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Parallel Workshops
Creative Environment

Ms. Janet Pillai asked for the formation and organization of the group workshop.  Discussion for the topic will be led by James, one of the organizers of Upper Penang Street Market.
James began the discussion by asking the definition of a creative environment? What are the aspects and what do they mean?
One of the participants said that it should not to be confined or limited, but to inspire creativity in all fields; anything that a culture can inspire is a muse for creativity

Another participant stated that it is an environment where someone can subscribe to something productive, but fun so that there can be more participation, and that the atmosphere should encourage and generate free flow of creativity and thinking, and that it can cross all demographic groups of society.  
Another participant suggested that a creative environment should be a criterion for developers in their development projects. She challenged developers to find creative ways in their project design, such as to come up with designs that are in harmony with the physical environment and the ambience of the area. One of the other participants agreed, and stated that money should not be the only thing that developers should recognize but social recognition. 

Another participant said that creative talents should be nourished from young, and many budding talents are young people but there are hardly any young people in George Town because they do not feel like they are a part of the town. Young people have the opportunity to be creative when at school, no so much when they are working. What is needed in George Town to bring these young creative adults are elements and an environment of creativity such as landscaping, streetlights, ample space (in the sense of open or green space)
Another participant agreed but stated that there are many talented artists, but their home environment does not have any belief in the industry, thus not encouraging or supporting their children in learning the arts, as it is believed that it will not bring in any money and is not practical. Therefore there is a need to create a need and want environment to accommodate the creative industry. There must be a change in the mindset/psyche of the people of Penang.
A Japanese participant, Dr. Muneta, stated that in a multicultural/racial society like Penang, creativity would be limited if social tolerance is not practiced. There should no lines drawn in having an understanding of another culture. Instead, people should not just intermingle with their own cultural or racial group, but to explore others to forge new forms of creativity. Tolerance is a key fundamental principle to make creativity bloom.
Another participant stated that there is a dire need to spruce up the image of George Town to make it lively by having an arts centre, restaurants, cafes, music scene or anything can make a customer base to attract the creative people back to the city.

Mrs Gurmit Rai, stated that there appears to be a disconnection between people and the arts. She stated that the arts is a greatly misunderstood affair. As one moves away further from the arts, one cannot find creativity.  It is the connection to the material that de-stresses oneself and brings one alive as it inspires your creativity. Artisans connect with their inner self, and make great artists.

One of the participants agreed with Mrs Rai’s views and blamed the predicament on the present education system. She stated the current system does not allow a lot of room for creativity. She said that it is just concentrated about swallowing material and regurgitating it, and it restricts children from expressing and think for themselves. The education should be more holistic by including to encourage sports, rooms for creative expression, and field trips to learn more about their own local surroundings. She said that field trips can encourage participants to learn more and contribute to the local community and economy. The education system should also come up with programs or activities, to allow students to participate in creative, fun workshops such as to make mooncakes, or get involved with traditional arts. 
Another participant reminded the participating audience that creativity must also be given room to the community in George Town itself. Though no longer young, there are still a lot of creative old people. She stated their creative industry and talent has bee stifled. She said that many young people, even their own children do not want to listen to them anymore, but there must be avenues where it allows old people to spin their yarn that in turn will inspire creativity for themselves and for everyone else.


Another participant stated that there are some parts of George Town that are adequate locations for a creative center such as the Prangin area canal and old market. She said that it should be cleared and cleaned up for the community’s use to form a central arts district that can inspire creativity and offer an avenue for artists to gather.

Mrs. Pillai quickly interjected and reminded the participants that time is running short for discussion, and said the discussions have been fruitful, helpful and interesting, and that it has given more room for creativity and thought. She gave James a few minutes to wrap the discussion up.

James summed up the discussion and he added a few thoughts of his own. He stated that there has not been much talk about the stakeholders involved. Most of the discussion centered on the local community but there is a need to get people in the higher echelons to be involved in the process as well to create a creative environment. They must be involved so that they know how important it is it can be to and for the community. He also said that the role of funding is important, not all defining, but to initiate the creation of a tangible and intangible environment to inspire creativity. 
Mrs. Pillai, stated that it is now time to come up with subtopics for further discussion and proposals. The topics proposed were:-

Spaces for community creativity, activities for community involvement/participation/ownership and tolerance of community, heterogeneous community, alternative spaces for arts,  education and awareness, arts and artisans, funding, technology and multimedia, creative governance,  mentoring and prototyping, youth, collaborative platform for different stakeholders,
The sub topics were then grouped to three, some topics were either dropped or grouped together in terms of their relations. 
There were 12 participants in ‘Participation, tolerance and ownership with collaborative platforms and stakeholders’. 9 participants for ‘Spaces for community creativity, activities for community, heterogeneous community groups.’ And 9 other for ‘Arts and Artisans’
After agreeing on the topics to work on, the workshop broke for some tea, and got back to work at their respective tables. After time ran out for discussion, each group nominated a group leader/presenter to present their discussion. 


For the group on ‘Spaces for community creativity, activities for community, heterogeneous community groups’, the presenter stated their group came up with 5 basic points.

The first focused on using empty spaces both private and public for creative spaces such as buildings or fields. The presenter suggested that some empty government spaces can be reformed to create an arts district such as the town hall, the newly restored building on Macalister road, or at Prangin market. The presenter said that it should be made up of artists and for artists in mind. Should be at leased out for a low cost, and the doors to the place open to community visitors, and also a place to hold exhibitions, events and performances. 

He also mentioned that such an idea has been done in New York City and said that it can be replicated locally at a smaller level, such as like an empty shoplot for a week or two. This will not only help the owner of the shoplot preserve the empty space but to possibly increase its rental value.

Alternatively, instead of moving them to another place, local artists can be supported where they are currently located but their work needs to be better promoted to the public by tying it to a virtual space, or empower people to create their very own local media such as a Penang TV channel, radio, magazine, small printing house to create their own flyers or create venues to promote their activities.
Lastly, he stated that even though Penang is more famed for its food, he said Penang people have the gift for articulation. He said that there might be surprising potential to match a visitor to a person who is willing to talk, and talk to that person whatever they want to talk about. 

The presenter from the ‘Participation, tolerance and ownership with collaborative platforms and stakeholders’ group stated that their part in the creative environment process is a prerequisite for it to even form and function. She stated, that children should cultivate an interest in the arts, and this must have the encouragement and support of parents, as well as the influence of community leaders. 

There should also be tolerance present, as this would lead to respect for each other’s culture and values, and in the heritage area of George Town as everyone is living peacefully the multi racial groups have been living peacefully the intrinsic value has already been in existence for a long time, would like to outsiders to come and see for themselves this value that is prevalent in George Town. However, though tolerance is present, there is not much in the form of intermingling between communities and there is much segregation. 

She also mentioned that participation is not just seen or a feeling, there needs a sense of being and belonging, touch and involvement. Therefore in regards to ownership, one community needs to ‘own’ the environment, by being a part of it, one will be proud of it, and as one will want to be associated with this place there will be a willingness to improve on.

She further stated that such issues must be practiced for a long time in order for it to pervade in an existing environment. Thus, though it may seem superficial or trivial, it should not be taken for granted, and must be established as a root for future growth.
When it came to collaborative platforms there must be a sense of ownership, and by having a platform, it would bring people together to share ideas and brainstorm, and to resolve conflicts for mutual benefit. Who better in issuing the platform? The government might be the initiator to bring the community together, and to give them a sense of ownership. It is important for the government to constantly think of ways to involve people in their policy planning and making. She suggested that government practice more form of decentralization such as by setting up neighborhood councils to get closer to the neighborhood and communities at the grassroots level. By making it relevant and close to the heart of the people such as getting them involved in the planning and making then integral and central to the planning, the better the chances are for a program to succeed and reach a wide number of people
She said that there are two kinds of platforms, formal and informal platforms. Most often used are the formal platforms and the informal platforms overlooked, but there is much an informal platform such as a barbeque luncheon can do to bring people together in a welcoming and non-intimidating atmosphere. 

Lastly, for the ‘Arts + Education’ group. The presenter stated that education should not only be reserved for children or for the young. Education is a life long learning process and even adults can learn. Education must focus on all demographic groups, and the different strata of society. 
Incentives such as certificates (which according to the presenter) are adored by children, and would be a form of encouragement and enticement for children to attend workshops like basket weaving, or to engage in some traditional arts and crafts program.

Also, there needs to be a civic/cultural center in the heart of George Town which has already been discussed but has to be operational even at night, because of an apparent lack of things to do at night. The presenter said that it should be more like KL’s Central Market.
She also insisted that change must first come to the mindset of Penangites to be more active participants in their community. The session ends for the workshop, and all participants were ushered in to the ballroom for the last session of the day. 
