Arts leaders unite to challenge activist backlash against corporate sponsorship
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Major arts organisations in the UK are advocating for a balanced approach to corporate sponsorship, encouraging cultural institutions to embrace business partnerships despite rising activist opposition. This comes in the wake of significant shifts in funding dynamics, particularly highlighted by the withdrawal of investment manager Baillie Gifford from various literary festivals following public pressure regarding its associations with industries such as fossil fuels and arms supplies.
An open letter published in the Financial Times marks a united front from institutions including the National Theatre and the Old Vic, as they argue that while corporate sponsorship should not wholly replace public funding, it is essential for fostering growth and ambition in the arts. Alistair Spalding and Britannia Morton, co-CEOs of Sadler’s Wells, underscored the potential of these partnerships to extend the reach of cultural activities. They stated, “Through partnerships, arts organisations also actively engage with the organisations that shape how we live.” This growing acceptance among cultural leaders comes amid financial strains where traditional public funding is deemed insufficient for sustainability.
The letter was prompted, in part, by the recent developments surrounding Baillie Gifford, which terminated its long-standing sponsorships with prestigious events like the Hay Festival and the Edinburgh International Book Festival. This was a direct result of coordinated protests spearheaded by activist groups such as Fossil Fuel Books, which gathered support from more than 700 prominent figures from the literary community. Organisers expressed their disappointment, acknowledging that they now faced the challenge of seeking alternative funding sources to cover the financial void left by Baillie Gifford’s withdrawal. Anita Ashworth, director of the Stratford Literary Festival, remarked on their determination to regroup and find new sponsors despite the setback.
Critics of the protests, including former Culture Secretary Ed Vaizey, argue that the complexities of targeted activism threaten the viability of cultural institutions. He highlighted the difficulty in finding corporate partners devoid of controversial associations in the modern global landscape. In contrast, museum directors, such as Maria Balshaw of Tate, voiced concerns about the ethical implications of accepting funding from entities with questionable records, especially when juxtaposed against aspirations for social sensitivity and cultural accountability.
The need for a more sophisticated dialogue around corporate sponsorship was echoed by arts consultant Martin Prendergast, who noted that high-profile naming rights deals could provide critical alternative revenue streams for arts institutions. He reflected on the transformative potential of corporate naming rights, asserting they could offer much-needed financial levers as public funding diminishes. Prendergast is actively brokering a significant naming rights deal for The Shakespeare North Playhouse, announcing the potential for a £300,000 annual influx over a decade.
As the arts sector navigates this increasingly contentious landscape, the debate over the balance between corporate support and the integrity of cultural institutions remains vital. The pressures from activists continue to reshape conversations around funding, pointing to an urgent need for innovative financial strategies that ensure both sustainability and moral clarity within the cultural realm. 
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