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IOC SPEECHES
III. WORKING RELATIONSHIPS - WORKING CONDITIONS
8. Working time
Bill Kerr (United Kingdom)
Orchestral organiser, British Musicians Union

W

orking Time: In the UK working time in the 17 employed orchestras is divided into the
following units of time:

Working Hours: The time a UK symphony or chamber orchestra is required to work in
performance/rehearsal/recording is calculated in hours (and minutes) which are called Playing
Hours. The total time that the orchestra is required to work both in playing hours and when it is
not playing is calculated in hours which are called On-Call Hours. On-call hours include all hours
spent by the orchestra more than 7 miles (11 kilometres) away from its home base including
travel time, meal times and rest breaks between sessions of work away from its home base. (For
example: if an orchestra leaves its home base at 1300 and travels for 1 hour to a different city
and rehearses from 1430 to 1730, takes a meal break for 2 hours, performs a concert from
1930 to 2130 and then travels back at 2200 arriving at home base at 2300 the calculation of
working hours will be 10 hours [from 1300 to 2300] of which 5 hours will be playing hours.)
UK opera and ballet orchestras do not usually calculate on-call hours although some
compensate for time spent travelling on Sunday.
Sessions: Playing hours are scheduled in blocks of work called sessions (or calls). The normal
length of a session is 3 hours. In some orchestras a short session of between ½ hour and 1½
hours can be scheduled immediately preceding a performance for the purpose of arranging the
seating of a programme that has been previously rehearsed and performed in other venues or
for a final short rehearsal or sound check. In some opera orchestra agreements sessions of up to
4 hours without overtime are permitted for final stage and orchestra or dress rehearsals.
Working Day: All the UK employed orchestras have an agreed maximum of between 6 and 7
playing hours per working day. The working day is normally limited to a maximum of 2 or 3
sessions of playing hours. On-call time is limited to 12½ or 13 hours per day because of the
contractual requirement for a break of 11 or 11½ hours between the end of one day’s work and
the beginning of the next day’s work to comply with Working Time legislation. Travel by coach is
normally limited to between 250 and 300 miles per day (400-480km per day). Average speed of
coach travel is assumed to be 50mph (80kph) so travel time in a day can be a maximum of 5-6
hours.
Working Week: This starts on either a Sunday or Monday. In symphony and chamber orchestras
the collective agreements with the BMU normally specify a maximum of between 25 and 30
playing hours each week within a total 40 on-call hour week that can include travel time of up
to 15 on-call hours a week. When there are fewer playing hours there can be more on-call
hours scheduled up to the maximum total. There are variations on this formula with some
orchestras operating a 50 playing hours / 80 hour on-call hour fortnight where a greater
number of hours in one week is balanced by a corresponding fewer number of hours in the next
week. The five BBC orchestras can be required to for up to 33 playing hours per week although
in practice they rarely work for this many hours in a week. There is normally a limit of 12
sessions in a working week.
In opera and ballet orchestras the collective agreements with the BMU normally specify a
maximum of between 21 and 24 hours of performing each week (playing hours) scheduled
within a maximum of 7 to 10 sessions per week. Some opera orchestras do not tour but other
opera and ballet orchestras do tour in the UK. Usually opera and ballet tours in the UK involve a
week or more resident in each city with travel between cities or to and from home base only at
the beginning of the week and the end of the week. Travel time is not normally compensated in
opera or ballet orchestras.
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Working Year: This is normally of 47 weeks with 5 weeks paid holiday and starts in September
or October each year at the beginning of the artistic season. Some UK orchestra agreements
calculate the maximum working year by the number of working days per year which are
normally between 210 and 228 working days per year. Other orchestras calculate the working
year using the number of sessions per year which are normally between 400 and 440 sessions
per year. Some opera orchestras use annual hours to calculate their working year: for instance
the Royal Opera House agreement with the BMU specifies 1,000 hours per year made up from
860 playing hours, 100 hours credited to annual holiday and 40 hours credited for personal
practice and preparation.
Overtime: All collective agreements have provisions for the payment of overtime when the
specified number of hours or scheduled length of sessions are exceeded. The amount of
overtime that a musician can be required to undertake in a working day, session or week is
normally limited and cannot be exceeded except in absolute emergency. Overtime is usually
paid at a premium rate such as 1½ or 2 times the normal rate of pay.
Time Off: (rest time / stand-by time)
Free Days: Apart from annual holiday periods, UK orchestras have a minimum number, frequency
and pairing of free days. These are negotiated by the BMU as part of the terms and conditions
of each orchestra’s collective agreement in order to compensate, as far as is possible, for
working antisocial hours in the evening and at weekends. Most orchestras have a minimum
contractual entitlement to 94 free days (the equivalent of 47 weekends) plus statutory public
holidays of which there are 8 in the UK making a total of 102 free days per year. Some
orchestras allow for more – up to 112 free days per year. Most orchestra agreements stipulate
that there must be a minimum number of free days scheduled as pairs of two consecutive free
days in each working year, for instance 26 pairs per year. Some have a minimum frequency of
pairs of free days and stipulate that they must not be separated by more than 28 days or there
must be at least 2 pairs of free days in every period of 4 working weeks.
Additional Own Choice Free Days: Some orchestras allow individual musicians, especially those
working as tutti string players, to choose additional free days with or without pay during the
year in order that they can attend to personal or family matters during the orchestra’s working
time.
Work / life balance
All orchestras are part of the entertainment industry and therefore they have to work at times
when the rest of the population are relaxing, for instance in the evening and at the weekend.
Musicians know and recognise this fact and they understand that they have to work antisocial
hours and, for some orchestras, travel to many different cities and countries to perform. To
balance this, orchestral management must try to ensure that other types of work that do not
have to take place in antisocial hours, such as rehearsals and recording work, are undertaken
during the day time in the week and not in the evening or at weekends. Musicians object when
the schedule of a conductor or soloist is such that the rehearsals are scheduled in the evening
or the weekend so that for one person’s benefit the whole orchestra must be made to work –
especially when the conductor’s or soloist’s fee is often more than the salary of the whole
orchestra together. It is not essential to an orchestra’s artistic mission to rehearse in the evening
or at weekends so the needs of the orchestra musicians should take precedence in these
circumstances.
The length of sessions of work, the grouping of sessions in a work day and the total length of
each working day must be carefully regulated to protect musicians’ health and work/life
balance. If the working day, or each session, is too long then the musician can suffer health
problems such as overuse injuries to muscles, joints, mouths and lips. These are counterproductive as then the musician may have to take sickness absence in order to recover from
these overuse injuries. Also there is the danger of noise exposure and noise induced hearing
loss which could breach Noise at Work legislation if the working day is too long. In the UK the
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maximum session length is usually 3 hours, with a 15 or 20 minute break in the middle of the
session, and the working day is usually a maximum of 6 hours. A number of orchestras have
agreed to a maximum of 5 hours of rehearsal in one day scheduled as two sessions of 2½
hours to help prevent overuse or noise problems occurring.
In the UK we also try to ensure that the sessions are scheduled close together so that musicians
are not left waiting around. It is unreasonable to expect an orchestral musician to be available
to work for one hour in the morning, one hour in the afternoon and one hour in the evening. It
is better that the musician is scheduled for these 3 hours together. The exception to this is when
conductors insist on the final rehearsal for an evening concert being scheduled in the morning
so that the musicians are free in the afternoon. This is unpopular with many orchestral
musicians in the UK but it occurs frequently. A similar situation occurs in opera and ballet
companies where a dress rehearsal of one production is scheduled in the morning, in the
afternoon the stage is reset and in the evening there is a performance of a different work so
that the orchestra works in the morning and evening but is free in the afternoon.
We have found in the UK that it is essential to preserve the many scheduling details that I have
referred to before in order to protect orchestral musicians from overwork, injury, deafness and
exploitation. Despite many attempts by employers to simplify the terms and conditions of
orchestral collective agreements it always comes back to the irreducible necessity to have
maximum and minimum units of work. Orchestral work is not like working in an office where an
employee may be allowed to start an hour late and finish an hour late or can take comfort
breaks or meal breaks, or even annual holidays, at flexible times. Because the members of
orchestras have to all be at work at the same time there is a much greater need to regulate and
control the schedule of work in order to preserve the musicians’ health and work/life balance.
How do you think the organisation of work could be improved to the mutual
benefit of the orchestra (or audience?) and the musicians?
• Some UK orchestras have tried afternoon matinee performances of symphony concerts in
place of evening performances and have found that there is a big audience for these mainly
from the older population who do not enjoy the youthful night life of certain UK cities especially
at the weekend. This benefits the audience who can travel into the city centre away from the
rush hour in the late morning, have lunch and shop, attend the concert from 1430 to 1630 and
then travel back home before the evening rush hour. It also equally benefits the musicians who
can finish work at 1630 also and be home with family and friends in the evening which is the
traditional time for socialising.
• Increasing the number of performances of the same programme in different venues benefits
the audience in that the orchestra performs to a greater number of people across a wider
geographical and demographic area and the income to orchestra in ticket sales or in
engagement hire fees is increased for the same investment in rehearsal time. This also benefits
the musicians who often prefer a higher ratio of performance time to rehearsal time and who
can gain a greater insight into and ability to perform the repertoire to the highest standard
through a greater number of performances. Many musicians have complained of rehearsing a
programme for three days and then performing it just once.
• Collaboration between 2 or more orchestras has been tried successfully in the UK whereby a
concert series of all the symphonies of Mahler or Shostakovich are shared equally between
orchestras from adjacent cities. This is good for the audience who can witness another orchestra
performing in their own city and allow them to compare and contrast the different styles of
performance and interpretation. It also benefits each orchestra which can repeat its concerts in
the other orchestra’s home city. And it benefits the orchestra musicians who are not overworked
learning and rehearsing all 15 symphonies of Shostakovich or 10 symphonies of Mahler. For
many years orchestras in the UK worked in competition with each other which meant harder
work schedules and a downward pressure on pay. Collaboration has had the opposite effect
with better work schedules and the sharing of resources to keep pay at an acceptable level.
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