bring in an artist because as a team we donʼt feel that we 

are creative. Everyone in the team from the executive down to the consultant come from 

a creative background what ever that is. 

KW: So why then do you bring in another artist? 

TB: You always need to bring in, you know, err you constantly, not just artists, you know 

we constantly bring in, we have got a core team and we look at it like a studio base and 

depending on the projects we are working on, we invite other creativeʼs to join us on that 

project and those creativeʼs maybe artists they maybe architects, designers, its just 

about that team concept. 

KW: Ok so theyʼre filling a gap, thatʼs missing in the team. 

TB: They might be filling a gap, a knowledge gap um it could even be a personality, it 

could be an energy that that we feel a particular person has and this particular project 

will benefit from that joining our team. So I would say that this is a difficult thing for 

people to get their heads around. I would say that the team, what goes on in this room 

looking at how approach for example United Nations approached us with an issue, the 

work that we do in this room, the talking and the notes, and the planning is art, as much 

artʼ as much as is conceptual art, as any conceptual art that is being banded around out 

there in the conceptual art scene. You know and then within that we will look for, hang 

on maybe we should be talking to so and so, bring them in, we need this bring them in, 

itʼs a collective, a creative, collective approach, but in my view that finished its that 

finished piece of work the document, the project is as much art work and its gone 

through as much questioning, more likely more questioning than any work of art that you 

are looking at, at the moment in a gallery. Now there might be a lot of artists that want to 

challenge me on that, but I am telling you that if you new the man hours and the constant 
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challenging and questioning that just goes on in this room, between j us as creativeʼs, 

you know you would realise you would know itʼs a very dynamic, very creative and 

sometimes draining environment. But that is what being creative; being an artist is all 

about.  

KW: So what do you produce at the end of it? 

TB: A concept at the end of it that then allows maybe co producers, artists, ye, to take 

that concept and then move it into their practice and do more work with it and what they 

come up with is their art work. Yes so you know if we take what you did, we all sat down, 

I donʼt know where the container idea came from, to get a container. 

 KW: The Plotting shed, was the initial idea. 

TB: The plotting shed yes, but it was a container. 

KW: Yes but it was the idea that came from… 

TB: Yes but who bought the idea to the table? 

KW: Me! 

TB: Right, so the artist bought the concept of bringing a shed, calling it a plotting shed, to 

the table, the actual underlying idea of going out and capturing people, was an 

established working practice that HWA has been working with and you have worked on. 

But you took that and you did something totally different with it, you didnʼt do with that 

project what you did at ʻSeleʼ or ʻJaywick. But it was still the same, if we intellectualise 

what we were doing, you as part of our team itʼs the same thing. But at each site, site 

specific, you approached it, and tweaked it, in a very different way, sometimes very 

subtly just in a different way, but enough to make it different and to make it right for that 

place. 

KW: um yes! 

TB: Right? Thatʼs art. You did that! 

KW: Ye… I mean I struggle with it myself, if Iʼm honest, you know as an artist or artist 

practitioner or what ever. You know because you or because I have been tarnished with 

the brush that is ʻThe Community Artistʼ. 

TB: Yes I totally agree, and I think that is indicative of an army of individuals out there. 

Now we are interested in HWA, we are interested in looking at this issue globally and 

looking at it from a prospective of a movement, bringing together like minded individuals, 

that may not be on TV standing in a gallery, or opening up a broad sheet and someone 

writing about them, but individuals who are doing something within their society, within 
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their community that is really about challenge. That is really about trying to change 

things. You know and then bringing those people to create a collective, to readdress 

what I would say is an imbalance brought about by a capitalist agenda that has focused 

purely on product. And therefore in my books its about the sneering that goes on about 

community art, not another fucking mosaic or mural. 

KW: I think itʼs more about peoples understanding about what community art is. 

TB: Itʼs about people s lack of understanding about what is going on the other side of the 

fence. In the career world of the gallery artist, who in my view is probably even more 

constrained than those artists working on the front line with communities, more 

constrained and less challenging, because at a community level those artists are 

working with some very real issues, they are opening up their practice and their work to 

the rawest end to society their not opening up in a space were people come in and pick 

up a glass of wine. 

KW: thereʼs a whole movement isnʼt there, participation artists. 

TB: There always has been, but itʼs never actually been! If we go back to the 70ʼs, to the 

late 60ʼs early 70ʼs, the womenʼs movement, new genre public art 

KW: Happenings! 

TB: Yes, happenings, but yes still what are we looking at? Yes still a product. 

KW Yes and it was still a very intellectual, and elitist concept that happened in galleries 

or cafes. 

TB: Exactly, thatʼs exactly right, now what we are trying to do is take the ability to 

question and to look and question into an environment that is so far away from the studio 

or gallery its frightening, because that environment is a big table with a lot of suits sitting 

round it and each one of those suits has their own agenda and their own budget. But 

these suits are making decisions that do change things out there. They are the ones that 

are changing things. 

KW: So you are basically using artists as a conduit between the community and the 

decision makers. 

TB: No we are asking artists to join a team, so they are fully supported to then create a 

conduit, ye, between what is going on out there, to inform those individuals that are 

going to make changes. 

KW: The work I have done has always been film making, what have other artists done. 
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TB: Well yes you know weʼve done from that prospective, we have done books, I mean a 

good example would be in one place that we worked, which is a very small c 

conservative in there thinking and a big C conservative in the way they are governed, we 

were dealing with a library refurbishment, a 1.2 million pound refurbishment. When we 

did this one well the artist thought well hang on a minute we want to capture what people 

think about this space, how does the man and woman out there want to use the library of 

the future? Now it is easy to talk to the regular users of the library, but for a library of the 

future surly you should be talking to the people who have never used the library. That is 

what the artist did and the artist packaged up their work as a book, because they were 

dealing with a library and a book that could go in a library. 

KW: So they packaged their end result as a book but how did they approach their 

research? 

TB: The same ways as you do! No differently, going out there and meeting people, 

capturing with recordings and photographs, creating a diary if you like and then 

packaging that up. Now that book, which is a very beautiful production and very safe! 

KW: Whatʼs the book called? 

MW: South Oxley Library. They are graphic artists and cartoonists, so they are artist, 

they are visual artists, and part of their practice is to do what you do talk to people ask 

what they think, but their craft is not film making their craft is graphic art, cartoon and 

publishing text based work. 

TB: But it is still their artwork, but itʼs safe Ok. Whatʼs more important because itʼs safe, it 

has been embraced by politicians, by decision makers. 

MW: Itʼs made a lot of change. 

TB: Itʼs made a whole lot of change not just in one place in south Oxley in the library but 

a whole culture nom affecting across county. Cross-county the way certain policy maker 

and strategists are thinking. 

KW: That was going to be my next question! Does the work that you commission have 

any real impact on the communities you work with. 

TB: Yes, well yes is always going to sound arrogant and I donʼt want it to sound arrogant 

because I am very aware of all the pitfalls and all the challenges were we havenʼt hit the 

mark but I can equally give examples where we have had change and we get and we 

are getting change and change is in the way individuals are thinking and consequently 

working, to carry on creating change. So this is the core, if we are looking at why HWA 
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exists, whatʼs very interesting in about what bought us together we were looking at the 

myth of democracy in this country. Its great I am not knocking it, it is fantastic that we 

have got what we have got, but what we have got is local government delivering on local 

and national policies, so local government is at the cutting edge. Local government is an 

organisation that is not seen as an asset generally and in the local papers is usually 

moaned about and slagged off for not picking up the rubbish and doing something 

wrong. Beyond that there is an army of individuals who are charged with delivering and 

they are making change weather we like it or not, and a lot of time we donʼt like it 

because we are writing about it in the local papers. But these people are the people that 

are making things happen or not happen, so instead of worrying empowering the white 

working underclass on that housing estate which is very applordable and I think we 

should carry on doing that maybe we should be empowering those individuals who 

weather we like it or not are going to make change out there, so if we can empower them 

by making sure that the white working underclass can actually inform them on how they 

are going to use their park, use their shopping centre, use this use that and why they 

donʼt use. What their aspiration for use is, and then decision makers are going to make 

better-informed decisions and in the long run are going to be better for the people who 

will be using it. Thatʼs me and you! 

KW: Did you answer the question? 

TB: Yes I think I have answered the question, in that we have got examples of where we 

can demonstrate now, change in working processes, which is showing benefits to 

communities all over the place. But more importantly we can also talk about why, when 

you try to bring the role of an artist or creativity into the structure of local government, 

why it may not happen, because to be able to talk about that we have spent 6 years plus 

doing it. I can give you examples of success stories I can also give you examples that 

have been painful, but painful is about knowing how to create change for us, as a team 

of creativeʼs, next time we go somewhere else. 

KW: Yes I mean from the stuff that I have done with HWA I would say that the thing that 

has always stood out for me is the way in which the work can be used to let the decision 

makers, make the decision they wanted to make with the backup. 

TB: In a way edited or corrupted. 

KW: No, I mean in particular I am thinking of Enfield council, um and that research that 

was done about the ʻGreening of Enfieldʼ and how the research did in-fact backup what 
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the engineering team wanted to achieve, felt they couldnʼt act on because of the 

politicians, that they have to answer to. 

TB: That is key to what we are trying to do. 

MW: But it might not have done, it could quite easily have been the opposite, you could 

have quite easily come back and not come out with stuff from the community, because 

err backing up what they wanted. Everybody could have come back saying they wanted 

something completely different. I think that, that is just a measure of their intuitive sense 

about what was needed there. 

HW: Itʼs the proper process. 

KW: But isnʼt that so often the case in local government. 

MW: I donʼt know in fact I think that is quite rare. 

KW: Really, so people in the planning dept. or people working as the deliverers are very 

often constrained by the politicians because they want to get re elected. 

MW: I think that politicianʼs work in a very knee jerk reaction because they are directly 

responsible to their constituents. So the biggest problems with politicians are that they 

donʼt think any further than a short time span which tends to constrain. 

KW: Donʼt you think they are listening then to the vocal person that is saying in their ear? 

MW: Yes quite and that is democracy, that person is electing and has every right to go in 

and have their say 

KW: yes but that vocal person, that isnʼt democracy is it. Thatʼs what I am saying there 

could be 100 people who will say nothing and 1 person having a say. 

MW: Thatʼs it, thatʼs what we are addressing, but we canʼt knock the system itʼs the 

system you canʼt knock the politician for reacting to the only person that criticises or 

comments on that. 

KW: The only voice they hear! 

MW: So our job, I think what you are trying to get at is that I suppose often officer know 

because they are professionals will take a long term view and theyʼre professions and 

their work, they see things over a much longer period and they can see that this would 

be the right way to go because they have considered the environmental aspects of this 

and various communities and so on and so forth through their local knowledge, which 

Tony often talks about, and they have that but the politicians will feel that they need to do 

something more  reactionary, much quicker on the back of various things that are 

happening. And your work can often allow the politicians, the way I see it to be able to 
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feel confident enough to go back to that community that have been giving him a hard 

time, and say know look this is research that was done and this is why the officers and 

this is why we are going in another way. 

MW: I donʼt want to just knock the politicians, some of the work very hard and some of 

them donʼt. 

KW: Sorry I missed that. 

MW: I was just saying that I donʼt think that itʼs just about this idea that the politicians are 

wrong or are being difficult or are uneducated. Often a lot of members are very, very well 

meaning, work very hard and are very socially conscious but often unless they are given 

the tools to be able to go back to the vocal minority constituent they are put into a 

position where they have to react to that and I think a lot of your work also helps the 

politicians to be able to stand up in front of piece of work like the growing room and be 

able to say well this is the consultation that we did and this is the way we are going and 

those people that were vocally against it or are giving them a hard time have then been 

seen in a minority position rather than a majority position and that has happened a 

number of times with our work, were well meaning councillors who are put under a lot of 

pressure and are able to dampen down that pressure by being able to stand next to the 

work. What do you think Tony? 

TB: Yes thatʼs true. 

KW: Is that because itʼs a film? Do you think it would be the same if it was…? 

MW: I donʼt think it matters what the craft or the application or the technique thatʼs used, 

it really needs to be much more about how the artist feels about how they can 

interoperate the work and how the creative team feel that it could work, sometimes a film 

is really good sometimes an artwork, or sometimes itʼs a piece of consultation that is 

done through performance or just through a community meeting involvement or through 

a local event, or actions or whatever. So there are many different types of ways in which 

particular practitioners feel could be appropriate for those communities. Film is probably 

the most immediate and frankly the easiest to do in actual fact. 

TB: Itʼs the most accessible. 

MW: yes the most accessible. Yes I think text based things are more in accessible but 

can be sometimes a more deeper understanding and give more information, 

performance can be more liberating and involving of the community and more of a 

communal feel good factor, so it very much depends on what it is we are trying to do 
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which is why the creative teams as Tony says analyses all of that o start off with and 

tryʼs work out how we can best solve the problem or the challenge that the council 

people have and then when we think we have agreed a strategy a creative  strategy for 

that, is to approach individual artists who we feel can best work within that environment 

with us along side us and that could pull in any sort of artist, it could in fact become a 

piece of gallery art there is no reason why we couldnʼt use a visual artist to draw a 

number of pictures and display the work in a gallery there is nothing against that  its not 

the craft or the practice that we are talking about itʼs the intent. 

KW: Yes Yes the reason I was asking this is because that my frustration in the work that 

I do and probably one of the most satisfying pieces of work that I have done with you, 

was ʻJaywick Rocksʼ because of the work was shown to the community and the different 

elements of the project that all came together, the Post card thing and the… 

MW: That was a very important piece of work and had massive consequences within the 

community, so although I agree with you that film is good and post cards were good and 

it all came together and from a practice point of view that is very interesting, what 

interested me most of all is that it empowered the community and a lot of local people 

within the community who actually feel positive about themselves instead of negative 

and that has resulted in all the work that is going on now which is very positive , although 

off the record a lot of it is not exactly what we would have hoped for but still it is very 

important, and that was as a direct result of your work. It is of course a direct result of 

your work because of what your practice is, the way you were able to do that with the 

community, but the most important part of your work if you want my honest opinion they 

very most important thing that was decided on as a strategy before anyone went into 

Jaywick is under no circumstances were we going to do anything negative about the 

community, we werenʼt going to talk about the gangsters, we werenʼt going to talk about 

the roads being dug up, the fact that there is no electricity thereʼs no water  and it has 

been dissed by every paper of the land as the worst place in Britain. We were only ever 

going to talk about positives aspects of why people liked living there and wanted to live 

there. 

KW: Yes ye! 

MW: Thatʼs what I think is were you get our creative team and artists such as yourself 

creative people such as yourself able to gel and make a significant piece of work. It 

really does in that case create a foundation for social change in that community. 
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KW: And of course I wouldnʼt have been able to get the access that I got without going at 

it from a positive. 

MW: But so many artists work and go there and show pictures of how bad the roads are 

and social commentary, type of documentary thatʼs done to death I mean I know there is 

nothing wrong with that and there are many particularly in Jaywick that have done that, 

Even Nathan Coley who went there and showed the structure of a building which could 

be construed as celebrating the architecture but also the slight rye side of the work being 

almost burnt down or lost or impossible, well thatʼs fine and thatʼs his practice, he does 

good work , thatʼs not what we do, what we do is want to make change within that 

community and we are not going to use the artist or the creative process to challenge 

those people because they are challenged enough. We want to galvanise and to make 

them feel that they can come together and have a voice as Tony says about making 

change and being able to use that united voice to a really truly democratic process in 

being able to either allow the politicians change there view or stand next to a view that 

they havenʼt been able to politically to have before.     

KW: Yes, I think it challenged them actually, to look at the positive. 

MW: Very much so, it challenged them a lot. 

KW: Most of the people that I spoke to had been not bamboozled but completely 

smashed into the ground and were thinking that it was totally negative, and when you did 

say to them ok now you have spoken about that Iʼd ask them ʻwhat are the positives 

about living thereʼ they would first give me five minutes about the negative and then half 

an hour about the positives. 

MW: Thatʼs not always the case where we are mind you, you know sometimes when we 

do work in certain places thereʼs on our work sometimes it can be the negatives that we 

are focusing on. So I am not saying that we only ever look at the positive that was the 

focus in Jaywick. In Jaywick we felt that that was very necessary. 

KW: Ok, so finally how do you go about selecting artist for your work? Do you approach 

one artist for each project? 

TB: I think we are always looking for artists that are thinking how we think, we are 

looking for artists that really genuinely believe that creativity can effect social change and 

you have never got enough of them, but at the end of the day once you have got a 

catalogue of artists, its about looking at the job and making sure that you then got you 

know, because we are using terms like artists and local government officers and what 
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we are dealing with is individuals and teams of people that have got personalities and 

characteristics and we work with that, cos if you donʼt work with it, it works against you. 

So we need a selection of artists, and we might choose an artist because they have got 

a particular way with them, they are approachable in a particular way that will suit this 

place that we are going into. We work with a number of artists for a number of reasons. I 

donʼt think its um, you nothing in the public realm is black and white nothing is straight 

forward and in my view the reasons we have got the problems weʼve got is because at 

the moment to many decisions linked with the public realm end up on the desk of one 

person to make that decision, um you are never going to get it right. 

MW: Plus I would like to make a point here that we absolutely disagree in a lot of ways 

with the idea of using creative people to pitch against each other in creative ideas, I think 

that its really divisive and very difficult and its err really just means that the people who 

are making the decisions are not ballsy enough to be able to put their own 

professionalism at the front and decide who they think would be best for the work and it 

just means that it goes to a committee of generally visually illiterate  people who are 

making decisions with absolutely no criteria at all and there often very bad decisions. 

Our process is very particular and we stand next to it and that is that we constantly 

search for people who feel and who work in our way from many different disciplines and 

practices and we analyse what weʼre doing with this work and then we will maybe 

interview a couple of artists to see which one would really fit into this particular 

environment and we are able to stand up and be ballsy and say this is the artist that is 

going to do this work best and professionally we do that. 

KW: Do you ever get pulled up for not having equal opportunities? 

MW: No, but you could say that and I am sure thatʼs a point of view. The way we are set 

up is we are a creative team and we are commissioned by people to do something, so 

the commissioning process has already happened with us, so they are not being 

commissioned by a public body who will have to go to a committee and have fifteen 

different people whose ideas they will normally pinch and then end up generally giving it 

to the person thatʼs the cheapest you know that is not were we come from. 

KW: And then formulate a brief that will make that artist do something the other artist 

suggested. 

MW: Exactly right, thatʼs something that we fundamentally disagree with that and we 

think we are ballsy enough to stand by who we pick as an artist and we professional 
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enough to say we are the professionals, this is who is going to do the work best, this 

going to fit best into this team to do this work and that is it if they donʼt want to 

commission us because of that part of our process then fine go and work with somebody 

else, thatʼs what we do, and we are more than happy to stand up by the artist that we 

pick. 

KW: So I am now going to ask you then Mike, does funding criteria impact on the way 

you work. 

MW: Thatʼs an interesting question, err I suppose you can answer it in a number of 

different ways I suppose it depends what type of work, it depends what type of funding. 

YES everything affects your work including the funding. Does it affect it negatively? 

Rarely. Does it affect it positively? Often. So you could say that the funding criteria is 

actually a very positive thing because it gives structure, it help us to formulate exactly 

what it is we have to achieve and how we are going to achieve it. It enables us to work 

from a management point of view to look at what we can achieve within the confines of 

the budget that in its self create a very definite process of creativity within our team 

where are not creating something that is not able to be fulfilled so we donʼt go through 

that process. On the negative side very rarely because of our process, so as an example 

if in funding we were asked to do some work and the work paid ten thousand pounds lets 

say, you could say well does that impact on the quality of work that you could do, well 

that only impacts on the quality of work you can do if you want to do fifteen thousand 

pounds worth of work. Where we come from professionally and our discipline coming 

from the private sector is that if its ten thousand pounds then we do ten thousand 

pounds worth of work so our ideas are valued at ten thousand pounds and not fifteen 

thousand pounds and then bitch that we didnʼt have the five thousand pounds to do the 

work that we all wanted to do. 

KW: Thatʼs also my ethos, itʼs the way I work, if somebody approaches me to do 

something I will way up the prose and cons and think, ok thatʼs the money can I do what 

they want for that money, yes or no. 

MW: Absolutely. 

KW: And can I do what I would want to do, with that money. 

MW: I find that its err from my point of view I find having constraints on the funding very 

good it helps us a lot, enormously in fact because you become realistic about whatʼs 

achievable and whatʼs not achievable you can also go back to the funding partner and 
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say what you are asking for is unachievable with this money so what we can do 

creatively as a team is work out how we can get approximation of what they want to get 

or put the money into a different area which will do something else, some creative 

solution that will bring it into budget. Now thatʼs a great discipline for us because there is 

nothing worse than feeling, one that you havenʼt done a good enough job and thatʼs 

because you allowed yourself to over egg your creative work at the very beginning and 

then you werenʼt able to complete it because of the funds and, two it manages the 

expectations of the client, so the client absolutely understands what you are able to 

produce for that money and not able to produce for that money. This brings to a big point 

of the way I feel that artists are treated, artists apart from the so called geniuses in our 

society as the great artist who are able to do what they do the vast majority of working 

practitioners are professional people and they should be treated like any other 

professional people at the same standard as other professional people weather thatʼs an 

architect or an accountant or who ever they may be they are professional people and 

they should be treated as professional people.  

KW: Yes. 

MW: Just because artists are open to being bribed by the idea of their work, means that 

people donʼt treat them as professionals, they would never dream of treating other 

professionals in the way artists are treated. You wouldnʼt dream of going to an architect 

and saying yes but you love being an architect so we want you to do it much cheaper. 

So if they go to an artist like yourself who is committed to certain ideals they feel quite 

able to say oh well sheʼs a very committed person and we have only got five thousand 

pounds but you will do it because you are really committed, well I think if thatʼs good for 

you and you want to do that then thatʼs fine but the idea of asking you or putting you in 

that position I think is appalling.  

KW: I think for me personally I will take on a piece of work and if I get totally absorbed 

into it I will do more than I said I would do. 

MW: thatʼs your decision and thatʼs great. I donʼt mean that Karen, what I mean is that 

because artists generally are not thought of in the market place as professional people 

like accountants or architects or what ever and all though many artists will have trained 

longer and more rigorously than some of those other professions and because they are 

not seen as equal in that way they are not treated as equal. A big part of what we try 

very hard to do and it is hard work is to try and get artists to join a group of professional 
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people in a cross disciplinary team and be treated as a professional as much as a 

professional as the other professionals around the table not as some guru thatʼs going to 

come in and have a great idea and change the world or somebody thatʼs a flake that 

they are going to ignore apart from just asking because itʼs going to be too difficult, but 

as truly professional people who understand their business the same as any other 

member of that group understands their business. 

KW: so it must be a particular kind of artist because a lot of artist who arenʼt like that. 

MW: But there are a lot of architects that arenʼt like that either. Itʼs about the individual as 

Tony says and at the end of the day we look for artists who are going to work in that way 

and there are certain artists who we know will work well with lets say a group of 

architects working on a major project now that wouldnʼt suit all of the people that we 

work with in fact it would only suit a couple so obviously we would have those people 

who would be interested in that work in the same token those artists that are used to 

working with a big architectural practice and want to do big pieces of public art are not 

going to be the people that you would send into Jaywick  to converse with the 

community. 

KW: Yes. 

MW: But they should both be treated professionally, not that one is better than the other 

or more knowledgeable that the other. Which irritates me particularly with the community 

arts, socially engaged arts, participatory arts or what ever you want to call it. People tend 

to look at that as something thatʼs akin to the, you know the weirdo that comes to look 

after the kids in the park and spouts off about whatʼs bad about the world and I think 

thatʼs rubbish… 

KW: Well is that it, thank you, you two its been very interesting talking with you both. 

MW: Sorry I have jumped in and said so much, you can say that Tony said it all I donʼt 

mind. 

KW: No I shall be saying that it came from both of you thank you very much for your 

time.  


