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Words - sometimes they clarify and sometimes they complicate. They are a tool for 
articulating ideas, for communicating, and for sharing knowledge and information with 
others, but they can also confound and confuse. For the past ten years, the Canadian 
Alliance of Dance Artists - Ontario Chapter (CADA-Ontario1) has been drafting the 
Professional Standards for Dance document (formerly known as the Basic Dance 
Agreement), which outlines the basic rights, responsibilities, standards, and working 
conditions for its members and, it is hoped, to serve the field as a whole. After many 
revisions, decisions, dilemmas, and debates, the document was finally published 
formally as a thirty-eight-page booklet covered in light blue cardstock. The "blue book" 
was launched at a dance community meeting in Toronto on March 29, 2003 and has 
since been embraced, challenged, and ignored by various parties. CADA has also 
experienced the repercussions of its action to publish, and has been prompted to look in 
the mirror to re-examine its role as an organization in the dance community

Coming Together

In 1980, Canada signed the UNESCO Belgrade Convention, committing to address 
issues concerning the status of the artist, including the recognition of professional status 
of artists, funding, training, and access to social programs. Following through on its 
promise, the Canadian government formed the Federal Cultural Policy Review 
Committee to examine not only status-of-the-artist issues but to undertake a review of 
Canadian cultural policy as a whole. In 1982, the committee published the 
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ApplebaumHébert Report, which stated that artists' socio-economic conditions did not 
reflect the increased awareness and activity around status of the artist:
in 30 years [since the 1951 Massey-Lévesque Commission Report from the Royal 
Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and Sciences] despite their 
overwhelming contribution to Canadian life, artists' living conditions remain virtually 
unchanged."2

Several years later, the Task Force on Status of the Artist was established to 
investigate the living and working conditions of Canada's artists. In 1986, the task force 
released the results of its review in the Siren-Gélinas Report, which recommended, 
among other items, the introduction of "legislation that would recognize organizations 
representing self-employed professional artists as collective bargaining agents, as well 
as the necessary administrative mechanisms required to apply such legislation."3

At that time, there was no single organization with a strong unified voice 
representing professional dance artists in Canada. The Dance in Canada Association 
(DICA) was struggling with the regionalization of the national dance community, while 
dealing with internal fragmentation.4 The Canadian Association of Professional Dance 
Organizations (CAPDO) did not represent the individual artist; its primary constituents 
were dance companies. The Dancer Transition Resource Centre (DTRC), newly 
founded a year earlier as the Dancer Transition Centre by Joysanne Sidimus5 in 1985, 
was mandated to serve artists as they transitioned out of their careers. The Canadian 
Actors' Equity Association (CAEA) was the professional association of English Canada's 
live performance artists, directors, choreographers, and stage managers in theatre, 
opera, and dance. It had gained its autonomy in 1976 from the Actors' Equity 
Association (first established in 1913 in New York City) and represented members of 
some of Canada major ballet companies (for example, the National Ballet of Canada 
and the Royal Winnipeg Ballet), negotiating collective agreements for them. However, 
the majority of Canada's contemporary company members and independent dance 
artists were not members. The reality of the dance field outside ballet, economically and 
functionally, did not fit within CAEAS existing agreements.

In response to the Siren-Gelinas Report, the federal Department of 
Communications created the Canadian Advisory Committee on the Status of the Artist. 
Keith Kelly, who had been the Secretary to the Task Force on Status of the Artist, 
became the General Secretary to this new advisory committee. At his invitation, 
Montreal choreographer Jean-Pierre Perreault and Toronto dance artist and DTRC 
founder Sidimus became members of the committee as dance representatives. Artist 

© 2004 Megan Andrews in Right to Dance: Dancing for Rights, ed. Naomi Jackson, Banff Centre Press



representatives were charged to go back to their communities to discuss and debate the 
definition of a professional artist.6 In 1988, this committee produced the Canadian 
Artists' Code, a document that includes a specific definition of a professional artist in 
Canada.

During this same period, discussions at the 1987 meeting of DICA and a letter 
expressing concerns about support for the independent community written by Marie-
Josée Chartier to Dance Ontario prompted this provincial dance service organization to 
form a committee comprised of independent artists Chartier, Maxine Heppner, and Pat 
Fraser. This committee was to investigate the situation for independent artists in 
Ontario. Through its research, the committee heard the need for a professional 
association to establish working conditions and rates of pay, and to provide a unified 
voice for dance artists.

As part of her work on the Canadian Advisory Committee on Status of the Artist, 
Sidimus consulted with members of the Dance Ontario committee, seeking their input in 
developing a definition of "professional artist." Over the course of their research for the 
Canadian Artists' Code, it became obvious to Sidimus and Perreault that dance urgently 
needed a representative association. As mentioned, in 1986 the Siren-Gelinas Report 
had already recommended the development of legislation enabling collective bargaining 
by artist associations. If dance did not have such a body, dance artists would not have 
access to the rights articulated in the legislation.

Renowned today for her ability to catalyze groups of people into action on many 
community initiatives, Sidimus organized a meeting7 between a group of dancers and 
choreographers and Paul Siren, who had been the chair of the Task Force on Status of 
the Artist. The group was brought up to date on the status-of-the-artist activities. Among 
the attendees were Chartier, Heppner, and Fraser, who also shared with the group their 
findings from the Dance Ontario committee research. At this meeting, the individuals 
present acknowledged the immediate need for a unified association to represent 
professional dance artists. Clearly, something had to be done. Recalls Chartier with 
humour, "We were forcibly encouraged to start something."8

Chartier, Heppner, Fraser, and other colleagues soon formed a steering 
committee9 for the formation of the Canadian Alliance of Professional Dance Artists. 
(The word professional was later dropped because of too close a similarity with the 
Canadian Association of Professional Dance Organizations [CAPDO]). Over the next 
few years, the steering committee held community meetings and engaged Toronto-
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based dancers, choreographers, company artistic directors, and managers in 
discussions about the needs and issues of the milieu.

According to Heppner, "Our primary concerns as working dance artists were to 
be creating and performing. There was not much talk about how difficult life was, not 
because it wasn't difficult ... One might say that the negatives were not talked about 
because it was not 'done' (part of the reason for creating CADA), but honestly I think 
that we generally had very positive attitudes and open spirits."10

In February 1990, the Sub-Committee on Status of the Artist which had been 
established in 1989 by the Standing Committee on Communications and Culture 
produced a report reiterating previous recommendations for recognition of the 
professional status of artists and for legislation that would allow for collective bargaining 
by certified associations who represented self-employed artists. In May 1990, the 
federal government responded to the Sub-Committee and tabled Status-of-theArtist 
legislation. In the very same month, on May 24, 1990, CADA-Ontario formalized with its 
first elected board of directors.11

The federal Status-of-the-Artist legislation received Royal Assent in 1992. Part 1 
came into effect in 1993, Part 2 in 1995.

Part 1 outlined the general principles of Status of the Artist and mandated the 
existence of the Canada Council on Status of the Artist to function as an advisor to the 
Minister of Canadian Heritage. This council ceased to function in 1996, essentially due 
to a lack of political will and attention. Part 2, however, established the legal framework 
to govern professional relations between associations of self-employed artists and 
federal producers or associations of producers. It also mandated the existence of the 
Canadian Artists and Producers Professional Relations Tribunal (CAPPRT). CAPPRT 
was responsible for defining sectors of the field that could enter into collective 
bargaining, for certifying artist associations to have exclusive bargaining rights for that 
sector, and for hearing and deciding on remedies for complaints filed by either party

In 1995, the Canadian Alliance of Dance Artists - Ontario Chapter
was incorporated provincially as a not-for-profit dance service organiza-tion.12 Just in 
time.

In 1996, CAEA applied to CAPPRT for certification as the artists' association 
representing live performers in Canadian theatre, opera, and dance. CADA challenged 
this application as noted in their document "Hearing Presentation to the Canadian 
Artists and Producer Professional Relations Tribunal" dated March 14, 1996. "We have 
no problem with Equity representing its current dance membership [primarily ballet 
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dancers]. They do this effectively with agreements that have evolved over time. What 
we do ask is that if dance is included in any certification received from the Canadian 
Artists and Producers Professional Relations Tribunal, it clearly states that Equity only 
represents its members. Dance artists who are not Equity members, that [sic] represent 
nearly 90% of the dance population in Canada, need to determine their own human 
relations approach in terms of bargaining, one that is consistent with the philosophy and 
methods of creating and producing dance.13

Unfortunately for CADA, on April 25, 1996, CAEA received its certification to 
represent Canadian dance artists before the Tribunal. Nevertheless, CADA continued 
with its mandated work to improve the social and economic conditions of professional 
dance artists in Canada.

The Need for Vocabulary

CADA was founded on a philosophy of equality and community CADA co-founders,14

Chartier and Heppner, recognized the many-hats character of the community; a dance 
artist might be a performer in one project, a choreographer in another, and a producer 
or presenter in the next. "What we really didn't want was an association that would 
become focused on enforcing rules. We didn't want an 'us-and-them' culture,”15 recalls 
Chartier.

The first stated object of the corporation is "the improvement of the financial 
status and the physical and social working conditions of independent and company 
affiliated dance artists in Canada.”16 Responding to the issues raised in meetings with 
the community - cold studios, improper floors, last-minute schedule changes, non-
remuneration, lack of an established standard fee or guideline, the need for 
communiction between choreographers and dancers about contract expectations - one 
of CADA's early initiatives was to draft a Basic Dance Agreement (BDA). The aim was 
to establish and codify specific minimum standards and conditions for employment in 
dance.

The founders felt that professional dance practice is distinct from other 
performing arts. It is important to recognize the inherently collaborative nature of the 
interpreter's creative role in an art form that uses moving human beings as its medium 
(as opposed to text or sound in other performing arts). As such, it requires very specific 
physical conditions for creation and performance, such as adequate floor surface and 
proper room temperatures, as well as time for sufficient warm up, adequate rest 
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periods, and requisite daily training. In addition, particularly with the rise of the 
independent artist and project-based work in the late 1980s, an individual dance artist 
would often simultaneously assume a different role in different projects interpreter, 
performer, presenter, or teacher. These unique practices and conditions could be 
articulated and represented by a dancespecific association.

From the beginning, the BDA writing process emphasized the need to reflect the 
flexible nature of the working environment. Chartier explains that the aim was to 
establish communication and to encourage people to discuss their projects and come to 
agreements about how they would work. Heppner reflects:

We wanted to open the lines of communication about the "business" side of 
our profession. More often than not, if working conditions were unsatisfactory 
it was because there had been no dialogue between the [two parties]. In 
writing the BDA, the open community meetings - which were widely attended 
- and focus group meetings with players in the dance community gave a 
platform where people began to practice speaking about the issues. In that 
the tone was positive from our side (the steering committee and executive), 
most often the dialogue was around what would be good to have included.17

A Script Takes Shape

The CADA BDA committee members started with their own experiences in the field and 
drew upon existing materials serving other artists. In their research, they referred to the 
CAEA standards and those of other professional associations, including the Associated 
Designers of Canada (ADC). "We were very careful, and sometimes nervous, that what 
we were setting up would be seen as a threat to the status quo of working. Sometimes 
we treaded very lightly,"18 says Heppner. There were concerns CADA would become a 
"dance police," enforcing standards and regulations that would constrain the freedom 
dance artists enjoyed in their working relationships. It was, and still is to some degree, a 
Catch-22 - dance artists want to maintain this freedom in conducting their professional 
projects, but they also want to be protected.

The BDA committee spent hours meeting to discuss the document, and great 
care was taken in its writing. "Discussing the phrasing of one line took hours,"19

remembers Chartier. The point was not to draw lines in the sand or create adversity, but 
to clear up the grey areas in order to enable artists to make and show their work in the 
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best possible conditions. "We didn't want to get bogged down in bureaucracy," Chartier 
explains. "We wanted to be careful not to fall into the trap of having too many rules. We 
didn't want the BDA to be an imposition."20

For a time, the draft document appeared in the CADA membership kits as a 
series of pages stapled in the corner. It was also available in this form to any non-
member who was interested. Meetings with various arts councils, including the Ontario 
Arts Council and the Toronto Arts Council, resulted in them including a summary of the 
document with their grant materials during a certain period. In these ways, the BDA was 
a public document well betore its formal publication and launch in March 2003, under 
the new title Professional Standards for Dance. As revisions were made to both the arts 
councils' procedures and the BDA itself, it was no longer included with grant materials. 
Furthermore, at a certain point in the mid-1990s when CADA began turning its focus 
toward increasing its membership, the BDA was withdrawn from the membership kits, 
though the Letters of Agreement retained their reference to the document: "Both 
producer and artist agree to abide by the proposed guidelines as set out in the 
Canadian Alliance of Dance Artists' Basic Dance Agreement."21

Playing with Words

In 1996, as a young dance artist who had recently moved to Toronto, I was interested in 
professionalism and I wanted to become involved in the community I joined CADA 
because I agreed with the underlying philosophy of the organization with respect to 
improving dancers' working conditions. While I had not experienced adverse studio 
conditions in my professional career, I had experienced the lack of support for 
communication in project planning. I had the sense that there was no precedent for a 
dancer to ask a choreographer questions about a project before agreeing to participate. 
I also had no idea what I could expect to be paid as a dance artist.

As an emerging artist, I wanted to understand how to function in the dance 
profession, so I began attending board meetings as a member-atlarge. I also began to 
do some volunteer work for the organization. I knew of the BDA but had never seen or 
read it. Admittedly naive, I accepted the Letter of Agreement at face value and only later 
wondered to what the above phrase referred. At that time, the BDA committee was still 
meeting on a quasi-regular basis to discuss wording, add sections, define terms, and 
update the references to reflect current community context.
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