
PRACTICAL SUSTAINABILITY FOR ARTISTS AND GALLERIES

A TOI ŌTAUTAHI WORKSHOP PRESENTED IN CONJUNCTION WITH PHYSICS ROOM

Based on the presentation by James Tapsell-Kururangi, Director, Physics Room



We can’t solve the climate crisis through the same economic system that produced it.  Art as it is currently 
practiced is thoroughly embedded in that system. To the extent that it could have an active role in the social and 

material transformation that is required, art would need to shift its frame of reference away from traditional object 
and exhibition-based formats, towards endeavors that are situated within and act upon the material-economic 

system itself and society more broadly. We don’t need an additional quantity of art objects and exhibitions 
produced by the existing system. Rather we need artists (and everyone) to help create entirely new systems.

Sean Raspet. The Point: Remember when contemporary art 
solved the climate crisis? Art Asia Pacific



James began by acknowledging the tensions inherent in environmental sustainability. As artists, arts workers and
organisations, we are all operating within economic systems that depend heavily on fossil fuels and resource extraction.
This creates a contradiction: we are attempting to reduce environmental harm while continuing to function within systems
that contribute to it.

The workshop was therefore framed not as a search for perfect solutions, but as an exploration of practical actions, critical
reflection and ongoing improvement. James also raised concerns about carbon offsetting, noting that offset schemes can
sometimes create the illusion that environmental impacts have been "cancelled out" without addressing underlying
behaviours and systems.

Key Takeaways
 Sustainability is a complex and imperfect process.
 Artists cannot solve climate change alone.
 Meaningful change may require examining broader systems of economics, power and resource use.
Individual actions matter, but structural change is also necessary.



Andrea Fraser, Museums, Money, and Politics (2018)



James discussed Fraser's examination of the contemporary art funding ecosystem. Her research investigated major
donors and patrons within the arts sector and revealed connections between philanthropic art funding and political
interests.

This example was used to demonstrate that sustainability extends beyond environmental concerns. Questions of
equity, governance, power and funding are deeply connected to climate justice. Understanding where money
comes from and how it shapes institutions is an important part of examining sustainability within the arts.

Why It Matters
Environmental responsibility cannot be separated from discussions about who holds power, who benefits from sys-
tems of wealth, and how cultural organisations are funded.



Hans Haacke’s Shapolsky et al Manhattan Real Estate 
Holdings, A Real Time Social System as of May 1, 
1971 



James used Haacke's work to illustrate how artists can expose structures of power. Haacke's investigation into
New York property ownership challenged influential interests and was famously withdrawn from exhibition at the
Guggenheim Museum.

The significance of this example lies in demonstrating that artists can contribute to sustainability by investigating
systems and institutions rather than only producing environmentally themed artworks. Art can help reveal rela-
tionships between power, ownership and social conditions.

Key Message
Artists have the capacity not only to represent environmental issues but also to interrogate the systems that con-
tribute to them.



Open Letter to the Board of the Sydney Biennale 
From Participating Artists. 2014.

“Transfield Holdings, a private company, has 
a minority stake in Transfield Services, a 
public corporation which holds a government 
contract to administer two of Australia’s 
immigrant detention centers – the highly 
controversial offshore facilities used to 
detain migrants and refugees attempting a 
treacherous arrival via boat. These detention 
centers, which have witnessed hunger strikes 
and at least one death, have been 
condemned by the United Nations and 
referred to by critics as “Australia’s 
Guantánamo”. Nevertheless both major 
political parties and a majority of Australians 
support the mandatory detention policy.” 



James reflected on protests by artists during the 2014 Sydney Biennale, where concerns were raised about sponsor-
ship links to offshore immigration detention centres as well as historical connections to fossil-fuel infrastructure.

This example demonstrated how environmental justice frequently intersects with social justice. The discussion high-
lighted questions such as:

 Should artists accept funding connected to harmful practices?
 How much influence can artists exert through contracts and negotiations?
 What responsibilities do cultural organisations have when selecting sponsors?

James noted that while the protests sparked substantial discussion, institutional change was limited, illustrating both
the importance and difficulty of advocacy.



Any embassy is a place of diplomacy. Diplomacy is about dialogue and negotiation. 
Embassies are one of the few places on earth where people and nations of 
difference can tend or mend the relationships between them — without resorting to 
war.

Embassy 2023, Tate Modern.  (Above) 

Tainui Stephens, A most diplomatic intent, e-tangata, 
2024. (quote) 



James described visiting Richard Bell's Tent Embassy installation at the Tate Modern. The work created a
space for dialogue around Indigenous sovereignty, colonialism and justice.

A related component, Pay the Rent UK, continuously displayed the growing value of resources owed to In-
digenous Australians. Through invited speakers and public discussion, the installation functioned as a living
forum for negotiation and exchange.

James suggested that sustainability discussions could benefit from a similar "embassy" model, creating spa-
ces where complex issues can be explored collectively rather than reduced to simplistic answers.



Megan Cope. Kinyingarra Guwinyanba installation 
off the east coast of Brisbane. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MDLi3CIUJII&t=440


In Megan Cope's oyster reef restoration project, rather than making work solely for human audiences, the project
creates habitat for oysters and contributes directly to environmental regeneration.

James was particularly interested in Cope's framing of the work as being "for Country" rather than for people. The
project demonstrates how art can move beyond representation and become an active participant in ecological
restoration.

Themes
 Collaboration with natural systems
 Environmental restoration
 Indigenous stewardship
 Art as practical intervention
           Long-term ecological benefit



Meg Parsons., & Iresh Jayawardena. Advancing Indigenous 
climate justice: Māori perspectives on managed retreat and 
climate adaptation policy in Aotearoa New Zealand. Vol.9 
Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space Journal. 

Megan Cope. Kinyingarra Guwinyanba installation off the 
east coast of Brisbane. (Above).



James introduced a conceptual framework that combines Indigenous rights, environmental stewardship and climate
adaptation. The framework identifies five dimensions:

Relational Justice
Restoring relationships between people, land and water.

Procedural Justice
Supporting Indigenous participation and decision-making.

Distributive Justice
Ensuring fair allocation of benefits and burdens.

Recognitional Justice
Respecting Indigenous knowledge and authority.

Restorative Justice
Addressing historical and ongoing colonial harms.

Why This Matters
The framework expands sustainability beyond emissions reduction and encourages a more holistic understanding
of environmental responsibility.



Sustainability refers to sustaining or maintaining the balance of 
a process over time. Kaitiakitanga as a concept of guardianship 
speaks to the sky, sea and the land. Reciprocity is important in 
sustaining and protecting Papatūānuku so that she can 
continue to sustain and protect our next generation.

Java Bentley in the exhibition Matatau 2022 at Te Manawa
Java Bentley, Gifting Back to Papatūānuku. Correspondence 3.2 . The Physics Room



James explored the concept of kaitiakitanga as an approach to stewardship, responsibility and reciprocal care. He re-
flected on efforts to incorporate Indigenous perspectives while developing sustainability policy at Physics Room. \

Using Bentley's writing and installation Hangarua as an example, he highlighted:
 Use of reclaimed materials.
 Repurposed umbrellas and pallets.
 Design for reuse and relocation.
 Sustainability embedded within artistic process. [greening a...transcript | Word]

Key Message
True sustainability is not only about reducing harm but also about maintaining reciprocal relationships with people, place
and environment



What resources as an artist or organisation, what are we doing as a gallery and what resources are available to 
artists?



The GCC was presented as one of the most useful sustainability resources available to artists
and cultural organisations. The platform provides:

 Carbon accounting tools.
 Emissions calculators.
 Artist toolkits.
 Best-practice guides.
 Environmental rider templates.

Sustainability guidance for commissioning.





Physics Room's Experience

Using GCC resources, Physics Room measured:
 Flights
 Freight
 Surface transport
 Energy use
 Materials
 Digital storage
 Computer usage

James explained that while the process is labour intensive, it provides valuable baseline data that can in-
form future decisions.



https://galleryclimatecoalition.org/



Exhibition Reflection and Evaluation

A simple but important initiative at Physics Room is the inclusion of environmental reflection in post-
project reviews. Staff consider:

 What was reused.
 What was recycled.
 What generated waste.
 Opportunities for improvement.
 Environmental successes.

Examples included borrowing exhibition furniture, reusing artworks, choosing low-VOC paints and recy-
cling construction materials.



Self-reflective document for each exhibition



Carbon Calculator
https://galleryclimatecoalition.org/



Public Accountability

James discussed the importance of annual environmental reporting. Publishing emissions data creates trans-
parency and accountability while enabling organisations to monitor progress over time.

He also acknowledged the limitations of current measurement tools. Some environmental impacts, particularly
digital infrastructure and cloud storage, remain difficult to quantify accurately.



Artist Toolkit
https://galleryclimatecoalition.org/



2025 Annual Report, The 
Physcs Room



Final Reflections

The workshop concluded with a discussion about the realities of sustainability work in Aotearoa. Participants
noted challenges including:

 Geographic isolation.
 Dependence on air travel.
 Small organisational budgets.
 Limited local economies of scale.
          Tensions between artistic ambition and environmental responsibility.


