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Dear Committee Secretary,

Thank you for considering this submission to the NSW Legislative Council’s Standing 

Committee on Social Issues’ inquiry and report into the state of live music in New South 

Wales. 

This submission represents our expertise as researchers of the Australian cultural and creative 

industries, with a specific interest and research background in the Australian live music 

sector. It draws on a current research project investigating and examining the music 

ecosystem of Wollongong as a regional music city in collaboration with local festival and 

concert promoters Yours & Owls, close consultation with Wollongong City Council, and with 

funding from Sound NSW via their Contemporary Music – Industry Development Grants. 

Throughout this project, we have attended music businesses, civic institutions, arts centres, 

and live music performances in the Illawarra region, including Wollongong CBD, Thirroul 

and Port Kembla. We have conducted meetings, interviews and focus groups with a range of 

stakeholders including musicians, venue managers and staff, event promoters, production and 

crew, booking agents, artist managers, record labels, retailers, educators, government 

officials, and media workers. 

Based on the emerging findings of this research, together with our collective research 

experience in the Australian live music sector, we offer the following submission regarding 

the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference, especially (d), policy options to support the long-term 

sustainability of the live music sector. 

Recommendations 

1. A thriving music ecosystem requires a diversity of music venues in terms of size,

location and type.



   
 

   
 

It is important for musicians and audiences to have access to a range of venue sizes and types, 

as pathways for music careers and audience development. It is common for musical acts to 

progress through venues with capacities of approximately 50, 100, 250, 500, 800, 1200, and 

so on, as they expand from local and trans-local to national and wider audiences. The same 

pathway is significant for production businesses and technical workers; promoters and 

touring agents; artist managers; booking agencies and labels. The absence of a step in this 

pathway (e.g. a 500-capacity venue in each city/region) reduces opportunities for musicians, 

businesses and workers to develop. Such a gap also denies local audiences the opportunity to 

experience touring acts at that level, disconnecting them from global circuits of cultural 

relevance (e.g. emerging, special interest, and legacy acts). Ultimately, an absence of small 

and mid-sized venues will mean that audiences only engage with established, often 

international artists, starving emerging Australian talent of performance opportunities.  

Smaller venues are especially important, not only as incubators of emerging artists and 

industry workers, but as essential cultural spaces for diverse communities. Smaller venues 

foster local and trans-local music scenes that produce creative innovation, social networks, 

community pride, and collective skills development. This is demonstrated in the example of 

Wollongong, where the sustained presence of key small venues – Yours & Owls (2010–13) 

followed by Rad Bar (2013–19) – has been crucial to a thriving scene that produced a record 

label (Farmer & the Owl), breakout artists (Hockey Dad), a major festival (Yours & Owls), 

and other businesses including venues at various scales. Local small venues now include: 

• La La La’s: a dedicated 170-capacity music venue hosting performances five nights 

per week, from local emerging acts to international tours; 

• Dicey Riley’s: a pub with a 300-capacity live room, with weekly programming 

spanning original acts (Saturday); tribute acts (Friday and Sunday); and DJs (Sunday); 

• Society City (a lounge/café-style community space) and Van Q (a vintage clothing 

store), hosting local and touring acts in intimate spaces with cross-disciplinary 

interactions e.g. art exhibitions; 

• Frank’s Wild Years in Thirroul (a bar and bistro, with an approx. 30-cap live room) 

and The Servo in Port Kembla (bar and venue in a repurposed service station, 90 

indoor/150 outdoor capacity), both key venues in the Illawarra region outside of the 

Wollongong CBD. 

Threats to the number and diversity of live music venues, especially in the small to medium 

range, include: the rising cost of rent and insurance; insecurity of tenure, inhibiting 

investment in improvements and equipment; dependence on income from the sale of alcohol, 

which is declining everywhere even when audience attendance remains strong; and 

encroaching development, as anticipated in Wollongong CBD west of Crown Street mall 

where key music venues (e.g. VanQ, La La La’s etc) reside. Venues should be supported and 

enabled to perform their important role through these challenges. 

Recommendation 1: Policy and decisions affecting live music should consider likely impacts 

on the range of venue sizes and types in a given city or region, favouring the development 

and maintenance of a progression of venue capacities without critical gaps. 



   
 

   
 

2. Accessible and coherent planning policy coupled with a supportive and 

informative local government authority greatly improves the capacity for local 

live music businesses and entrepreneurship to thrive.  

Successful live music enterprises develop organically, as business and creative ventures 

connect with audience interests that evolve in unpredictable ways. Some of the most popular 

and impactful ventures are the most innovative, such as new types of events in new locations, 

and performance venues in repurposed and hybrid spaces. Further, some of the most creative 

ideas are developed by people who are inexperienced in navigating regulations. For all these 

reasons, it is crucial that approvers, regulators and funders are not unnecessarily obstructive 

and instead provide approachable avenues for music scene stakeholders to engage with 

governments. 

In our Wollongong research, we have observed the success of enabling ‘bottom up’ cultural 

development, and the importance of removing ‘top down’ structural barriers. For example: 

• Stakeholders in the local music industry have found approachable points of 

information and communication within the council, assisting them in navigating 

regulation and processes. 

• Both sides report that the council and the Yours & Owls festival ‘grew together’ in 

developing policy and practice, which contributed to the feasibility of this event as it 

grew rapidly into one of the state’s major festivals. This contrasts with the inflexible 

and sometimes heavy-handed treatment some small venues and events have reported 

in the past from local government and planning authorities.  

• The Gong Crawl is a free, day-night festival, presenting high quality live music to a 

large audience across some 14 venues, including licensed music venues as well as 

other businesses (e.g. punk bands in a barbershop). The success and positive impact of 

this event demonstrates the value of enabling innovative uses of urban space. 

• Last decade, the council added a notation on planning documents to inform 

prospective residents about possible noise in areas with live music, to help alleviate 

conflict. 

• Dedicated consultation and strategy for live music by Wollongong City Council has 

aided lines of communication with the music community, and the alignment of 

priorities among council departments. At the same time, there are signs of 

‘consultation fatigue’ as stakeholders look for action on existing knowledge. 

In terms of geographic planning, the Illawarra region demonstrates the benefit of both a 

central music ‘precinct’, as in the Wollongong CBD, and distributed live music destinations 

connected to local and wider communities, as in Thirroul and Port Kembla. An open and 

responsive approach to the location of cultural hotspots reflects the organic, unpredictable 

way in which these develop. Geographic diversity provides more opportunities for performers 

and audiences and activates more local nightlife destinations to the benefit of local 

communities and businesses, e.g. hospitality. 

Recommendation 2: Local governments should be encouraged and supported to implement 

cultural planning and policy that is responsive to ‘bottom up’ development, and to provide 

staff and resources to assist cultural entrepreneurs e.g. dedicated point of contact for live 

music queries. 



   
 

   
 

3. Red tape, specifically regarding hosting all-ages events, needs to be addressed 

and minimised.  

Licensing costs and paperwork required to effectively host all-ages events has made them 

prohibitive from both a cost and an administration perspective. This is despite many venues 

and promoters maintaining a strong desire to host such events, and strong audience demand 

as well. All-ages events are a key element of the live music supply-chain and pipeline for 

emerging talent and audience development, but they have been stymied primarily due to red 

tape.  

Recommendation 3: The NSW government should investigate bespoke licensing 

arrangements for all-ages events, to ensure safety is balanced with opportunity to participate 

in live music events from a young age. 

4. Better consistency of policing and licensing enforcement across distinct regions, 

and statewide.  

Throughout our research in the Illawarra region, many respondents expressed frustration at 

the inconsistency of policing and licensing enforcement. Local music industry professionals, 

as well as local council officials, noted the disengagement of local police in planning events 

and discussions to more broadly improve cultural development of the area. This 

disengagement has resulted in a misalignment between state and local cultural policy and 

policing, particularly in licensing enforcement at venues as well as at festivals. We have been 

informed that differences between enforcement approaches, across neighbouring areas and 

between consecutive leaders, can be significant. For example, due to simple jurisdictional 

distinctions, the policing of licensed music venues in Port Kembla differs significantly to that 

of central Wollongong, creating an asymmetrical and arbitrary approach to policing that 

would accurately be described as lacking fairness across sites. A related issue is the 

disproportionate ‘user pays’ cost of compulsory police presence at NSW music festivals, 

relative to other states. A key finding of the research, and key recommendation to this inquiry 

surrounds the need for local police to be engaged with contemporary cultural development 

agenda and contribute towards this collectively, to ensure alignment of policy and 

enforcement. 

Recommendation 4: Licensing services and police enforcement should be aligned with and 

guided by the state’s cultural development agenda.  

5. Regional music cities require a diversity of other enterprises in the live music 

ecosystem beyond venues to reach their potential.  

A sustainable live music sector, at local and wider scales, requires – and supports – the 

presence of a range of enterprises besides venues. These include: 

• live music-specific services such as rehearsal rooms; equipment sale/maintenance; 

sound engineers; booking agents; management; and promotional media; 

• wider music services, not specific to live music but important to audience 

development, such as recording studios; record labels; music retail; and dedicated 

media; 



   
 

   
 

• services not specific to music, but nevertheless crucial to live music such as 

hospitality; production hire and labour; security; wider entertainment media; and 

transport. 

The co-location of music enterprises of different kinds, especially outside creative capitals, 

supports mutual development at key stages. For example, Wollongong band Hockey Dad 

developed their art and audience in local small venue Rad Bar, were the first signing to the 

locally based Farmer & the Owl record label, and achieved international success that has 

inspired other local acts.  

This diversity of services can be supported by local and state governments in a variety of 

ways, but we would point to the holistic approach taken by Wollongong City Council as an 

ideal case study. There, council has brought a diversity of stakeholders together via the 

Wollongong City Council Live Music Taskforce, and subsequent Live Music Action Plan, to 

create a local government wide response to the live music ecosystem that by all accounts, has 

been relatively successful.  

Recommendation 5: Live music development policy should recognise the range of co-

supportive enterprises that comprise the music ecosystem and support the presence of this 

range in NSW and specific regions, especially outside metropolitan areas. 

6. Local government is a key stakeholder, gatekeeper and potential facilitator in 

terms of the development of live music ecosystems and should be resourced more 

effectively to do this work. 

Many local governments are keen to do the work of encouraging live music ecosystems, but 

are held back due to resourcing issues, often driven by rate-capping and/or underfunding 

from state and federal governments. The NSW government should look to release targeted 

funding for local government programs designed to deliver specific outcomes for music 

communities. While state governments are critical to the overall delivery of infrastructure and 

services, local governments are best placed to assist the needs and issues affecting specific 

live music ecosystems depending on their constituencies and demographics.   

Recommendation 6: Local governments should be supported, through targeted funding, to 

deliver live music outcomes such as those discussed in this submission. 

7. Transport infrastructure impacts live music 

One of the challenges for live music is one of its most valuable accomplishments: bringing 

together large groups of people. This aspect of live music is key to its contribution to the 

nighttime economy, the activation of precincts, and the social life of communities. It also 

poses logistical challenges, as community members seek options to travel safely and cheaply 

to and from live music events, which often end late at night and involve alcohol consumption. 

In consultation with live music audiences and venues throughout our research, transport has 

emerged as a critical factor in making events accessible and attractive. 

In Wollongong, the free night-bus between the University of Wollongong and the city centre 

is cited by students as a factor that encourages their attendance at live music events, 



   
 

   
 

especially on weeknights. On the other hand, the lack of late-night and/or direct public 

transport options to and from other key music venues, such as in Port Kembla and Thirroul, is 

cited by various stakeholders as a limiting factor. It is reported that in some cases, this issue 

would be solved by extending the timetable of existing routes, and/or via more direct routes 

between major civic centres. Experience suggests that similar problems, and potential 

solutions, would be found in other places beyond the Illawarra. 

Recommendation 7: Resource allocation and planning for public transport should include 

provision for live music locations, including outside metropolitan areas, to better facilitate 

audience attendance. 

8. Consistency of funding 

Based on our research in Wollongong, we can attest to the value and impact of live music 

events and venues that have accessed government funding support. This was especially 

valuable in the period following COVID-19 lockdowns and surrounding extreme weather 

events. Funding has also been important, and will continue to be, as music industries and 

communities now face the consequences of a sustained, national cost-of-living crisis. While 

many respondents noted their reliance on grants-based funding for operational activity, a 

dominant theme of discussion centred on the need for more permanent subsidisation of the 

sector, specifically for the survival of small venues that are pivotal to the live music 

ecosystem.  

Recommendation 8: Consistent funding opportunities for regional small venues is critical to 

supporting a broader live music ecosystem in NSW. This could be delivered via local 

government initiatives, as discussed under Recommendation #6.  

9. Additional support is needed for artists in regional and rural areas 

There are extra challenges for regional acts “breaking out” of their local scene. This is even 

the case in a strong local music scene like Wollongong, although there have been major 

success stories including artists Hockey Dad and Bec Sandridge, and events company Yours 

& Owls. Those artists and music businesses who have achieved success beyond their local 

origins attest to the importance of sustained touring and networking. Accordingly, we 

recommend continued and further support in connecting regionally located artists and 

enterprises to the wider, national music industries, e.g. through funding for touring and 

conference attendance, and the provision of meaningful networking, mentoring and 

collaboration opportunities. 

Recommendation 9: Maintain and extend NSW government support for regional musicians, 

businesses and workers, including education and professional development; networking 

opportunities; funding schemes (including touring grants and conference attendance); and 

provision of information. 

 

 



   
 

   
 

Research Team 

 

Ben Green is a Lecturer in Popular Culture and Music Industry in RMIT University's School 

of Media and Communication. He is a sociologist specialising in music sector research, with 

projects including Australian Research Council Discovery Project, Cultivating Digital Music-

Making in Regional Australia, and partnerships with the Australian Festival Association, 

APRA AMCOS, Creative Australia, Green Music Australia, the Live Music Office, and local 

governments nationally. Ben's research and teaching draws on his experience as a writing, 

recording and touring musician. Books include Popular Music Scenes: Regional and Rural 

Perspectives (2023). 

 

Sam Whiting is a Vice-Chancellor's Senior Research Fellow in the School of Media and 

Communication at RMIT University, Melbourne, and a 2024 Churchill Fellow. His research 

is primarily focused on issues of capital, labour, and value as they relate to the creative 

industries and the cultural economy. Sam’s previous research has included work with 

Creative Australia, APRA AMCOS, Sound NSW, the University of South Australia, SA 

Music Development Office, City of Adelaide, National Live Music Office, City of 

Melbourne, Monash University, and the University of Tasmania. His book, Small Venues, is 

out now through Bloomsbury. 

 

Christie Bosworth is a final year PhD researcher from the University of Wollongong. Her 

thesis explores the importance of grassroots music communities for democratisation and 

diversification of music culture, as a resistance to global homogenisation processes, using the 

Wollongong music ecosystem as a case study. More broadly, her research investigates 

challenges of the contemporary arts sector, including issues of creative labour and cultural 

policy, and the need for transformation of the music sector in the future for cultural 

democracy. She has also contributed towards other research work for the Live Music Office 

and has also worked as an industry assessor for Sound NSW. 

 




