Gordon Lyons warns Arts Council over funding groups accused of disrespectful behaviour amid sectarian funding row
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Communities Minister Gordon Lyons has sparked controversy regarding the direction of arts funding in Northern Ireland, particularly emphasising that groups engaging in activities deemed disrespectful to any tradition may risk losing their support from the Arts Council. In a pointed letter to Arts Council chair Liam Hannaway, Lyons articulated his concerns about what he termed "disrespectful behaviour,” outlining expectations that could lead to tangible consequences for those receiving public money.
This directive stems from rising apprehensions among both nationalist and unionist communities about public funds potentially promoting sectarian activities. Lyons' statement follows recent scrutiny directed at certain musical groups, notably the rap trio Kneecap, which some critics allege glorifies terrorism. However, in a notable contradiction, the minister confirmed that neither his department nor any of its associated organisations had provided funding to Kneecap since 2017.
The minister's comments align with a broader discontent about the allocation of arts funding in Northern Ireland, where projects have occasionally been perceived as serving political loyalties rather than community cohesion. Groups within the arts sector in Belfast have expressed concern that Lyons’ "Letter of Expectations" could lead to shifts in funding, potentially diverting resources away from well-established art initiatives in favour of a focus on loyalist groups. This has raised alarms that culturally enriching projects may be sidelined as funding pivots towards bands exhibiting sectarian affiliations.
Moreover, prominent figures in the local arts community have decried the current state of arts funding as "dire." Gary Lightbody, frontman of the band Snow Patrol, recently articulated these challenges in discussions with Lyons, advocating for increased investment. He noted that Northern Ireland operates on substantially lower budgets for the arts compared to its southern counterpart, which could have long-term implications for cultural and economic growth in the region.
The sentiment that public funding should promote inclusivity and understanding is echoed by political voices across the Assembly. Alliance communities spokesperson Sian Mulholland welcomed any measures aimed at ensuring funded activities celebrate culture without descending into sectarianism. Similarly, SDLP MLA Daniel McCrossan insisted that the minister's calls for accountability must also involve visible actions to prevent arts funding from being issued along tribal lines.
Critics have pointed out that while Lyons has articulated clear expectations for arts funding, there has been a noticeable lack of enforcement against groups engaging in what some consider flagrant sectarianism. Columnist Brian Feeney remarked on the failure of the Arts Council to act appropriately upon the minister's guidance, suggesting that it undermines the credibility of the council and the intentions behind the funding restructuring.
Calls for more systematic changes and increased investment resonate within the arts sector, highlighted by petitions like the "Save the Arts, Resist the Cuts" campaign, which has gathered substantial public support. The initiative aims to reverse current funding cuts while advocating for a robust financial framework that acknowledges the cultural significance of the arts in Northern Ireland.
As Northern Ireland grapples with the interplay between politics and culture, the outcome of these discussions and actions may well define the future landscape of its arts sector, determining not just which projects receive funding but the values that underpin this critical aspect of community life.
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