
ORDINARY MEETING 

21 DECEMBER 2023 

CAIRNS FESTIVAL 2023 WRAP-UP 

79/5/7-01 | #7255096 

RECOMMENDATION: 

That Council notes this report. 

INTERESTED PARTIES: 

Nil 

Note:  The identification of interested parties is provided on a best endeavours basis by Council Officers and may not be exhaustive. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 

The 2023 Cairns Festival once again showcased a diverse and successful array of events 
with the highest ever audience attendance of approx. 140,000, including 210 
performances featuring 776 performers and artists, with an estimated 77% participation 
from local artists. 

The Cairns Festival programming team maintains a strong focus on creating a curated 
program whilst building partnerships with major and emerging local talent, state 
performing arts organisations and touring companies. This year’s festival also provided 
outstanding opportunities for local artists and performers.   

The 2023 program featured music, physical theatre, comedy, roving performances, 
puppetry, high end projection and laser work, dance, film, cabaret, multimedia 
installations and visual arts, activating venues in the city and throughout the region. The 
programming team committed to the festival vision of delivering a vibrant, progressive 
and collaborative arts and cultural festival that reflects the region's unique stories and 
celebrates the distinctive colours and hues of our tropical lifestyle.  Furthermore, to ensure 
Cairns Festival is accessible to audiences across the region there was a continued focus 
on programming free events. In 2023, 91% of the 210 performances were free to public.  

BACKGROUND: 

Annually the Cairns Festival seeks to provide a platform for local talent to shine, with 
close to 600 local artists, performers and creatives featured in this year’s program. The 
2023 festival also saw the continuation of partnerships with AGB Events for the City 
Library projection and Laservision for the Esplanade light installation. The collaboration 
with Laservision and the festival team continued to develop, with this year’s focus on 
including more local content by featuring artworks from 12 First Nations artists displayed 
on the Esplanade boulevard and a stand-alone projection story for the lagoon laser show. 
It also saw the inclusion of the World Heritage-listed Wet Tropics rainforest, providing an 
installation connecting both the reef and rainforest.  
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Program Highlights 

Reef Lights: Where the Rainforest Meets the Reef – Estimated attendance 25,100 
After a resounding success in 2022, Reef Lights returned to the Cairns Esplanade for its 
second year. This year’s installation focused on where the rainforest meets the reef, 
combining two World Heritage-listed icons, the Great Barrier Reef, and the Wet Tropics 
rainforest. Reef Lights celebrated the interconnection of these two magical worlds nightly 
as part of Cairns Festival. Under the creative direction and expertise of internationally 
renowned light artists Laservision, guests were immersed in an impressive light journey 
that harnesses the remnants of these ancient lands and washed the Cairns Esplanade 
with a kaleidoscope of colour. Reef Lights was an extraordinary journey for all guests, 
incorporating innovative technologies, vibrant colours, captivating lasers, digital artworks, 
and enchanting soundscapes, while making a dramatic statement about Cairns, its 
unique culture and its strong connection to two of Australia’s most incredible natural 
wonders. The project presented the work of 12 First Nations artists from our region. The 
highlight being the Lagoon projection show featuring collaboration and local First Nation 
storytelling, artwork and music by Hendrik Fourmile, Susan Reys and Shaun Creek, 
telling the story of how the Cassowary, known as Gindaja, lost its ability to fly and became 
the land roaming bird we know today. 

Introducing… – Estimated attendance 1,000 
Introducing… was an emerging local artist showcase on the Main Stage at the Esplanade 
on the first Sunday of the festival. This event has garnered immense popularity and 
featured a range of up-and-coming artists who had participated in capacity-building and 
developmental workshops through Creative Life's Flame program. The workshops helped 
participants to refine their stagecraft skills and prepare their performances for the festival. 

City Lights - Rowland Nancarrow’s Unveiling Nature – Estimated attendance 14,000 
This year’s large-scale projection on the City Library stepped into a world where vibrant 
hues and delicate brushstrokes came to life in an exquisite fusion of art and technology. 
Spectators embarked on a mesmerising journey through the transformational power of 
animated projection artwork, where the botanical wonders of Cairns-based and 
internationally renowned artist, Roland Nancarrow's, tropical flower watercolours 
transcended the boundaries of the traditional canvas. 

Flamingos by Dead Puppet Society – Estimated attendance 3,000 (across 3 days) 
Flamingos was a roving puppet performance co-commissioned by Cairns Festival and 
visual theatre masterminds Dead Puppet Society. The flappy-footed flamboyant flock 
explored their peculiar new environments at the Esplanade, dining precinct, Court House 
Gallery, Tanks Arts Centre and Cairns Performing Arts Centre (CPAC), charming 
passers-by with equal parts absurdity, silliness and sincerity. With their bodies bobbing 
and feathers flapping to funky disco beats, these unexpected roving visitors were the 
undisputed life of the party. 

Gulgi-barra by Miriki Performing Arts - Estimated attendance 5,200 (across 4 days) 
Gulgi-barra (meaning Sand People) was a new and locally produced dance work that 
paid homage to the ancient Gulgi-barra clan of the Yidindji tribe of Far North Queensland. 
Uncle David Mundraby, a living descendant of the Gulgi-barra clan shared sand stories 
to a backdrop of exquisite choreography and a choral soundscape, which encapsulated 
how sand plays an important role in our customs. This work engaged an ensemble of 38 
First Nations performers and employed 9 First Nations arts workers. 
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String Symphony by Spare Parts Puppet Theatre – Estimated attendance 17,500 (across 
4 days) 
Created by Australia’s renowned puppetry company, Spare Parts Puppet Theatre, with 
designer and puppet maker Leon Hendroff, String Symphony was a large-scale, 
interactive performance installation that used puppetry to explore connection, community 
and collaboration. String Symphony was the story of Leor’s awakening and discovery of 
both himself and his connection to others. Hand-woven using more than one kilometre of 
rope, the giant marionette was suspended within a five-metre truss. Illuminated from the 
inside by 600 LED lights, Leor was brought to life by 600 community members (across 
the 4 days) when each took a string and worked together to move and manipulate the 
puppet. This work employed four local arts workers to support its activation and delivery. 
 
Grand Parade and Fireworks – Estimated attendance 6,000 (Fireworks) 
Due to inclement (and highly unpredictable) weather, the difficult decision was made to 
cancel this year’s Grand Parade. Valuable preparation time was lost due to rain prior to 
the parade, making it near impossible for the 62 registered floats to prepare and take part 
safely. Throughout what was a very unpredictable day, the Main Stage featured some of 
the best artists from the region - headlined by Electrik Lemonade, playing to a heaving 
mass on the Western Event Lawn. Reef Lights, String Symphony and the Aerobatic 
Aircraft Display all went ahead wowing spectators, along with Dead Puppet Society’s 
roving flamingo puppets that flapped their way along the Esplanade and dining precinct. 
The community showed their festival spirit with an enthusiastic crowd showing up to 
experience the night sky explode at the spectacular fireworks display. 
 
Bite Club by Briefs Factory – Attendance 550 (across 2 shows) 
A crowd favourite with two sell-out shows, Bite Club featuring Brisbane’s award-winning 
cult-cabaret mischief-makers, circus stars and heart-stopping hooligans Briefs Factory, 
who joined forces with much celebrated and sainted songbird Sahara Beck. In an event 
sautéed in a hedonistic haze, guests were treated to a shotgun wedding and table settings 
of music, circus, drag, burlesque, theatre and comedy. Described as one of Australia’s 
most arresting performers, Sahara Beck’s soaring vocals blasted female pride power into 
a ferociously fierce display of talent. The slick tomfoolery and heart-stopping hooliganism 
bathed in suave synth, heady hooks and swelling strings, all set to a glorious pop pulse. 
 
Hot & Heavy by The Ironing Maidens – Attendance 200 (across 2 shows) 
A locally developed work by creative geniuses, The Ironing Maidens. Audiences were 
immersed in a unique interactive experience that was part installation, part performance, 
and part banging dance party. A speculative fabulation, a non-binary, de-capitalised, de-
colonised, de-extinction future imagining. Hot & Heavy by The Ironing Maidens was an 
aural, visual and sensory experience that invited everyone to lose their friends, go deep 
and shake free. Hot & Heavy electrified Cairns with its world premiere show -  one of their 
most ambitious performance work to date. 
 
The Jungle Giants – Attendance 1,400 
With well over half a billion streams worldwide, a #1 ARIA-charting album and selling out 
tour dates from hemisphere to hemisphere, The Jungle Giants delivered an explosive 
performance fuelled by their signature buoyant melodies and infectious choruses that had 
the crowd bopping and singing along for what was a truly memorable night. 
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Suburban Satellite - Light Moves by Bonemap – Attendance 3,000 
Light Moves continues to be a Festival crowd favourite. It’s a world of performance, colour 
and projection art reflected in the calm waters of Lake Placid on a broad stretch of the 
Barron River. The lake is a Djabugay story water place. The narrative of this place was 
told through an animation of creation motifs, specific to the location represented through 
artwork by Yirrganydji/Djabugay artist Bernard Lee Singleton Jr. This and other animated 
artworks were projected across the water onto the rainforest gorge. Featuring a series of 
episodes moving between shimmering Indigenous art adapted for animation and 
projection, roving light performers, integrated new media art installations, live musicians 
and Indigenous dancers. 
 
Festival HQ Stage at Court House Gallery – Estimated attendance 2,000 (across 9 nights) 
Festival HQ Stage launched with a spectacular Welcome to Country and Healing 
Ceremony, putting First Nation dance, music and storytelling front and centre. The Court 
House Gallery was the official hub for live music each night of the festival, presenting the 
talents of more than 30 local bands and artists showcasing a diverse range of musical 
genres and acts. A pop-up bar operated throughout the festival and the Court House 
Gallery opened each day from 10am to 9pm.  
 
Bolster & Lee: The Knock ‘Em Downs – Estimated attendance 2,750 (across 8 days) 
The Knock ‘Em Downs was a comically interactive and visually engaging trip back in time 
to the side shows of old. Audiences stepped inside a colourful circus tent and experienced 
the crazy world of fun and games, where nostalgia took a curious twist and the carnies 
turned into clowns! 
 
Roald Dahl’s The Twits – Attendance 1,800 (across 2 shows) 
Roald Dahl’s gruesome twosome The Twits, delighted and disgusted, with sold out shows 
at CPAC. 
 
Carnival on Collins – Attendance 27,000 
Families from around the region again attended this annual Father’s Day celebration 
which featured over 180 market stalls, a fantastic local line up of music, plus dance and 
roving entertainment from Cairns and the Cape. 
 
COMMENT: 

An economic impact assessment was conducted through the engagement of contractor, 
IER, for Cairns Festival 2023. The evaluation of the Cairns Festival was conducted to 
determine the economic and tourism impacts and benefits of the event to the Cairns and 
Queensland economies. The evaluation was conducted using the economic assessment 
models to estimate the overnight visitor expenditure as well as the direct and incremental 
spending attributable to the event. Staff and volunteers cold canvased attendees at profile 
festival events capturing their contact details, a post event survey link was then sent to 
them, as well as ticket buyers who had opted in to receive third party material. In total, 
487 surveys were completed with key results as follows: 
 
• Cairns Festival generated direct and incremental expenditure of $1,991,848 

attributable to the Cairns economy and $1,222,550 attributable to the Queensland 
economy. 

• Cairns Festival was responsible for generating 10,855 visitor nights to Cairns. The 
majority of these nights were generated by interstate visitors (6,047).  
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• In total, $1,869,958 was spent by overnight visitors who stayed more than 40km from 
their normal place of residence. The majority of this spending was undertaken by 
interstate visitors ($961,115). 

• When assessing ‘community pride’, Cairns Festival scores well on the majority of 
indicators. The highest level of agreement was recorded for the statements ‘Cairns 
Festival helps to enhance community spirit, pride and enjoyment’, ‘It helps make the 
Cairns region a more enjoyable place to live’ and ‘It is well-liked and positively 
embraced by the people of Cairns’ (4.5/5). 
 

Cairns Festival’s success each year is dependent upon ongoing engagement from the 
Cairns community. From people participating in activities, to volunteering and attending 
as audiences, the unique energy and feel of our distinctly ‘Cairns’ festival comes from 
this. As such, the team would like to thank the community for another safe and successful 
Cairns Festival.  
 
The Creative Life team would also like to extend thanks across Cairns Regional Council. 
Each year the programming and festivals team calls upon skillsets and expertise across 
Council to assist in delivering all aspects of the Cairns Festival – this event would not be 
possible without this ongoing collaboration. 
 
The festival was also supported by a passionate contingent of local volunteers who share 
a love for the arts and giving back to their community, with 30 volunteers contributing 350 
hours and 91 shifts to support the delivery of festival events.  
 
OPTIONS: 

Option 1: (Recommended) 
 
That Council notes this report. 
 
Option 2:  
 
That Council requests further information be provided.   
 
CONSIDERATIONS: 

Council Finance and the Local Economy: 

2023 Cairns Festival Income and Expenditure 
 

   Actuals  Budgeted Variance 
Operating Income        
Sponsorships                    -                      -    
Grant Funding (QASP Sand Stories by 
Miriki Performing Arts)             49,900              49,900                    -    

      
TOTAL INCOME              49,900              49,900                    -    
      
Operating Expenses       
Employee Costs           109,378             93,944   15,434 
Materials & Services           795,038            749,581              45,457  
Internal Charges             28,827              32,000              (3,173) 
Contributions and Donations                   -                 7,000              (7,000) 
TOTAL EXPENSES            993,243            882,525  50,718  
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NET GAIN / (LOSS)  (883,343)  (832,625)  (50,718) 
      
External In-Kind Contributions       
Xplosive Art              15,000     
Pacific Toyota              2,000     
Crystalbrook             13,000     
Technical Direction Company             33,898     
AGB Events              4,261     
Final Touch Productions             23,009     
Volter International Pty Ltd              2,020     
TOTAL IN-KIND              93,188      

 
Cairns Festival came in over budget, however this can be accommodated in the Creative 
Life programming budget.   
 
2023 Carnival on Collins Income and Expenditure (excluding Markets) 
 

  Actuals Budgeted Variance 
Operating Income  
Sponsorships 0 0 0 

      

TOTAL INCOME  0 0 0 
      
Operating Expenses 
Employee Costs 11,906 25,000 13,094 
Materials & Services 29,708 29,000 (708) 

Internal Charges 7,912 8,000 88 

Contributions and Donations 0 0 0 
TOTAL EXPENSES  49,525 62,000 12,475 
      
NET GAIN / (LOSS) (49,525) (62,000) 12,475 

 
Market activity is mostly positive and is captured under the Markets activity.  Costs of 
Carnival on Collins are the activities over and above the usual Tanks Markets activity.    
 
2023 Cairns Festival Income and Expenditure – The Gallery Precinct 
 

  Actuals Budgeted Variance 
Operating Income        
Grant Funding 0 0 0 
      
TOTAL INCOME  0 0 0 
      
Operating Expenses       
Employee Costs 2,414 3,000 586 
Materials & Services 88,159 77,000 (11,159) 
Internal Charges 426 500 74 
Contributions and Donations 0 0 0 
TOTAL EXPENSES  91,000 80,500 (10,500) 
      
NET GAIN / (LOSS) (91,000) (80,500) (10,500) 
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The Gallery Precinct component of Cairns Festival went over budget however savings 
have been found in other Gallery Precinct programming and the overall Gallery Precinct 
operational budget won’t be impacted.   
 
2023 Cairns Festival Ticketed Events (Council Funded Activities) 
 
  Tanks Tanks MMP  CPAC  CPAC 

  
The Bite Club 
by The Briefs 

Hot & Heavy 
by The Ironing 

Maidens 

The Jungle 
Giants 

QSO presents 
Barton Meets 
Tchaikovsky 

Roald Dahl-
The Twits by 
Sake & Stir 
Theatre Co 

        
Ticket & Venue 
Revenue             18,866               5,764              96,044              30,552              42,061  
Bar Revenue              8,932               3,049              41,503               8,082               6,151  
Merch Revenue                   -                      -                    272                    -                      -    
Total Revenue             27,798               8,813            137,819              38,633              48,212  
        
Programming              34,318              30,602            142,234              24,988              39,535  
Bar              3,592               2,058              15,878               5,960               5,085  
Total Expenses             37,910              32,660            158,112              30,948              44,619  
        
Profit / (Loss)            (10,112)            (23,847)            (20,293)              7,685               3,592  

 
2023 Cairns Festival Ticketed Events (Venue Hires) 
 

  Tanks CPAC 

  
Cub Sport 
'Jesus at the 
Gay Bar' 

Hope by 
Soweto 
Gospel Choir 

     
Venue Hire Revenue              6,660              15,664  
Bar Revenue              6,225               8,777  
Merch Revenue                 260                  358  
Total Revenue             13,145              24,798  
     
Programming              8,189               4,149  
Bar              2,487               3,555  
Total Expenses             10,676               7,703  
     
Profit / (Loss)              2,469              17,095  

 
 
Ticketed events are budgeted in the specific venues at which they are held and are 
covered by the Venue Hire and Council Funded Activity Budgets at those venues.   
 
Corporate and Operational Plans: 

The festival meets the strategic goals of Council’s Corporate Plan 2021-26: 
 
FOCUS ONE: ROBUST ECONOMY  
Supporting a diversified and resilient economy that backs business innovation, growth 
and jobs. 

• Optimise visitation and tourism opportunities 
• Promote Cairns as the place to relocate 
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FOCUS FOUR: COMMUNITY AND CULTURE  
• Fostering a vibrant and healthy community where everyone feels they belong. 
• Promote Cairns as the arts and cultural capital of Northern Australia 
• Support diverse sport, cultural and community groups that contribute to 

wellbeing 
• Provide spaces and programs for the wellbeing of the community 

 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 

Attachment 1 – Cairns Festival Photos  
 
Attachment 2 – Economic Impact Assessment Report & Cairns Festival Verbatim Report 
 
 
 

 
 
Stephen Foster 
Executive Manager Creative Life 
 
 
 

  
Destry Puia 
Director Lifestyle & Community 
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Attachment 1 – Cairns Festival Photos 
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ATTACHMENT 2: Economic Assessment Report & Cairns Festival Verbatim Report  
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