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Top: Flying with Strings by Sarah Vigars at Bear Books
Bottom: Beached by Strangeface at West Smethwick Park Pavillion. Both part of Smethwick Puppetry Festival
Cover: Wild at Brierley Hill Civic 
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Cultural inequality contributes to long-term educational and economic disadvantage; 44% of
our audiences are from the lowest three income deciles, and 41% from the lowest in
educational attainment.

We’re committed to building a more equitable cultural landscape - one where creativity is
powered by the communities we serve.

How we deliver

Vision
A Black Country where everyone can

experience inspiring, high-quality
creative work in their community—
where income, background or age

are never a barrier to access.

Mission
To create opportunities for the region’s

diverse communities to programme,
participate in, and experience theatre,

dance and film that is accessible,
relevant, and shaped by local voices.

Touring
Supporting local venues, volunteers

and young people to programme
professional touring theatre and
dance in community venues and

schools,

Producing
We create and commission

theatre, dance and digital projects
that reflect the stories, identities
and lived experiences of  Black

Country communities.

Developing
We nurture local artists,

strengthen the capacity of
community organisations and
contribute to regional cultural

strategies.

About Us
Founded in 1997, Black Country Touring (BCT) addresses the historic lack of  access to the
arts in one of  the UK’s most culturally under-served regions. We believe the arts can
transform lives - building skills, confidence and connection.
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Co-Chair’s Statement 

In 2024-25, Black Country Touring
strengthened cultural provision in our
region by improving access and
participation in the arts, empowering
communities to lead, and securing
significant investment for the Black
Country.

This year also marked the beginning of
our shared role as Co-Chairs. We would
like to warmly thank our predecessor, Tim
Rushby, who served as Chair for seven
years and as a trustee since 2006. His
leadership and long-standing commitment
to BCT have helped it grow its income,
reach and impact.

At the Heart of Communities

Our flagship production, Wild, engaged
hundreds of people in community
gardens, libraries and arts venues and will
tour nationally in 2025, sharing Black
Country stories across the UK. We were
pleased to continue our partnership with
Black Country Living Museum, creating a
site-specific piece exploring the heritage
of the 1960s with the museum’s incredible
buildings as a backdrop and stimulus.

Our Community Promoter network
remained at the heart of our work, with
local people programming an incredible
324 performances across 56 venues.

Through our touring scheme and related
projects, BCT built skills, boosted
confidence, and supported the freelance
artists and touring companies who are
vital to England’s cultural life. Rekindle
and Libraries Unbound brought powerful
performances into public libraries across
Sandwell and Wolverhampton.

Working Together for the Black
Country

We are grateful to our partners, including
Spectra, Parakeet, Multistory, Creative
Black Country, Sandwell Cultural
Compact, Sandwell Libraries and
Museums, and the Black Country Living
Museum, whose work and collaborative
spirit are driving cultural growth in the
Black Country.

A Year of Growth, Development & Change
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Finally, we offer our thanks to the BCT
team, promoters, stewards and volunteers
for their energy, care and commitment,
and to our fellow trustees for their time,
insight and dedication. We are also
grateful to our audience and participants,
who so often greet touring theatre
companies, our productions and our team
with enthusiasm, warmth and applause.
 
Looking Ahead

The achievements of 2024/25 reaffirm our
belief that investing in local people and
places leads to a fairer, richer and more
relevant cultural landscape. Autumn 2025
is a key milestone in BCT's history. Co-
Artistic Directors, Frances Land and
Steve Johnstone, who have led the
organisation with integrity, ambition and
unwavering passion for more than 28
years, will step down from their shared
role. Their connection and commitment to
the region is incomparable, and we
commend and celebrate their dedication
to improving the lives of local people
through so many productions, projects
and development opportunities.

We are delighted to welcome Genevieve
Say as our new Artistic Director, who,
alongside Executive Director Matt
Andrews and the Board of Trustees, will
lead BCT into its next phase. As the
cultural sector continues to navigate
change and uncertainty, BCT remains
grounded in its values and clear in its
purpose. With a new leadership team in
place, we are now working together to
shape a bold strategy for 2026-29, which
builds on our legacy, responds to the
needs of our communities, and takes us
in new and exciting creative directions.

Carla Priddon & Imtiaz Dungarwalla
Co-Chairs of the Board

The Wild cast and creative team in rehearsals.

Wild - a BCT Production

Laika the Space Dog by Lori Hopkins

Hello Birds by Jasmine Cole Productions at
Thimblemill Library
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Black Country Touring ended the 2024/25
financial year in a financially resilient
position, with growing capacity and reach
supported by the current Arts Council
England NPO investment. The uplift in our
core funding has strengthened the
organisation’s ability to plan, deliver and
develop ambitious work across the region,
while maintaining healthy reserves and
supporting a sustainable team structure.

Total income for the year rose to
£680,499, compared with £550,576 in
2023/24 and £474,708 in 2022/23 – a
43% increase over two years. This growth
reflects the increased capacity provided
by greater NPO funding and the success
of targeted fundraising efforts, which have
expanded our reach and deepened
community engagement.

During the year, BCT secured a £74,500
grant from the Inclusive Communities
Fund to support the Smethwick Arts
Collective, a further year of flexible
funding of £75,000 from The Players of
the People’s Postcode Lottery, and a
£10,000 grant from the West Midlands
Combined Authority for the Smethwick
Puppetry Festival. 

We also received £10,000 from the
Wolverhampton Cultural Compact and the
Commonwealth Games Legacy
Enhancement Fund for work with
Wolverhampton Libraries, and worked
closely with Sandwell Council to bring
additional theatre and dance
performances to local libraries and
museums as part of their festival
programming.

Financial Performance

At year end, BCT held a higher than
usual level of  carried-forward funds. This
reflects the timing of  multi-year grants
and planned investment in programme
delivery and organisational development.
These funds will support continued
delivery, maintain core capacity, and
underpin the transition into our 2026–29
Strategy period.

These projects and their impact are only
possible thanks to the belief  and support
of  our funders, including:

Arts Council England
The Players of  the People’s Postcode
Lottery
The Heart of  England Community
Foundation
United by 2022
Film Hub Midlands
Sandwell Council
West Midlands Combined Authority
Wolverhampton City Council
The Commonwealth Games Legacy
Investment Fund

We are deeply grateful for their
investment and confidence in our work.

Flying with Strings by Sarah Vigars
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A Black Country Touring Production



Wild - A BCT Production
‘Wild’ was informed by conversations and
stories that we collected from over 70
people across rural, urban and seaside
locations about what wild means to them.
The production wove these stories
together with immersive music and
soundscapes, and invited the audience to
reflect on their own definitions of Wild,
fostering a deeper appreciation of both
nature and human nature.

Wild was the second part of a two-phase
project that involved working with four
community gardens across the Black
Country.

These gardens provided contact with
most of the people interviewed for the
production. Our aim was to use the
experiences of the people of the Black
Country to create a touring show which
would feel as immersive as possible. The
piece toured the original four community
gardens and various other venues,
including libraries, community and art
spaces and a civic hall,

in October 2024. 9 performances took
place across 8 venues, with a total of 581
audience members. There were over 70
participants involved in the research
phase, and 11 artists were employed as
part of the production.

Following its successful tour of the Black
Country, Wild will be touring in community
venues across the country this Autumn.

Audience feedback:

 “Awesome, intense, real, honest,
gripping, brave, fun, moving, shocking,

memorable, vivid, vibrant!”

“I really enjoyed the way the scenes
wove between stories, anecdotes and

journeys, it was great.”

“Triggered visceral emotion and
reminded me how wonderful it is to

be alive and to be a creature
in such a powerful

world!”
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Community
Promoters
The Community Promoters scheme enables
local people to take the lead in bringing
professional theatre and performances and
film screenings, and arts events to their
neighbourhoods. Our Promoters are based in
local venues such as community centres,
libraries and schools, where they select
shows, market events, and host performances
with support and guidance from BCT.

This year, we worked closely with our
Community Promoters to programme 324
performances in 56 venues as well as 64
screenings.

Highlights included:

Our Promoter’s busiest year ever, with
over 324 performances and 13,072
attending in community venues.
We worked with Sandwell Council to
programme 24 performances as part of
the Sandwell Arts Festival. With free
theatre events for all ages this was a jam-
packed summer offer!
Supporting the Big Kids Theatre Weekend
at West Smethwick Park, which saw over
600 people decend on the Park and
Pavillion to enjoy a weekend of fun!
Continuing to support Wednesbury Day
with high quality walkabout acts such as
The Wrong Brothers and a performance of
Laika The Space Dog. Bringing together
the people of Wednesbury to celebrate
the historical town through the arts. 

The scheme not only broadens access to arts
experiences, but also empowers residents to
shape their local cultural offer, helping them
grow in confidence, develop valuable skills,
and build stronger connections within their
communities. 

“The Toymaker” by Infamous Arts at the Dorothy Parkes Centre,
Smethwick, December 2024

“Pepper and Honey” by Notnow Collective at Brasshouse Community
Centre, Smethwick, November 2024

“Alice and the Library Tree” by
B'Opera at Oldbury Library,
July 2024

“Tell Me A Story” by HandMade
Theatre at Caldmore Community
Garden, Walsall, July 2024



Rekindle
Rekindle, a three-year project funded by Arts
Council England and led by Creative Arts East,
is a nationwide initiative pairing five arts
organisations with their local library services.

BCT are collaborating with Sandwell Library
Service to bring more creativity and culture into
five Sandwell Libraries: Smethwick Library,
Central Library, Wednesbury Library, Tipton
Library and Blackheath Library. We are also
working with library staff to build their skills and
confidence in making exciting events happen in
their library.

In 2024-25, Rekindle delivered 37 shows,
workshops and cinema events, with
performances aimed at both adult and family
audiences. A significant highlight was that the
entirety of the programme was hand-picked by
the library staff themselves. The project helped
foster long-term relationships between libraries
and their audiences.

Libraries Unbound
Libraries Unbound, a 5-month project funded by
the Commonwealth Games Legacy
Enhancement Fund, allowed us to develop a
new programme with local libraries to
Wolverhampton, based on Rekindle.

We collaborated with Wolverhampton Library
Service and Gazebo Theatre to bring high
quality theatre and workshops to 4 library
spaces: Bilston Library, Bob Jones Community
Hub, Central Library and Whitmore Reans
Library.

The project delivered 24 family focused events
across the 4 libraries, at no cost to audiences.
It allowed us to develop our relationship with
Wolverhampton Libraries, and allowed them to
programme events that they would not
otherwise have had the capacity or funds to
programme.
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Spotlight on Smethwick
Our partnership work in Smethwick
continues to grow in scale, ambition
and reach, supporting local creativity
while improving access to the arts for
children, families and communities.

In 2024-25, we delivered two major strands of
work in the town: the Smethwick Puppetry
Festival and the Smethwick Arts Collective.
Together, they reached over 3,400 people
through more than 130 free or Pay What
You Can events across local community
venues.

The Smethwick Puppetry Festival, now in its
second year, took place during February half
term and expanded significantly from its 2024
debut. With strong support from our
Community Promoters and a focus on family-
friendly, low-cost activities, the festival
welcomed 1,410 attendees – with many
events selling out in advance.The programme
featured 26 performances, 9 creative
workshops, Q&A panels, a short film night,
and an automata exhibition across 11 venues. 

The Smethwick Arts Collective, a new
partnership between Black Country Touring,
Spectra, Parakeet and local venues, offered
an extended programme of 96 theatre events,
workshops and early years stay & play
sessions over a 6 month pilot phase. These
activities reached 2,026 participants and were
designed in collaboration with local venues
and community organisations to ensure
accessibility and relevance.

We received overwhelmingly positive
feedback for both projects, highlighting what
an incredibly creative place Smethwick is.
Looking ahead, we plan to grow both strands:
building the festival into a flagship event for
Smethwick and developing the Collective as a
model for deeper, long-term community
engagement.

Thanks to The Players of the People’s
Postcode Lottery, West Midlands Combined
Authority, Sandwell Council and Arts Council
England for supporting the Puppetry Festival,
and to The WMCA Commonwealth Games
Legacy Fund, The Heart of England
Community Foundation, United by 2022 and
Arts Council England for supporting
Smethwick Arts Collective.
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“Really great program, with some brilliant family
events, good timing over Feb half term.”

“Absolute pure magic that you can't experience
anywhere else.”

“Such a brilliant event and beautiful puppetry.”

- Audience feedback from Smethwick
Puppetry Festival

“Being able to offer accessible
performances means that we can
share the experience of live theatre
with people who may not usually
have the opportunity.” 

“Working with Smethwick Arts has
enabled us to further foster a sense
of community while promoting
engagement and cultural
enrichment.”
 

- Christina from Dorothy Parkes Centre

“Flying With Strings” by Sarah Vigars at Bear Bookshop,
part of  Smethwick Puppetry Festival 

“Beached” by Strangeface at West
Smethwick Park Pavilion, part of

Smethwick Puppetry Festival 

Stay & Play session by Parakeet,
part of Smethwick Arts Collective

Make & Move workshop by
Spectra, part of Smethwick

Arts Collective



Crossing The Line

It’s 1958 in a drop forge in Oldbury. A wild
cat strike is in progress. A faulty machine
has injured a worker and it has brought the
factory to a halt. The cleaner is looking for
the resulting mess to clear up and an irate
businessman turns up looking for his missing
consignment of hammers. There’s more
going on here than meets the eye…

Based on research and original interviews,
‘Crossing the Line’ was performed over five
Friday evenings in August 2024 as a part of
Summer Lates at the Black Country Living
Museum.

The performance was a continuation of our
ongoing relationship with the Black Country
Living Museum, where we explore together
the telling of local stories in and around the

museum’s site. It follows on from many
years of collaboration and directly from the
success of the previous year’s show, ‘A
Spanner in the Works’.

Using the Joe’s Tools drop forge as its
setting, ‘Crossing the Line’ brought together
three Black Country Touring performers -
Elexi Walker, Jack Trow and Vimal Korpal -
with historic characters from the Museum to
create a rich and entertaining 20 minute
performance, which repeated several times
over each Friday evening.

Our collaboration with the Black Country
Living Museum will continue in 2025, which
will see BCT collaborate with Jaivant Patel
Dance Company as part of South Asian
Heritage Month in the Black Country.

Audience feedback:

“Nice to see cultural diversity
and representation in history.

Would like to see more of  this.”

“Great use of  authentic space
and mix of  people. I did not know
that about Oldbury! Thank you!”

“Loved the names and diverse
actors... it brought hidden

history to life.”

at Black Country Living Museum
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This year, we developed two powerful digital projects that platform underrepresented
voices and use film and audio to deepen public understanding and empathy.

In partnership with The Space, Bearwood Community Hub and Borough of Sanctuary
Sandwell, we produced Sanctuary in Sandwell, a series of  four short films sharing the lived
experiences of  people who’ve sought refuge in Sandwell. Each film features award-winning poet
Bohdan Piasecki in conversation with a local sanctuary seeker, culminating in a bespoke poem
performed within 24 hours. The resulting films challenge negative migration narratives and
celebrate human resilience and hope.

Our collaboration with Sandwell Visually Impaired (SVI) and artist Graeme Rose resulted in
Blathering with SVI, a three-part podcast exploring the daily experiences of  visually impaired
people - the highs and the lows - in their own words.

Conversations range from perceptions of  colour and dreams to water and memory, revealing
nuanced reflections rarely heard in mainstream media. The episodes are enriched by evocative
soundscapes from Think/ Write/ Fly (artist Adrian B. Earle).

Stories of Sandwell
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Black Country Touring relies on the dedication of our local volunteers and venues. Without
their endless enthusiasm for their communities and the arts, our work would not be possible.
We are also grateful to all of the individual donors who have supported our work this year.

Black Country Touring
c/o Thimblemill Library
Thimblemill Road
Smethwick
West Midlands
B67 5RJ

Charity No: 1080608
Company No: 3446320

Black Country Touring is an Arts Council
England National Portfolio Organisation.

www.bctouring.org.uk

Funders & Supporters

Cover image, Wild photos and Crossing the Line photos © Anand Chhabra
Smethwick Puppetry Festival and Smethwick Arts Collective photos © Photography by Fernando


































