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1) This paper summarises the Arts Council of Northern Ireland’s key resource requirements for 2026–27, in line with its draft 10 year strategy. It forms part of our regular and structured engagement with the Department for Communities, through which we provide formal annual analysis of sector conditions, funding pressures and organisational need. As an Arm’s Length Body operating under the policy direction of DfC, we coordinate our advocacy and evidence base directly with the Department to ensure alignment with Ministerial priorities, including equality of access and opportunity across socioeconomic grouping, age and geography.

2) The current operating context is characterised by a decade of real term funding decline, increasing reliance on National Lottery income, rising operational costs, and sustained unmet demand across funding programmes. Real term reductions of 66% in core government funding since 2010, combined with increased application volumes and sector fragility, mean that existing resource levels are constraining both delivery and strategic development. Without intervention, the risk is a reduction in activity, audience reach, employment and private leverage across the arts infrastructure.

3) A baseline investment of £21.27m (opening budget of £10.29m in 2025-26 and additional ask of £10.98m) for 2026/27 at the beginning of the financial year would optimise the benefits of investment.  

4) Immediate Priorities (£10.215m)
· Annual Funding Programme uplift (£5.3m): This additional funding would support organisations facing rising operating costs and unmet demand. This would protect employment, leverage of private income and the stability of the arts ecosystem.
· National Lottery Project Funding (£2.5m): This would address sustained unmet demand for project grants that enable community-level delivery, participatory work and new artistic programming across Northern Ireland.
· Support for Individual Artists (SIAP) (£1m): This would respond to increased demand from artists experiencing declining real incomes and precarious working conditions, enabling research, creation, mentoring and professional development.
· Rural Engagement Arts Programme (REAP) (£0.5m): This would expand access to high-quality arts activity in rural communities, tackling isolation and strengthening regional distribution in line with Ministerial priorities.
· New Small Grants Programme (£0.5m): This would deliver targeted support to communities currently underrepresented in arts engagement, promoting equality of access and encouraging participation among those who feel the arts are not for them.
· Artists in Residence / Local Authorities (£0.11m): This would place artists within local authority settings to foster community engagement, partnership working and participation in disadvantaged and rural areas.
· Organisational Development (£0.305m): This would support investment in digital transformation and stronger engagement and partnership work with stakeholders in the health, wider creative industries, education and local authorities.

5) Essential In-Year Priorities (£0.750m)
· Blueprint Programme £0.25m
· Creative Schools Programme £0.25m
· Travel Awards Scheme £0.1m
· Enhanced Musical Instruments Travel Awards £0.15m

6) Summary of Impact: The requested investment would stabilise core infrastructure, address inflationary and unmet demand pressures within the Annual Funding Programme, reduce reliance on Lottery for revenue subvention, strengthen support for individual artists, improve regional distribution, and enhance organisational capacity. Without this uplift, we anticipate material reductions in jobs, programming activity, audience reach and private match funding across funded organisations. The ask represents targeted intervention to restore baseline sustainability and protect existing public investment in Northern Ireland’s arts infrastructure, while aligning delivery with departmental strategy and Executive priorities.
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