
Equity Freelance Dance Network Open Meeting – 14th October 2014 
 
 
 
The evening of October 14th saw the first open meeting of the Equity Freelance Dance 
Network at The Place in London.  
 
The meeting brought together work undertaken in the three months since the launch of the 
Network in July this year. During this time we have been building Network membership and 
spreading information about the Network’s formation. Our intention for the meeting was to 
bring together a small, focused group to present and discuss the goals of the Network and to 
identify issues in the industry and possible resolutions. 
 
It was well attended by 18 in person and between 4 / 5 watching through a private Live 
Stream. The attendees were a balance of professional dancers and choreographers. Some 
of those present were Equity members, but others were not, and had previously had no 
contact with the union at all.  
 
This group, and the Network as a whole, are a representation of those who work in what can 
be termed the ‘independent’ or ‘subsidised’ dance sector. This sector alone accounts for £39 
million in Arts Council England regular NPO funding per year, yet has areas which are 
untouched by Equity in terms of pay and conditions. 
 
A lengthy and productive discussion was had, which focused on five broad Network goals. 
These goals outline initial ideas to improve conditions and standards in the industry, and are 
detailed below: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Goal 1 

Raise awareness among the dance community about our rights and employers’ 
responsibilities. 
 
How? 

Workshops and Student Talks 

• Undertake student talks, delivered alongside professionals who are part of the 
Network. We need to see and engage dancers in the issues early on in their careers. 

• This can be coupled with open workshops on: your rights, union contracts, what you 
should expect from an Arts-Council funded project, industry minima, invoicing, 
negotiation skills, contract guidance.  

• It was suggested that these workshops are delivered in environments where dancers 
already congregate, for example at regional dance agencies and studios. We could 
link these workshops with guest speakers, for example known choreographers who 
are supportive of the Network, in order to draw people in. Perhaps a collaboration 
with Independent Dance and/or Dance UK? 

• These pilot workshops could be used to establish a template which could be 
replicated throughout the UK so the focus isn’t too ‘London-centric’. 

Engaging with Colleges and Teachers 

Recognise how influential the education stage is on dancers’ perceptions of the industry, 
including the sort of messages which should be translated at the early stages and realistic 
representations of the industry. 

Equity Workplace Visits 

Normalising workplace visits to dancers and choreographers. Making an Equity visit a 
normal part of a job, as it is with all companies who use Equity contracts. Beth has been 
undertaking lots of visits to companies with GFA funding in the last few months, but we 
would like to expand this. 

The importance of establishing Equity Deputies in the workplace was noted here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Goal 2  

Develop guidelines for small-scale choreographers who receive Arts Council grants. 

Why and How? 

• Such Guidelines will help choreographers (who may also be Equity members) have 
certainty that they are meeting certain industry minimum standards when they 
employ professional dancers. The Guidelines would be non-binding, but would serve 
as a basis for new and emerging choreographers to draw from. 

• The Guidelines could be used by choreographers to justify to the Arts Council the 
amount they are budgeting. It should be common knowledge that ITC rates are 
absolute minima and we should strive for more than this. The Guidelines, developed 
through working professionals in the Network, can empower choreographers in the 
rates which they apply for. Choreographers shouldn’t apologise for submitting 
proposals for higher rates to the Arts Council. 

• Encourage the use of these Guidelines as a first step towards using union contracts 
when companies grow. 

• An impediment to small-scale choreographers using Equity contracts is the necessity 
to join the Independent Theatre Council to use the Ethical Manager Agreement (an 
Equity Agreement designed for employers operating in the small-scale theatre 
sector), The cost of joining the ITC currently starts at £210 a year. This is prohibitive 
to choreographers who get project funding and need to make their money go far. 

• It’s possible that the Arts Council may be open to receiving applications to join the 
ITC as part of GFA funding applications under the heading of ‘organisational 
development’. Equity have contacted the Arts Council on this matter and are waiting 
to hear back about their position. Here is the section of Arts Council funding guidance 
which hints at this possibility: 

“Developing your organisation and people 

Include the costs of any activity aimed at developing your organisation. This could 
include things like business planning, support from consultants, staff training and 
professional development costs, and feasibility studies (studies to test the potential of 
a business plan).” 

Arts Council (June, 2013), ‘Example Budgets - Grants for the Arts’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Goal 3 
 
Encourage more NPO funded dance companies to use union contracts. 
 
Why and How? 

• A number of NPO-funded dance companies do not use union contracts. Most NPO 
theatre companies do. Why should there be a difference? 

• Using Equity-agreed terms and conditions ensures that dancers are employed fairly 
and receive fair pay.  

• Equity is not only about negotiating and guiding on minimum rates. It is also about 
the terms and conditions you’re working under. Lots of companies just pay the 
minimum rate without matching it with full union-agreed terms and conditions. 

• We know of a number of NPO companies who are reported to treat their dancers 
fairly. However in these companies there is currently no mechanism to independently 
ensure this, short of individual dancers bringing up issues with Equity, but rarely 
wanting to address them for fear of upsetting employers and not working again. The 
dancers in these companies currently don’t have an independent voice representing 
them. This is problematic and something that the Network is keen to improve on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Goal 4  

Address Low Pay & No Pay in the Subsidised / Independent Dance Sector 

• There is no mechanism to check whether Arts Council money is being used as 
people have outlined in their funding applications. 

• There was a discussion that a big change of mentality, and an identification with 
Equity, was required among the dance community about working for low and no pay 
and the value we place on ourselves as dancers. 

• There was discussion about targeting an employer in the industry who we think has 
money, but who persistently pays low wages or nothing at all. 

• We must change how we think about ourselves and what we want to accept as 
dance artists. We need to promote the value of our craft and understand that we are 
skilled workers. 

• Poor pay and standards were highlighted as a problem in visual arts organisations, 
dance work within gallery spaces and opera companies. The idea of ‘additionality’ 
was touched upon, where dancers are often considered an ‘extra’ on top of art which 
is already being created in these contexts, where the inclusion of dancers hasn’t 
been properly budgeted for. 

• Equity is currently developing a Dancer’s Rate Card covering all areas where Equity 
negotiates rates for dancers. This was a popular idea in the meeting and will help 
dancers navigate this complex area, especially if people do occasional film and 
television work. 

• There was a discussion about when arts organisations commission work. In these 
instances choreographers are expected to deliver a product with a certain number of 
performers, of a certain quality. However, in many instances the budget which is 
provided is not enough to deliver a project of a high standard without underpaying the 
dancers and you as the choreographer. This shifts responsibility of low pay onto the 
choreographer as they become the employer of the dancers, putting them in an 
awkward position.  

• The meeting thought that it would be worthwhile to publicise Arts Council 
requirements on rates of pay for organisations it funds: 

“While we recognise that there is a great value in people having access to work 
experience where it is offered and arranged properly and is a mutually beneficial 
arrangement, this should not be used as a means of attempting to circumvent the 
Minimum Wage Regulations. We require organisations receiving funding from us to 
ensure that salaries, fees and subsistence arrangements are as good as or better than 
those agreed by any relevant trade unions and employers’ associations.” 
 
“We require organisations receiving funding from us to ensure that salaries, fees and 
subsistence arrangements are as good as or better than those agreed by any relevant 
trade unions and employers’ associations.” 

“Nationally recognised minimum rates are set by the entertainment unions and the 
appropriate lead or employers’ bodies. Entertainment union members can access 
information about rates from their union. The effective lead body for visual artists is 
noted below. Where entertainment union rates exist, we expect at least the minimum 
rate to be applied. Following a ruling by the Office of Fair Trading on competition law, 
we are not able to offer guidelines on rates of pay for artists.” 
 
Arts Council (January 2014), ‘How to Pay Artists’ 
 
 

 



Goal 5 

Career Development 

• We discussed how regardless of your experience in the profession, on many 
occasions you’re still offered the lowest Equity minimum rate. Meeting attendees 
wanted to see progressive rate expectations that value experienced artists. This is 
something which could be discussed further by the Network, but isn’t something 
which Equity can direct employers to use. However, there was discussion about 
having informal Network expectations on rates of pay, as Dancers United have done 
in recorded media work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
The meeting was a very positive experience. Those attendees who have fed back report that 
it was a good place to start for outlining areas of the dance industry which need attention, 
also commenting that they were really pleased that something like this is happening in the 
area of independent and subsidised dance. 
 
We had a number of people at the meeting saying that they would like to get more involved 
in the future working of the Network and this has also been echoed by a number of people 
who have got in touch with us after the event. 
 
The discussion gave us a good grounding on where we look to next and demonstrated that 
there was an appetite among attendees for change in the industry. 
 
Planning workshops and drafting Small Scale Choreographer Guidelines alongside Network 
members will be our first priorities. 
 
If you would like to contribute to any of the above, please get in touch with Beth Doran on 
bdoran@equity.org.uk. 
 
 
 


