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Nowadays, European cultural networks are considered to be an essential element in the development of cultural collaboration and concrete collaborative projects. Furthermore, they are an inevitable interlocutor and a true partner for policy makers in the definition of future cultural policies. However, it was not so long ago that the networks had to fight for recognition, for acknowledgement of their influence and the importance of their principles. Times have certainly changed and we have changed with them!

We live in a society that has fully accepted the importance of networks and networking and considers it a basic tool in any healthy working environment, an absolute required skill. But what is networking really? How was this basic social function formalized into cultural structures? What is it bringing to the sector and what can it bring to professionals willing to give it a try? 

Through the example of IETM, the international network for contemporary performing arts, this article looks at the whole environment of the European cultural networks and the role and place they hold in today’s cultural sector. It considers the current developments in artistic and managerial practices and in cultural policies, looking for a possible answer to the question what future awaits cultural networks and how we can maintain a healthy and dynamic environment for networking
IETM, the international network for contemporary performing arts - is one of the largest and most relevant European cultural networks today. It is a platform for exchanging collaboration in contemporary performing arts. It provides its members as well as the general professional public with the information, knowledge, skills and contacts that are necessary to work in the field of contemporary performing arts, across national borders. It is a broad and diverse network with 450 members from Europe and from other continents, gathering a wide diversity of different types of members - festivals, theatres, companies, cultural centres, producers, resource centers, ministries, governmental organizations…

IETM was created in 1981, as arguably the first network in what we call today “the network movement”. A rather recent phenomenon, this movement has started in the 80s in what cultural researcher Corina Suteu defines as a wish to find an alternative to the then prevailing basis of cultural cooperation, which was relying on governmental or intergovernmental institutions, state-led policies and cultural diplomacy. In order to set up collaboration projects with colleagues from other countries, a cultural operator in those days would go to his Ministry or other governmental instance and create contacts through these institutions. Personal contacts were scarce, discovering common interests through one-on-one contacts was rare. Furthermore, cross-border collaborative project were almost exclusively dedicated to the established, large institutions – international collaboration in the independent sector was difficult and desperately lacked appropriate tools. Cultural networks, including IETM, were created as a flexible, dynamic tool allowing professionals to exchange information, communicate, inspire each other, train each other, transfer each other skills, create partnerships and a better environment for international collaboration to take place. 

Cultural networks have typically passed through a few phases in their development: throughout the 80s they were functioning as ad-hoc initiatives based on the commitment and enthusiasm of the members. In the 90s, they have structured themselves into organizations with a strong profile, an administrative framework, a set of activities. They started fighting strongly for an approval from the sector and from the governmental instances. They have managed in the years 2000 not only get this recognition and become an essential tool in the professional development of cultural operators and international strategies of organisations, but also to become essential partners in a dialogue between the policy-makers and the cultural sector of the civil society. They have become one of the main partners as well as of the main tools for international collaboration. 

Throughout the years, networks have grown, multiplied, diversified. IETM, Trans Europe Halles, Banlieues d’Europe, European Forum for Arts and Heritage (now Culture Action Europe), European League of Institutes of Art are only a few networks in a wide and diverse list that is available to the European cultural operators today. They work on variety of different levels and with a variety of different organizations and individuals more or less focused on a particular and precise topic. In this constellation, it is difficult to generalize. And yet, we could identify common denominators that are shared by all networks and which define these dynamic and multifaceted tools. Networks are flat, non-hierarchical structures: no single element within the network is more relevant or more important than another. There are no headquarters, no central governing body – there are merely administrative structures which facilitate networking. Networks are based on people to people contacts. They are chaotic and multidimensional – each element in the network has a different pathway and a different experience in the network – and yet all these experiences together form the network. 

Professionals join networks because they share a set of common values on which the networks are based: generosity, curiosity, solidarity… The generosity of sharing one’s knowledge, contacts, experience with other professionals, so that each individual can profit from the common experience; Curiosity for the other, for different cultures, for different ways of working, for difference in general, for new and innovative; Solidarity in supporting and helping each other achieve the best possible projects that can reach the widest possible audience, in creating the best conditions for artistic expression and collaboration in our respective environments. 

Networks perform activities which assist their members in working across their national borders:

· Learning 

We work with other people because they bring us additional knowledge, they open new perspectives for our challenges, help us find creative solutions for our problems. Learning can be very practical – how to write a subsidy application? How to manage different taxation rules in different countries? How to have more involvement from the local community? – or it can be very general – How do we position ourselves against xenophobic policies? How do we better support young and emerging artists? 

· Information exchange

Who is who? Who does what? What are they key figures, which are the key projects, where are the key documents? Who has the information, where can that information be found? Networks actively seek information at its source and share it widely for the good of the network community. They also facilitate direct, unmoderated exchange of information between members. 

· Advocating

By the force of the numbers, by the strength of diversity, networks naturally become privileged spaces where the opinions of professionals are discussed, tested and evaluated. Networks bring these opinions to the level of policy-makers, they give voice to the cultural sector, working for a more appropriate role for culture in our societies. They are also a bridge and a translator between the professionals, which have their own agenda, ways of working, and even their own language and terminology, and the EU or other political instances whose agendas, ways of working or languages can be and are different. 

· Mind opening and influencing behaviour

Networks influence people in a very intangible way: they help professionals in broadening their minds, opening up to new experiences, to new initiatives, to different kinds of projects, to taking risks, testing new ways of working and different kinds of collaboration.

But what results do these activities bring? What are the positive impacts of networking? At IETM we are very much interested in the process of evaluation of networks – for our own purposes but also in our attempts to spread networking in other parts of the world, where it is less common than in the Western world. In 2001, we have commissioned a research, “How Networking Works” performed by Fondazione Fitzcarraldo, a Turin-based resource centre and published by the Arts Council of Finland which gave a first look at the results of networking (these were later on confirmed by an internal evaluation we have performed in 2006). This research was looking at the behaviour of individual members in the network, their motivation, the impact the network was having on them and their work. It was looking at the case study of IETM, but its conclusions can be applied to European cultural networks in general. All the results quoted remained singularly intangible: 

· Inspiration

Networking helps inspire professionals. A professional working in England can perhaps not learn how to solve a problem by directly copying the solution from his colleague in Russia – the two situations could be too different, too unique and specific. But a creative solution to a problem in Russia can inspire a professional in England to think of his own problem in a different way. Discussing, debating, exchanging information, collaborating with colleagues from different cultures inspires us, gives us new perspectives, new fresh ways of looking at our daily work.

· Intercultural competence

Being in contact with other cultures, confronting ourselves to other environments, help us open up our minds and understand better our partners and then to build really sustainable partnerships based on true trust and understanding.

· Solidarity: breaking the isolation

Networks bring the strength needed to confront one’s own weak position in a particular local environment. A good example often quoted is the development of the contemporary dance scene in Romania: artistically this was a very lively scene but it was not structured into a sector and was completely disregarded when it came to financial support. A few visionary professionals gave it strength relying on international networking: this helped them structure and strengthen the sector in order to better formulate their needs to the policy makers and thus speak with one voice, give arguments for the relevance of contemporary dance on the local and national scene. As a result, the Romanian dance scene is fully recognized nationally and has a few years ago been awarded an institution – the National Dance Centre.

· Contacts and partnerships

Networks bring contacts and those contacts bring projects. They do not happen over night: they are results of a long term process of getting to know one’s partners, discussing common issues, identifying common ground, exchanging experiences. Several good examples have been cited at the seminar, a good example is certainly the project “Seeds of imagination”. It is a result of years of international involvement of the Theatre Union of Russia as well as that of the Finnish Theatre Information Centre, and years of active networking to come together around a project, which is then relevant for both organizations, which then brings both intercultural competence and further contact not only to the partners involved, but also to the wider community of professionals in Russia, in the Baltic countries and in Finland. 

We have past a long way from the 80s, when the first European cultural networks were created. We are now living in a world which is hugely globalized and where the communication technologies have evolved tremendously, shaping our society in ways that were unimaginable only 30 years ago. Cultural operators that have created the structured networks that exist today had to fight to have recognition of the importance of this initiative. Nowadays networks are one of many elements of a thriving landscape of cultural cooperation. The young generation of cultural operators in most of our countries doesn’t have to fight for this recognition anymore. This generation was also born in the world where technology has made communication easy and accessible and artistic creation more democratic than ever. The world is simply not the same place as in the 80ies, and networks have to be aware of this. Furthermore, we can not afford anymore to stay unaware of the world that is surrounding us. The same technologies that have made us communicate and share more easily have also made us more connected to other sectors, more influenced by the global social, political and economic context. In order to truly reach a wide audience, a cultural operator has to be aware not only of the artistic developments, but also of the political, social, environmental implications of his work. Cultural networks are already starting to open up to this new awareness and this new curiosity. This is where lies their true new role if they wish to remain a truly useful tool for international collaboration and ensure that our networking builds truly sustainable, exciting and thought-provoking cultural projects.

