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Good morning Chair Feliz, Chair Rivera, and members of small business and 

cultural affairs committees.  My name is Haris Khan and I am the Acting Chief of 

Staff at the New York City Department of Small Business Services (“SBS”). I am 

joined today by Deputy Commissioner Calvin Brown from our Neighborhood 

Development Division. SBS’s mission is to create economic security for all New 

Yorkers by connecting them to good jobs, creating stronger businesses, and 

building thriving neighborhoods. Our teams work every day to make New York City 

the best place for an entrepreneur to start, operate, and grow their business. We 

are pleased to discuss the ways in which SBS supports public space activation and 

small businesses revitalization through our agency’s work.  

 

During COVID-19, outdoor dining supported nearly 12K businesses, helping 

many survive the most severe impacts of the pandemic. Local businesses also 

benefited from patrons frequenting Open Streets, pedestrian plazas, public parks, 

and neighborhood shops. Under the leadership of First Deputy Mayor Torres-

Springer and in collaboration with partner agencies, SBS delivered key initiatives in 

Mayor Adams’ Blueprint for Economic Recovery over the past three years.  

 

We launched the $85M NYC Small Business Opportunity Fund, marking the 

largest public-private partnership in city history aimed at supporting small 

businesses. The fund reached over 1K businesses citywide, with 80% identifying as 

minority- or women-owned, empowering diverse entrepreneurs across New York 

City. SBS also initiated the NYC Business Express Service Team which has saved 

businesses over $36M in fines and fees. With support from the City Council, we 

implemented over 100 reforms to cut red-tape for small businesses by creating 

first-time warnings, cure periods, and removing outdated mandates, saving 

businesses over $8M annually. SBS also introduced groundbreaking grant programs 

providing critical support to revitalize neighborhoods and business corridors in 

every borough. 

 

 

Today, New York City has more jobs and small businesses than ever before, 

a record-breaking 4.7M jobs and over 183K businesses. Notably, one in every three 
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small business has opened within the past two years. Our city’s robust economic 

resurgence is supported by the Administration’s laser-focus on public realm 

improvements to unlock economic potential.  Mayor Adams appointed Ya-Ting Liu 

as the city’s first-ever Chief Public Realm Officer, charged with implementing City 

Hall’s vision for accessible, clean, and vibrant public spaces that drives foot-traffic 

to small businesses.  

 

In supporting these efforts, SBS works alongside her team and several city 

agencies including the Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA), Department of 

Transportation (DOT), Department of Buildings (DOB), Department of City Planning 

(DCP), Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), and the Street Activity 

Permitting Office (SAPO). SBS also sits on an interagency capacity-building 

taskforce with Mayor’s Office of Nonprofit Services for city agencies that interact 

with non-profit organizations.  

 

DCLA, led by Commissioner Laurie Cumbo, has an annual budget of over 
$250M to support over 1K local organizations. Many DCLA grantees leverage their 
funding to energize public spaces with vibrant events, such as the West Side 
Festival organized by the West Side Cultural Network in partnership with the 
Meatpacking BID. The Coney Island Mermaid Festival, another DCLA-funded event, 
attracts hundreds of visitors to the iconic boardwalk and supports businesses along 
Mermaid and Surf Avenues. SBS also plays a role in public space activation, not only 
as a funder for community-based development organizations but also as a 
connector, facilitator, and advocate for the needs of businesses across city 
government. 
 

Our Neighborhood Development Division (“NDD”), led by Deputy 

Commissioner Calvin Brown, oversees NYC’s network of 76 BIDs which themselves 

serve nearly 300 miles of commercial corridors and invest approximately $200M 

into our local economy. Over the past three years, SBS allocated over $35M in 

grants to over 100 community-based development organizations, supporting over 

88 public space activations among other revitalization efforts. We are proud of this 

historic infusion, already resulting in the expansion of the Long Island City BID, the 
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creation of the Cypress Hills BID, with a future East Harlem 125th Street BID and a 

Coney Island BID approaching legislative review in the coming months. 

 

Our grants also enabled community-based organizations to produce 39 
Commercial District Needs Assessment (or “CDNAs”) which study the existing 
business landscape of a particular neighborhood through merchant, consumer, and 
shopper surveys, as well as an in-depth inventory of streetscape conditions. 
Following the completion of these assessments, SBS deploys neighborhood-specific 
interventions through our grantees, our agency teams, and in coordination with 
city agencies. As an example, the Neighborhood Initiatives Development 
Corporation, an AvenueNYC grantee for FY25, will conduct a CDNA analyzing 
corridor conditions around the East Tremont section of the Bronx and providing 
recommendations based on community feedback. 
 

This August, SBS Commissioner Gross also announced over $650K in the first-
ever Public Realm grants to ten community-based development organizations 
across all five boroughs. Our partner organizations will use this funding to develop 
place-based projects such as temporary lighting installations, public art, and 
wayfinding signage to direct visitors to important sights around the neighborhood. 
This work builds on last year’s lighting grants, which led to almost $1.7M in funding 
for 17 organizations.  

 
 In Murray Hill, Queens, Asian American Federation launched their “Find 

Your Seoul” district marketing campaign with the activation of an underutilized 

public plaza on Barton Avenue. The Asian American Federation hosted cultural 

dance classes, a luncheon featuring local restaurants, and a public photo exhibition 

on their Open Streets and commissioned a mural reflecting the neighborhood’s 

Korean culture. 

 
In the North Shore of Staten Island, La Colmena, one of the first Public 

Realm grant recipients, plans to paint three murals celebrating the strong Mexican 
and Italian heritage presence along Port Richmond Avenue from Ann Street to 
Hooker Place this year. 
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In the Bronx, the 161st St BID and the Urban Design Forum have transformed 
Lou Gehrig Plaza with seating, shade structures, and lighting. These additions allow 
local organizations to host free outdoor music performances and events, building 
a stronger sense of connection for residents and attracting more visitors to the 
neighborhood. 

 
In Brooklyn, Arts Gowanus and the Gowanus Canal Conservancy will 

develop the “Gowanus Walkabout” program, a creative wayfinding program to 
promote and support local businesses and culture during a period of substantial 
neighborhood change. The project will utilize site-specific and digital signage 
designed by local artists to creatively educate and guide visitors around the 
neighborhood. 

 
As you can tell from some of these examples, our FY25 allocation of $7.3M 

in city funding provides critical support for cultural assets and revitalizes our 
commercial corridors. While most of our grant applications for this fiscal year have 
closed, our Building Creative Capacity grant, in partnership with the Van Alen 
Institute, has a deadline of November 15th. We encourage members of the 
committee to encourage non-profits in your district to apply. 
 

Lastly, our programming goes beyond the public realm and supports 
community leaders themselves. SBS’s Neighborhood Leadership program, 
managed by Coro New York, teaches management strategies to emerging leaders. 
The program focuses on how neighborhood leaders can support small businesses 
and strengthen commercial districts through a cohort-model. Since 2011, SBS has 
trained 274 leaders and, in the past two years, expanded eligibility to include staff 
from cultural organizations. 
 

SBS is committed to ensuring that small businesses thrive in every 
commercial corridor and is grateful for our partnership with sister agencies, local 
community-based organizations, and City Council in this work. We look forward to 
discussing ways to improve public space activation and strengthen our local 
economy.  
 
Thank you and we are happy to answer any questions you may have for us.   
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Thank you, Chair Feliz and Rivera, and members of the Small business and Cultural Affairs

Committee for convening this hearing and providing the opportunity to offer testimony.

My name is Ahyoung Kim, and I serve as the Director of Economic Empowerment at the Asian

American Federation (AAF). Our mission is to raise the influence and well-being of the

pan-Asian American community through research, policy advocacy, public awareness, and

nonprofit support. My Small Business Team’s efforts have focused on empowering

immigrant-owned businesses through merchant organizing and technical assistance, revitalizing

commercial corridors, and fostering strategic partnerships to support the pan-Asian small

business community in New York City.

Naturally occurring cultural corridors act as lifelines for immigrant communities, providing

essential services, jobs, and cultural spaces. But they also contribute more than just economic

value—they foster social cohesion and cultural exchange, enriching the fabric of our city.

Investing in these districts not only drive foot traffic and revenue but also showcase the diversity

that defines New York City.

Murray Hill as a Model for Revitalization of Naturally Occurring Cultural Corridors

Our work in Murray Hill, Queens, over the past three years exemplifies how targeted public

space activation and commercial branding can drive both economic and cultural growth. With
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the support of the Avenue NYC program, the Building Creative Capacity pilot, and DOT’s Open

Streets initiative, AAF launched efforts like the “Find Your Seoul” campaign to highlight Murray

Hill as Queens’ Koreatown.

A central element of this effort was our "Find Your Seoul" campaign, which highlighted Murray

Hill as a cultural and culinary destination—branding it as the Koreatown of Queens. We created

wayfinding tools, including maps of local restaurants and businesses, to help New Yorkers

explore the neighborhood with a deeper appreciation for Korean cuisine. A professionally

produced Shop Your City video further amplified these efforts, showcasing Murray Hill to a

broader audience across New York City.

Our events1 in the neighborhood such as the Murray Hill Food Tour and a variety of

performances and public space activation brought over 2,000 visitors to the district, enabling

them to learn about Korean culture, cuisine, and the evolution of the commercial district. These

initiatives not only increased foot traffic but also diversified the clientele for many local

businesses. Business owners reported seeing customers from different communities, reflecting

the growing appeal of Murray Hill beyond the traditional Korean customer base.

Sophia Choi, owner of Jeunju Restaurant located in Murray Hill, said:

“Since AAF started working in Murray Hill, my business has gained a lot of opportunities to be

spotlighted in mainstream media. We also participated in 4 food tours AAF hosted in Murray Hill,

as well as the Find Your Seoul Luncheon. AAF also helped me with technical assistance to

update our online profiles on various platforms like Google Business Profile, as well as helping

us maximize delivery revenue through consultation on how to set up our UberEats profile. AAF’s

efforts not only directly increased our business revenue, but I also see more diversity in the

ethnic background of new customers. Before AAF’s assistance my business mainly served the

local Korean community. Now I have customers coming in from all parts of New York City and I

am grateful for this tremendous support from AAF.”

1 See Appendix 1
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Our work also had measurable economic outcomes. When AAF began these efforts in 2021, the

vacancy rate in Murray Hill was 13.3%2. Thanks to our initiatives, along with merchant

engagement and activation of public spaces, the vacancy rate dropped to 6.5% by 20243.

Our success in Murray Hill demonstrates the importance of strategic, long-term investment in

immigrant commercial districta that make up a big part of naturally occurring cultural corridors.

Unfortunately, we were not able to continue similar work in Elmhurst, a community with

enormous potential, and home to diverse communities. Our initial merchant organizing efforts in

Elmhurst revealed promising opportunities, and many business owners we have built trusting

relationships with in the past two years are still reaching out to our Small Business Team

seeking for technical assistance and advice regarding business operations and quality of life

concerns.

The Importance of Tailored Merchant Organizing in Immigrant Corridors

Our merchant organizing efforts in Elmhurst during FY24 required a significant investment from

AAF. While we were awarded $75,000 in funding—below the $100,000 maximum—we

committed additional resources to maximize the impact of our work in this vibrant yet complex

district. With the anticipation of building a long-term partnership with SBS to revitalize the

Broadway commercial corridor, we invested heavily in staff time, outreach, and community

engagement.

AAF went beyond the constraints of available funding to meet the unique needs of Elmhurst’s

small business community. For this project, we:

● Expanded outreach efforts in multiple languages to connect with diverse business

owners across the district;

● Dedicated more staff time than the budget allowed, ensuring that businesses received

the support they needed;

● Conducted one-on-one outreach to engage with business owners who could not afford to

leave their stores to attend in-person merchant organizing sessions; and

3 According to LiveXYZ data, as of 10/28/2024

2 Murray Hill Commercial District Needs Assessment:
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/sbs/downloads/pdf/neighborhoods/avenyc-cdna-murrayhill.pdf

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/sbs/downloads/pdf/neighborhoods/avenyc-cdna-murrayhill.pdf
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● Contributed prizes to the raffles for the Elmhurst Summer Fair to encourage more

participation from local small businesses and community members.

While these efforts laid a strong foundation, it became clear that successful merchant organizing

in immigrant communities requires time, flexibility, and sustained engagement with language

access and a deep understanding of the local community. The cultural diversity and range of

languages in Elmhurst made it essential to build trust through consistent, personalized

outreach—something that cannot be achieved within a single fiscal year. Also, much of our

additional work to build a meaningful relationship with local businesses and to raise awareness

on the benefits of merchant organizing could not be reflected in the final assessment of the

program because there was little room for qualitative analysis that highlights the value of trust

and relationship built through this initiative.

Funding and Operational Challenges

While SBS programs and city resources have provided valuable support, several operational

challenges limit the effectiveness of public space activation and commercial corridor

revitalization initiatives. Community-based organizations like AAF, which do not generate

revenue from membership dues from small businesses or commercial property owners, rely

heavily on city partnerships and available funding opportunities. AAF was not made aware of

collaborative initiatives between SBS and other agencies, such as the Department of Cultural

Affairs, nor related funding opportunities. Greater communication and cross-agency

introductions are essential to help CBOs access the resources needed to sustain their work.

Additionally, bureaucratic hurdles presented significant barriers to activating public spaces:

● SAPO permits required for public space events often take too long to process, hindering

the ability to plan and execute timely activations. This is especially burdensome for small

nonprofit organizations and local artists who are not aware of the need to plan months in

advance for bureaucratic processes and often mobilize their resources upon short-term

community needs and interests.

● The insurance requirement for a SAPO permit can be financially burdensome for small

organizations and local businesses, creating an additional layer of difficulty.

● To apply for Dining Out NYC, business owners must provide detailed architectural

renderings for outdoor dining proposals, which are financially out of reach for many
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mom-and-pop businesses. These requirements made outdoor dining structures

inaccessible to the very businesses the Dining Out NYC initiative aims to support.

● AAF partners in Murray Hill expressed interest in hosting flea markets on Barton Avenue

Open Street multiple times, but the concessions licensing process is overly complex and

limited. To our knowledge, organizations cannot secure a permit for a single-day event

and must compete for an annual permit, which is impractical given the limitations on

committing to year-round programming for small local CBOs.

Further challenges arise from spending eligibility restrictions, which are often unclear during
the contracting phase. This can result in misaligned expectations and missed opportunities. For

example:

● Vendor/subcontractor registration requirements complicate the process of engaging and

paying local partners, such as artists or microenterprises, limiting opportunities for

community-driven collaboration.

● At the Elmhurst event, iPads intended for raffle prizes were deemed ineligible for

spending under the grant, so AAF had to contribute prizes for this event from our own

resources.

● For the Murray Hill wayfinding project, AAF wanted to purchase projectors for long-term

use, but the funding allowed only for rentals—despite renting being more expensive and

less sustainable.

Another challenge lies in media outreach restrictions. City grants such as the Avenue NYC grant

program limits promotional spending to outreach within the local community. This restriction is

counterproductive, as the success of commercial corridor revitalization efforts depends on

attracting a broader audience and increasing foot traffic. Expanding the reach of promotional

campaigns would maximize the impact of these initiatives and draw more visitors to local

businesses.

Other Concerns: Limitations of BIDs and the new Building Creative Capacity Program

While Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) contribute meaningfully to the development of

commercial areas, there are inherent limitations in their ability to fully address the needs of small

businesses, especially in immigrant neighborhoods. While many BIDs support the local

economy, their reliance on funding and influence from commercial property owners often shapes



Pg. 6,
Written testimony for Small Business Committee Hearing on

Public Space Activation and Small Business Revitalization in Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts
their priorities–sometimes against the best interest of local small businesses. As commercial

districts grow, we frequently see a shift toward big-box stores and larger franchises where BIDs

operate. This shift is, in part, a natural outcome of influence from property owners and success

metrics for BIDs, which do not always align with the interests of small, family-owned businesses.

As property owners benefit from attracting larger chains, smaller businesses face rising rents

and find it challenging to sustain operations.

In addition, mainstream BIDs often lack the cultural understanding and language capacity

needed to engage immigrant business owners effectively. Many small business owners who

primarily speak languages other than English may not even be aware of BID activities in their

area, as outreach is frequently conducted only in English. This language barrier leads to a

disconnect from local communities. Without bilingual or culturally attuned engagement, many

immigrant-owned businesses are left out of BID-supported programs and services.

Consequently, these businesses and their community patrons often feel isolated and

unsupported within their own commercial corridors.

The Building Creative Capacity (BCC) pilot AAF participated in during FY23 presented a

promising model for overcoming these challenges by connecting AAF with local artists, cultural

organizations, and smaller nonprofits. Through this program, AAF hosted community events

celebrating Murray Hill’s Korean identity, which not only attracted diverse visitors but also

strengthened the sense of community pride. The pilot provided an opportunity for individual

artists and small community-based organizations (CBOs) to navigate city processes—such as

vendor registration—enabling them to access financial support and contribute to public space

activation.

However, in this year’s iteration, the BCC grant structure has shifted in ways that limit its

effectiveness. While the original pilot empowered CBOs like AAF to play a central role in

designing culturally resonant public programming, the current approach does not provide the

same level of meaningful support. This restricts the ability to engage with the local creative

community and impacts the long-term sustainability of these cultural initiatives for local CBOs.

To this end, we respectfully recommend the City:

1) sustain and expand investments in commercial corridor revitalization within naturally

occurring cultural districts;
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2) urge SBS to continue working closely with community-based organizations to ensure

that these efforts reflect the needs and realities of immigrant businesses;

3) allow SBS to adopt flexible timelines and deliverables in their merchant organizing

initiatives;

4) encourage different city agencies to work together to highlight immigrant cultural

districts, and promote them as as destinations for New Yorkers to visit as part of a local

tourism campaign.

Thank you for this opportunity to testify. We look forward to continuing to work closely with SBS

and other city agencies in support of naturally occurring cultural districts.

For more information, please contact:

Ahyoung Kim

Director of Economic Empowerment

Asian American Federation

ahyoung.kim@aafederation.org
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Appendix 1: Public space activation activities in Murray Hill, Queens

Open Street Open Mic Night - community karaoke event

Find Your Seoul Luncheon
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Local district branding effort under Find Your Seoul campaign

Public photo exhibition, Han in Town, featuring local Korean business owners
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Public movie screening of Happy Cleaners

Unveiling of public art installed in Murray Hill
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Sidewalk Follies Circus at Barton Avenue Open Street

Small business online presence seminar
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OATHAID technical assistance session
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Good morning, my name is Michael Schnall and I am Director of Government & Community 
Affairs for Brooklyn Botanic Garden.   
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify about the work Brooklyn Botanic Garden does to 
collaborative with our partners in Crown Heights and Prospect Park neighborhoods, and to 
bring and support arts and culture activities for the benefit of the surrounding communities 
and greater Brooklyn. 
 
HISTORY OF BBG 
Founded in 1910 on 52-acres of City-owned land, Brooklyn Botanic Garden is one of 34 
New York City institutions operated in partnership with the City by independent nonprofit 
organizations on City property. In essence, the Garden is owned by the City of New York and 
belongs to the people of New York. With the City as a partner in capital and operating 
budgets, BBG has remained an affordable, state-of-the art resource. After the Coney Island 
Aquarium, operated by the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), we are the most-visited 
cultural institution in the borough, welcoming nearly 900,000 visitors a year. 
 
What’s unique about the Garden, after its fine landscape and horticultural design, is its 
founding commitment, which put education, especially youth education on a par with 
horticulture and science. In its first two decades of operation, BBG evolved the property 
into a unique collection of “gardens within the Garden,” including a number of gardens that 
were the first of their type in North America, such as the Fragrance Garden, designed for 
visitors with visual disabilities, or the Native Flora Garden, designed to feature plants from 
a 50-mile radius of Brooklyn in what was then rapidly urbanizing city. But BBG’s historic 
commitment to putting education, especially education for children on a par with 
horticulture and science, is what truly differentiates it from every other botanic garden, and 
the first of its kind in a botanic garden in the world. That commitment can be seen today 
through its partnership with a high school in the neighborhood, and our pioneering work in 



Community Greening.  People, not just plants, put people and plants together, have always 
been what we do. 

  
BBG’S COMMITMENT TO YOUTH AND COMMUNITY 
Children under 12 always enter BBG for free, something that’s unique in the zoo, botanic 
garden, and aquarium world, and quite emblematic of BBG’s founding commitment to 
youth environmental education. Each year, more than 150,000 young people come to the 
Garden, and many can engage with plants and environmental education year-round 
because of our indoor gardens and greenhouse classrooms. 
 
Commitment to the community is visible in our ticketing approach: 20% of all daily tickets 
to the Garden are free to the public, no questions asked. Since we implemented the 
Community Ticketing program in July 2020, more than 300,000 guests have used 
Community Tickets to gain free admission to the Garden.  
 
BBG is equally proud of its commitment to help green Brooklyn beyond the Garden walls: 
Through our Community Greening programs we teach urban gardeners, block associations, 
and civic groups, often supplying them with plant donations that are grown at BBG in our 
conservatory and nursery facilities.  
 
WORKING WITH OUR NEIGHBOR INSTITUTIONS 
Together, BBG, the Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn Public Library/Central Branch, Brooklyn 
Children’s Museum, Brooklyn Academy of Music, and Prospect Park Alliance exemplify a 
naturally occurring cultural district. We are uniquely accessible from various forms of 
public transportation and walkable amongst all the properties. We collaborate on 
marketing and programmatic initiatives, like our summer Brooklyn Cultural Adventures 
Program (BCAP) and collaborative marketing between the Museum and the Garden, 
amongst the group, our staff and often coordinate our engagements with the community to 
ensure we’re all on the same page with messaging.  
 
Public events happen at all of these locations year-round, bringing in hundreds of 
thousands of New Yorkers to visit these jewels in the cultural crown of New York. We 
engage the surrounding community’s small businesses by sharing information about our 
events and programming with community boards and local business improvement districts 
(BIDs), which in turn help increase our audience. And we’re confident that these events 
provide “spill over” into the surrounding community, where our visitors are grabbing coffee, 
eating lunch and dinner, and perusing stores, before and after events. 
 
As someone who has worked in the government, parks and cultural spaces of New York 
City for my entire career, I would be curious to learn more about what new Council-
supported new initiatives could be developed, in coordination with Small Business 
Services and the Department of Cultural Affairs, both in the form of working groups and 
Council-funded initiatives, to bring cultural groups and New York’s small businesses closer 
together.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I would be happy to answer any of your questions.  
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Building for the Arts has been at the forefront of 
creative placemaking since its founding nearly fifty 
years ago. The organization was founded in 1976 as 
42nd Street Development Corporation with a vision 
to promote community renewal in Hell’s Kitchen 
by transforming the blocks west of Port 
Authority into a vibrant and inclusive performing 
arts hub for the community. 

The organization’s founding leadership included 
titans of New York City’s preservation and civic 
development movement, such as Fred Papert and 
Jackie Onassis, who had just led the campaign to 
save Grand Central, Dan Biederman, who saved 
Bryant Park, and Bill Ronan, NYC’s public transit 
visionary. 

Building for the Arts became the backbone of a 
transformational community movement.

ORIGINS

NYC Mayor Abraham Beame, Fred Papert, Jackie Onassis, and 
others, at the 1977 Groundbreaking Ceremony for Theatre Row.



DEFINING A 
CULTURAL 
DISTRICT
Working together with Hells Kitchen 
community leaders, the City of New 
York, and local arts organizations such 
as the Assoc. of Hispanic Artists, Black 
Theatre Alliance, and Playwrights 
Horizons, and with the support of 
civic-minded funders and patrons of 
the arts, we anchored the 
transformation of the neighborhood 
by developing the theaters, 
restaurants, and apartments known as 
Theatre Row, as well as advocating for 
other development, such as turning 
Manhattan Plaza into affordable 
housing for artists.

3
cir. 1978
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In 1978, our efforts culminated in the opening of eight theatres, marked by a dedication attended by notable figures 
including board member Mrs. Onassis, Vice President Walter Mondale, and Mayor Ed Koch. Since that day, Theatre 
Row, as a place, has been Off-Broadway and independent theatre’s home on 42nd Street. What’s more, our audiences 
provide an economic boost to neighborhood businesses west of Port Authority.

THEATRE ROW’S FIRST OPENING NIGHT



AT THE INTERSECTION OF 
ART AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

5
cir. 2002

Building for the Arts sits at the intersection of art, small business, and real estate. Through our history as a community development 
organization, we maintain affordable housing and commercial units adjacent to our Theatre Row facility. This model supports our 
mission to expand access to the performing arts by providing creative space, learning opportunities, and hubs for artistic connection. 

We pursue this mission through Theatre Row, which offers safe, professional, and accessible performing arts facilities as a service to 
artists and the community, through the Music and the Brain in-school music education program, and the activities of the American 
Playwriting Foundation, all of which are programs of Building for the Arts.



Our Theatre Row facility is a multi-theatre 
complex that serves as an affordable home 
for performing arts organizations and a lively, 
accessible venue for diverse audiences.

Through Theatre Row, Building for the 
Arts can host and provide support for up 
to fifteen or more performances per day.

Each year we partner with and host:
• 300 performing arts groups 
• 3,000 artists 
• 70,000 audience members

This year we’ve offered 1700+ hours of 
subsidized studio rentals to NYC 
performing artists and creators.

BUILDING FOR THE ART’S 
THEATRE ROW FACILITY

Theatre Row supports actors, dancers, 
musicians, directors, playwrights, producers, 
and other creators with five theatres, five low-
cost rehearsal studios, office space, ticketing, 
box office, and production and tech support.

Company-In-Residence The Chase 
Brock Experience performs Big Shot.

Among those who benefit most from our services are 
our Companies-in-Residence, currently including:
• Ma-Yi Theater Company
• Epic Theatre Ensemble
• Fault Line Theatre 
• New York City Children’s Theater
• New Light Theater Project
• United Solo Theater Festival
• Mint Theater Company
• Theater Breaking Through Barriers
• Pan Asian Repertory Theatre
• Keen Company



THEATRE ROW TODAY
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Today, Theatre Row refers to the five-theatre complex 
operated by Building for the Arts, but also refers to the 
place: especially 42nd Street from 9th to 10th Avenues, 
which includes our facility as well as Playwrights Horizons, 
Signature Theatre, the Laurie Beechman Theater, and 
Shubert’s Stage 42, to name a few. 

We are proud that our organization's placemaking and 
community-building legacy lives on as Off-Broadway 
companies continue gather on Theatre Row.

At our Theatre Row facility alone, we host 3,000 artists and 
300 performing arts companies each year.



BRINGING THE 
COMMUNITY 
TOGETHER
We ask the Council to support Naturally 
Occurring Cultural Districts such as 
Theatre Row by helping us create

• Improved signage and 
wayfinding

• Bollards displaying the history of 
the neighborhood and the 
current cultural organizations 
and spaces

• Increased sanitation services
8
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At Building for the Arts, we continue our decades-long 
commitment to transforming communities through the 
performing arts.

We look forward to continuing the conversation on how our 
goals can align to serve students, teachers, artists, and 
audiences by providing creative space, learning opportunities, 
and hubs for artistic connection.

Nicole Gardner, Director of Advancement

212-220-2656 | ngardner@bfany.org

THANK YOU FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION

Music and the Brain has expanded this mission 
nationwide, bringing the gift of musicianship to every 
student in over 650 under-resourced schools since 1997. 

Through the American Playwriting Foundation, we 
strengthen our support of new imaginative, fearless, 
and relentlessly truthful voices in theater. 

At Theatre Row, through subsidized space and 
residencies, we serve as an incubator for emerging 
artists and companies working in NYC. 



Testimony to City Council Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and
International Intergroup Relations and the Committee on Small Business
Submitted to the City Council Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and
International Intergroup Relations and the Committee on Small Business on November
1, 2024

Prepared by Melinda Wang, Research and Advocacy Manager of Dance/NYC

Thank you for your consideration of this testimony, submitted on behalf of Dance/NYC
(Dance.NYC), a service organization that reaches over 6,000 individual dance artists,
1,700 dance entities, and the many for-profit dance businesses based in the
metropolitan New York City area. Its areas of service are of special benefit to BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, and Peoples of Color), immigrant, disabled, low-income, and
small-budget dance workers. Through its action-oriented research and advocacy,
Dance/NYC seeks to represent and advance the interests of the dance field. It embeds
the values of justice, equity, and inclusion into all aspects of its operations and frames
the following requests through the lens of those values.

In New York City, we know that arts and culture are crucial to building flourishing
and just local economies. Small Business Services already recognizes this, supporting
public art and community festivals as ways to bring vitality and economic activity to
neighborhoods. Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts NY do excellent work to
demonstrate how the organic, local creative assets in a community flourish when they
are empowered with self-determination and cross-sector partnerships.1 As many of
our colleagues shared during the hearing, arts and culture create the conditions for
healthy economies by driving foot traffic and encouraging local spending. 2

2 Center for an Urban Future, Big Ideas to Help NYC Thrive in a Post-Pandemic Economy
https://nycfuture.org/research/big-ideas-to-help-nyc-thrive

1Naturally Occuring Cultural Districts NY, Key Learnings Reimagining New York City: Cultivating
Neighborhood Networks
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/56a13fbbbe7b9646c1decb1f/t/66f701341ba9ce103d722195/17274
63732325/Longer+version+Lessons+Learned.pdf
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Dance, in particular, is a key part of thriving community life. Dance/NYC’s landmark
report, State of NYC Dance 2023: Findings from the Dance Industry Census, envisions
dance as a vibrant and diverse ecosystem that strengthens the local fabric of civic life.
Dance workers are deeply embedded in their communities, with 28% of dance workers
also working in education, 23% in healthcare and wellness, and 19% in leisure and
hospitality. Supporting their livelihoods in dance allows them to continue to support
our broader communities through their work in vital industries. Similarly, we found
that dance programming takes place across a wide variety of settings, including
theaters, community centers, educational sites, faith institutions, studios, and more.3

Yet, the dance industry continues to struggle. Dancers and choreographers, on
average, earn just $23,000 a year from dance, and $39,500 total. Immigrant and
transgender/gender-expansive (TGE) dance workers earn even less. 40% of dance
organizations classify their financial health as weak or very weak, and 56% do not hold
a reserve or savings.3 For these reasons, Dance/NYC urges the City to continue to
support dance and culture as a way to support neighborhood culture and
economies. In particular, we call for:

● Accessible, equitable, and affordable space for dance in local neighborhoods
● Support for public dance engagements
● Expansion of small business support for neighborhood-based cultural

organizations

Affordable, equitable, and accessible space for dance in local neighborhoods

In our survey, both organizations and individuals named space for dance as one of
their top five needs. For organizations, this was their number two need. Additionally,
only 15% of entities own their place of business, while 45% rent, leaving dance
entities vulnerable to rising rents and affordability concerns.3 Dance organizations are
struggling to find and continue to afford space. Dance/NYC supports measures to

3 State of NYC Dance 2023: Findings from the Dance Industry Census.
https://hub.dance.nyc/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/State-of-NYC-Dance-2023-Report-FINAL-23_12_11_ACC.pd
f
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promote affordability, including commercial rent stabilization and the conversion of
vacant or abandoned spaces into affordable cultural venues. These affordability
measures are key to preserving neighborhood culture and making sure the vital
cultural assets in a community can stay there. Given that two-thirds of dance entities
note that their headquarters are also a home, it is important to note that affordable
space to dance and conduct business also means affordable space to live.3

Support for cultural space should prioritize equity and accessibility. Working class,
immigrant, and BIPOC neighborhoods across New York City deserve cultural spaces
that reflect their own needs and values. Cultural impact planning like that done by
London’s Culture at Risk Office can serve as a model of this. Our report found that 39%
of dance workers commute 45 or more minutes to and from dance work. Dance
workers should be supported in presenting vital programming in their own local
communities. In addition, we found that 30% of dance entities do not provide
accessibility accommodations.3 Dance/NYC supports capital funding for accessibility
enhancements for dance spaces, including minor changes like adding handrails or
power doors, as well as major changes like adding elevators or making adjustments to
landmarked buildings.

Support for public dance engagements

Existing city programs for public art, like the City Canvas program, increase social
vibrancy, community engagement, and economic returns. Dance and other movement-
and performance-based arts also serve as important parts of public engagement. 53%
of individuals and 65% of entities in dance conduct programming in public space.3

These public space activations keep people in their local communities and highlight
diverse movement forms. They can serve to build and maintain the existing cultural
fabric of local communities. Dance/NYC supports the work of programs like SBS’s
Open Streets Grant to support the activation of streets, parks, and plazas with cultural
and community programming. It is also vital to build structures for public space
activation in neighborhoods without Business Improvement Districts.

Expansion of small business support for neighborhood-based cultural organizations
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Small Business Services’ Public Realm Grants have been instrumental in supporting
cultural placemaking and economic revitalization. By funding community-based
development organizations to conduct programming in their own neighborhoods, they
emphasize the importance of neighborhood self-determination and community and
business collaboration. It is important to note that dance and other cultural
organizations serve as important community builders that can do this work. Small
Business Services should recruit and expand support for neighborhood-based
cultural organizations to submit proposals. It should expand the Building Creative
Capacity programs to encourage partnership between arts and non-arts
organizations, using cultural organizing as a way to support broader community
well-being.

Lastly, it is important to recognize that dance and other cultural organizations are
important small businesses and need greater access to small business resources.
Conducting outreach to arts and cultural organizations and providing greater
navigation support would facilitate their use of vital Small Business Services resources.
Additionally, 57% of dance organizations are 50(1)c3 nonprofit organizations.3

Expanding the eligibility of Minority and Women-owned Business Enterprise
(M/WBE) programs to nonprofits would provide vital support to the dance
ecosystem.

Our city’s diverse neighborhoods deserve the support and resources necessary to
build local economies that work for the residents, businesses, and cultural workers
rooted there. Protecting arts and culture so that local cultural assets can stay in the
neighborhood, bring vitality to public commercial and community spaces, and thrive
through cross-sector partnerships and small business support is key. We thank you for
your consideration of dance’s cultural and economic impact as we move forward.
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New York City Council Committee on Small Business Services and Committee on
Cultural Affairs

Wednesday, October 30th, 2024
Oversight Hearing: Public Space Activation and Small Business Revitalization in

Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts
Elana Ehrenberg, Design Trust for Public Space

My name is Elana Ehrenberg, and I’m the Director of Strategic Partnerships at Design

Trust for Public Space, an almost 30 year old non-profit dedicated to enlivening New

York City’s shared civic spaces to create a vibrant, inclusive, and sustainable city. I

would like to thank Chair Feliz and Chair Rivera and both the Committee on Small

Business Services and the Committee Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International

Intergroup Relations for holding this oversight hearing. I am grateful for the

opportunity to submit testimony today.

As mentioned by Chair Rivera, in 2021 Design Trust for Public Space, supported by a

grant from NYC Department of Small Business Services, launched Neighborhood

Commons: Plazas, Sidewalks & Beyond, a project that explored opportunities to

improve the current model of public space governance and programming in commercial

corridors. With pandemic-era regulations and programs constantly evolving, this was an

ideal time to think outside the box for assessing how our public spaces were managed.

Our team of Fellows interviewed dozens of public space managers, BIDs, community

organizations, and local businesses to gather insight on the challenges they faced with

funding and navigating city regulatory processes. We journey mapped user experiences

when applying for permits and researched what other cities were doing differently.We

found that the public-private partnership model that has, for decades, been the default

model for the management of public spaces in our commercial districts is fraught with

challenges—particularly in outer-borough commercial districts with no existing

place-based management organization or districts with limited organizational capacity.

We are encouraged to see SBS launch its Public Realm grants in FY25 as this was one of

the recommendations that would unlock resources for community partners and allow

for more creative and resilient spaces supporting our small businesses. In the future, we

would love to see these types of grants expand so that coalitions of partners can apply

for funding in areas where there is not one single entity managing public spaces. In

many underserved communities, local organizations often have mixed levels of funding,

resources, skill sets, or insurance coverage that need to be brought together to ensure



diverse and culturally responsive programming. This would allow for more artists and

cultural organizations access to funding that they would not normally be eligible to

apply for on their own and encourage coalition building of organizations strengthening

neighborhood networks.

Cultural organizations and artists in historically marginalized and underinvested

neighborhoods are critical anchors in the city’s short and long-term health. Our Turnout

NYC project activated public spaces with community partners in all five boroughs using

a kit-of-parts, designed by our partners at SITU, for outdoor performances. Almost

more valuable though was the fact that Turnout included soft infrastructure to support

cultural community partners with the permitting, invoicing, marketing, and promotion

necessary to activate public spaces in neighborhoods across the city. Cultural

organizations and artists are in fact small businesses in their own right and deserve the

same level of investment and resources that our for-profit business community receives

through other SBS programs.

Insurance and indemnification is still by far the biggest hurdle for small organizations'

ability to engage and activate the public realm. In May 2024, the administration and

SBS announced a new “Trusted Partners” program to help small BIDs with rising costs

of insurance. While this is a great first step, we think this program could be expanded

further or become a grant opportunity for cultural and other place-based organizations

to tap into as well. Removing the silos between agencies when promoting these

opportunities is necessary to better serve both our cultural communities and our small

businesses.

Design Trust is committed to continuing the work to cut bureaucratic red tape for a

more open and inclusive public realm. With our latest project, Untaped, we’re building

off our earlier projects to unlock the potential of public spaces as vibrant venues for the

arts and local culture. Thank you for your time and consideration today. We look

forward to working with the members of these committees, SBS and DCLA, to ensure

cultural programming in New York City streets, sidewalks, parks, and plazas is

accessible to everyone.



 
 
November 2, 2024  
 
To:  Committees on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations and 

Committee on Small Business 
 

From:  Beth Allen, Executive Director, Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance 
 
Re: October 30, 2024 Hearing on Public Space Activation and Small Business Revitalization 

in Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify about Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts (NOCDs) as 
they relate to public space activation and small business revitalization. I write as the Executive 
Director of the Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance, a network of 60 non-profit arts and cultural 
organizations in greater Downtown Brooklyn. In my years of doing this work, I can think of no 
other City Council hearing that is more relevant to my organization’s work, and at the same 
time highlights the issue that non-profit arts organizations are largely not benefiting from the 
programs as structured to foster public space activation and support small businesses in our 
NOCD. 
 
Downtown Brooklyn is by and large a Naturally Occurring Cultural District (and I believe the 
largest NOCD in the outer Boroughs). While the artistic lineage of our community goes much 
further back and includes an especially rich history of civil-rights era cultural activity, there was 
a large influx of artists and arts organizations that gravitated to Downtown Brooklyn in the 
1990s-2000s because of a combination of cheap space and favorable zoning. There has been 
some larger-scale civic investment, most recently the Bloomberg administration’s capital 
investment in cultural space, but our community and the DBAA cohort continues to be 
dominated by smaller and artist founded organizations. The majority of our 62 organizations 
are artist-led; most are quite small and very notably serve a wide variety of community needs. 
DBAA organizations are especially defined by the quality and innovation in arts education on 
offer, using artistic knowledge to support and empower low income and underserved 
individuals and communities, and their demographic diversity. 
 
As the subject of the hearing is the relationship between the arts and economic and community 
development initiatives and we’re here with SBS, I want to talk about our work at DBAA. DBAA 
was formed initially as a volunteer-run coalition of 12 non-profit arts and cultural organizations 
when the rezoning of Downtown Brooklyn began in 2010. A key impetus for our founding was 
for the arts to have a voice in economic development and urban planning conversations that 
were happening at neighborhood BIDS and larger non-profit identities such Universities (NYU, 
LIU, and others), hospitals, and parks at that time. The prompt for DBAA’s founding was the 



realization that it was only the larger (and at the time, White led) organizations that were being 
invited into these conversations, and that the needs of smaller organizations, many of them 
BIPOC led and serving, and/or serving underserved and special needs populations in Brooklyn, 
were not represented or considered in these conversations. On a really fundamental level the 
reason why Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance exists is because the community organizations 
that SBS mentioned in their testimony as being the conduits for cultural funding were not 
responsive to the existing cultural community and moreover, that the cultural community 
understood this as a very obvious equity issue.  
 
This continues to be a pain point for our community, and it is a larger structural issue: for all the 
talk of being supportive of including the arts as part of economic and community development 
initiatives, what is largely being asked is for the arts to support economic development and 
community building. There is very little actual investment that supports the well-being of arts 
non-profits. What we have found in Downtown Brooklyn is that everyone is very interested in 
touting the neighborhood as culturally rich to prospective residents, businesses, and tourists, 
but less interested in initiatives that drive participation and support for local arts non-profits, 
and when there is, it is geared toward the largest and best resourced among us. So… we’re 
trying to build the type of partnerships and programming initiatives that serve us ourselves but 
as a young grassroots entity that does not qualify for most sources of philanthropic or 
government funding we are vastly under resourced. I am the sole staff member at DBAA. Our 
work is not a great fit for DCLA funding because their guidelines largely exclude arts service 
organizations, and I have yet to identify any other NYC source that might support our work. 
Suffice it to say the priorities of our city council members and Borough President are generally 
not arts focused and the guidelines for discretionary funding are also not favorable to the type 
of work we do.  
 
An example of this work is the pilot initiative we launched last spring, Arts Month May, 
designed to call attention to the diversity and vibrancy of the work our member organizations 
present each spring, and offer an annual platform for building relationships with community 
partners and reaching out to new arts audiences. For the pilot year of Arts Month May in 2024, 
we built a stand-alone website (www.artsmonth-dbaa.org) that included a comprehensive 
programmatic listing of DBAA member events in May (over 150 unique listings; 300+ total 
events) that was searchable and sortable by multiple categories, from artistic discipline, to 
neighborhood, to descriptive tags, to cost. The complexity of assembling and publishing 
listings for organizations that are diverse in every way was the first challenge. Finding a way to 
make offerings that included everything from larger scale arts festivals (Dance Africa at BAM 
and Loud Weekend presented by Bang on a Can) to smaller productions and exhibitions, 
student recitals, galas, and public programs fit together on a website in a way that could be 
promoted was primary test for the initiative (it passed). We also secured a few partnerships to 
help promote the listings via local bids and other community partners (NYU, Art in Dumbo, etc.) 
that we hope to expand in 2025. In the coming year we are also focused on two key additional 
components: 1) producing promotional, editorial, and curatorial content that highlights broader 
themes that are present within the listings, i.e. provide context and entry points for those who 



may not be regular arts goers or are interested in exploring a wider range of artwork but don’t 
know where to start. For example: “here are five works to see this month that are focused on 
climate change (or racial justice, or reimagining classical works)” and 2) building out our 
“neighborhood guides” with the inclusion of small business listings focused on local 
restaurants and retail, and listings of projects by individual artists. We are also talking to 
Brooklyn Chamber of Commerce about sharing arts content with their new tourism portal. 
 
Last year we spent $3,500 on Arts Month May not including my salary – we paid someone to 
help with assembling the listings and for some modest design work and printed flyers – we are 
aiming to spend more this year, ideally $10,000-25,000 (not including staff time). While the 
initiative has been met with great enthusiasm, there is not an obvious source of “start-up” 
capital. As the initiative is designed first and foremost in increasing arts participation, seeding 
longer-term community partnerships, and building local support for arts organizations, and not 
to attract tech companies to Downtown Brooklyn or drive traffic to small businesses, Arts 
Month May does not fit the purview of SBS or any economic development initiative that I have 
been able to identify. This is what I mean when I say that the arts are being asked to support 
economic and community development. There is no reciprocal investment in initiatives 
designed to attract corporate funding or private philanthropy to support equitable growth (or in 
fact, any growth at all) of the arts sector. While we built Arts Month May with the idea that it 
would eventually attract sponsorships, developing those relationships takes dedicated staff 
time that we do not have the funding to pay for while we are growing it. This too is an equity 
issue: we have seen it time and time again, where those who have independent wealth or 
connections are able to found initiatives like this, but for a diverse NOCD built without large-
scale philanthropic, government, or corporate investment, it is very challenging to secure the 
scale of funding we need to grow this initiative. In the end, we are located in an economically 
thriving neighborhood – and this may be part of the hurdle – but unfortunately arts 
organizations are being mostly left behind in the explosive growth of Downtown Brooklyn.  
 
While no doubt offering individual artists opportunities to show or create work in the public 
realm is one that we all support, especially knowing that there are few opportunities for artists 
to get paid fairly for their work and are an important source of income for many. But anyone 
who has ever worked with artists knows that a one-off commission is not going to feed a family 
and probably barely covers the cost of maintaining a studio. From my vantage point as 
someone who has worked in the field for 25 years, the lifeblood for artist careers in New York 
City comes largely from small and mid-sized non-profit arts organizations. These organizations 
nurture artists and give them space to create and present work. Our organizations also create 
the context necessary for that work to thrive. We nurture audiences for work that is not fully 
developed, is less commercial, serves niche and/or culturally specific audiences, and offers a 
source of community and connection for working artists.  
 
I would be more than happy to talk more about the economics of running non-profit arts 
organizations and how the city can help ensure that our sector can scale and thrive. One clear 
and obvious way is to fund organizations like the Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance and the 



others on my panel at the hearing, Fourth Arts Block, Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts, and 
Westside Cultural Alliance. Likewise, better funding our Borough Arts Councils would be a 
game-changer. While the idea of forming formal cultural districts (including through the NYS 
bill) that would allow for economic development funding to be allocated for the arts is attractive 
on the surface, we are deeply concerned that this money will be allocated to BIDS and similar 
entities. We have found in our community that the BIDS and Chamber of Commerce and other 
entities whose primary purpose is the growth of the commercial sector is very often not 
attuned to or aligned with the needs of arts organizations. Officially Downtown Brooklyn 
Partnership is the administrative home of the Brooklyn Cultural District, and there are 
numerous problems with the way this is structured. For starters, it includes only 8 arts 
organizations and excludes the 30 or so arts non-profits located within blocks of these 
organizations. Again, this was the core reason for DBAA’s founding. 
 
The idea in starting Arts Month May is part of a longer-term vision for building a community 
coalition comprised of the many from the civic, business, and educational communities in 
Downtown Brooklyn who recognize the contributions that the arts make to community well-
being and understand the crucial importance of maintaining diversity and fostering equity in 
our sector as part of this. We have many potential partners and many ideas for how this can be 
achieved in the context of Downtown Brooklyn – there is no shortage of enthusiasm for our 
work by our growing list of community partners – but we need investment to realize our 
potential. Our residential population has grown by 22,000 residents (and counting) and 
numerous new businesses have been incentivized to move here over the past 20 years. We 
would love to see the same amount of consideration paid to growing the arts, but as it stands (I 
am fond of saying) “everyone in our neighborhoods is talking about growth, but the arts 
are talking about survival.” We are being dwarfed. We lost one organization this summer, 
New York Writers Coalition, who offered writing programs centered on elevating the voices of 
marginalized individuals including the formerly incarcerated and those affected by domestic 
violence, and nearly lost Brooklyn Music School that offers subsidized culturally-expansive 
music instruction for thousands of local residents annually. It sent a shiver through our cohort 
as many arts leaders are running organizations on very thin margins right now. Because of the 
combination of downturns in philanthropic funding for the arts and inflation many are fearing 
for their survival in the longer term. 
 
The founding of DBAA was in no small part to ensure that the opportunities of being located in 
a growing neighborhood would not just be available to large and well-resourced organizations. 
This is not a given when the structures that incentivize real estate development, the 
development of retail corridors, and community enlivenment are not also designed to support 
non-profit arts businesses. We would love to see this change, and I look forward to working 
with whomever is interested in making this a reality. 
 



Thank you again on behalf of the members of the Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance for the 
opportunity to testify! 
 
  
ABOUT DBAA 
Downtown Brooklyn Arts Alliance (DBAA) was founded in 2010 to connect local non-profit arts 
and cultural organizations to enable collaboration, facilitate joint advocacy, and address issues 
that affect the local arts community. Formed originally as a cohort of 12 arts organizations, 
DBAA has grown substantially to include 60+ member organizations. 
 
DBAA brings together diverse organizations in the name of collaboration as well as equity. We 
often describe ourselves as part neighborhood association, part arts service organization, and 
part arts advocacy organization. Our work encompasses both nurturing peer relationships and 
connecting organizations to community resources and opportunities. We see ourselves as a 
“capacity amplifier” designed to bridge the gaps between small and large organizations and 
leverage our collective voice to encourage support for and participation in the arts locally. 
 
For more information, please visit our website: www.dbartsalliance.org 
 
CURRENT MEMBERS 
DBAA members include every non-profit cultural venue situated in the Brooklyn Cultural 
District, as well as many with administrative offices or that present programming primarily in 
our geographical area. Member organizations range from large and well-established 
performing, visual, and media arts venues, to smaller theaters and galleries, dance and theater 
companies, music ensembles, literary organizations, and arts service and arts education 
providers. DBAA Members include grassroots, community-based cultural organizations, 
immigrant arts groups, and groups led by people of color, and those that reach unique arts 
audiences. 
 
Collectively, DBAA member organizations serve over 5 million people each year, employ nearly 
4,000 workers, and generate over $200 million in annual economic impact. 
 
651 Arts • A.I.R. Gallery • A.R.T./New York South Oxford Space • ActNow Foundation • The 
American Opera Project • BAM • Bang on a Can • BAX/Brooklyn Arts Exchange • Beth 
Morrison Projects • BRIC • Brooklyn Arts Council • Brooklyn Ballet • Brooklyn Conservatory of 
Music • Brooklyn Music School • Brooklyn Navy Yard/BLDG92 • Brooklyn Youth 
Chorus • Caborca • CHIRON Performing Arts / The Phantastic Theater • Dancewave • Dieu 
Donné Paper Mill, Inc. • DreamStreet Theatre Company • Emmanuel Baptist Church Jazz 
Vespers • Entertainment Community Fund/Mark O’Donnell Theater • Fiasco Theater • Girl Be 
Heard • Hedgepig Ensemble Theater • Hook and Eye Theater • International Contemporary 
Ensemble • Irondale Ensemble Project • ISSUE Project Room • Jack Arts, Inc. • Jamel Gaines 
Creative Outlet • Kumble Theater for the Performing Arts/LIU • Loading Dock Theatre • Mark 



Morris Dance Group • MoCADA • Moving Mountains Inc. • New York Transit Museum • Open 
Source Gallery, Inc. • Poetry Society of America • Powerhouse Arts • Recess • Reel 
Works • Roulette Intermedium • Smack Mellon • StoryCorps • Tatter • the american 
vicarious • The Billie Holiday Theatre • The Center for Fiction • The Knights • The Laundromat 
Project • The Singing Winds • Theater 2020 • Theater Mitu • Theatre for a New 
Audience • Urban Bush Women • UrbanGlass • ViBe Theater Experience • White Bird 
Productions 
 







  1 

Testimony for Small Business Committee and Cultural Affairs 

Committee join hearing on 

Public Activation and Revitalization of Small Businesses in 

Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts 

October 30, 2024 

10AM 

 

Lucy Sexton 

New Yorkers for Culture & Arts 

 

Thank you for hearing my testimony, and thank you in particular 

for this joint hearing of the Small Business and Cultural Affairs 

Committees. Cultural groups have long advocated for this 

inclusion of arts and culture groups AND small businesses as 

critical to our city’s economy and to its quality of life. A 

thriving street landscape brings people together, it makes our 

communities safer, it improves mental health, civic engagement, 

and so much more. Data has proven that neighborhoods with 

strong cultural assets have improved outcomes in every measure 

of what defines a healthy happy productive educated connected 

community.* 
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To state the obvious, when people are drawn out of their homes 

to see a show or take their kids to a dance class, they also visit 

local businesses, from diners to delis to retail shops. In the 

words of Andrew Rigie, head of the NYC Hospitality Alliance, 

“Our city's economy is an interdependent ecosystem, and there 

are few connections as strong as those between culture and 

hospitality. Invest in culture and we invest in vibrant 

neighborhoods and thriving restaurants.”** 

 

So how can we support this interdependent ecosystem? First by 

taking action to make sure that the rents for both commercial 

and nonprofit spaces do not skyrocket once they’ve created a 

great neighborhood. Commercial rent stabilization is long 

overdue; and tax incentives to allow cultural groups to rent and 

retain their spaces would be an enormous help. Increased 

funding for nonprofit culture is essential. In Rigie’s words, it is 

an INVESTMENT that will also help local businesses and 

economies.  
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You’ll hear other suggestions in these testimonies, and I’ve 

included more in my written testimony.*** So I’ll simply 

emphasize the fact that cultural organizations are also small 

businesses, whether they operate as a nonprofit or a for profit 

music venue or combination for profit and nonprofit dance 

studio like Art’s House Schools in Coney Island. They should 

have easier access to support from the city’s Small Business 

Services and participation in MWBE programs. Cultural 

organizations are suffering from disinvestment by philanthropy, 

and increased costs on every front.  

 

The workforce’s challenges also need to be addressed. Arts 

workers are also increasingly unable to afford to live here. The 

recent Comptroller report states that since 2017, the number of 

actors in the city is down 11%, dancers down 15%, designers 

down 17%. We need to address this immediately if we are to 

retain the culture and small business that power our city.  

 

I’ll end by again thanking these committees for raising up the 

critical issue of supporting both small businesses, cultural 

groups, and artists and culture workers that live in these 
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neighborhoods and make all of this possible. If we can support 

and strengthen this ecosystem, we can build a vibrant safe 

thriving city! 

 

*UPenn Study on Social Impact of the Arts 

https://repository.upenn.edu/exhibits/orgunit/siap 

 

** QUOTES FROM NYC BUSINESS LEADERS ON THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURE AND ARTS 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oFTXOsXvJikyeQPKUsZ

nNaGO9dbNCsHIkRku-oQZDIU/edit?usp=sharing 

 

***suggestions for strengthening NOCDs from participants at 

Culture@3 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/159w1GwfbeIYfOXVkxsc

XCDfPp6jIIn1tC-vo3y-cQi0/edit?usp=sharing 

 















Hello, please see my testimony below for today's hearing: 
 
Hello, thank you for the dedicated time to address this underrated topic. My name is Karesia 
Batan and I am the Founding Executive Director of the Queensboro Dance Festival. I also serve 
on our Queens Community Board 2 for land use and Chair the Arts and Culture committee. For 
the past 11 years, Queensboro Dance Festival activates outdoor public space throughout Queens. 
We provide free dance performances, classes, and parties presenting Queens-based professional 
dance companies of diverse cultures and styles. We also provide free career building tools and 
resources for Queens dancers.  
 
Public space activation, small business, and NOCD's is an economic opportunity that needs more 
city attention and support, so neighborhoods across the city are empowered to utilize this model. 
We know that arts and culture programming not only generates income for the city, but it also 
improves quality of life, mental and physical health, and vibrancy of a community. When there is 
an NOCD, these benefits amplify and spread to nearby small business and public space.  
 
An example of an NOCD in my district is 46th Ave in Long Island City, Queens. In a 5-block 
stretch, there is MoMA PS1, 46th Ave Plaza, local breweries and bars that feature live music, a 
bowling alley, CultureLab LIC that produces a wide range of free live performances and gallery 
shows across their indoor and outdoor public spaces; and the avenue ends at Gantry Plaza State 
Park at the waterfront. When an arts and cultural event happens in any of these locations, the 
entire area benefits because patrons also spend money at the surrounding businesses. 
Organizations like mine that activate all of these public spaces contribute to this local economic 
stimulation while attracting audiences that uplift our mission. It becomes naturally occuring 
economic stimulation. 
 
We can lean more deliberately into this model at a city level in several fundamental ways: make 
it a standard recommendation by SBS for small businesses to collaborate with local arts 
organization, such as a public mural on their building facade or rolldown gate, displaying local 
artwork as decor, or a live activation inside their business to promote patronage. SBS and DCLA 
can pilot a joint grant that supports these types of partnerships, particularly in NOCD's. Local 
BIDS should also be supportive of this effort by providing for example logistical and marketing 
support. Council Members can commit to allocating a percentage of their discretionary budget to 
support partnership projects between small business and arts in their districts. This could also 
support activation in public spaces, from popup artisan markets to cultural celebrations. 
 
It is also no surprise that especially in my district, we are in dire need of more open public space. 
Open public space doubles as arts and culture space, especially when thoughtfully designed, and 
serves as a gathering place that encourages spending in nearby businesses. Creating open space 
is one of the best bang-for-your-buck investments that our city council members can advocate 
for, and I push one step further and ask that there be legislation passed that any land development 
must require a public space component conducive to arts and culture activation, or an "art tax" be 
required especially near NOCD's, administered by the local BID or designated organization, 
earmarked for arts x small business collaborations. Thank you. 
 
Karesia Batan 



 
 
 

 
Karesia Batan | Founding Executive Director 
www.queensborodancefestival.org 
the physical plant productions 
 
Artist in District 26/Queens CB2? List Event  
Zoom to a D26/CB2 Arts & Culture Meeting (2nd Tues monthly) 
 
Dance/NYC and BLM  
 
The Physical Plant | Queensboro Dance Festival acknowledges that we are on stolen land, which was the 
traditional land of the indigenous Canarsie and Munsee Lenape People, who continue to live and work on 
this land to this day.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OCTOBER 30, 2024  at 10AM: 
 

Topic:  Small Businesses and Naturally Occurring Cultural Districts  
 
Dear Members of the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International 
Intergroup Relations, 
 
I am Francine Garber-Cohen, President and Producer of the Regina Opera Company, 
Inc.  For 55 years, Regina Opera has offered year-round, fully-staged operas and 
ticketed and free concerts in Southwest Brooklyn. 
 
Regina Opera performances are places where thousands of Brooklyn residents, many of 
them retirees, are able to meet friends - getting them out of their homes where many live 
alone.  Regina Opera provides affordable entertainment for audiences who may not 
otherwise attend live opera performances. Some are on a fixed income and cannot afford 
the tickets to the Metropolitan Opera.  But in order to provide these services, Regina 
Opera, like other arts organizations, needs increased support from New York City. 
 
We at Regina Opera acknowledge that Small Business Services helps local Sunset Park 
and Bay Ridge businesses to survive and grow, and that the arts organizations in these 
and other neighborhood arts organizations are also small businesses.  Regina Opera 
Is just one of the small businesses that play a role in supporting local establishments. 
 
The Company participates in many cultural events hosted by the Sunset Park Business 
Improvement District, the 3rd Avenue Merchants Association in Bay Ridge, and Bay Ridge 
Arts and Cultural Alliance.  These events bring new and existing customers to these 
neighborhoods and increase the visibility and income of the stores and restaurants.  
We now are requesting that the Small Business Services expand support for SBS Public 
Realm Grants and actively recruit more neighborhood-based cultural organizations like 
Regina Opera to submit proposals for funding.  
 
 Thank You. 

P.O. BOX 150253 
BROOKLYN, NY  11215 

Email: info@reginaopera.org 
718-259-2772 

PRESIDENT 
  Francine Garber-Cohen 
 

EXECUTIVE VICE-PRESIDENT/ SECRETARY 
  Linda Cantoni 
 

TREASURER 
  Joseph Delfausse 



Supporting Cultural and Economic Resilience in East Harlem 
NYC Council Hearing Testimony 
 
Goodmorning, Chair Feliz and Chair Rivera, and distinguished Council Members. My name 
is Michelle Cruz, and I serve as the Director of Economic Development and Government 
Affairs at Union Settlement. For nearly 130 years, Union Settlement has been at the forefront 
of providing opportunities in East Harlem. We offer comprehensive programming to help 
residents improve their skills and build better lives for themselves and their families. Thank 
you for the opportunity to speak today about the importance of supporting naturally 
occurring cultural districts and their impact on communities like East Harlem. Our 
neighborhoods are not just places on the map; they are living, breathing hubs of culture and 
creativity that have inspired, uplifted, and sustained generations. 

 
East Harlem/El Barrio is an example of a naturally occurring cultural district, a place where 
culture and community are inseparable. This neighborhood, with its murals, festivals, and 
deep-rooted traditions, exemplifies the resilience and pride of its residents. However, what 
makes East Harlem unique is not just its rich history but its capacity to adapt and thrive, 
even in the face of economic challenges and gentrification threats. 

 
Culture is not merely entertainment; it is a driving force behind our local economy. By 
investing in and recognizing cultural districts, we are creating opportunities to attract 
tourism, increase foot traffic, and elevate the profile of local businesses. The East Harlem 
Cultural/Theater District, a vision that Union Settlement has long championed, exemplifies 
how we can leverage cultural resources to drive sustainable economic growth.  Cultural 
districts like East Harlem have long played a pivotal role in anchoring the local economy. Yet, 
these areas are also at risk as economic development pressures and increasing costs put 
their future in jeopardy. 

 
As we move forward, we urge the Council to support the following measures: 

1. Designate East Harlem as a Cultural District 
Legislation has been introduced on the state level by Senator Jose Serrano and 
Assemblymember Aileen Gunther to develop criteria and guidelines for state-
designated cultural districts. We encourage the Council to adopt a resolution 
supporting this legislation. By doing so, the Council would empower agencies like the 



NYC Department of Cultural Affairs to allocate critical resources, including grants 
and technical assistance, to local cultural organizations. This designation would 
provide much-needed funding to help institutions not only survive but thrive, 
reinforcing the neighborhood’s unique character. 
 

2. Support Public Space Activation 
We need a continuation and expansion of programs like the Public Realm Grant. 
Public space activation can catalyze economic growth and foster community 
connections. 
 

3. Strengthen the Coordination between Cultural and Economic Development 
Agencies 
As outlined in the CreateNYC plan, collaboration between the Department of 
Cultural Affairs, the Department of Small Business Services, and other agencies is 
crucial. We need coordinated efforts to implement community-led economic 
development initiatives that prioritize cultural preservation and inclusivity. 

 
In closing, with the Council’s support, we can create a cultural district that is not just a 
collection of theaters and galleries, but a beacon of resilience, pride, and economic 
opportunity. 

Together, we can ensure that communities like East Harlem, which have sustained and 
inspired so many for so long, are given the resources and recognition they deserve to 
continue thriving for generations to come. Thank you. 
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