Gordon Lyons warns Arts Council on funding groups showing disrespect to traditions amid cuts
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Communities Minister Gordon Lyons has issued a stern warning regarding the potential withdrawal of funding from groups that engage in activities deemed disrespectful to any tradition. In a recent letter addressed to Liam Hannaway, chair of the Arts Council, Lyons expressed his expectation that funding programmes should be structured to eliminate “disrespectful” behaviour, a directive underscored by growing concerns over how public funds are allocated within the arts sector.
This initiative comes in the wake of controversy surrounding some bands that have participated in parades commemorating members of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and has stirred debate about the funding of events featuring the Wolfe Tones, a band often associated with nationalist sentiment. The minister's comments highlight a crucial intersection in Northern Ireland’s socio-political landscape, where arts funding is frequently scrutinised through a sectarian lens.
In February, Lyons articulated his priorities for the Arts Council in what he referred to as a Letter of Expectations. In it, he emphasised that any organisation receiving council funding must refrain from actions seen as offensive or derogatory to particular traditions. His remarks, including critiques of the rap trio Kneecap, labelled their activities as “glorification of terrorism,” reflecting a broader push for accountability in arts funding. Notably, Lyons confirmed that his department has not provided any funding to Kneecap since 2017.
In response, Sian Mulholland, an Alliance spokesperson for communities, welcomed the minister's intentions but stressed the importance of accountability. She pointed out the necessity for public money to foster understanding and respect among diverse cultural groups. This sentiment was echoed by SDLP West Tyrone MLA Daniel McCrossan, who asserted that funding decisions have too often been based on a sectarian framework, while critical projects with significant community impact have been overlooked.
Activist Brian Feeney further argued that while Lyons set forth “clear expectations,” substantial action is still required to address blatant sectarian behaviour that has seemingly been ignored, with some organisations receiving full funding despite such practices. This public discussion has drawn attention from various quarters, with many recommending that a more equitable funding model be implemented to better reflect the rich diversity of Northern Irish communities.
Critically, however, the backdrop to these discussions is the notable decline in arts funding in Northern Ireland overall. Current expenditures stand at just £5.07 per capita, significantly lower than £10.51 in Wales and £21.58 in the Republic of Ireland. Notable figures such as Gary Lightbody, the frontman of Snow Patrol, have lamented the dire state of arts funding, calling for greater collaboration and investment to ensure the sustainability of cultural expression in the region.
The arts sector has collectively voiced its concern through campaigns such as “Save the Arts, Resist the Cuts,” spearheaded by Equity, the performing arts union. This initiative has highlighted the dramatic 40% cut in funding to the Arts Council over the past decade, advocating for necessary investments that reflect the economic, mental health, and social benefits of the arts to local communities.
In light of these intersecting issues—sectors grappling with funding cuts, the minister's contentious policy directives, and the pressing need for inclusivity in cultural representation—it is clear that the future of arts financing in Northern Ireland hinges not only on policy changes but also on a robust, community-driven dialogue about the values that public funding should uphold. As the debate unfolds, stakeholders from all sides will be watching closely to see whether Lyons' rhetoric translates into meaningful actions for the diverse creative landscape of Northern Ireland.
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