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The Creative Industries as an Economic Growth Sector

Notwithstanding the rise to prominence of the ‘creative class’ and associated indices of creativity, the only indicator that matters is the strength of a city’s creative economy, measured in the number of business and employees, and by the wealth they produce. Some parts of the creative economy are coherent economic sectors in themselves, for example the record or broadcasting industries. Others such as design, architecture and industrial design input into industrial and consumer goods, feeding into a range of economic sectors. These days, the more accepted definition of the term cultural or creative  industries takes account of the following: the performing arts, the music industry, broadcasting, the film, video and photographic industry, publishing, the crafts industry, design and fashion, and the visual arts. All of these industries combine cultural expression and creativity with material production, tradeable goods, and to greater or lesser extent, market-based consumption (Montgomery, 1996). To a notable extent, these industries reinforce each other, and this is why so many clusters of activity are found in and around central London. Whilst they rely, to a great extent, on new ideas from artists, writers and designers, they would not be dynamic in the absence of wealth creation.

Between 1993 and 2002 these industries achieved remarkable growth in the UK. A statistical bulletin issued by the UK Department of Culture, Media and Sport in July 2003 (DCMS, 2003)  revealed that the creative industries accounted for 8.2 per cent of Gross Value Added with the UK economy in 2001. The creative industries as a whole grew by eight per cent per annum, an average between 1997 and 2001, compared to an average of 2.6 per cent for the whole economy over the same period. The most rapidly growing sectors in terms of value were radio and television (seventeen per cent per annum), advertising (fourteen per cent), and software (ten per cent). In 2001, exports by creative industries contributed £11.4 billion to the balance of trade, around 4.2 per cent of all goods and services exported. Exports for the creative industries grew at around fifteen per cent per annum over the period 1997–2001. This compares with a growth of four per cent per annum for all goods and services exported. As far as employment is concerned, some 1.9 million people are employed in creative employment (this includes self-employment), or 1.1 million in a narrower definition of “creative industry companies”. The numbers of companies trading in the creative industries was 122,000 companies, an increase of some 10,000 since 1997. The biggest sectors in terms of the number of VAT-based businesses was software (55,800) followed by music and the performing arts (32,300), although in the latter case the total number of companies has declined since 1996. 

In the UK, the lion’s share of creative industry activity has been based in London, particularly for the company-based activity (the performing arts tend to have a more general geographic spread across the country). Nevertheless, important regional and city “clusters” have also grown. For example Scottish Enterprise estimates that the creative industries sector employs more than 100,000 people in Scotland and has an annual turnover of £5 billion. In Sheffield, meanwhile, some 7.2 per cent of people in employment work in the creative industries, exceeding  the UK average of 4.2 per cent. 

Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics reveals that some 220,000 people in Australia work in the creative industries, with majority of these (185,000) being in New South Wales (mainly Sydney), Victoria (mainly Melbourne) and Queensland (mainly Brisbane). As a proportion of all employment, the creative industries in Australia account for between two and three per cent, that is just over half of the levels achieved in the UK. In the Australian case over thirty-five per cent of all employment in the creative industries is accounted for by libraries and museums. This suggests that a “truer” estimate of employment in the private sector creative industries is in the region of 150,000, that is some way short of the 500,000 plus in London. There is scope for growth.

Looking to the future, the new opportunities may not be found in film, TV or broadcasting at all, but rather in digital media at the small scale. The biggest rise in employment in London’s creative industries in the 1990s was not in film, TV or the music industry, but in software design and computer games. It is more likely that jobs and business generation will come through very small businesses innovating (new products, new cultural forms) in the more fertile terrain of computer/communications, cultural convergence. This raises the prospect of new jobs, employment opportunities in the creative industries and in spin-off activities. Added to this will be wealth creation and employment in the plastic arts, design and contemporary crafts, as people become wealthier and seek to purchase original works. 

It is certainly true, then, that the creative industries are one potential means of further diversifying the local economic base, and in many cases it will be possible to build on an already developed or nascent creative industries economy.  The aim should be to consolidate and further develop clusters of competitive activity, and in the process to create new forms of capital, new products and even new inventions and technologies. There are tried and tested ways of doing so, most of them originating in Britain from the mid 1980s.

John Montgomery, then working as a director of Comedia, prepared the UK’s first sector development strategy for the creative industries for Manchester and the North West of England in 1988. Focused mainly on the film, TV, video and phototgraphy sub-sectors, two major research studies were funded by the British Film Institute, Manchester City Council, Greater Manchester Economic Development Corporation, Channel 4 and the North West Arts Board. Amongst other things, the project was notable because it applied the production chain methodology from the London Industrial Strategy to the then new industries of culture.  Several similar projects followed in cities such as Coventry and Birmingham. In 1993, Urban Cultures were commissioned by the London Planning Advisory Committee to analyse employment and clustering patterns of the creative industries across London. This was followed by a more detailed study of the film, television, media, music and related industries in West London in 1995, commissioned by the West London Training and Enterprise Council. Urban Cultures subsequently worked on the development of creative industry clusters in various parts of London, notably Hackney, North Kensington, Wood Green and New Cross. The company was also centrally involved in the development of the Sheffield Creative Industries Quarter and building-based projects such as the Spitz, the Workstation and the Chocolate Factory.

URBAN CULTURES LTD: PROJECT EXAMPLES 

City f Birmingham (1999)

Media and creative industries economic development strategy

Craftsouth (2001)

Feasibility study for a creative industry managed workspace

Derry City Council (1999-2000)

Cultural industries and evening economy development strategy

Government of the Republic of Ireland (1991/2)

Development framework for Temple Bar as Dublin’s cultural quarter

Haringey Heartlands (1999)

Wood Green Cultural Quarter Development Strategy, with Stock Woolstencroft

London Borough of Lewisham (1993)

City Challenge creative industry strategy and funding bid, with Boyden Southwood

London Planning Advisory Committee (1993-4)

London’s creative industries

Perth City Council (2004)

Advice on developing the creative industries and a cluster in Northbridge

Sheffield City Council (from 1995)

Development advice on the Cultural Industries Quarter

Area development and management framework for Sheffield Science and Cultural Industries Quarter (1997/98) with EDAW

Spitalfields Arts Project (1995/6)

ERDF and Lottery funding application and impact analysis

business plan and management structure for jazz club, gallery and studios

State Government of Tasmania (2004)

Development of Hobart Waterfront as a cultural quarter, with Root Development

West London Training and Enterprise Council

Sector development strategy for the film, broadcast, media and related industries
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