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OVERSIGHT:  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community:

Exploring the Creation of Cultural Development Districts in New York City."
On Tuesday, October 17, 2006, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Domenic M. Recchia, Jr., and the Committee on Economic Development, chaired by Council Member Thomas White Jr. (referred to collectively as “the Committees”) will conduct an oversight hearing entitled,  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community:  Exploring the Creation of Cultural Development Districts in New York City."  Members of the cultural community, including policy professionals, local cultural organizations and advocates, have been invited to testify. Staff from the Department of Cultural Affairs (DCA) and the Economic Development Corporation (EDC) have also been invited to testify. Today’s hearing is the sixth of the Cultural Affairs Committee’s “Blueprint” series. The Committees will explore the possibility of developing cultural districts in order to address the space crisis facing New York City cultural organizations. 

Background 

The Cultural Affairs Committee began the “Blueprint” series of hearings in order to explore the role of the arts and cultural sectors in New York City.
  In particular, the Cultural Affairs Committee is interested in examining the economic impact of these sectors, including the extent to which smaller cultural institutions foster economic development.  Ultimately, the Cultural Affairs Committee hopes that the “Blueprint” hearings will assist in the development of long-term policy initiatives that the City can implement to address the needs of the City’s cultural community and creative sector and support its continued contribution to New York City’s economy.

Space Concerns


Throughout the “Blueprint” series, cultural organizations and activists have testified about the pressing space concerns that are common to many artistic disciplines. Access to appropriate space (arts organizations often have very specific needs, such as natural light, flexible configurations and sound proofing) is of the utmost importance to the City’s creative community.
 A survey of 71 creative organizations located in Williamsburg, Long Island City and the South Bronx revealed that the availability of appropriate space was the most important factor in choosing a location.
 This has lead artists to seek out communities such as SoHo and Chelsea in Manhattan, Ft. Greene and Williamsburg in Brooklyn, and Long Island City in Queens that have the appropriate building stock. The economic and social impact that cultural groups have had in these communities is well documented.
 

Unfortunately, the above-mentioned areas have also seen tremendous increases in residential and commercial real estate prices.
  Raw commercial space in Long Island City, for instance, increased by 122 percent between 2000 and 2001.
  These rapidly increasing real estate prices have forced many artists and creative enterprises to abandon communities whose revivals they helped spark.
 Due to the specific space requirements of many artistic disciplines, artists and creative organizations are increasingly concerned about their ability to find suitable space at affordable prices within New York City. 

The very nature of creative work also exacerbates the space problem. The creative sector is by necessity dependent on personal interaction.
  As one report concluded, “Office workers can telecommute, but dancers can’t.”
  Creative industries function best in “clusters” that are conducive to the formation of formal and informal social networks. Creative workers and enterprises are naturally attracted to locations with high concentrations of creative organizations,
 and creative industries need numerous ancillary services to survive. Commercial Broadway theatres, for instance, rely on the vast talent pool of actors, playwrights, set designers and other professionals that are largely supported by Off-Broadway and non-profit theatres.
 

Current “Cultural Districts” and Related Programs


Many advocates have proposed creating “cultural districts” where tax incentives and other economic development programs could be targeted towards cultural organizations.
 Today’s hearing will investigate the potential of developing cultural districts as a solution to the space crisis in the creative sector. Developing cultural districts could, in theory, support the centralization that is natural to the creative sector and provide targeted government support to meet the real estate needs of a core group of creative enterprises in a specific area. 

Some cultural organizations, such as the Brooklyn Academy of Music (BAM), have launched initiatives on their own to develop cultural districts and to address the ongoing space crisis. In 1995, BAM’s former president, Harvey Lichtenstein, founded the BAM Local Development Corporation (BAM LDC). BAM LDC’s mission is to spur cultural development around BAM’s buildings in the Ft. Greene section of Brooklyn and to provide BAM with a cultural “context.”
 BAM LDC is in the process of developing several innovative projects, including the “80 Arts” building, a new space for the Theatre for New Audiences, and a visual and performing arts branch of the Brooklyn Public Library.
 The “80 Arts” building is currently nearing completion, and will house work and office space for twelve non-profit arts and arts service organizations. BAM LDC, in conjunction with the City’s Economic Development Corporation (EDC), recently released a Request for Expressions of Interest (RFEI) for the LDC’s second developable property.


Other arts organizations are also developing unique solutions to the space crisis. The Alliance of Resident Theatres (ART/New York) has developed two innovative projects, one in Manhattan and the other in Downtown Brooklyn, that provide affordable office space for theatres. ART/New York’s Manhattan project also includes affordable rehearsal space.
 Other organizations, such as Artspace Projects, a non-profit real estate developer based in Minneapolis, have been active in developing affordable creative space. Artspace Projects has completed eighteen projects throughout the United States, with another twelve currently in development.
 Artspace Projects is currently working on a project to rehabilitate a former public school and create 65 units of affordable housing for artists in the East Harlem section of Manhattan.

Cultural Districts in Other American Cities


Many cities throughout the United States have recognized the importance of the creative economy and have actively pursued development strategies that focus on supporting the arts.
 According to Americans for the Arts, at least ninety American cities have some sort of tax incentive program designed to support the development of cultural organizations.
 These incentives include property and sales tax reductions, as well as other incentives such as zoning bonuses and direct capital support for renovations and new development. Cities as large as Seattle, Washington and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and as small as Paducah, Kentucky, have developed cultural districts.
 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is a good example of a city that has been especially aggressive in using cultural districts and economic development incentives to attract creative enterprises. 


Philadelphia’s Avenue of the Arts cultural district is one of the most successful examples of a City-supported cultural planning exercise that succeeded in revitalizing a community. The South Broad Street area of downtown Philadelphia is a premier shopping and entertainment district that had fallen into economic disuse and distress during the 1980s.
 Local civic leaders, chiefly the Central Philadelphia Development Corporation, turned to the arts as a vehicle for revitalizing the area. In 1993, Avenue for the Arts, Inc, an independent non-profit, was formed in order to guide the development of the area.
 South Broad Street has now emerged as one of the centerpieces of downtown Philadelphia, with over $650 million in new investment between 1990 and 1999 yielding six entirely new major cultural venues on or near South Broad Street.
 While the revitalization of this district was accomplished largely with private funds, public support was a critical component to the district’s success.
 The City of Philadelphia supported development on South Broad Street through a mixture of supportive zoning that encouraged cultural development, tax incentives and direct capital grants.
 The success of the South Broad Street planning efforts have lead the Philadelphia City Planning Commission to undertake a similar study and planning exercise for North Broad Street.



Empire Zones and Other Development Programs in New York City


New York State’s Empire Zone program is designed to encourage economic development, business investment and job creation in defined geographic areas through tax and other incentives.
 There are currently eleven such zones located in New York City,
 which are designated and funded by the State. However, localities are authorized to provide additional incentives. In New York City, the Industrial and Commercial Incentive Program (ICIP) provides incentives for the construction, rehabilitation, expansion and modernization of industrial and commercial properties.
 


New York City’s Empire Zones include areas such as East Harlem in Manhattan and Hunts Point in the Bronx, that are currently attracting significant numbers of artists. Empire Zone benefits are currently not available to non-profit organizations. It is unclear if for-profit creative enterprises could participate in the program. Nonetheless, the Empire Zone program is often pointed to as a model for cultural district programs in New York State. State Senator Serphin Maltese and State Assemblyman Josephy Morelle have introduced legislation that would effectively create cultural districts based on the tax incentive programs utilized by the Empire Zone program.

Conclusion


It is important for New York City to develop the economic incentives to support the City’s creative sector. Other cities in the United States are actively developing these incentives, placing New York City at a disadvantage. At today’s hearing, the Committees will seek to understand what sort of economic development incentives are currently offered by New York City, what new incentive programs are planned, and what the creative sector is doing on its own to meet pressing space concerns. 

� The first hearing of the Blueprint series, held on September 21, 2005, was entitled,  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part I: The Role of the Performing Arts in New York City.” On October 28, 2005, the Committee held the second of the Blueprint series hearings entitled, “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part II:  Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community in New York City.” The third hearing of the Blueprint series entitled,  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part III:  Strategies to Address the Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community in New York City,” was held on December 7, 2005. The fourth Blueprint hearing was held on February 28, 2006, and addressed issues facing individual artists. The fifth Blueprint hearing was held on September 20, 2006, and examined the availability of business services for cultural organizations.
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