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Music Venues – Access & Inclusion Tips and Resources 
Introduction
Live music venues are places of joy, celebration, music and community. There’s pretty much a music venue in every town and city across Australia, yet music venues aren’t always open to everyone in our community. There are a range of different physical, communication and attitudinal barriers that people with disability can experience when trying to attend live music venues. While there is often a willingness from music venues to be inclusive, time and resourcing constraints, as well as lack of knowledge and knowing where to start, can be impediments to access and inclusion for these spaces. 
Physical access, both front of house and backstage, is a key component when considering inclusiveness of music venues. Other non-physical accessibility features, such as access to information and inclusive programming strategies are also important for venues to consider. It’s not all about ramps and toilets. Accessibility needs to be considered when renovating or doing new builds, making adaptations to existing spaces and considering universal design and a ‘whole of journey’ approach so that spaces work for everyone. Venues have a leadership role across the music sector, as they have the ability to share learnings and resources with their communities. 
The purpose of this document is to provide music venues with tips and advice on how they can improve their accessibility and engagement with people with disability (including low/no cost options), as well as good examples, a case study and reference materials to inspire action.  
Top 10 Tips for Music Venues
1. Consider your physical facilities: Lifts, accessible toilets and accessible parking are important, as is lighting and noise in spaces like the foyer. There are physical access checklists, such as this one provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, which can be used as a guide. Aim for your venue design to encompass the principles of universal design. 
2. Think about flexible seating: Venues with flexible seating configurations are valuable. Having seating which can easily be removed and adjusted enables more options for wheelchair seating, and for performances where a large number of audience members may require a seat on the end of a row or an accessible viewing platform. 

3. Use sensory spaces: Providing either a Quiet space and/or a Stim space is really helpful for people with sensory needs. These are becoming more and more important, as the number of neuro-diverse members of the community grows and venues hold more relaxed performances. Ideally, there should also be video of the stage via live feed so that people can still see the show if they need to step out into the foyer.
4. Promote access services: Be aware of and actively promote what access services (e.g. hearing loops, audio description) your venue provides. It’s a good idea to have online and physical copies of a full ‘Access Guide’ which details all accessible performances programmed. Consider what access services should automatically be available for every performance, such as Large Print programmes. 
5. Fundraise for access: It can be difficult for music venues to secure funding for capital works. The Live Music Australia program, run by the Office for the Arts in Canberra, can support capital works costs relating to access improvements and upgrades. 
6. Consider backstage and stage access: While many venues now have their physical accessibility at an acceptable level for their front of house, backstage and stage access is often sub-par or non-existent. If venues want to welcome disabled performers to their stages, these need to be accessible and equitable experiences. 
7. Aim for best practice, not purely compliance: Building codes lay out the minimum requirements for compliance, and depending on the country, these only have to be enforced for new builds or renovations. Venues can often settle for complying with the standards, rather than seeking to go beyond them to ensure the best experience possible. 
8. Temporary venues can still be accessible: For many events, such as festivals, temporary venues might be constructed for a short period of time. Access features can still be considered and built into to temporary structures.  
9. Temporary access measures can be handy: Building in permanent access features, such as ramps, can be a costly exercise. Sometimes a venue may opt to use a temporary solution, such as a temporary ramp if engaging a wheelchair user as a performer. The quality, usability and safety are not always as high when using a temporary structure, but these can be better than nothing. 
10. Continuous improvement is important - As leaders within the arts community, venues have a key influencing role.  It’s important to have a good understanding of the current accessibility of your space, so you know where the gaps are, and then have a plan in place to make improvements over time. 
New builds/renovations versus existing buildings 

Here are some things to consider when working on or with new builds, renovations and existing buildings.   

New builds and renovations: It’s important to think about access at every step of the way in the building design and build process – have a vision for access for your new space. It can be useful to engage an external access users group, consisting of members of your local community to provide feedback and advice on design and delivery. Venues have regretted it when they’ve not had the serious accessibility conversations early enough in the process. Renovations are often done in stages or building sections, and again, it’s critical to address access at every stage. It can be useful to involve either an internal or external access committee formed for the building project with relevant expertise.  

Existing buildings: Venues should be aware of their current levels of access and engage an access consultant if necessary, to determine where improvements could be made. Heritage buildings can bring particular challenges to work around. Rather than writing your venue off as inaccessible or putting access in the ‘too hard’ basket, consider what you can do to provide access. Could you live stream or offer a second performance to a different accessible space? 
Inclusive Music Venue examples

Australian venues
· Sydney Opera House (Sydney) https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/visit-us/accessibility.html
· Riverside Theatre (Western Sydney) https://riversideparramatta.com.au/your-visit/accessibility/
International venues
· The Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts (New York) http://www.aboutlincolncenter.org/programs/program-pspd/accessibility-programs
· Barbican Centre (London) https://www.barbican.org.uk/your-visit/accessibility
· Sage Gateshead (Newcastle) https://sagegateshead.com/your-visit/access-information/
· The National Centre of Inclusive Excellence (Bristol Beacon) http://bristolbeacon.org/transform-the-hall/about-the-transformation/national-centre-inclusive-excellence/
· Home (Manchester) https://homemcr.org/about/policies/accessibility/
· Band on the Wall (Manchester) https://bandonthewall.org/
· The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts (Washington DC)  https://www.kennedy-center.org/visit/accessibility/
· Battersea Arts Centre (London) https://bac.org.uk/relaxed-venue/.
Inclusive Music Venue Case Study

Battersea Arts Centre
Website: https://bac.org.uk/relaxed-venue/
Relaxed performances (referred to as such in Australia and the UK, but generally called sensory friendly performances in the USA) are becoming increasingly popular in the UK and USA and are slowly gaining traction in Australia. Originally designed for those with neurodiversity and sensory sensitivities, these performances have provided opportunities for people who might otherwise shy away from attending arts events or other public outings. 

Battersea Arts Centre (BAC) recently launched itself as the world’s first fully relaxed venue, following funding from Art Council England’s Changemaker programme and work with Tourettes activist and artist Jess Thom. BAC describes it as offering a more relaxed performance environment with a relaxed attitude to noise and movement in auditorium and a dedicated ‘chill out space’ for guests who may need time away from the performances, as well as ear defenders for those with sensory sensitivities.
 BAC Inclusive Practice Manager Kelsie Acton explains that BAC pride themselves on embedding the social model of disability throughout all aspects of the organisation. They expect relaxed performances from their artists and their producers have conversations with them about this, with information in included in contracts. 
Kelsie says of relaxed performances: 
“Potentially it’s better art, when there is live interaction…it’s about unconventional relationships with audiences and the art, trying new things.”
 
While there isn’t a blueprint or set of rules or guidelines of required elements, a relaxed performance could include:

· Appropriate choice of repertoire for the audience (perhaps lighter music with individual movements, rather than a full symphony)
· The team will also have thought carefully about what might need to change in the show so that people's needs have been considered. For instance, toning down loud noises, lighting effects or specific movements 

· Auditorium/house lights on low

· Doors left open, with permission to move in and out of the auditorium, ideally with multiple exits
· A relaxed attitude to noise and movement

· A separate chill out space (which could be quiet, and/or a place to make noise or to ‘stim’) if people need some time out of the theatre 

· Any trigger warnings regarding the lyrics or synopsis

· Bean bags, cushions and/or astro turf, loose fitting chairs in the auditorium

· Seating spread out (not a fully packed show, so people have room and space)

· Ear defenders (earmuffs) available 

· If desired, audience members can tour the venue beforehand

· Musicians might take longer to come onstage and settle in, so noise grows gradually

· Players stay and talk the audience 

· Spotify playlist so audience can listen in advance

· Bathroom hand dryers turned off (as autistic people can have a startle reflex)

· A designated ‘quiet’ toilet (where possible) and exit signs on all toilet doors

· Flexible refund policy 

It is important for all attendees to understand the nature of relaxed performance and what to expect, with materials provided in advance, hard copies available on the day and ideally an announcement made before the performance. More audience education work is required for everyone to be aware of what a relaxed performance is. 

Often, a Performance Guide and/or Visual Story will be provided in advance. Information within these might include:

· Information on how to book

· What happens when you arrive and who will be there, including timings
· Venue virtual tour, photos from your seat (from different sections of the auditorium)

· What will happen during the performance

· Information on the program

· A ‘Welcome to the venue’ video 

· Playlist of pieces being performed

· Show times and information on performance etiquette (when to clap)

· Details of performers (sometimes with photos)

· What happens in the show (synopsis with pictures)

· General details on transport, getting around, building plans, services and facilities, food and drink, daytime visits and access team contact details.

These guides sometimes include information on sounds within a production, or a ‘Sonic Story.’ This is useful information for an audience member to prepare for what they will be listening to (e.g. quiet flute, loud brass and percussion). This might include a chart and/or warning of when it will get loud, so an audience member can put ear defenders on. 

There are many layers of what being a relaxed performance can mean, and I saw examples of where this was delivered with varying levels of commitment. Outside of Battersea, often relaxed performances were targeted at families or children with programming to reflect this, however this doesn’t acknowledge the needs of adults with sensory impairment and their programming interests. This is an area for further development in the future.   

To make relaxed performances a success it is important to promote them well. They require a particular marketing strategy, often focused on communication with particular schools, service providers and charities. Choosing the right partners to work on a relaxed performance with is also critical for reaching an audience. 
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Image description: Battersea Arts Centre
Recommended resources 
Video resources 
· British Council Arts, Access to Live Music for Disabled Audiences: Glastonbury Festival & Band on the Wall, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MB3lEIEFbTw.
Other resources 
· Attitude is Everything – offers a wealth of great resources and the whole website is worth delving into. Relevant highlights include The Charter of Best Practice (with associated toolkit), DIY Access Guide and the State of Access Report
· Producers Guide to Access (Melbourne Fringe)
· Resources (Accessible Arts) 
· Inclusive and accessible online event guidelines (City of Sydney) 
· 7 Inclusive Principles for the arts during COVID19 (#WeShallNotBeRemoved)
· Euan’s Guide – used by disabled people to review, share and discover accessible places to go. The website aims to empower disabled people by providing information that will give confidence and choices for getting out and about.
Morwenna’s resources 
Further resources relating to music, disability, access and inclusion are available on my website www.morwennacollett.com including:
· Churchill Fellowship Report ‘Building a musically inclusive future for Australian artists, participants and audiences - elements and success factors’ – my 2018 Churchill Fellowship to explore inclusive music programmes, venues and festivals which actively engage disabled people. 
· 5 Success Factors for Inclusive Music Organisations 
· Music Festivals
· Music Training Institutions

· Music Organisations

· Musicians. 
Please sign-up to my quarterly e-newsletter (available here) and/or follow me on Linked In, Facebook, Instagram and twitter to be notified when new resources are available. 

Thanks

The development of these resources was supported by the NSW Government through Create NSW. 
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� Access- Battersea Arts Centre, accessed 3 March 2020 � HYPERLINK "https://www.bac.org.uk/content/39605/your_visit/access/access" �https://www.bac.org.uk/content/39605/your_visit/access/access�.


� Interview with Kelsie Action, Inclusive Practice Manager at Battersea Arts Centre, London, 17 December 2019.
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