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Executive Summary 

 

Streetwise Opera is an award-winning performing arts charity for people who are or have been 
homeless. We run workshop programmes across England and stage critically-acclaimed operas. 
 
Streetwise Opera’s work improves wellbeing and increases social inclusion. Our productions 
showcase the skills of our performers in a professional arena, showing that whatever life throws 
at them, they can achieve great things. Underpinning these productions, our workshop 
programme offers a regular source of creative activity in lives where everything else may be 
changing.  

 

This report presents an overview of the workshops, major production and other activities we 

delivered in 2018-19, provides socio-demographic profiles of the people who took part in them, 

and details the difference our work has made to their lives, from short-term outcomes to longer-

term impacts. The information in the report has been gathered through a range of methods which 

collect both quantitative and qualitative data, including monitoring forms, focus groups, and 

feedback from workshop leaders, support workers and partner homeless centres.  

 

 

“Streetwise Opera gave me a belief in society. Until I went to Streetwise I didn’t know 

where I belonged. Streetwise had a massive effect on my well-being, they made me 

believe in myself.” – Streetwise Opera performer 
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Key outputs  

In 2018-19, we worked with 581 performers of whom just over half (54%) were new to 

Streetwise Opera. Our programme involved: 

 

 210 Drop-in workshops in day centres involving 466 performers 

 198 Explore workshops in arts venues involving 239 performers 

 5 Taster workshops in day centres involving 45 performers 

 50 Intensive rehearsal days involving 93 performers 

 38 Public performances involving 190 performers 

 11 Opera trips involving 92 performers 

 1 Major new opera production involving 58 performers 

 

In April 2018 we premiered Tell Me The Truth About Love at Sage Gateshead, featuring 

performers from our Newcastle/Gateshead groups alongside musicians from Royal Northern 

Sinfonia and mezzo-soprano Anna Huntley. Directed by Olivier Award-winning Bijan Sheibani, it 

was acclaimed by public and press, with 4-star reviews from The Guardian and The Stage. 

 

Our performers 

Many of the people we worked with were facing or moving on from considerable challenges in 

their lives:  
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“Coming here is a way to mould me back to being and feeling like a human being 

again. When you live on the street for a long time people don't respect you, people 

think it’s your fault and that you’ve put yourself in that situation but when you come 

here everything’s excellent…this place doesn’t judge and nobody's better than 

anybody, we’re all the same.”  

 

 

This year has seen an overall decrease of 12% in the number of performers taking part in 

Streetwise Opera workshops, with 581 performers engaging this year compared to 662 in the 

previous year. Despite our best efforts to recruit new people, we observed low attendance in two 

partner settings (The Passage in London and Recovery College in Newcastle). In conversation 

with partners, we therefore decided to relocate our services from April 2019.  

 

During the year, we also refocused our activities to target people who are or have been 

homeless (previously we had included other members of the community) but have found this a 

challenge. Ongoing discussions have concluded that in order to engage more people who have 

been homeless, we need to develop more and better relationships with local partners in the 

homelessness and arts sectors. In 2019/20, we will therefore be increasing our regional staff’s 

time from two to three days per week, so they can focus on this. 

 

Our impact  

Based on the feedback from performers who completed monitoring forms and who took part in 

focus groups and supported by data provided by our staff as well as by our partner organisations, 

it is clear that as a result of our work, many performers have experienced improvements in their 

well-being and have become more socially included.1  

 

Many of the performers who took part in our evaluation activities reported improved wellbeing: 

“That's what brings me to Streetwise…it gives us a lift and keeps me motivated to 

get out there and not just shut myself away and do nothing with my life, it gives you 

that drive to get out there and just be something, achieve something.”  

 – Streetwise Opera performer 

                                            
1 In the figures given, ‘n = x’ shows how many people provided information on each topic. 
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Many of these performers also reported increased social inclusion: 

 

 

“I had my first Christmas home with my family in five years, with my daughters. I had a really 

lovely time, and my daughters said they were proud of what I'm doing.”  

– Streetwise Opera performer 

 

 

Longer-term impact 

We have seen that these outcomes have enabled some performers to achieve significant 

positive changes in their lives. Feedback relating to some of the performers in our Explore 

workshops revealed that2: 

 

“I volunteer in this exact building on Thursdays, helping with the community, and I think if it 

wasn't for Streetwise, I don't think I'd have had the confidence to do what I'm doing. So it's 

definitely helped me to pursue other things.”  

 

“When I came here my confidence was next to nothing, absolutely gone, but since I've come 

here I've started coming out of my shell a bit more and talking to people a bit more and it 

opened me out a bit more. Because of that I've got a job, full-time.”  

                                            
2 This data is based on observations reported by support workers. Sample sizes are relatively small as support 

workers do not always have knowledge of performers’ lives outside of Streetwise Opera. 
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Our international work: With One Voice 

2018/19 has been another successful year for With One Voice (WOV), the international 

movement co-ordinated by Streetwise Opera. This year was the final year that WOV will operate 

as part of Streetwise Opera as it will become an independent organisation in 2019/20.  
 

Key activities: 
 

Organising events and art projects    

 Co-creation of an International Arts and Homelessness Summit and Festival in Manchester 

in November 2018 – the first in history. This involved a four-day conference attended by 250 

delegates from 16 countries and a week-long Festival of 53 free events around Manchester.  

 WOV has engaged with 149 of the 309 know projects around the world, representing 48% of 

arts and homelessness sector globally and we worked with a total of 580 homeless people. 
 

Research, training and advocacy    

 WOV published a Scottish Arts and Homelessness Review and a Japanese Arts and 

Homelessness Review – both the first such resources in those countries.  

 The Jigsaw of Homeless Support (an advocacy tool to demonstrate the importance of arts in 

homelessness support) was disseminated widely in the sector including at events in Japan 

and Greece and at the Summit with a session involving policy makers from Manchester, 

Scotland and Jamaica. 

 Our Cultural Spaces’ Responses to Homelessness Review was the subject of a panel 

discussion at the Summit which included contributions from Museum of Tomorrow (Rio), 

Dallas Public Library (Dallas) and Castlefield Gallery (Manchester).  

 
Key impacts: 
 

Strengthening existing arts and homelessness activity 

 The known global arts and homelessness sector has grown by 20% in the year (309 projects) 

with 18% more countries involved. 

 89% of Summit delegates who responded to the post-Summit survey (n=50) said that the 

project had strengthened their work. 
 

Inspiring new activity   

 75% of Summit survey respondents (n=35) said they were likely to start a new activity as a 

result of the Summit. 

 At least 15 new projects have begun around the world as a result of the Summit (more than 

double the amount in 17-18). 
 

Increasing awareness of arts for people who have experienced homelessness 

 WOV attracted a total audience of 108,545 people for events through the year. 

 The WOV Facebook page has had a huge increase in following and there was a 300% 

increase in website views from 17-18. 

 The Summit was featured in an article in the Guardian. 
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Influencing policy in relation to homelessness and the arts  

 The Jigsaw of Homeless Support was officially published in the Manchester Homelessness 

Strategy. 

 There has been commitment from ARCH, Tokyo that they will implement the Manchester 

Homelessness Charter there. 

 Due to WOV, Arts Council England has identified a member of staff as homelessness lead.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Starting the year with the premiere of a major new opera production, 2018/19 has been another 

successful year for Streetwise Opera. Although we worked with fewer performers, the number of 

activities we have delivered has remained consistent and we have seen further growth of our 

programme of progression activities, with more performers engaging in this aspect of our work 

than ever before.  

 

Our evaluation has shown that Streetwise Opera makes an important difference to the people we 

work with; the majority of performers report improvements or positively maintained scores across 

all aspects of wellbeing and social inclusion. 

 

In its final year operating as part of Streetwise Opera, 2018/19 has also been a very successful 

year for With One Voice. 2018/19 saw the known global arts and homelessness sector grow by 

20% and With One Voice hosted its first summit in November 2018. With One Voice also 

continued its work to strengthen capacity and share knowledge across the sector by publishing 

new resources which have been widely disseminated in the sector. 

 

 

“I've heard twice, on the radio, musicians say, in a cavalier fashion, that opera is dead. How 

could they? When you attend a group like this, you realize that opera isn't dead, because there's 

so much you can learn from it.” – Streetwise Opera performer 

 


