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The Local Cinema Network has been in existence since 2023, growing out of the
pre-existing Creative Community Hubs Network, a network of eight
community-embedded building-based hubs in Edinburgh, led by WHALE Arts — a
community anchor organisation located in Wester Hailes. The Local Cinema Network
currently supports seven community cinemas through its annual seasonal programme,
and also offers guidance and support to other community focused film exhibitors
across Edinburgh. Local Cinema Coordinator Morvern Cunningham conducted
interviews with programme manager Louise Donoghue and community development
worker Alice Betts from two of Local Cinema’s participating community cinema
organisations, Craigmillar Now and North Edinburgh Arts, to discuss their
approaches to film programming and engaging local communities via cinema.

Terminology

It’s important to point out from the outset, that the organisations in Creative Community
Hubs Network and Local Cinema Network are all community-led in their approach, to a
greater or lesser extent. This means that the work of the organisations, and the people
that work in them, are led by the needs and wishes of their local community. This is an
important and fundamental distinction in approach, compared to commercial cinemas
for example, and as such, the people working in community anchor organisations
wouldn’t tend to refer to the people coming through their doors as customers or
audiences, instead regarding them as community members or participants. This active
definition, distinct from describing an organisation’s engagement with its people merely
from a passive or transactional standpoint, is an important one.

There’s also an understandable reticence on behalf of community-based organisations
to simply label community members in terms of class, or to comfortably use
terminology related to deprivation and poverty, although there is recognition that this


https://www.whalearts.co.uk/local-cinema/
https://www.whalearts.co.uk/creative-community-hubs-network/
https://www.whalearts.co.uk/
https://www.craigmillarnow.com/
https://northedinburgharts.co.uk/

sort of language can often be found in funding applications and in organisational
priorities set out by both local and national government.

“l as a community development worker would not talk in those terms either
[deprivation, SIMD index], but sometimes you need to. I've written some quotes
from the council how they speak about it, which is not how | speak about it, but |
think it’s interesting to see how they speak about it in those terms. So, from the
council terminology, everything is very much focused on the regeneration of
Niddrie and Craigmillar. | think [instead] from a point of view of what the area is
experiencing, and how poverty impacts the communities.”

Approaches to film programming

Alongside a commitment to being community-led, organisations in the Local Cinema
Network are keen to employ co-curation as a method to engage communities, in order
to give community members themselves a say in what gets screened, and greater
ownership over film events that take place locally. While this doesn’t necessarily happen
all the time, it’s certainly an ambition for all Local Cinema members.

“I think it’s really important to not be top down and like ‘here you go, here’s what
I've programmed’, you like it or you don’t like it. That’s where | come from —
people feeling confident to do it themselves.”

At North Edinburgh Arts, for the North Edinburgh Film Festival in particular, the Film
Selection Group work throughout the year to select films that have been submitted to
them via FilmFreeway, which they then collect into themes and decide on who from the
group is going to introduce the individual co-curated film programmes during the
festival.

“I’'m not a curator [and | don’t need to be]. It's much better if I'm equal to the
rest of the group, as another amateur, another ‘imposter’ - to do something on a
level with the other group members. My being a beginner and learning on the
Job serves that purpose as well... The process of film selection is the community
work that we’re doing.”

Often for the community cinemas who participate in the Local Cinema Network,
cinemagoing acts as the excuse to bring people together, with the film itself almost
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secondary to the process of being together in a space, talking about what’s on screen.
One way of bringing people together, is picking themes or subjects already known that
community members will have an interest in, whether that be something that directly
relates to the local area, or to subjects relevant to those of the local community.

“For the film [screenings], it’s very much about another way to bring people
together, to bring audiences together, to discuss various topics. | think that for
particularly the Local Resistance [season], when | was thinking about
programming those films, it was thinking about aligning with community interests
and connections that might bring an audience in.”

At the same time, it’s important to be culturally sensitive to the needs and wishes of the
local community, and to have a sense of how the subjects present in a film might land
with participants. For example, when Craigmillar Now screened Craigmillar - Down But
Not Out (1984) as part of the Local Resistance season:

“In that, there’s discussion of the social and economic problems in the area.
What’s interesting from a community point of view is that actually, when you put
that on in Craigmillar, that can be quite controversial because there’s lots of
[negative] things in that that is upsetting to people. So, it’s doing that in a way
where we have a discussion and we ended up having Micky and Heather who
were in the film and really involved in the Craigmillar Festival Society [introduce
the film].”

Link to Craigmillar Down But Not Out (1984):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUCwakaTC8l

Challenges to film programming in
communities

Staff members in community-based organisations located in what can be referred to as
working-class areas, are used to being approached by institutions to host cultural
events in their anchor organisations. This is often due to the fact that an institution is
able to ‘prove’ their community outreach and engagement to their funders by holding
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lUCwakaTC6I

their events in such spaces. However, what is not always appreciated, is the time it has
taken in those organisations to build relationships, trust and respect with their
community members, and the fundamental need to involve participants in the
programming and holding of film screenings. Here is an example:

‘A curator approached us to screen a film at North Edinburgh Arts, and | don’t
think it was well attended, because you can’t just screen a film unless there’s
somebody in the building whose banging on about that film, day in, day out,
asking everybody they see if they’re coming. Unless it’s a well-known name and
people will come from elsewhere to see it. But if you want people here to come,
you can’t just pop a film on. | don’t think anybody came that first year.”

As well as not simply popping a film on, there’s additional considerations that staff
members have to consider themselves when putting on screenings. These include
thinking about who might attend, their availability, the location of the venue within the
community and trying out different approaches to see what works.

“It’s like "how do you get people engaged?’ You can’t just be like ‘I quite like that
film - I'll stick that on.” (laughs) Where we’re located, we’re not right in the centre
of Craigmillar and Niddrie, like where the library is. We’re not there, so
geographically we’re far away, opposite a massive shopping centre. That is
something that we have to negotiate, and that is a challenge for getting people
to come to anything. So, with those screenings we did, it’s like ‘when is the best
time to programme these?’ And we programmed them at 2pm on the Monday
because that’s when we have our archive group in to work and have a
community lunch. So that seemed to work to get people along. Evening
screenings are a bit of a challenge, so that’s something that’s going to be trial
and error on the timings.”

Generating space for community discussion
around film screenings

One distinct experience that community cinemas can offer attendees is their ability to
provide space for discussion around film screenings - often alongside hot drinks like tea
and coffee, and free or low-cost community meals. Here, what could potentially be
viewed as an ‘add-on’ to a film screening from an institutional perspective, is instead
viewed as a key element of any community cinema event.
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‘A big thing about it is having a discussion afterwards, getting people’s
responses to the film, and | think that’s really important as people aren’t going to
the cinema as much or having discussions afterwards, so | think that’s been a
really important part of it.”

There are a number of innovative approaches by Local Cinema members to generate
discussion alongside a film screening. For example, one film that Craigmillar Now
screened during their Local Resistance season was The Miner’s Hymns (2010), which
connected directly to the mining history of the area, whilst also reflecting on the
changes that have taken place since the closure of coalmines across the UK. Staff at
Craigmillar Now reached out to local Mining Museum Prestongrange, who were able to
send a member of their education team to attend the screening, alongside a memory
box of items relating to mining to stimulate discussion after the film.

Link to Miner’s Hymns trailer (2010):
https://youtu.be/i0e6MSLXC7g?si=3KgMCOQOTt2¢-9I-A

When North Edinburgh Arts screens films as part of the North Edinburgh Film Festival
or Local Resistance, participants are actively encouraged to jot down their thoughts on
the films via small notebooks that are placed on chairs, as well as to discuss what they
thought of the films to their neighbour or in a group between films during screenings.
They also compile participant feedback on a large feedback wall on display within the
building, which continues to grow after each screening event. Where directors are
present at film screenings, the emphasis is on people’s impressions of the film, with
community members encouraged to host Q&As and to ask questions.

‘Although | do appreciate the film directors very much, | personally appreciate
this community more. So, I’'m not interested in platforming the director
particularly. Obviously, it’s of value, it’s important, but because it tends to be that
the director is then on a pedestal, my leaning is always to be that how you feel
about the film is possibly more important because if we can talk about how we
all feel about the film, we can be more together and we can grow together more
than maybe we might have done by hearing about how the film was made.”
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Benefit of working in a networked way

Although each of the community cinemas in the Local Cinema Network programme
their own screenings independently, they also meet regularly with the coordinator and
with one another to collectively discuss their plans for the coming season and to
compare notes on mutual challenges and successes experienced with screenings. The
programme is then collated and promoted via a shared poster and programme that is
distributed in various venues across the city and online via the WHALE Arts website.

As the Local Cinema programme has developed, so has both a formal and informal
encouragement for people in different areas to travel to attend film screenings outside
of their locale. A recent success story was where a community development worker
working in community hubs across the city brought a group of community members
from CWC in Wester Hailes to attend a screening at Craigmillar Now, allowing for
shared engagement between participants and Local Cinema member organisations.

“Doing stuff across local hubs is really great because we can share
programming and community members. Our screening of Create Community
Wealth had members of Community Wellbeing Collective attending - a nice way
to see how the hubs and the communities can come together.”

Link to Create Community Wealth: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=[D0-gvkkxGo

Engaging working-class communities - key
takeaways

e Film screenings can be a vital means of bringing people together, with the
process of community connection often more valuable than what’s on screen,
and a way of stimulating discussion amongst participants.

e |t’s important to invite and involve community members as active participants,
whether that be programming films, attending screenings or participating in
discussions. (You can’t just pop a film on and expect folk to turn up.)

e Provide various opportunities for people to feed back their thoughts on a film or
films, through written reflection or stimulating group discussion (or both).
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e [t's not community cinema without providing free tea/coffee and food!

e Find points of connection when screening films, whilst at the same time being
sensitive to the environment and context in which they will be screened.

e Networks can provide knowledge sharing and solidarity between members and
help strengthen an overall community cinema offer.

“Ask yourself, “who does this serve?” when co-curating with people. If it’s just you as a
staff member doing something that you’re interested in, it’s not serving anyone other
than yourself, and you’re just hoping that people then engage with it.”

If you’d like to get in touch, please email Linnea at linnea@filmhubwales.org
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