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I. INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, May 4, 2016, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Art and Culture as a Catalyst for Political and Social Change.”  Witnesses invited to testify include the Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA), members of the Cultural Institutions Group (CIG),
 various arts and cultural groups and organizations, academic institutions and other interested parties. 
II. ART AND CULTURE AS A CATALYST FOR POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CHANGE
New York City is known as one of the major cultural capitals of the world. Home to a wealth of cultural amenities—including art galleries, museums, specialized public libraries and theaters—it is an important center for dance, film, literature, music, opera, theater and the visual arts. With more than 1,000 cultural organizations, “each with specific ties to communities, each with vastly different organizational structures and sizes, and each integral to the diversity of culture,”
 the five boroughs rank favorably in its concentration of cultural nonprofits and performing arts organizations.
 This thriving cultural sector is supported and sustained by a diverse and unequaled network of opportunities, patrons and resources, including corporate sponsorship, foundation giving, nonprofit funding, private philanthropy and government grants.
 
The City’s commitment to preserving and enhancing its cultural strength is reflected in its unparalleled support of the cultural sector. DCLA works to create and expand access to public programming, provide technical assistance, build audiences and ensure that arts and culture are central to NYC’s economic vitality and quality of life. The Department’s funding program includes programming grants for over 800 cultural organizations through the Cultural Development Fund as well as the provision of more than $110 million annually in operating support to the CIG, which operate on city-owned land.
 DCLA also commissions public artworks through the Percent for Art program and provides resources to more than 1,800 nonprofit organizations and public schools annually through the Materials for the Arts programs (MFTA).
 As such, the DCLA surpasses even the National Endowment of the Arts as the largest arts funder in the country.

The arts have long been employed to build community, empower individuals, engage the public and raise social and political consciousness. Recognizing that the arts can be a powerful tool for communication, in addition to providing support, advocacy and technical assistance to local arts and cultural organizations, NYC has a history of successfully integrating the arts into the operations of City agencies and the delivery of City services.
 For example, as the City’s Department of Sanitation’s artist-in-resident since 1977, performance artist Mierle Laderman Ukele has fostered collaboration among the agency’s staff and constituents, encouraged creative approaches to transforming the perception of City workers, highlighted key issues and community needs and engaged the broader public through the use of radical public art as public culture.
 The Department of Sanitation also maintains a number of partnerships with cultural organizations for composting and material reuse programs through MFTA, a warehouse which collects unneeded items from business and individuals, and makes these donations available for free to nonprofit organizations with arts programming, government agencies and public schools.
 The Department of Probation, which provides NYC youth on probation with the chance to explore the arts through in a variety of disciplines, and the Department for the Aging, which implements community arts engagement programming at senior centers across the five boroughs, have also collaborated with DCLA and cultural organizations to develop innovative models for integrating the arts into services offered to their target populations.
 
In July 2015, in an effort to promote the newly created IDNYC program, the DCLA and the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (MOIA) announced that internationally acclaimed artist Tania Bruguera would serve as an artist-in-residence for one year at MOIA.
 The IDNYC, is a free government-issued photo identification card available to every NYC resident regardless of race, color, creed, age, national origin, alienage or citizenship status, gender, sexual orientation, disability, marital status, partnership status, any lawful source of income, housing status, status as a victim of domestic violence or status as a victim of sex offenses or stalking, or conviction or arrest record.
 The program was established to respond to the needs of individuals and communities that were unable to obtain identification and fully participate in and take advantage of services and institutions in the City, including immigrants. In 2010, it was estimated that there were 500,000 undocumented immigrants living in the City
 and some of these individuals lack documents proving their identity, while others have only consular identification cards,
 and driver’s licenses and birth certificates issued by their countries of origin.
 For individuals trying to access basic services, these documents are sometimes deemed unacceptable forms of identification.
 In this newly created residency, Bruguera’s role has been to produce and implement socially-engaged art projects to encourage undocumented residents to register for IDNYC, to use their IDNYC cards to access local government and benefits citywide, and to draw attention to pressing issues facing these communities and to the IDNYC program as a whole.
 Bruguera’s approach to her residency was based on her practice of Arte Útil (translated to “useful art”) which employs art to develop new methods of addressing pressing social and political issues.

More recently, under the City Council’s Crisis Management System program, the Council launched the “Art as a Catalyst for Change,” which received a $720,000 allocation for Fiscal Year 2016.
 The Initiative supports the use of art as a means to engage, organize, and mobilize communities in public awareness and conflict mediation surrounding gun violence.

“Arts & Democracy,” a project that connects artists, cultural organizers and activists in order to encourage cross sector collaboration, has stated that “arts and culture can provide the inspiration, tools, and capacity needed to unify NYC into a more just and equitable city for all.”
 The City boasts a plethora of organizations that use art and culture as a catalyst for political and social change. This includes Groundswell, a local organization dedicated to the use of public art as a mechanism for social change.
 Groundswell has used a collaborative mural-making model to raise people’s awareness about upcoming gun control legislation, increase capacity by developing teen spokespeople on the topic, and build a sense of community among stakeholders. Another example is the Center for Urban Pedagogy, whose “Making Policy Public” program utilizes graphic design to demystify complex policy issues such as domestic workers rights and redistricting.
 Street art has also become a medium for artists to promote social and political change across the five boroughs. For instance, in Long Island City, Queens, the artists Icy and Sot, who are two Iranian brothers, have contributed to Iranian and international urban art culture through their stencil work, usually depicting human rights, ecological justice, and social and political issues.
 In Harlem, Manhattan, the artist Lunar New Year creates murals to make statements by referencing politics, injustice, and cultural identity.
 The POINT Community Development Corporation (The Point), an organization dedicated to youth development and the cultural and economic revitalization of the Hunts Point section of the South Bronx has a “Village of Murals,” a large-scale urban design/public art project that commissions artists and art groups to green industrial pathways with murals in Hunts Point parks.
 As such, the City is an important force in the advancement of positive political and social change through the promotion of creative talent and strengthening the way arts and culture influence civic life. 
III. CONCLUSION
Today’s hearing will be held off-site at the Brooklyn Museum, in concert with the museum’s Agitprop! exhibit. The exhibit connects contemporary art devoted to social change with history movements in creative activism, highlighting activities that seek to motivate broad and diverse publics.
 Agitprop! includes photography, film, prints, banners, street actions, songs, digital files, and web platforms. The exhibit opened with works by twenty contemporary artists responding to urgent issues of the day, in dialogue with five historical case studies.
 A second wave of contemporary work was added on February 17, 2016 and a third was added on April 6, 2016—with each wave of artists choosing those in the next.
 The exhibit highlights struggles for social justice since the turn of the twentieth century, from women’s suffrage and anti-lynching campaigns to contemporary demands for human rights, environmental advocacy, and protests against war, mass incarceration, and economic inequality.

At the hearing, the Committee would seek to learn about the use of art and culture as a catalyst for political and social change by NYC-based artists, institutions, and organizations. The Committee would also conduct an overview of DCLA’s support of such works as well as explore new ways to integrate culture and the arts into transformative programming and services.
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