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 The well-documented decline of industrial cities over the past 40 years has focused primarily on the 
loss of manufacturing jobs – skilled blue-collar jobs that provided good incomes and enabled middle-class 
families to live comfortably in the city. Over time those jobs decamped to suburban highway locations, to 
other parts of the country, and eventually to other countries, leaving behind a population unable to reach 
them and a city with no replacement work to offer.

What has been less illuminated is the effect this structural change has had on one specific activity 
sector in the city: the arts. Through the early part of this century, the arts were supported by, and patronized 
by, the wealthy leaders of industrial businesses – the Rockefellers, the Carnegies. Because these cultural 
elites controlled both production and consumption of the arts in a city, they became its tastemakers and 
gatekeepers, much as patrons among the nobility had done in Europe for centuries earlier, determining who 
would have access to the arts.1 In addition, the segregation that existed until the civil rights movement meant 
art consumers of color were prohibited from patronizing many arts establishments,2 something that has had a 
lasting influence on the racial composition of arts audiences of today.

With the departure of manufacturing as a structural support for the city, traditional support for the 
arts also disappeared. Urban labor markets were no longer middle-class, and did not consume traditional art 
the way earlier middle-class residents had done. In what may have turned out to be a fortuitous coincidence 
of timing, this happened just as the civil rights and feminist movements were taking hold, upending family 
and societal structures and lending new voice to those previously underrepresented in the public dialogue. The 
result was greater urban diversity, newly formed social cohesion among previously marginalized groups, and 
a tectonic shift in urban demand for and production of art. Gone forever was the divide between high art and 
pop culture.

Fast-forward 30 years, and we can observe efforts across the country to revitalize inner cities by 
attracting a “new” middle class – knowledge and office workers. Many cities are including the idea of arts 
districts as one revitalization tool that might help attract this group. Richard Florida’s “Creative Capital 
Perspective” focuses on the ways in which creative people spur economic growth and what attracts the 
creative class to a particular area. Florida’s research has shown that the creative class isn’t attracted to 
the infrastructures on which local municipalities typically focus, such as transportation and retail. The 
creative class and highly educated people are drawn to places that are diverse and inclusive, and provide the 
opportunity to exhibit their skills as creative people.3 

This report examines the possibility in one city – Baltimore – of creating an arts district in an area with 
identifiable assets and potential but that has been stubbornly resistant to revitalization. We look closely at the 
area itself, including its built environment, how it’s connected to the rest of the city, what physical, cultural, 
financial and political factors portend a successful district designation and what barriers will hinder that 
success. We finish with a series of recommendations on how the city might go about creating an arts district 
on its West Side, and on some of the policy and leadership implications should it decide to proceed with the 
designation application.
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 Our research for this report took a four-pronged approach. First, we examined relevant academic 
literature on urban revitalization strategies and on arts districts as a revitalization tool, to be sure we were 
taking all important factors into account and we were asking the important questions.

 Next, we looked at several arts districts in other cities. Time constraints precluded us from anything 
resembling a comprehensive review, so we tried to find arts districts in cities we thought had some of the 
same characteristics as Baltimore: mid-size older cities with a significant minority population, struggling 
to reconstitute themselves in a post-industrial economy. We visited three – Providence and Pawtucket, 
Rhode Island, and Worcester, Massachusetts – and spoke by phone with a key leader in a fourth – 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. While we were in Providence we had the opportunity to talk in person with two 
key stakeholders and by phone with a third, and in Pawtucket we were able to speak with some resident 
artists. (Please see Appendix I for guideline questions that we used for these conversations.) From these 
conversations we tried to discern the important lessons for the city of Baltimore as they make this decision, 
and some best practices to which it can look that might enhance its chances of success.

 Third, we spoke with a wide variety of stakeholders in the city of Baltimore: representatives from 
real estate interests, the artistic community, the area in question, other arts districts in the city, and the city 
government itself. (Please see Appendix II for guideline questions for these conversations.) This report and its 
recommendations are heavily reflective of the depth of knowledge that was shared with us in the course of all 
those conversations.

 And fourth, we immersed ourselves in the area. We read through documents ranging from previous 
plans and studies to maps to current news reports and opinion; we inventoried key elements of the 
built environment; we studied public spaces, traffic and transit, and we observed human behavior. Our 
recommendations, while anchored in the realities of the area, more importantly reflect what we see as its 
great possibilities.

_____________

1  Schupbach, J. (2003). Artists Downtown: Capitalizing on Arts Districts in New England. Master’s thesis, department of planning and urban studies, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Retrieved from http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/31109/52989291.pdf?sequence=1 
2   Interview with Ed Terry, Seton Hill resident and former artistic director of Arena Players Theatre, October 25, 2010

3  Florida, R. (2003). Cities and the Creative Class. City & Community 2(1)
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 Throughout the 1800s and early 1900s, 
the West Side was a thriving center for retail and 
entertainment. The construction of the B & O 
Railroad played a significant role in establishing 
Baltimore as a center for commerce. In 1827, when 
city business leaders decided to build the Baltimore 
Ohio Railroad, it was proclaimed that the railroad 
would serve as a “permanent mode of intercourse” 
for connecting Baltimore to the “Western States.”1 
The B&O railroad is described as having a significant 
impact not just on the urban geography of Baltimore, 
but on its social, economic and cultural development 
as well. Proof of such are the developments and 
investment made by such local business leaders as 
George Peabody, Enoch Pratt, William Walters, and 
Johns Hopkins, “[who] were involved with the B&O 
as investers, directors, or prime clients.”2

As Baltimore grew economically, the city 
also became more and more diverse. Between 1840 
and 1850 almost 100,000 immigrants from Eastern 
Europe entered Baltimore Harbor.3 This massive 
influx eventually challenged the economic position 
of newly freed blacks in Baltimore. Tensions between 
blacks and immigrants over housing and unskilled-
labor jobs often led to riots, fires and strikes.4 
Legislation was passed in an effort to resolve racial 
tensions and preserve economic security, but that 

had the additional effect of “systematic, citywide race 
separation.”5 The Residential Segregation Bill of 1910 
uniquely legislated residential racial segregation. The 
Bill’s goals were to preserve order, secure property 
values and promote good government in Baltimore 
City. The association between white and security, 
black and instability pervaded social and economic 
policy in the city over the next 50 years. 

Redlining and blockbusting concentrated 
blacks in neighborhoods surrounding downtown 
Baltimore. Exclusionary zoning in Baltimore County 
further reinforced racial divisions in the region. The 
restrictive zones made the suburbs unaffordable and 
unavailable to poor urban blacks, and public housing 
policy in the 1940s only compounded the problem by 
allowing the continued centralization of poverty.6 

By the late 1940s and early 1950s, evidence 
of the decline of the West Side as a result of racial 
segregation and public housing policy, became 
apparent in department store patrons and sales. 
The overall assessed value of the central business 
district dropped from $175 million in 1931 to $128 
million in 1947.7  “Federal taxing and borrowing after 
World War II and the Korean War subsidized the 
development and decentralization of industry, the 
construction of suburban housing nearby and the 

The Rise and Fall of 
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roads to travel between these newly developed areas and the Port downtown.”8 By the 1970s, the inability of 
the city to attract white, middle-class patrons to a black downtown had become a real dilemma:

For many Americans – for many straphangers who were hard pressed to find a seat (and fed 
up with the run-down transit systems) and for many motorists who were hard pressed to find 
a parking space (and fed up with chronic traffic jams) – a trip downtown was more an ordeal 
than a thrill. Before long things would get worse. As a result of the postwar migration from the 
rural South to the urban North, many blacks began to go downtown for the first time. With 
the streets full of young blacks “always five or six at a time, loud and arrogant”… an integrated 
downtown was not the sort of thrill that most whites were looking for in the 1960s and 1970s. 

9

The lack of local intervention to prevent discriminatory real estate practices and the absence of 
a proactive economic development strategy catalyzed disinvestment in downtown.  The combination of 
these factors entrenched the economic disparity and further ensured Baltimore’s inability to rebuild itself 
economically.10 

Fifty years of economic revitalization efforts 

In an effort to revitalize its economy and promote growth, Baltimore began embarking on an 
aggressive economic development strategy beginning in the 1950s. With over a “30% decline in total 
population” between 1950 and 2000, significant changes in the socio-economic profile of the city’s residents, 
and decline in its industrial sector, economic development became necessary for future sustainability.11 

The closing of the Hecht’s department store in 1988 marked the end of the traditional department-
store retail era on the West Side.12 [pic of Hecht’s building]With reduced patronage, the department stores 
that once lined Howard Street could no longer remain profitable. In place of shuttered department stores, 
small retailers activated storefronts selling low-market goods to West Baltimore’s predominantly low-income 
population. Cultural institutions, like the Town Theater and Booker T. Theater that once fed off a thriving 
downtown downtown residents became few.13 
 
 In 1977 the Greater Baltimore Committee, an organization of business and civic leaders “designed 
to mobilize the commercial, industrial and professional leadership of Baltimore to bring about tangible and 
rapid improvements in the community,”14 initiated the first attempt to challenge the West Side’s problems. 
It drafted a plan that would retain existing department stores and encourage “new upscale shops to locate.”15 
However, GBC was unable to attract a private developer, and the plan languished. In 1979, the Market Center 
Development Corporation was created as quasi-public entity to manage West Side development. Lexington 
Market was renovated, but this by itself was not sufficient to catalyze further economic growth in the area. 
 
 In 1987, with the city under Mayor Kurt Schmoke’s leadership, the Market Center Development 
Corporation and Charles Center Inner Harbor Management merged with the Baltimore Development 
Corporation.  The purpose of the BDC was to initiate and manage economic development projects with city 
funds. The BDC “receives direction on its priorities through the mayor’s office and coordinates with the deputy 
mayor for economic development and the Department of Housing and Economic Development.”16 It was now 
the entity that would take the lead on redevelopment of the West Side.

The West Side  today

 Today The Baltimore Development Corp. identifies 
the West Side as the approximately 100 blocks bordered 
on the north by Franklin Street, the west by Martin Luther 
King Boulevard, the east by Cathedral Street, Liberty 
Street, Hopkins Place and Sharp Street, and along the 
south by Camden Street and Pratt Street. [ref to map] It is 
a crucial linchpin connecting west Baltimore institutions 
and neighborhoods to downtown, and the light rail that 
runs along Howard Street provides a connector between 
the convention center and arena districts and the Mount 
Vernon and Seton Hill neighborhoods farther north. 

 And yet, as strategically positioned as the 
neighborhood is, a series of recent events, including 
the current downturn in the economy and the resulting 
slowdown in commercial real estate development, have 
combined to thwart revitalization efforts:17

•	 The Weinberg Plan, named for the local Weinberg 
Foundation and approved by the Baltimore 
City Council in 1999, granted the quasi-public 
Baltimore Development Corp. (BDC) the authority 
to buy properties in the neighborhood in the 
city’s name, relocate their commercial tenants, 
and demolish them, all in order to entice private 
redevelopment. The rumor was that the proposed 
redevelopment would take the primary form of 
parking garages.

•	 The Hippodrome Theatre rehabilitation plan, put 
forth in 1998 and funded through a complex array 
of state, local and private sources with the state 
carrying over 50% of the burden, also called for the 
purchase of properties adjacent to the theatre.

•	 A state historic designation was established in 
2000. Negotiations with the Weinberg Foundation 
culminated in a memorandum of agreement 
between it and the state to preserve 260 buildings 
in the Weinberg Plan redevelopment area. This 
changed the redevelopment focus from wholesale 
demolition and parking-lot construction to 
renovation and reuse of former department store 
spaces.
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•	 Conflicting plans were promulgated for 
disposition of the six blocks bounded by 
Howard Street to the west, Clay Street to the 
north, Liberty Street to the east and Fayette 
Street to the south and known collectively 
as the Superblock. [map] More than half the 
properties in the Superblock were owned 
by the Weinberg Foundation, and plans for 
them were included in the Weinberg Plan 
but never acted on. In 2003, BDC released a 
new request for proposals for the Superblock, 
for the first time inviting local business and 
property owners to become involved. In 
order to proceed, however, it would need to 
acquire all of the Weinberg Foundation-owned 
property, and when the foundation refused to 
sell, the city threatened condemnation of the 
properties.

 In response, the foundation submitted a 
revised plan that would force the city’s proposed 
developer to back out of the project. After a two-year 
standoff, a property-swap agreement was reached 
that gave the Weinberg Foundation all the properties 
along the north side of Lexington Street and the BDC 
all the properties south of Lexington Street.

 Lawsuits following this agreement accused 
the BDC of secrecy in its dealings and demanded that 
its request for proposals for the Superblock be rebid, 
and delayed development even further. All lawsuits 
were settled as of spring 2010, some demolition of 
property on the north side of Lexington Street has 
begun, and in November 2010 the BDC announced 
that a developer – the only one to submit a bid – had 
been chosen to redevelop four vacant properties 
along Lexington Street and one on Liberty Street in 

the Superblock.18 However, the Weinberg Foundation is not required to begin any development until the city’s 
developer actually begins construction.

 The BDC is still in negotiations with the state Historical Trust, as required by the 2001 memorandum 
of agreement, about which of its buildings must be preserved and to what extent. City redevelopment work 
cannot begin on any of those buildings until an agreement is reached.

 In the meantime, what exists in the West Side neighborhood is a collection of largely vacant 
commercial buildings with the exception of some discount retailers; three new residential rental complexes 
whose owners and residents eagerly await further neighborhood development; the renowned but increasingly 
dilapidated Lexington Market; several important current and future arts organizations, including the 
Hippodrome Theatre, the Bromo-Seltzer Tower, the H&H Building (currently housing artists’ gallery space) 
and the Everyman Theatre; and several methadone clinics and their clientele. It’s against this backdrop that 
we explore the question: Is an arts district possible here?

_____________

1  Dilts, J. (1993). The Great Railroad: The Building of Baltimore & Ohio, The Nation’s First Railroad, 1828-1853. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
2  Ibid.
3  McDougall, H. (1993). Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Community. Philadeplphia: Templ University Press.
4  Ibid.
5  Pietila, A. (2010). Not in My Neighborhood: How Bigotry Shaped a Great American City. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee.
6  Union, A.C. (n.d.). The Case of Thompson v HUD: A Briefing on Public Housing and Segregation in Baltiomore. Retrieved November 18, 2010, from 
http://www.aclu-md.org/top-issues/Fair%20housing/ThompsonBriefing.pdf
7  Fogelson, R. M. (2003). Downtown: Its Rise and Fall, 1880-1950. New Haven: Yale University Press.
8  McDougall, H. (1993). Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Community. Philadeplphia: Temple University Press.
9  Fogelson, R. M. (2003). Downtown: Its Rise and Fall, 1880-1950. New Haven: Yale University Press.
10  Pietila, A. (2010). Not in My Neighborhood: How Bigotry Shaped a Great American City. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee.
11 First, G. J. (2002, September). Subsidizing the Low Road: Economic Development in Baltimore. Retrieved from http://www.goodjobsfirst.org/pdf/
balt.pdf
12 Paul, A. (n.d.). Vintage Buildings and Structures of the Monumental City - Baltimore Ghosts. Retrieved November 18, 2010, from http://www.
monumentalcity.net/buildings/deptstores/
13 Cinema Treasures (n.d.). Retrieved November 15, 2010, from http://cinematreasures.org/theater/768/
14 The Greater Baltimore Committee: A Brief History. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.gbc.org/upload/GBC_History2008.pdf
15  First, G. J. (2002, September). Subsidizing the Low Road: Economic Development in Baltimore. Retrieved from http://www.goodjobsfirst.org/pdf/
balt.pdf
16  Ibid.
17  See Bruton, A., Lindquist, A., Ksenija, J., Varner, C., & Weinberger, M. (2010). Baltimore’s Downtown West. Available at http://arch.umd.edu/
student_work/app.cfm?id=921, for a more detailed discussion of the history and current issues facing West Side redevelopment.
18  Gunts, E. (2010, November 29). Carmel named developer for West Side project. The Baltimore Sun. Retrieved from http://www.baltimoresun.
com/business/real-estate/bs-bz-carmel-realty-development-20101129,0,7119304.story
19  Picture on page 1: http://departmentstoremuseum.blogspot.com/2010/06/hecht-co-baltimore-maryland.html
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Baltimore’s art scene covers an array of 
genres serving diverse populations from the greater 
Baltimore region and beyond. Dispersed throughout 
the entire city, the arts industry is a driving force 
within the Baltimore economy.  The Baltimore Office 
of Promotion and the Arts (BOPA) estimates the 
total economic impact of expenditures by nonprofit 
arts and cultural organizations and their audiences 
Baltimore City during fiscal year 2005 exceeded 
$270 million, supporting 6,418 full-time-equivalent 
positions and over $12.5 million in revenue to city 
government.1 An Internet search on “Baltimore arts” 
turns up hundreds of artists, museums, galleries, 
organizations and venues representing visual arts, 
music, theatre, dance, design and more. Several major 
universities located near or within Baltimore offer 
degree programs in the arts.

Baltimore is known 
in particular for strong music 
and theatre scenes. In 2008, 
Rolling Stone magazine’s “Best 
of Rock” issue named Baltimore 
the nation’s “best scene.”2 The 
Baltimore City Paper maintains 
a database of local musicians, 
and a search returns roughly 
900 rock/pop artists, 425 R&B/
soul artists, 300 hip hop/rap 
artists, 200 jazz artists, and 
more.3 According to an article in 
the City Paper, music thrives not 
only in Baltimore’s mainstream 
venues and nightclubs, but 
in underground spaces like 
apartments and lofts, which are 
referred to as the “lifeblood” of the scene.4 Baltimore 
is also famous for its jazz history, hosting performers 
such as Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Charlie Parker, 
and Billie Holiday in the 1950s.5 Baltimore is also 

home to a variety of professional and community 
theatres, including the Hippodrome, the Everyman 
Theatre, Center Stage, the Theatre Project, 
Spotlighters, Baltimore Shakespeare Festival, Single 
Carrot, Vagabond Players, and the Arena Players, the 
nation’s oldest continually operating black theatre 
established by African Americans. 

Formal anchors, small / 
mid-sized, and the DIY scene

 
 Baltimore’s diverse artists and organizations 
can be categorized as “majors” or “anchors,” “small 
and mid-sized or “do-it-yourself” (DIY) artists and 
venues. Though many groups do not fall neatly into 

one category, the following 
provides a general definition of 
each type: 

 The “majors” or “anchors.” These 
are established companies and 
organizations with budgets 
sufficient to engage in extensive 
marketing efforts, hire paid 
staff and artists, and own and/
or administer a venue. Anchors 
typically generate significant 
regional visibility and are seen 
as major drivers of economic 
activity in the sector. They 
can be for-profit (e.g. a major 
theatre company) or non-profit 
(e.g. a public university or 
museum).  Anchors also typically 
offer some form of community 

arts programming.  Some of the major anchors 
in Baltimore are Hippodrome, Peabody Institute, 
Everyman Theatre, Lyric Opera House, Meyerhoff 
Symphony Hall, Baltimore Symphony Orchestra.

State of the Arts in Baltimore
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 Smaller to mid-size arts organizations. This 
category includes smaller venues and encompasses 
both the professional and semi-professional artists. 
These organizations serve as a bridge between the 
DIY and major anchor institutions. These venues 
usually do not have extensive budgets and separate 
administrative staff. The primary audience is local 
residents.   Community arts groups are inclusive 
within this category.  Some of the small to midsize 
organizations include Single Carrot Theater, 
Maryland Art Place, Theater Project, Center Stage.

 The “DIY” scene. DIY stands for “do-it-yourself” 
and refers to the underground arts scene, which 
generally produces art with minimal resources, for 
the sole purpose of display and expression. DIY 

artists, often students or young professionals, self-
produce and promote their art. For these artists, 
the primary source of income is typically not art, 
as their art sales do not generate large profits. 
Their arts activities are based around friendship 
networks, and their promotion efforts typically rely 
on social networks or ‘viral’ marketing using social 
media, flyering, and/or word-of-mouth. Venues for 
performance and display may include artists’ lofts or 
ad-hoc spaces donated or rented out inexpensively 
by larger institutions such as churches. Sometimes, 
exhibits and performances are held in unapproved 
spaces, such as a vacant buildings or parks. Some 
examples include the Baltimore Rock Opera Society, 
and the Copy Cat Building.

 The Baltimore Rock Opera Society (BROS), which exhibits characteristics of both the DIY 
and community arts scenes, reveals how organizations are blending these lines. BROS began 
as five college graduates motivated by a vision to “unite the talent and energy of amateur and 
professional artists in the organization in pursuit of producing an art form unlike any other 
available in Baltimore or beyond.”6  As a side job, they began planning their first rock opera in 
2007, which in 2009 sold out six shows at 2640 Space in Charles Village, a non-commercial venue 
established by Red Emma’s Bookstore Coffeehouse and St. John’s United Methodist Church.7  

 BROS advertises shows and auditions through craigslist, word of mouth, fan mail, social 
media, and regional arts festivals. Though acting positions are limited, BROS has not turned down 
any volunteers, as there is always a need for help with other tasks like set building and lighting. 
According to directors Dylan Koehler and Aran Keating, this way of engaging a community 
of volunteers with diverse talents is the key to sustainability. When asked why they chose to 
establish themselves in Baltimore, Koehler and Keating explained that there is no other place 
where one can start such a big project on a low budget. They also pointed to Baltimore’s strong 
theatre and music scene.

 BROS dreams of keeping the rock operas affordable and offering community workshops 
in pyrotechnics and other skills. The organization also hopes to build an audience beyond the 
members’ immediate social networks by reaching out to the greater Baltimore and Washington, 
D.C., area, by “walking the line” between the underground and the mainstream, and by helping 
people identify Baltimore as a “creative eye.”  A major step toward this goal has been finding a 
permanent space –ideally an abandoned theatre –for set and costume creation and performances. 
8  
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Baltimore arts: 
Working together 

 Baltimore’s artists and related organizations 
support each other through an array of partnerships 
and synergies: 

•	 Universities and schools cultivate artistic 
talent, which is reinvested within the city in 
a variety of ways. As students, artists gain 
experience interning or working at formal 
galleries or museums, or participating in 
major performances. After graduating, a 
number of students remain in Baltimore 
where opportunities exist -- working in the 
formal cultural sector, starting their own 
arts organizations, or teaching at Baltimore 
schools.9

•	 Using social media, DIY artists engage young 
audiences and highlight Baltimore as a 
thriving arts community.

•	 Local health care facilities have healing 
arts initiatives, relying largely on student 
volunteers. 

•	 Artists and organizations share or rent venue 
space and collaborate on programming. 

•	 Local artists, including university students 
and faculty, play live music at local clubs and 
coffee shops, contributing to Baltimore’s 
nightlife.  

•	 Artists and organizations hold programming 
for kids at local schools and beyond, 
donating staff time for youth workshops and 
performances. Many of these initiatives are 
designed to encourage positive self-expression 
or to germinate artistic awareness and talent 
at a young age, spawning the next generation’s 
artists and consumers of art.

Baltimore Rock Opera Society event



 Baltimore’s arts community receives critical 
financial and other forms of support from a range of 
sources. 

City support and the Baltimore Office of 
Promotion and the Arts

 The Baltimore Office of Promotion and The 
Arts, a non-profit organization, was created to 
streamline the Baltimore Office of Promotion and 
the Mayor’s Advisory Committee on Art & Culture, 
establishing art as a focal point for the city’s identity.  
BOPA performs many duties on behalf of the city and 
other funders, including producing major arts and 
entertainment events, managing certain cultural and 
historic attractions, building partnerships among 
artists and organizations, promoting the city as an 
artistic hub, and administering several arts-related 
grants and other programs.10  

 Festivals. BOPA hosts Artscape, an annual 
festival that showcases over 150 artists, musicians, 
and entertainers from Baltimore and beyond.  An 
economic impact study conducted by Forward 
Analytics estimates that Artscape 2009 brought in 
a diverse audience of 350,000 visitors, 47 percent 
of whom visited from outside the Baltimore 
metropolitan area. According to the report, revenues 

to the city from Artscape, which were estimated at 
$25.97 million in business volume and $350,950 in 
sales tax revenue, more than offset the public funds 
put into on the event.11 

 Free Fall Baltimore, held one month of each 
year, creates an itinerary of arts and cultural events 
available to the public at no cost. Organizations with 
annual budgets of less than $300,000 can apply for 
a grant of between $500 and $1,500 to support the 
cost of participation.12 

 Grants. In addition to the Free Fall grants 
the BOPA administers several other programs, 
including the PNC Bank Neighborhood Grant, which 
distributes awards of up to $1,000 to qualified 
neighborhood associations and community-based 
non-profit groups to host local festivals. The Creative 
Baltimore Fund, a prior source of support, was not 
funded this year due to budget constraints.13 
 
 Managing Cultural and Historic Resources.  
BOPA manages two revitalized buildings – the 
Bromo-Seltzer Arts Tower, which provides subsidized 
studio space for artists, and the School 33 Arts 
Center, which offers exhibition, studio and classroom 
space for community arts workshops. 

 Arts districts and other tax incentives. Arts districts approved by both the city and the Maryland State 
Arts Council have tax incentives available to them to encourage the production and sale of arts in Baltimore. 
Waivers exempt venues from the city’s admissions and amusement tax, and artists may apply for an income-
tax credit for any income derived from the sale of their art, provided  that the art is both created and sold in 
space the artist owns or rents in the designated district.14,15

 Further, property tax and other incentives for development, both within and outside arts districts, 
have benefited the arts when used to rehabilitate vacant or historic buildings for artistic uses such as venue 
space or artists’ housing. Though not a city source of funding, approved film projects ranging from feature 
movies to music videos receive exemption from the 6% state sales tax on purchases of eligible items associated 
with production.16,17

 
 Other projects. Additional arts-related initiatives include: 

•	 A bi-annual Cultural Town Hall meeting, open to the public

•	 A one-percent-for-public-art ordinance, which allocates for public art up to one percent of the budget 
for city capital construction projects18

•	 An outdoor sculpture project at various sites throughout the city 

•	 Bright StARTS Art Workshops for children at after-school-programs 

•	 A mural program (ending after 25 years due to a loss in federal funding19), and 

•	 A cultural resource guide, or listing of city arts organizations.

Other sources of support

 Private philanthropy plays a critical role in supporting local artists and organizations, through 
grants, donations, fellowships, and other mechanisms that make available essential capital, marketing and 
programming support. Fundraising is a part of everyday operations for many of Baltimore’s anchor and 
community arts organizations. As indicated by the name, the DIY scene is generally less reliant on major 
sources of funding for its operations. However, interviewees frequently pointed to the Baltimore Community 
Foundation’s “confetti grants” program, started in 2009, as an innovative initiative that recognizes the 
underground scene as an integral component of Baltimore’s arts cluster. Unsolicited grants of $2,000 each 
were awarded to 15 small local arts groups that made important contributions to the arts community.20 

 A number of organizations have emerged to facilitate communication and partnerships within 
Baltimore’s artistic community and to provide incubator services for burgeoning artists. The role of these 
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Support for Baltimore arts

“Artists don’t necessarily make art for money; they just want to do it and 
they need to be in a place where they can afford to do it.”
 –Jeffrey Kent, Proprietor/Artist, Sub-Basement Studios

http://www.promotionandarts.com/index.cfm?page=artscouncil&id=8


organizations is not to provide direct financial 
support, but rather to leverage and coordinate all 
available resources in support of the arts. The Greater 
Baltimore Cultural Alliance offers dues-paying arts 
organizations from the city and its surrounding 
counties the opportunity to engage in joint marketing 
through a Baltimore FunGuide.21 The Creative 
Alliance, Station North Arts and Entertainment, 
Inc., and Maryland Art Place are examples of 
organizations that support artists by providing a 
combination of marketing assistance, free or low-
cost venue and display space, shared equipment, 
and live, work and office space; by maintaining artist 
registries; by subsidizing events; or by advocating on 
behalf of the arts before the city and other interest 
groups.22 

Unmet needs and other issues facing the Baltimore 
arts community

 According to 2005 data submitted by BOPA 
to the Americans for the Arts’ third Arts & Economic 
Prosperity Survey, Baltimore ranks impressively 
in its class in terms of economic activity from the 
arts. In population size it is ranked 16th out of 19 
cities in its class, all having populations between 
500,000 and 999,999, a class that includes both 
Washington, D.C., and San Francisco. However, it 
never ranks lower than seventh in any of the reported 
metrics: operating expenditures of not-for-profit arts 
organizations; capital expenditures of not-for-profit 
arts organizations (where it ranked second in its 
class); audience expenditures; full-time-equivalent 
employees; household income; local and state 
government revenues.23

 As heartening as these numbers are, there 
are also unmet needs and ongoing concerns. 
Interviews with various representatives from the 
arts community identified the following as issues 
that, were they addressed, would help to increase the 
economic activity arts generate in the city:  

 Outreach and integration of low-income 
and underserved populations.  Local Baltimore 
residents are the future consumers and producers 
of art. Engagement of this population is key to 
the sustainability of the a native arts community.  
Baltimore City Public Schools has curtailed arts 
education from its curricula, a source of ongoing 
concern among educators and arts leaders about 
the future of the arts in Baltimore.24  People learn to 
appreciate art at a young age, and without exposure 
to arts in schools, cultural leaders fear a decline in 
the number of native art consumers and producers.  
Various arts organizations, including Baltimore 
Clayworks, the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra 
through its OrchKids outreach, and the Arena 
Players, have started community-based programs 
that serve city children and youth, but given their 
funding limitations, they worry they are reaching 
only a small number.  There was a sense among those 
we interviewed that more effort must be made to 
expose inner-city and underserved children and 
youth to the arts.    

 A shortage of affordable live/work spaces.  
Many artists struggle to find decent, affordable 
housing and work space.  While many of them may 
be well educated with opportunities to secure jobs 
that pay well, the arts as a business is typically not 
very lucrative.  If cities consider artists to be a vital 
part of their economy, then affordable space must 

be available to them.  According to an article in the City Paper, artists tend to need space with high ceilings, 
natural light, concrete or wood floors and low rent.25  However, in our interviews with various artists in 
the Baltimore arts community we learned that the space needs in the arts community vary as greatly as do 
the genres of art themselves.  Artists told us they mostly need low rents and a place that will facilitate the 
display and sale of their art to consumers. However, low rents were paramount.   As just one example, Jubilee 
Housing, located in the Station North Arts District, recently opened an apartment building to provide artists’ 
housing.  Rents are $619/month for a one-bedroom loft, $656/month for a one-bedroom and $757/month for 
a two-bedroom apartment.  All apartments include utilities.  They have had no difficulty in fully leasing their 
building.26

 Lack of knowledge about arts district benefits. There was very little understanding about the 
benefits of an arts district among the members of the Baltimore arts community with whom we spoke.  When 
asked if they thought arts districts were good ideas, the general response was, “I don’t know.  I don’t know 
what benefits arts districts provide for artists or arts organizations.”  If there were a better understanding of 
the benefits provided, more artists might choose to relocate to arts districts.  

 Lack of knowledge about the business side of the arts. Artists know how to make art, but they 
don’t always know how to market and make a living from it.  Various artists expressed a need for technical 
assistance with managing their arts businesses.  Some of the older and more established organizations needed 
assistance with developing a new technology-based marketing strategy to attract younger audiences.     

 Lack of support and appropriate outlets for growing artists.  While Baltimore offers emerging 
artists and college graduates a place to experiment and develop, many must seek professional opportunities 
outside the region once they progress past a certain stage.  For instance, we learned that Baltimore’s visual 
artists must leave Baltimore to sell their work in a reputable gallery.27  We also learned in interviews that some 
artists work at mid-sized arts organizations to further their professional and artistic development. However, 
given the decline in funding for the arts, mid-sized organizations everywhere are struggling to stay afloat, and 
several people we interviewed noted specifically that this was the weakest part of the city’s arts landscape. 
Burgeoning artists must increasingly leave Baltimore in order to further their careers.  

 Concentration of certain arts industries outside Baltimore.  In a 2009 article, Florida and 
Jackson found that the music industry in the United States has grown more spatially concentrated during 
the years between 1970 and 2004, remaining strong or becoming stronger in places like New York, Los 
Angeles and Nashville. The authors speculate that a number of smaller independent “scenes” have managed 
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“Affordable housing [for 
artists] could contribute to a true 

revitalization.” 
–Deb Bedwell, Executive Director

Baltimore Clayworks

“Artists are always going to need places to experiment …places to spatter 
paint all over the walls. And an arts and entertainment district is a place 
where that stuff should happen. There should always be opportunity… 
for artists to develop new work, or experiment, or completely miss the 

mark, but to be out there pushing the envelope.”--Randi Vega, Executive 
Director of Cultural Affairs at BOPA, on Baltimore as a place for artistic 

entrepreneurship, experimentation and innovation.          

Maryland Art Place: 
A not-for-profit center for contemporary art in Batlimtore

http://www.baltimorefunguide.com


to persevere, where musicians try to reduce their 
housing and business costs while remaining 
connected to the larger markets. This behavior 
is facilitated by the rise of independent music 
labels and by digital production and distribution 
technology (e.g. iPods and social networking sites).28  
Nonetheless, the increasing concentration of this 
and similar industries in places outside Baltimore 
raises questions about whether larger trends preclude 
artists from furthering their professional careers in 
the city. If it is to become an incubator for burgeoning 
artists, Baltimore will need to be aware of the 
influence of these macro-level trends.   

 Greater support for organizational 
capacity building. Perhaps one of the biggest 
struggles for arts organizations is funding their 
day-to-day operations.  Income from ticket sales 
covers only a fraction of the cost of performance 
and rehearsal space, staff and artistic talent.  Fewer 
and fewer grants provide operating support, while 
organizations’ operating costs increase and in many 
cases their audience and patron bases decrease. 
Many arts groups and organizations operate by using 
volunteers or few paid staff members. 

 A shortage of appropriate performance 
spaces. Many artists and arts organizations struggle 
to find adequate and affordable rehearsal and 
performance spaces.  The space needs vary greatly 
in size and facilities, but many groups expressed a 
need for some kind of permanent space, a place to 
call home.  Improvisational, stand-up and spoken-
word artists as well as dancers, small theatre groups 
and rock opera performers are some of the variety 
of artists we heard from that are in need of space.  
Furthermore, many artists don’t always know where 
they can go to perform.  Sometimes the space exists 
but it’s not well advertised.              
 
 Untapped art forms and demand for art 
venues. When asked about genres of art that have 
yet to surface fully in Baltimore, interviewees felt 
that dance and African-American art needed greater 
attention.  There was also a sense among those we 

spoke with that they would like to see the once-lively 
jazz scene resurface.  In terms of individual artists, 
interviewees felt that independent film makers, 
screenwriters, architects and photographers could 
all play a role in revitalizing a neighborhood and fill 
vacant spaces.  Finally, some interviewees felt that 
Baltimore needed additional arts-related venues, such 
as a drama school; a mid-sized sit-down music venue 
similar to the Birchmere in Alexandria, Va.; stand-up 
theatres; and more galleries.        

 Struggling film industry. Another major 
arts employer in Baltimore is the film industry.  
Unfortunately, due to increasing competition among 
states for major motion picture business, Maryland 
does not attract as many major film productions as it 
did at one time.  Film producers look for states that 
offer the greatest tax rebates, and while Maryland 
does have a rebate program, other states, such as 
Louisiana and Georgia, have created much more 
attractive programs. Furthermore, Baltimore could 
be at risk of losing its skilled film industry labor pool 
as those workers migrate to more industry-friendly 
destinations.29

 Difficulty attracting more art consumers 
to Baltimore. Many artists felt that more could be 
done to market Baltimore’s arts scene and both of its 
arts districts in the mid-Atlantic region and beyond.  
Its proximity to Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., 
the multitude of hotels and the convention center 
all offer the potential for a greater arts consumer 
market.  While many of the nonnative artists with 
whom we spoke knew of Baltimore as an affordable 
city with a strong arts community prior to their 
arrival here, many nonnative art consumers are 
unaware of Baltimore’s vibrant arts scene and the 
mainstream artists that have come from it.     

 Difficulty diversifying and cross-
pollinating art audiences. Those we spoke with 
remarked more than once that the arts scene in 
Baltimore is “siloed” – patrons of one genre typically 
are not patrons of others. All remarked that it would 
benefit the entire arts community if ways could 

be found to increase crossover patronage. Demographically, traditional arts audiences tend to be white, 
aging, and loyal to a specific genre and even to a specific arts organization or venue, such as a dance troupe 
or theatre.  All artists and arts venues need to promote each other’s organizations and reach out to non-
traditional and younger audiences.  Free Fall Baltimore is one event that helps with meeting this need, but 
many arts organizations feel events such as Free Fall should occur more frequently.           

Meeting artist needs through an arts district

Within the last ten years, Baltimore has created two arts districts in an effort to promote arts in 
Baltimore and realize the revitalization potential a creative economy stimulates within an area.30

Station North Arts and Entertainment District received its 
designation in 2001. The district includes the Greenmount West, 
Charles North and a part of the Barclay communities. The mission of 
the district is to “create a vibrant neighborhood where arts, artists 
and entertainment venues flourish in the midst an economically 
diverse community with an abundance of healthy residential, retail 
and commercial offerings.”31  The designation has made available 
tax incentives for artists and developers; supported redevelopment 
of vacant properties; made available direct assistance to artists and 
businesses in the district; and promoted the district as a destination. 
“Artistic energy” is well rooted in the area.32 

The genesis of this creative energy can be found in places 
like the Copy Cat Building, the Oliver Street Building and the Cork 
Factory, which in the 1970s began providing artists’ housing and 
work space.33 Maryland Institute College of Art is also a significant 
stakeholder. Over the last 10 years MICA’s expansion and its 
continual annual attraction of over 400 bourgeoning artists to 
the area has aided in solidifying Baltimore generally and Station 
North specifically as a community welcoming to a creative class.34 In 
2009, Station North reported having 500 artists and 21 arts-based 
enterprises registered in the district.35 David Beilenberg, executive 
director of Station North Arts and Entertainment, Inc., sees future growth in the district as positive. The 
creation of the City Arts building, a $15 million, 69-unit affordable housing development project, and the 
establishment of venues like the Joe Squared restaurant/pub, are cited as evidence of this forward trend.36

It’s questionable whether the current affordability of Station North for artists and the local residents 
of Greenmount, Barclay and Charles North can be sustained. Labeled as the “SoHo effect,” the gradual pricing-
out of artists after they have invested sweat equity in their artistic vision is a looming concern in Station 
North. Although efforts have been made to counteract gentrification and lack of affordability, the area is 
sensitive to these market forces.37 

Highlandtown, the second arts district in Baltimore, received its designation in 2003. The district is 
the largest designation in Maryland, encompassing Highlandtown, Patterson Park and portions of Canton 
and Greektown.38 Highlandtown’s most notable art institution is the Creative Alliance, which began in 1995 
as a volunteer-sponsored “hybrid of gallery, performance space and artist guild.”39 Prior to the arts district 

14 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side State of the Arts in Baltimore | 15

Station North signage



designation the Creative Alliance, along with local 
business, religious and political leaders, initiated 
an arts-focused revitalization plan. In an effort to 
show commitment to the execution of this plan, 
the Creative Alliance initiated a capital campaign to 
renovate and permanently settle a “multi-purpose” 
arts center in Highlandtown.40

The local media have criticized the 
Highlandtown Arts District designation as a failed 
attempt to revitalize the community and stimulate 
a creative economy in the area. Without funding 
and support from the city, the district stakeholders 
argue that it is difficult to fulfill its mission and 
purpose.41 However, Kelley Bell, associate professor 
in the department of visual arts at the University 
of Maryland Baltimore County, offers a different 
perspective:

The development of Highlandtown has been 
a slow, organic process. Unlike Station North, 

Highlandtown is a residence for blue-collar 
families dating back to the start of the 20th 
century; the pre-existing conditions that led 
to Station North’s recent renaissance are not 
there, and this allows art to take a role and 
shape different than the ones we traditionally 
recognize. In this community, the arts are a 
tool for building community, not economy.42

As evidenced by the progress in Station North 
and the community support in Highlandtown, the 
arts district designation has at least an indirect 
correlation to improved community culture, 
enhanced promotion of the arts and increased 
economic development. The synergy among an active 
arts community, supportive patrons, and engaged 
residents and business has created a significant 
product, adding to the vibrancy of Baltimore. 

An arts district designation on Baltimore’s West Side 

 Despite the decline of commerce on the West Side, arts and culture remain a vital industry in the 
area. Venues like the Hippodrome, the H&H Building, the Bromo-Seltzer Tower and the Current Gallery give 
indication that a thriving arts community exists on the West Side. The return of Maryland Art Place and move 
of the Everyman Theatre further fortify a concentration of artists and venues in the area.  See Appendix III for 
a description of the artist organizations on the West Side.

In 2010, Baltimore Office of Promotion and the Arts also attempted to capitalize on the potential 
of arts district designation as a means of revitalization. In April 2010 it submitted a letter of interest to the 
National Endowment for the Arts requesting $250,000, which the city would match, to study the feasibility 
and plan the establishment of a West Side Arts District.43  In the letter, BOPA stated its intent in seeking 
arts district designation for the area was to “connect a rich array of artists and arts organizations with both 
downtown businesses and surrounding residential neighborhoods, where there is a strong tradition of 
African- American artistic achievement, particularly in jazz music.”44 

The Baltimore Sun described the effort as a means for the city “to offer tax incentives, subsidies and 
other inducement to get the creative class to buy into underutilized areas like the West Side and nurture them 
back to health.”45 

  This was not the city’s first arts-focused effort to revive the West Side.  In 1993 the city designated 
the north end of Howard Street as the “Avenue of the Arts,” part of an effort to encourage artists to fill 
apartments and studios in the area.46 Although none of these efforts was successful, stakeholders have 
persisted in trying to honor the existence of an arts and culture scene, potential or realized. Mayoral support 
of an arts and entertainment district on the West Side continues today. 

The concept of a third arts district, however, is not universally supported. Critics argue that two 
districts are sufficient and that this effort would dilute an already struggling arts market and distract much-
needed attention and resources from the existing arts districts. Dissenters also argue that, rather than 
designate the West Side as an arts district, there is a need to recognize the African-American arts scene in 
Baltimore. Pennsylvania Avenue, once home to a range of black arts and entertainment institutions, might be 
a better beneficiary of such a designation. 
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What is an  Arts District?

Overall, however, definitions tend to fall into one of 
four main groups of characteristics:2

•	 It’s a designation used as a revitalization tool 
and offering certain legal and financial benefits, 
given to an area of a city in the hope of drawing 
artists of various types and/or their customers 
(but not always both), as well as attracting 
ancillary businesses;

•	 It’s an “edgy” area of a city, typically but not always run down 
or disinvested and not entirely safe, where artists have taken up 
residence because it’s affordable (often because they’re squatting 
in abandoned buildings) and where they create their work, 
usually but not always visual in nature – painting, sculpture, 
glasswork, etc. (New York’s lower East Side and East Village was 
once such an area);

•	 It’s an area of a city that houses a concentration of galleries and 
other sales outlets for visual art, thus acting as a draw to dealers 
and buyers (such as New York’s SoHo gallery district); 

•	 It’s a name or brand conferred on a concentrated area of a city 
where opportunities abound for consumption of arts and often 
for consumption of food, drink and live entertainment, that 
formalizes and tries to preserve the arts activity that’s already 
there and that acts as a draw to both tourists and residents 
(Philadelphia’s Avenue of the Arts and New York’s Broadway are 
good examples of this).

 

Introduction

 This is a surprisingly difficult question 
to answer. If you ask a range of people what 
they think of when you say the term, you 
are likely to get widely different responses: 
Some focus on creation of visual art, some on 
consumption of performing arts, some focus 
on affordability and availability of suitable 
spaces in which artists can both live and 
create. An arts district can serve many roles, 
including serving as a catalyst for private 
development, increasing consumption by 
residents and tourists, improving the city 
image, and enhancing the local quality of life.1
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Ingredients for Success... 

•  A built environment suitable for artists and arts activities
•  Political and economic environment conducive to arts and development
•  Already-present artists and anchor institutions
•  Affordable creative space, including live-work areas
•  Inclusive definition of “art” and “artist”
•  Reliable, attractive outlets where artists can sell, perform or display their work 
•  Dependable access to a regular buying audience
•  Arts-oriented educational institutions
•  Public and private investment in the arts
•  Long-term planning, including broad stakeholder involvement coupled with efficient decision making
•  A sense of community and opportunities for social interaction among diverse artists and audiences
•  Vision and leadership for coordinated marketing and planning efforts
•  Supporting infrastructure (e.g. transit and public space)

This is by no means an exhaustive 
portrayal, but it touches on most of the important 
characteristics we found as we examined arts districts 
beyond Baltimore. Some of the districts we looked 
at were amalgams of two or more of these sets of 
characteristics. 

Who wins and who loses from arts-district 
designation?

 Ideally, everyone benefits: artists in need of 
affordable space; performance-based organizations 
wishing to attract audiences; sales outlets such as 
galleries; ancillary businesses such as art supply 
stores, restaurants and bars, and for-profit allied 
businesses such as graphic design firms, interior 
design firms, architects, etc.; the geographic area 
itself as facades are improved and neglected streets 
are activated; and non-artist residents of the district, 
who will be able to enjoy the newfound vitality of 
their neighborhood regardless of their interest in 
the arts. Public officials view artists as playing a 
transformative role in urban neighborhoods and 
urban development policy making.  Artists are seen 
as a catalyst for development and investment, and 
the artist live/work space is often used by local 
municipalities to help establish an identity.  Cultural 

amenities not only function as tourism attractions 
and economic development assets, they also provide 
an array of rich resources to local stakeholders and 
community residents.3 In the long run, the city 
overall can  benefit, through lowered crime rates, 
greater building utilization, increased sales and 
income tax revenue, higher property taxes, increased 
arts-related tourism, and eventually an enhanced 
ability to recruit and retain new-economy employers 
and their knowledge workers.

 But there are potential losers, too. Providing 
subsidized housing and work spaces for artists is a 
controversial issue, especially with so many other 
populations in need of affordable housing. Municipal 
housing resources and funding are typically provided 
to a “special needs” population such as elderly 
or low-income individuals. Several studies have 
shown that artists typically have a combination of 
other employment in addition to their art; a vast 
majority of them have medical coverage, over two-
thirds have a college degree and half of those have 
had postgraduate education, and most have voted 
recently in a national election. 4 The question is, then, 
whether scarce housing funds should be allocated 
towards a population that falls within the low-income 
sector, but is rich in several other areas. 

While artists are believed to serve as a catalyst for urban renewal and redevelopment, arts district 
designations can also bring with them fears of gentrification pressure. When affordable housing options for 
local artists are provided to guarantee they stay in the local community, concerns are inevitably raised about 
whether the organic flow of the market will be interrupted.5 As a designated district gentrifies, longstanding 
businesses and longtime residents may face rent or property tax increases they may not be able to afford. In 
addition, the city may lose in the short run if it needs to invest public money in revitalization, and if it elects 
to use tax abatements as incentives. In an era of very scarce resources it may be difficult to make the political 
case for public investment in a newly created arts district, especially if previous attempts at revitalization have 
proven ineffective.

A look at several districts

 Time constraints meant an exhaustive overview of arts districts across the country was not possible, 
but we were able to visit three districts in the Northeast and to speak with representatives from a fourth. Each 
district was established differently, had different levels of political and community involvement and support, 
and represent different kinds of districts, and while they in no way represent every kind of arts district, they 
each provide important information to inform Baltimore’s deliberations.

Providence, Rhode Island5

 There are nine designated arts districts in the state of Rhode Island, including two in Providence. 
The city’s former mayor, after a trip to Dublin during which 
he saw the success of the Temple Bar district, determined 
that he as mayor would do whatever was necessary to turn 
Providence into what is now called “the creative capital.” He 
provided the determination and leadership necessary to have 
the arts districts designated.

 The Downcity Arts District is a 10-block area 
containing Trinity Repertory Company, NewGate Theater, 
CenterCity Artisans, Providence Black Repertory Company, 
Providence Performing Arts Center, AS220, Groundwerx 
Dance Company and Perishable Theatre. It is branded only by 
names on its existing street signs.

 Providence’s West Side Arts District is newer and 
much larger, comprising over 100 blocks. Its backbone is 
Atwells Avenue, long the heart of the Italian restaurant scene 
in the city. At its outlying borders are old mill buildings that 
have been redeveloped as artists’ space, either intentionally 
or via squatting. The rest of the district is largely traditional 
New England-style housing.

 Originally the enabling legislation in Rhode Island 
focused on sales and income tax exemption for work created 
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and sold in the district. It has since been expanded 
to include sales tax exemption for any artistic work 
sold in an arts district, regardless of where it was 
created, as long as it is original and either unique or 
part of a limited edition. This expansion has brought 
a small number of galleries to the West Side, which 
sit interspersed with the restaurants along Atwells 
Avenue.

 It is not onerous for an artist or gallery to 
receive official state designation. There is a one-page 
application form [copy available if we want to include 
it] that must be submitted, after which a city official 
pays an in-person visit to verify that the art specified 
on the form is in fact being created by the artist and 
sold from a location in the district. An exemption 
number is then granted.
 Absent from the Rhode Island legislation is 
any focus on housing affordability. Lisa Carnevale, 
executive director of the arts advocacy group Rhode 
Island Citizens for the Arts, indicated that housing 
prices in Providence are much cheaper than in larger 
cities like Boston, and that gentrification occurs “at a 
turtle’s pace,” so there isn’t the demand in Providence 
to keep housing below market prices. Hence many 
artists who take advantage of the district for sales 
may not actually live or create there.

 Additionally and independent of the arts 

district, real estate developers have been offered 
incentives to rehabilitate old buildings downtown 
into residences, in the hope of drawing new 
residents to an area that previously had been 
strictly commercial. This has resulted in several new 
condominium developments, and buyers enjoy a five-
year graduated reduction in property taxes. This is the 
only housing affordability incentive that is available 
to artists. 

Lessons From Providence

 A stable community of artists is 
important. As noted above, the Rhode Island 
legislation was never intended to enhance housing 
affordability, and there is no residency requirement 
for artists. They start in Providence because it’s 
cheap, but because no real effort is made to keep 
them living there, no strong artists’ community has 
yet coalesced. Both Rosenbaum and Carnevale feel 
that a stable community of artists would increase the 
value of the designation to both artists and ancillary 
businesses.

 However, the built environment within the 
West Side district is largely not housing that artists 
would find suitable: it is primarily older traditional 
multi-family housing with the exception of the mill 
buildings at the very borders, and it’s difficult to 
imagine that it would meet most artists’ needs for 
creative space.

 Rosenbaum and Carnevale hinted that the 
churn in the artist community is also attributable to 
the manner in which the arts districts were created: 
The former mayor kept firm control over the process, 
working with a small coterie of insiders but with very 
little input from the artists themselves. There is a city 
Office of Arts and Culture, but it is multifunctional 
and serves the city, rather than being exclusively 
focused on advocating for the artists.

 Define “artist” broadly. Carnevale also 
stressed the importance of thinking broadly (as 
others have done) in defining the term “artist.” For-

profit creative enterprises such as graphic design, industrial design, interior design and digital arts can help 
stabilize a district and broaden its appeal. Essentially, if a business creates something original and aesthetic, it 
should be considered an arts enterprise.

 Support arts as a business. Finally, Carnevale suggested that technical support to artists in terms 
of assistance in running their businesses – business education, business plans, marketing strategies, cash 
flow management – would be helpful. Many young artists come out of school with no idea of the business 
underpinnings to a successful artistic career, and most schools of art, including RISD, don’t devote a lot of 
resources to art as a business.

Pawtucket, Rhode Island6

 Pawtucket is five miles and a world away from 
Providence. This is in many ways a quintessential New 
England blue-collar mill town, situated on a river, with a 
small, concentrated retail-oriented downtown and older, 
unassuming housing surrounding it. The retail stores 
downtown are largely empty, and in fact have artistic 
displays in them through a Pawtucket Windows artists’ 
campaign in an effort to bring some life to Main Street.

 The arts district here is not one compact area, but 
covers a lateral network of streets that lead to several old mill buildings that have been revitalized as studio or 
work-live space. The day in August of a visit happened to be an open studio day, providing an opportunity to 
enter many of the buildings and talk with the artists. Open studios and the Rocktucket music festival that day 
were the culmination of a month-long Pawtucket arts festival.

 We tried to ask all the artists we spoke with in Pawtucket what they would most want to have available 
to them in an ideal arts district. All of them said their most fervent wish was for affordable live-work space. 
In the Riverfront Lofts, many of the artists have part- or full-time jobs to help defray their housing costs, and 
engage in their artistic activities only on a part-time basis. In other studios some of the artists noted that as 
Pawtucket has gradually revitalized their rents have started to go up, and one artist said she was at her limit: 
another rent increase and she would have to move her studio.7

Another wish that a majority of artists expressed was for a consistent way to display and sell their 
work. None of these studios had retail-style galleries attached to them, and open studios are discrete events, 
so artists must travel frequently to shows if they are to display or sell what they create. This takes time and 
costs money, and they would like to find someplace affordable that allowed them more consistent visibility to 
the buying public.

Other suggestions:

•	 Make a priority out of being green/sustainable. One artist cited the Penlands community in North 
Carolina as an example: Glassblowers have their studios in the basement, for example, so that the 
heat from their equipment can heat the entire building.
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•	 Provide a way for artists to share large 
equipment, such as hydraulic lifts, trucks 
and vans, etc., that they need only 
occasionally, so each studio doesn’t have to 
purchase it.

•	 One artist suggested that a way to make 
any artist community both unique and 
valuable is through education outreach – 
not just going into the community to teach 
children, but by establishing a formal 
apprenticeship program that would allow 
young artists, perhaps during or directly 
after high school, to attach themselves to 
a studio, learn the skills, work with master 
artists on an ongoing basis and then 
become journeymen and women before 
striking out on their own. This would 
give the master artist much-needed help 
with shows and perhaps administrative 
functions, and would provide aspiring 
artists a steady career path.

Lessons from Pawtucket

 Artists need access to markets. Pawtucket’s 
arts district is more “virtual” than Providence’s, 
in that it can’t be delineated with boundaries on a 
map but rather by streets that have artist-focused 
buildings. The town has several buildings that lend 
themselves well to artistic spaces so this manner of 
designation is logical. However, it is focused much 
more heavily on creative than commercial activity, 
and the artists must sell their work out of town 
because the town doesn’t bring sufficient patronage 
to its artists.

Advocacy makes all the difference. 
Pawtucket has one thing that Providence does not: 
a dedicated person within city government to act as 
an advocate for its artists. Herb Weiss, who works 
in the city’s department of economic development, 
was mentioned by everyone we spoke with in both 
Pawtucket and Providence as an indispensable go-to 
person when an artist needed help with anything: 

finding affordable space or getting additional power 
to a studio, for example, or getting anything he or she 
might need from the city. His presence has meant a 
much more cordial relationship between artist and 
city than in Providence, and he has worked hard 
to recruit and retain a growing group of artists to 
Pawtucket. He is also the person who organizes and 
does the marketing behind the city’s arts-related 
events, including the arts festival, Rocktucket, and 
open studio days. Randy Rosenbaum in the Rhode 
Island State Council on the Arts agreed: “You need 
the body,” he said, if an arts district is going to 
succeed. For a smaller town, to have that person as 
part of the municipal administration demonstrates 
a significant commitment to seeing its arts district 
succeed.

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania8

 There is no arts-district enabling legislation in Pennsylvania, so development of arts districts there has 
come about primarily through private investment. Such is the case in Pittsburgh.

 The Pittsburgh Cultural Trust (PCT) was formed in 1984 by Jack Heinz of Heinz ketchup fame. In the 
1970s Heinz had wanted to renovate an old movie theatre to create a permanent downtown home for the 
Pittsburgh Symphony. The area where the theatre was located was at that time the heart of the city’s red-
light district, but no matter: Heinz felt that a cultural revival could serve as the catalyst for overall economic 
revitalization in the area, helping to recruit businesses back to a more vibrant downtown and helping those 
businesses with talent retention. He went ahead and underwrote the renovation.

The theatre, renamed Heinz Hall, quickly became home not just to the symphony but to the city’s 
ballet, opera and light opera organizations, which rapidly overloaded its calendar. An additional venue 
was needed. In 1984 Heinz and a group of other community leaders formed the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust, 
supported primarily by the city’s strong foundation community (including the Heinz Foundation, the 
Carnegie Foundation, the Mellon Foundation, and others) and charged with redeveloping the disinvested real 
estate in the area. The PCT’s first official project became the renovation of a second venue, the Stanley Theatre, 
into the Benedum Center for the Performing Arts to accommodate the city’s ballet and two opera companies. 

While the focus of the trust’s efforts is the arts, the motivation is primarily economic development. 
The 14-block area on which the trust focuses its efforts is not in any sense an officially designated district, but 
rather an area self-delineated by the trust. It has become in large part a real estate development organization 
on behalf of the arts: It purchases properties and partners with private developers for both commercial and 
residential redevelopment. This is the first time the area has had a residential presence, and some of the new 
development has taken advantage of state tax incentives to enhance affordability. The trust also sets design 
standards for the district, including overseeing public art initiatives. (There is a 1% sales surtax to benefit the 
Allegheny Regional Assets District, which helps to fund public art.)

The trust is also a marketing agency for the arts in its venues. It presents productions and subsidizes 
major appearing artists’ fees, and it collaborates with partner arts organizations to promote events in the 
district overall.

 Financial resources to accomplish all of this are largely private, funded by donations and by grants 
from some of the many foundations based in Pittsburgh. There is almost no public financial involvement 
beyond state tax credits for housing affordability and for educational improvement.

Lessons from Pittsburgh
 
 Decide what you won’t do. The Pittsburgh Cultural Trust never tried to be all things to all 
stakeholders; it began by limiting its activities to specific real estate redevelopment initiatives and to 
marketing and promotion for large-scale cultural institutions. Its ability to act without public investment has 
meant it can pursue its unified vision for creating a true cultural center in downtown Pittsburgh.
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Overall lessons

Each of these districts was very different and 
distinct, was successful at different things than the 
others, and had different lessons for us as we explore 
establishing an arts district on Baltimore’s West Side.  
Among the most important lessons:

Inventory assets and liabilities honestly. 
When establishing an arts district, a key step in the 
planning process is to map and assess the cultural 
assets and needs of the designated area. The potential 
problems must also be addressed, while identifying 
ways to build on and link existing strengths.9 

The built environment is critical. Existing 
buildings determine what a district will be able to 
do, and just as much 
what it won’t. Because 
most of the housing 
in Providence’s West 
Side district is older, 
traditional housing, 
it lacks many of the 
characteristics – 
high ceilings, large 
open floor plans, an 
abundance of natural 
light – that one would 
typically associate 
with studio space. 
Pawtucket, on the 
other hand, has many 
buildings with these 
features (although not 
all of them permit living space). Some spaces simply 
won’t accommodate certain types of artistic activity, 
and those limitations need to be taken into account. 
Pittsburgh’s focus area was primarily retail and 
entertainment in nature, with no residential, so that 
is how the trust has focused its redevelopment.

Think very long-term. As cultural planning 
consultant Craig Dreeszen said, arts-district 
designation is “not a magic bullet.” It will not 
instantly solve urban disinvestment problems that 
have taken 40 years to accumulate, and expectations 
need to be realistic. It took the Pittsburgh Cultural 
Trust 25 years to transform its district to its current 
state, which time frame is by all accounts not too 
long.

Be honest about goals and consequences. 
If arts-district designation is an intermediate 
means to the ultimate end of revitalizing an area, as 
Pittsburgh’s was, be specific about what that might 
mean and what its ramifications are. If it brings 
new housing and more middle-class residents, will 
it also bring a rise in housing values? An increase in 

commercial rents? 
To what degree will 
this in turn displace 
“legacy” residents, 
businesses or artists 
who moved into the 
district originally 
in pursuit of 
affordability? What 
can or should be done 
to protect them?

You get 
what you pay for. 
Providence invested 
very little either 

publicly or privately in 
its arts districts, and 

the result has been a lack of coordinated marketing 
and communication, a lack of emphasis on artist 
recruitment and retention, and a lack of unified 
action toward common goals. Baltimore’s Station 
North, by contrast, has David Bielenberg, and 
Pawtucket has Herb Weiss, and the work they have 
been able to do has benefited both the artists and 
their cities overall. Not-for-profit advocacy groups 

such as Rhode Island Citizens for the Arts are attempting to fill the void in Rhode Island left by a lack of 
public commitment, but their efforts would go further if they were supplemental to, rather than in place of, 
more established support. (It should be noted that Providence has now completed a cultural assessment and 
citywide cultural plan, so the city’s investment in its arts appears to be changing.) Financially Pittsburgh has 
perhaps the most successful model, but it is fortunate enough to have deep foundation support and ongoing 
commitment that isn’t available in every community.

 “You need the body.” A person funded for and dedicated to leading an arts district appears to be a 
significant determinant of that district’s success. This person will need to focus not only on promotion and 
events, which are obviously critical, but on recruiting and retaining artistic talent within the district, on 
advocating for artists and smoothing their way with the city, and on making sure artists and businesses are 
aware of and are taking advantage of all the benefits the district makes available to them. It’s not necessary 
that this person be part of city government, but he or she must be able to make the municipal gears turn 
easily and quickly.

Think inclusively. Many ancillary and allied businesses can and should be considered as “arts:” 
graphic design, digital design and gaming, interior design, etc. The bigger the cross-section of creative activity 
in the district the more cross-fertilization of ideas will take place and the more energy will emanate from the 
district.

Balance creative activity with commerce.  Artists need affordable creative space, especially live-
work space, but they also need reliable, attractive outlets through which to sell their work and they need 
dependable access to a regular buying audience. A successful arts district needs to find the right balance 
among those three things. (One artist in Pawtucket thought Baltimore would be a terrific place for an 
arts district because of its affordability coupled with its access to the far less affordable Philadelphia and 
Washington, DC markets.)

Engage as broad a group of stakeholders as possible. According to Schupbach, there’s some 
degree of bad feeling in Providence because all the decisionmaking and implementation happened from 
the mayor’s office downward, without involvement or input from the creative community or even from 
local residents. In Pawtucket the relationship between the artist community and the city is better than in 
Providence, perhaps in part because of how effective an advocate Herb Weiss is. However, broad involvement 
can slow decisionmaking so it must be coupled with effective political leadership that can keep a foot on the 
accelerator.

You get what you incent. Rhode Island’s arts district benefits focus on exemptions from sales and 
income taxes, so much of the arts district activity in the state is focused around sales of work rather than 
residency. When property-tax abatements are part of the designation, developers will benefit but their 
ultimate tenants might not. Appropriate incentives should be devised based on intended or desired outcomes.

Naming matters.  Is it an arts district? A cultural district? An arts and entertainment district? Its 
name will delineate and convey to potential users, whether they be artists or consumers, the kinds of activities 
the district prioritizes. A district that includes “arts and entertainment” will appear welcoming to restaurants 
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and to nightclubs that feature live entertainment, 
and to their patrons. A “cultural” district may carry 
with it connotations of more traditional arts, such as 
museums, theater, and classical music performance, 
than avant-garde visual arts.

An arts-oriented educational institution 
is a crucial partner and catalyst. RISD, Johnson 
and Wales and Brown universities in Providence 
provide a steady stream of creative ideas, young 
artists and 24-hour activity to the city, and MICA 
in Baltimore is an anchor institution for Station 
North. Everyone we spoke to cited proximity to these 
institutions as being of central importance to their 
districts.

Are other arts districts 
successful?

Providence

 Has the Providence designation proven 
successful? Again, this is a difficult question to 
answer. According to Randy Rosenbaum, executive 
director of the Rhode Island State Council on the 
Arts, the legislation was intended as one tool in 
the economic revitalization toolbox, intended to 
influence behavior through state tax policy. He listed 
its primary objectives as:

•	 Fostering the creation of original work
•	 Bringing energy and buzz to an area
•	 Moving ancillary for-profit businesses 

(service, such as coffee shops, etc., and allied 
creative businesses) to the area.

 Rosenbaum feels that Providence has been 
“moderately successful” in its efforts, although it 
should be noted that the city already had a base of 
assets on the West Side on which it was able to build: 
thriving restaurants, abundant affordable housing, 
good transit.. Both he and Carnevale feel that what 
Carnevale refers to as “increased buzz” is the most 

successful additional outcome of the designation. 
Rosenbaum said the West Side has gotten “funkier,” 
proving a bigger draw than previously, especially to 
graduates of the Rhode Island School of Design and 
Johnson and Wales University. Carnevale said that 
prior to the designation the West Side was viewed 
by Providence residents generally as downscale, 
undesirable and unsafe. Since the designation, 
however, it is increasingly perceived to be hip and 
“edgy,” not quite safe but daring, and a draw to young 
artists. Neither noted any increased public safety 
resources deployed to the area after the designation.

 However, Rosenbaum thinks the city could do 
more. Unlike in some other arts districts, there is no 
single artists’ advocate within or with access to city 
government, no one in a leadership position within 
either arts district, and no unified marketing or 
branding effort, including such things as signage and 
events such as open studios or gallery walks.

 Carnevale would like to see more attention 
paid to artist retention. She noted that while young 
artists, including in the music industry and the 
emerging field of digital arts, increasingly prefer 
to start their careers in Providence because it’s 
cheaper, they soon move out to cities with a larger 
professional network and greater opportunity. She 

particularly cited Boston’s Route 128 corridor, which, through intentional action by the city, has become an 
innovation hub for digital artists and gamers and which has systematically siphoned off much of Providence’s 
emerging talent. She also noted that Providence currently does not have a good reputation among art dealers, 
who prefer to go to galleries in New York to purchase artwork – including artwork by Rhode Island artists.

Financially, it’s impossible to tell whether the designation has been successful. Rosenbaum has not 
been able to get from the state office of taxation any information on tax revenues forgone, and no clear 
definition of success or metrics for evaluation were ever developed.

Pawtucket

The Riverfront Lofts is perhaps 
the most successful-looking of the mill 
revitalization projects. It’s on the river, 
close to downtown, and has been converted 
to market-rate condominiums in which 
artists can live and establish studio space. 
Because there’s no housing component 
to Rhode Island’s arts district legislation, 
the building is not restricted to artists, 
although quite a few of the units are artist-
occupied. As in Providence, any work 
an artist sells from one of these units is 
exempt from state sales tax, and as a state-
recognized artist he or she need pay no 
state income tax on the income. 

Other rehabilitated mill buildings 
further out of the center of town offer 
larger, more industrially oriented studio space, accommodating such equipment as hydraulic lifts, large kilns 
and glass- and metalworking equipment. One building, the Hope Artiste Community, has a social-service 
orientation: Studios sell the work of developmentally disabled artists, or provide job training to at-risk youth 
via a fair-trade coffee shop, or raise money to offer after-school art lessons to child victims of domestic abuse. 
These spaces are studios only; artists cannot live there. 

While abandoned mill buildings are coming back to life and arts creation seems to be thriving in 
Pawtucket, the absence of affordability protections has allowed rents in those buildings to begin to rise. 
Artists we spoke to talked about the constant need to travel in order to find outlets for their work, meaning 
the city has not been able to attract a strong or steady enough customer base, and the city’s downtown still 
appears to have a distressingly high retail vacancy rate. And, as with Providence, it has been impossible to 
examine state tax records to see whether the financial benefit of the designation has outweighed forgone 
taxes.
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Pittsburgh

By most accounts the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust’s efforts have created a vibrant multi-venue, multi-
discipline downtown arts jewel in the city. However, the redevelopment was not without its detractors. 
Supported by local media, the adult businesses displaced by it tried to invoke their First Amendment rights, 
and there were accusations of cultural elitism and of creating a cultural divide as a result of its initial exclusive 
focus on large traditional arts institutions. As a result, in the past 8 to 10 years the trust has broadened its 
focus to include smaller organizations and individual artists, with a particular emphasis on regional visual 
arts.

Today the only real negative perception of the district is that parking to attend weekday matinee 
performances is very difficult, since the district is close to the central business district.
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 We believe there is enough of an arts backbone on the West Side, enough connectivity between 
the West Side and Station North and other arts centers in the city, and sufficient unmet demand among 
artistic creators in the region for living, working and display/presentation/commerce spaces, to support the 
development of a thriving arts district here. What follow are recommendations for things that we believe 
should be done in order to maximize the success of such a district, along with our suggestions about who 
might spearhead various initiatives. Where possible, we look to other examples to illustrate success. 

 The area under consideration is not homogeneous, and we have found it difficult to contemplate it 
as one unified district. Rather, we are recommending that the area be treated as three interconnected 
sub-areas, each with its own strengths, character and opportunities. Each area is accessible to key tourist, 
business, and arts and entertainment hubs within the city. Light rail and subway stops, Penn and Camden 
stations, and the free Charm City Circulator connect these areas with attractions such as sports venues, the 
Inner Harbor, the convention center and the central business district, enabling anchor institutions to draw 
visitors from downtown Baltimore, its neighborhoods and beyond. 

 Below we identify these areas, discuss specific recommendations for each area and then enumerate 
general recommendations that will foster arts development across all three areas.

 We envision a Performance Area in the southernmost part of the neighborhood, where it’s possible 
to build on existing assets in order to create a brightly lit, welcoming, lively environment for commercial, 
professional-level performances of all kinds at multiple venues, and a popular destination for fine dining 
and for nightlife. We imagine the area as warm and active during both evenings and weekends, drawing its 
audience from across Baltimore City and the surrounding region, and eventually becoming a destination even 
for visitors from farther away. 

 At the northern end of the West Side we envision an enhanced Mount Vernon/Seton Hill cultural 
area an expansion of the already-thriving Mount Vernon cultural district that provides an array of amenities 
not only for visitors to downtown Baltimore and residents of Mount Vernon itself, but also for the diverse 
residents, workers and visitors from west of Howard Street. Key connecting corridors, activated by new 
residential development, improvements to the pedestrian environment and Centre Street light rail station 
and upgrades to existing recreational areas, will facilitate a cohesive identity among and improve the quality 
of life for existing residents, and will also draw new residents to the West Side, thereby increasing the local 
consumer base for all of the city’s arts and entertainment amenities. This will also facilitate the inclusion of 
Seton Hill organizations such as the Arena Players and the Greater Baltimore Urban League in Baltimore’s 
formal arts and cultural community.

 In between these two areas we envision an Incubator space that would attract new and retain local 
artists, have special display spaces for burgeoning professional artists, and provide a unique urban shopping 

An Arts District on the West Side: 
Three in One 
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experience for both Baltimore residents and tourists.  Given the large number of vacant spaces, the area’s 
future is flexible.  We are recommending that live/work studio space be allocated to artists, small arts 
venues be established, neighborhood-retail be relocated into the space and urban shopping opportunities be 
expanded. 

Performance Area

Introduction

 The area that we propose be designated as the Performance Area is approximately bounded to the 
north by Fayette Street, to the west by Paca Street, to the east by Liberty Street and Hopkins Place and to 
the south by Pratt Street, omitting the southernmost block between Howard and Eutaw streets. It’s the area 
most closely linked to the convention center and the downtown business district, and the area where uses 
are more firmly fixed and less fluid than the rest of the West Side. The Hippodrome Theatre will serve as the 
area’s central anchor institution, and Everyman Theatre will soon move into its new space nearby. For the 
foreseeable future the 1st Mariner Arena will also act as an anchor institution. There is ample parking in 
the area to serve patrons of these institutions, and there is excellent connectivity to the convention center 
and tourist areas, the central business district, nearby residential neighborhoods and highways that bring 
patrons in from the larger surrounding region. There are currently approximately 2,000 rental housing units 
in this area; 1 because of the existing built environment we do not envision this area as a target for extensive 
additional residential development.

 In addition, within or directly adjacent to this area are:

•	 The Baltimore Convention Center, able to host events that draw as many as 50,000 people;

•	 A Hilton Hotel adjacent to the convention center;

•	 Camden Yards and M&T Bank Stadium, home to Baltimore’s major league baseball and NFL football 
teams;

•	 A Marriott, a Holiday Inn and a Days Inn;

•	 A firehouse;

•	 Various office, academic and medical facilities;

•	 Some lower-rise buildings with retail storefronts, many of them currently empty;

•	 A coffee shop, several fast-food and casual restaurants and bars, and other convenience retail;

•	 One new full-service restaurant;

•	 A gentleman’s club.

 Many of these assets are either directly arts-related or are natural supporting businesses such as 
hotels. Our recommendations for this area all focus on strengthening and concentrating performance-related 
uses, easing barriers to building reactivation, and making the area easy to get to and safe, inviting and fun to 
patronize.
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Recommendations

 Replace 1st Mariner Arena in this area. 
Completed in 1962 and originally called the Baltimore 
Civic Center,2 1st Mariner Arena is bounded by 
Lombard Street to the south and Baltimore Street 
to the north, by Howard Street to the west and 
Liberty Street to the east, a footprint that covers 
approximately 15% of our proposed Performance 
Area. It is owned by the city and privately managed. 
It is home to the Baltimore Blast arena soccer 
team and the Baltimore Mariners indoor football 
team, around whose schedule it presents sports-
entertainment events 
such as monster-
truck pulls and 
professional wrestling, 
entertainers as varied 
as Usher, Sade, Ozzy 
Osbourne and Cedric 
the Entertainer,3 and 
family productions 
such as Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum 
& Bailey Circus, the 
Rockettes, Disney 
on Ice and Sesame 
Street.4 It has also 
allowed Baltimore to 
draw such blockbuster 
entertainers as Bruce 
Springsteen and The Rolling Stones.5

 In 2007 the Baltimore Development Corp. 
convened an arena advisory panel to study the 
experience of other cities in constructing similar 
facilities, acknowledging that 1st Mariner was 
old and no longer had the amenities to make it 
competitive with other arenas, and needed to be 
replaced. Expressions of interest were solicited from 
developers and several sites were proposed, but 
the change in economic conditions in 2008 put the 
project on hold. Now, in 2010, the idea of a new arena 
has appeared again on the city’s agenda, and several 
possible sites across the city are being considered.6 

One key question to be answered is whether the 
replacement arena will occupy the same site as does 
1st Mariner, or whether it will be built elsewhere 
(allowing 1st Mariner to continue to operate during 
construction). 

 We agree with the idea of building a new 
arena on a different site than 1st Mariner currently 
occupies, and we understand that the arena currently 
charges a city entertainment tax from which it 
would be exempt were it to be included within an 
arts district.7 However, we feel it would set back 
rather than accelerate the area’s revitalization were 

the arena to leave 
the area entirely. The 
current arena is widely 
acknowledged to be 
ugly and dilapidated 
and a deadening 
presence when its 
doors are closed and 
there’s no street 
activity; however, 
when it’s in use it can 
drive 15,000 people 
to the West Side, and 
we believe it would be 
beneficial to the area 
for that activity to 
continue. 

Therefore, we are suggesting the city consider 
constructing a new arena on the land one block 
south and west of the current arena, outside but 
immediately adjacent to the proposed Performance 
Area, on the land bounded by Pratt Street to the 
south, Lombard Street to the north, Howard Street 
to the east and Eutaw Street to the west. That block 
is currently occupied by a Holiday Inn, an office 
building, and a large parking structure.[map] 

This location brings the arena closer to 
Baltimore’s convention center and professional sports 
facilities, a benefit the city cited when discussing the 
current Sheraton location, and it allows the arena 

to occupy a smaller footprint than the current one does, while 
preserving the arena’s proximity to other performance venues 
on the West Side. Building a new arena on the West Side will 
indeed act as a catalyst for further redevelopment in the area, 
something that the other locations proposed would not do. In 
addition, moving the arena to another location robs the West 
Side of a large regular influx of spectator traffic that would 
patronize potential restaurants and nightclubs in the area.

And what of the current arena site? We see those blocks 
as key connectors between the West Side and the downtown 
business district, and we recommend the arena be replaced 
with amenities that will benefit constituents on both sides of it. 
Specifically, we recommend that Redwood Street be continued 
east of Howard Street, in effect dividing the arena site into two 
blocks, and that those blocks become home to a hotel – either 
a boutique hotel or a replacement Holiday Inn – and some 
specific traffic-generating non-food retail such as Target or 
Best Buy, similar to the DC USA retail in Columbia Heights in 
Washington, D.C.  This type of retail is desirable but currently 
not easily accessible to residents on the West Side, and its 
presence would significantly increase the attractiveness of living 
there, as well as being available to downtown workers.

 Encourage conversion of surface-level off-street parking to other uses. Virtually every block in 
this area has a significant amount of off-street parking, either surface or structured.  Signs are posted outside 
many parking facilities advertising weekday earlybird rates as low as $8 a day, and anecdotally we observed 
very few times when these lots were full during the many business days we were in the area. Baltimore has 
recently raised its parking tax to 20%, which may explain in part the overcapacity.8

 
 We recommend that the city develop short-term incentives that will help turn surface parking lots 
into other uses. Missing from the area are both convenience amenities, such as dry cleaners, and upscale arts-
related amenities like galleries, restaurants, wine bars and nightclubs. Some of the existing vacant buildings 
cannot be used for these purposes because they cannot meet Baltimore’s building code requirements (a 
problem we address in the next section), but new facilities can be built that would meet code, and the quantity 
of structured parking would fall more closely in line with real demand, allowing parking fees to rise to a true 
market price.

 Identify and mitigate city building codes and regulations that discourage redevelopment. 
There are several groups of smaller-scale vacant buildings in this area – along both sides of W. Baltimore 
Street on either side of Eutaw Street; along the north side of W. Lombard Street west of Eutaw Street; and 
along Howard Street north of the arena. Several people with whom we spoke emphasized the difficulty of 
redeveloping some of these buildings for most uses since the buildings would not be able to meet city building 
codes.9 Some have no alley access, complicating waste stream management for commercial uses such as a 
restaurant. Others have no egress but the front door, putting them in violation of city fire codes whether the 
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use is residential or commercial. And yet many of 
the buildings must be left in place if they are covered 
by the Maryland Historical Trust memorandum of 
agreement. It seems clear that this no-win situation 
constitutes a significant disincentive for the 
buildings’ owners to invest in redevelopment.

 Understanding all the specifics of Baltimore’s 
building codes was beyond the scope of this study, 
so we are recommending that representatives from 
the city and these property owners form a task force 
to identify all code-based barriers, to investigate 
how other cities with similar issues have resolved 
them, and then to present their findings and 
recommendations for review.  We are hopeful that 
allowing adjustment of some code requirements 
that won’t compromise safety will open the door to 
reactivation of these spaces.

 Develop incentives to keep pioneering 
businesses in the area. We are aware the city 
already offers arts-district-based property tax rebates 
for property owners who rehabilitate their buildings 
for arts-related uses. What’s not clear is whether 
there are mechanisms in place to ensure these owners 
pass the savings on to their tenants in the form 
of lower rents. In addition, these rebates restrict 
uses of the rehabilitated space, which means an 
entrepreneurial restaurant or wine bar, for example, 
cannot benefit from them.  Therefore we recommend 
the city develop temporary incentives that would 
be available to a broader scope of arts-allied small 

business that locates in one of these spaces. It’s 
always difficult for a business to be the pioneer in 
a revitalizing neighborhood, and particularly in 
economically difficult times many entrepreneurs 
would rather minimize what risk they can by locating 
in areas that offer greater promise. If the city were 
to develop a renewable five-year declining rebate 
scale for business taxes not just for galleries and 
studios but graphic design and architectural firms, 
interior designers, restaurants, nightclubs and bars, 
coffee shops, and other spaces where patrons and 
creators of art can intermingle, it would take some 
financial pressure off those businesses as they work 
to establish themselves in a new area, and it would 
help build a beneficial concentration of these kinds of 
businesses.

 Bring more reliable taxi access to the 
area. A significant disincentive to patronage of 
the area that interviewees mentioned was the 
unreliability of taxi access. It’s easy to get to the 
area by taxi from other parts of the city, but unless 
someone is coming out of an event at the arena 
or the Hippodrome, when taxis are more likely to 
be waiting, securing a taxi out of the area is often 
difficult, particularly at night. There are undoubtedly 
taxis at the convention center hotels, but for many 
patrons that involves a walk of at least several 
blocks through what is perceived to be an unsafe 
neighborhood.

 Because the area is already so well served by transit, and 
because we are recommending a reduction in the number of 
available parking spaces, we anticipate that taxi service to and 
from the area will increase in relative importance. To meet that 
need we recommend the Downtown Partnership work with the 
city, venue operators, the Marriott and other hotels in the area, 
and taxicab companies to coordinate dispatching and develop 
the capacity to allow patrons to “hail” a cab from a central 
dispatch service via mobile device; and/or to establish at least 
one well-lit, well-marked taxi stand in the area and through 
similar coordination ensure that sufficient cabs are available 
during peak demand times.

 Integrate the area visually with the rest of 
downtown.  Even though the West Side abuts the business 
and convention center districts, it feels a world away. We 
recommend visual strategies be employed to draw visitors to 
the district from both those areas, including more distinct and 
branded signage as discussed above, placed not just within 
the district but in the downtown and convention center areas, 
directing visitors and daytime workers to the area; and more 
comprehensive online and printed maps showing the Performance 
Area well linked to its neighbors.

 Establish distinctive, defining gateways into the area. It’s important that patrons in neighboring 
areas be able to see clearly that this is a district devoted to artistic performance, and that the gateway 
intersections into the district be unique and vibrant. To help ensure that, we recommend sufficient resources 
from a variety of sources, including but not limited to the Downtown Partnership and Westside Renaissance, 
be devoted to highlighting and distinguishing the gateways into the district: the intersections at Pratt and 
Fayette streets of Hopkins Place/Liberty Street and Howard, Eutaw and Paca streets; and the intersection of 
all cross streets at Paca and Liberty streets. This can be done with street signage, banners, attractive street 
lights, and colored pavement and sidewalks.  We also recommend the Downtown Partnership and any arts 
district administrative organization devise strategies to encourage regular outdoor performance-related 
activities – street musicians, teaser performances from upcoming events at major venues, etc. – at these 
gateway intersections, so that the outdoor spaces in the area look active and enticing.

Mount Vernon/Seton Hill Cultural District

Introduction

 At the other end of the proposed West Side Arts District is the Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area, which 
connects two historic neighborhoods. The current demographics of the neighborhoods show that this area 
is one of the most diverse in all of Baltimore in terms of race and age.10,11 The area is already a thriving 
cultural district for local residents and families, with a number of venues that draw local, regional, national, 
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and international performers and audiences. Both Mount Vernon and Seton Hill include several historic 
landmarks, and the neighborhoods themselves are on the National Register of Historic Places. They are also 
city-designated Historic and Architectural Preservation Districts. The green space in the neighborhoods of 
Seton Hill and Mount Vernon represent some of the finest examples of urban landscape.12 Mount Vernon 
is home to the stately Mount Vernon Place, which is divided into four small parks. Seton Hill is home to 

Howard’s Park and Saint Mary’s Park, which is the largest open space in downtown Baltimore. This well-kept 
green space is a rare asset in urban areas. 

 
 According to the Urban Land Institute’s “Ten Principles for Rebuilding Neighborhood Retail,”13 a 
successful revitalization effort requires the right mix of “demand anchors,” including civic, cultural and 
entertainment uses, a diverse residential base, and office and institutional uses. The Mount Vernon/Seton 
Hill neighborhood has all of these, adding to its potential as an ideal location for families, senior citizens, 
students, and young professionals, who could become the consumer backbone for the West Side as a whole.

 The Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area has a number of civic, cultural and entertainment uses to engage local 
residents and other visitors.  The Mount Vernon Cultural District houses some of Baltimore best-known 
landmarks, including the Peabody Conservatory, The Walters Art Museum, The Baltimore School for the 
Arts, the Patricia and Arthur Modell Performing Arts Center at the Lyric, Center Stage, Enoch Pratt Free 
Library Central Branch, Spotlighters Theatre, Eubie Blake National Jazz Institute, Theatre Project, Maryland 
Historical Society, Contemporary Museum, Maryland Institute College of Art, the Joseph Meyerhoff 
Symphony Hall, and Antique Row. While not formally designated, many residents consider Mount Vernon an 
arts and entertainment district because of the large number of cultural and art facilities. Seton Hill is known 
for St. Mary’s Chapel, a legacy of the area’s historic use as a seminary established by refugee French priests 
during the French Revolution, and for the rich African-American history associated with the Orchard Street 
Church (today the Greater Baltimore Urban League) and the Arena Playhouse.14 Just south of the area on the 
other side of Franklin Street is the H&H Building, which accommodates artists and a variety of underground 
gallery and performance spaces. 

 The Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area has a strong residential base, including a variety of housing options. 
Currently, a diverse housing stock makes the Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area an affordable location for people 
of all backgrounds.15 Seton Hill is famous for its intact 19th-century townhomes, which create a pleasant 
walking environment along Paca, St. Mary, Jasper and Druid Hill streets. There are also several multifamily 
rental complexes, including the Orchard Mews Apartments, the Orchard Gardens Apartments, and the 
Charles R. Uncles Senior Plaza. According to the Seton Hill draft plan, Section 8 vouchers are utilized in some 
of the area’s multifamily housing developments.16 In Mount Vernon most of the housing is older apartment 
buildings and rowhouses that have been converted into apartments. A trend in the neighborhood seems to be 
restoration of these rowhouses to single-family homes to accommodate the growing number of families that 
have moved to the neighborhood.17 

 The Mount Vernon / Seton Hill area includes several office and institutional uses that provide a customer 
base of professional tenants and their clients. On the Seton Hill side is the Maryland General Hospital, which 
employs health care workers and attracts visitors who could potentially become local customers. Also 
worth mentioning is the nearby State Center office complex, which generates professional clientele and is 
connected to Mount Vernon via Seton Hill. The proposed State Center aims to help bridge the connection 
between Mount Vernon and Seton Hill, as well as other surrounding neighborhoods like Upton and Madison 
Park. With the federal government as an anchor, the redeveloped State Center will become an urban village, 
bundling offices, homes, and shops around transit.18 

Despite the assets available in the Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area, a number of barriers have left 
the two neighborhoods perceptually isolated from each other. These include vacant buildings, development 
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inappropriate to the scale of the neighborhood, traffic 
patterns that prioritize automobile through use 
over neighborhood pedestrian activity,19 inadequate 
pedestrian infrastructure, and lack of a cohesive 
identity. A physically and socially connected Mount 
Vernon/Seton Hill district would become greater 
than the sum of its parts by better enabling anchor 
institutions and businesses to meet the family, 
shopping and entertainment needs of the West Side’s 
existing residents and visitors, and would generate 
additional demand by making the West Side a more 
attractive place to live and work. New residential 
development in large lots and vacant buildings would 
provide “eyes on the street,” making it possible 
for residents and workers to patronize local shops 
and consume local art, particularly at night.  Our 
recommendations focus on strategies to integrate 
more completely the residents and cultural and 
artistic resources offered by Mount Vernon and Seton 
Hill.

Recommendations

 Activate key corridors for safety and 
enjoyment. We recommend that the following 
corridors receive priority for residential and mixed-
use development as well as key infrastructural 
enhancements. 

 Druid Hill/Centre Street either currently 
accommodates or is accessible to row homes along 
Paca and Druid Hill streets, the Orchard Mews 
apartments, the Chesapeake Commons apartments 
at Eutaw Street and other multifamily housing units 
in the vicinity, providing the residents of Seton Hill 
access to St. Mary’s Park, Howard’s Park, the Centre 
Street light rail stop, Mount Vernon, and other arts 
district areas. Conversely, Centre Street’s connection 
with the light rail stop makes it a natural entry point 
to Seton Hill from other areas of the West Side. 
[Picture on the right: While signage from Martin 
Luther King Jr. Boulevard highlights the Centre 
Street connection for the automobile, improvements 
are needed for pedestrians to enjoy the same access]. 

 Pennsylvania Avenue and Franklin 
Street connect residents of Orchard Mews, Orchard 
Gardens, the Charles R. Uncles Senior Plaza, and the 
H&H Building to Howard Street and our proposed 
Incubator Space. However, several light industrial 
uses and building vacancies disrupt the pedestrian 
connection along Pennsylvania Avenue east of St. 
Mary and Franklin streets. 

 Other priority corridors include Eutaw 
Street, which would connect residents of the 
Chesapeake Commons and other passers-by with 
Lexington Market and our proposed arts district 
areas to the south; Madison Street between Eutaw 
and Howard streets, which would link the new 
Waterstone Bar & Grille with Antique Row and the 
State Center; and the blocks along Howard Street 
between Antique Row and Franklin Street, which 
would enhance the area’s connection with the Centre 
Street station. 

 Encourage new residential development, 
including live-practice spaces for musicians, 
near and along key corridors. The Seton Hill 
area includes a number of vacant buildings, large 
structures, and surface parking lots along Howard 
Street between Franklin and Centre streets, as well 
as west of Howard Street between McCulloh and 

Madison streets, that are incompatible with neighborhood 
revitalization goals. We recommend that additional 
residential development be contemplated in their place. 
Examples of buildings that could be rehabilitated in this 
way include the Old Firehouse at the northwest corner of 
Eutaw and Centre streets, an opportunity pointed out in 
the draft Seton Hill neighborhood plan, and the building 
bordering the northern edge of Howard’s Park along 
Howard Street. 

 We recommend converting vacant buildings into 
live-work-display spaces for artists where feasible. Given 
the area’s proximity to the Peabody Conservatory, new 
housing could provide live-practice spaces for music 
students and faculty. Doreen Bolger, director of the 
Baltimore Museum of Art, also indicated a need for 
affordable lodging options for out-of-town musicians if a 
new music venue were to be developed on the West Side.20 
Finally, smaller buildings with upper-floor residential and 
lower-floor retail space could be used by visual and other 
artists. In addition to artists’ housing, new residential 
development could include market-rate condominiums 
to add a stable quantity of higher-income residents to the 
neighborhood’s retail base.21 As the draft Seton Hill plan 
points out, existing multi-family housing is primarily rental apartments.22

 Facilitate the rehabilitation of historic buildings. The Seton Hill plan notes the substantial 
number of vacant rowhouses in need of rehabilitation and recommends consolidating certain parcels and 
providing city assistance to landowners who want to make use of available historic tax credits.23 We echo 
these recommendations as well as supporting the anti-blight initiatives recently proposed by Baltimore 
Mayor Stephanie Rawlings-Blake, which recommends putting all vacancies under one agency, the housing 
department, to eliminate bureaucratic barriers for people who want to acquire vacant properties.24 

 Encourage mixed-use development along key corridors. At the Sept. 28, 2010, Seton Hill 
Association meeting, participants articulated a desire for more, and more concentrated, “nightlife” activities 
and uses that support social interaction. When asked what kinds of new development would meet their 
needs, they suggested places for live jazz, bowling and swing dancing, as well as coffee shops, restaurants, 
and a cinema.25 The historic Mayfair Theatre on Howard Street between Franklin and Centre streets could 
be rehabilitated as an alternative/independent/art film theatre. Like the Landmark E Street Cinema in 
Washington, D.C., the restored Mayfair could subsidize independent film screenings (including those created 
by local filmmakers) by also showing feature films. In addition to meeting residents’ needs, mixed-use 
development, including office, residential retail and entertainment uses, provides a 24-hour environment, 
increasing the perception of safety on the street. 
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 Create streets that give neighborhoods 
an intimate feel. Despite providing a critical 
link between Seton Hill and Mount Vernon, Druid 
Hill/Centre Street crosses several one-way streets 
that prioritize automobile through-traffic at the 
expense of pedestrians. In some cases, cross streets 
are wide and dangerous for both pedestrians and 
cyclists, taking away from the intimate feel of the 
neighborhood. Where feasible, we recommend that 
one-way streets be converted to two-way streets to 
accentuate the residential and downtown character of 
the neighborhood. Finally, traffic-calming measures 
and roundabouts should be considered at some of the 
major streets and intersections. Crosswalks at the 
Druid Hill/Paca intersection just east of St. Mary’s 
Park and the Eutaw/Madison intersection should 
be improved. Finally, we recommend that efforts to 
restore the local street grid around Paca, Madison, 
Eutaw and Orchard streets be supported. 

 Fill empty walls and parking lots with 
public art and pop-up events. The city should 
consider targeting public art projects at empty 
walls, fences, and large buildings that cannot be 
demolished, such as the Maryland General Hospital 
parking garage across from Antique Row and other 
large structures at the north end of Seton Hill. 
If they’re not targeted for infill development, we 
recommend that surface parking on both sides 
of Howard Street between Franklin Street and 
the Centre Street light rail station be devoted to 
temporary uses, such as evening pop-up events.

 Enhance existing community spaces. 
Saint Mary’s Park is a true urban amenity. However, 
it provides a picturesque view of Seton Hill that 
can rarely be enjoyed because of multiple physical 
barriers. It is surrounded by hedges and a wall that 
allow passers-by to see the park from the outside but 
act as a deterrent to those who might want to enter 
and use it. We envision a Saint Mary’s Park that can 
act in a manner similar to Mount Vernon Place, an 
open green space that serves as an inviting urban 
center. Cutting down the hedges and removing the 
concrete walls will not only remove physical barriers 

but reduce psychological barriers and will provide 
greater enjoyment for residents and visitors alike. 
Additionally, we recommend that the Howard’s Park 
improvement project, designed to make Howard’s 
Park a more inviting space through an open lawn 
area, a garden sculpture, a pedestrian plaza, and an 
informational kiosk,26 be funded and implemented.
 
 Establish a cohesive identity for Seton 
Hill and Mount Vernon. Enhancing connectivity 
not only involves improving the physical 
environment, but also entails building a common 
identity and building a sense of social cohesion 
among stakeholders. We recommend creating a 
common designation for the Mount Vernon and 
Seton Hill areas that emphasizes their cultural and 
historic similarities. This should be reflected on 
neighborhood banners and city maps (as is done in 
the Downtown Partnership’s parking map).

 Rename the Centre Street light-rail 
station using the expanded designation, ideally 
making reference to both Seton Hill and Mount 
Vernon. We recommend that the billboard space 
at the station include an updated map of the area’s 
cultural amenities, and that wayfinding at crossroads 
emphasize not only connections to Mount Vernon 
but also to amenities in Seton Hill. 

 Encourage joint programming between 
Seton Hill and Mount Vernon cultural 
institutions to increase diversity within the 
mainstream arts scene. We recommend creating 
a task force or other coordinating mechanism 
representing the major cultural institutions and 
supporting organizations in and immediately 
surrounding the Mount Vernon/Seton Hill area, 
to develop programs that leverage all the arts 
resources on both sides of Howard Street. A number 
of stakeholders with whom we spoke indicated a 
desire to be involved in arts-related planning in 
Mount Vernon and Seton Hill. Additionally, we heard 
frequently that the major arts institutions cater to 
a primarily white, aging audience, and attempts to 
engage younger consumers of art have been difficult, 

posing sustainability challenges. Networking with representatives of arts and cultural institutions with 
African-American roots, including the Arena Players, the Baltimore Urban League, the Eubie Blake Center as 
well as younger DIY artists in charge of the H&H venues, could facilitate joint programming that stimulates 
audience cross-pollination. We recommend that meetings be open to the public and that input be solicited 
widely.

 Involve the Maryland Historical Society in efforts to showcase historical objects in 
storefronts.  This idea, which could both contribute to a cohesive area identity and bring visibility to the 
Historical Society, was one of the suggestions made during the Seton Hill Association meeting.27 

 Host more events in St. Mary’s Park, the largest open space on the West Side. Many of the 
activities in the Mount Vernon area take place inside its cultural institutions, meaning that outsiders need 
to choose to enter a building to participate. Mount Vernon institutions that want more local and regional 
visibility could engage larger and new audiences, including Seton Hill residents, by hosting or participating in 
events in St. Mary’s Park in addition to Mount Vernon Square.

Incubator Space

Introduction

In between these two areas is perhaps the area 
with the greatest potential for reinvention, an area we 
have called the Incubator Space. For the purposes of this 
report, we have loosely identified the Incubator Space 
boundaries as Fayette Street to the south, Franklin 
Street to the north, Paca Street to the west and Cathedral 
Street to the east.  The space’s arts-related assets include 
Maryland Art Place (MAP), Sub-Basement Studios, 
the H&H Building, Current Gallery and Gallery Four.  
Historic Lexington Market is another significant cultural 
asset to the area.

This area faces many challenges, but we see 
numerous ways in which these challenges can be turned 
into strengths.  We believe that this area has the potential 
to facilitate opportunities for artists to interact and 
display their work to a wider audience; accommodate 
permanent affordable housing; provide a variety of spaces 
for burgeoning artists seeking to cross the line from 
“amateur” to “professional;” create a hub of 24/7 activity 
and appeal to city dwellers by providing a variety of retail 
shopping and food options.
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The Incubator Space can provide artists with 
the opportunity to interact with each other and display 
their artwork to a wider audience.  Buildings like the 
H&H Building and venues such as Current Gallery, Sub-
Basement Studio and Maryland Art Place have charted 
the way for exploratory art and the development of a 
do-it-yourself, pop-up arts scene on the West Side.  Given 
its proximity to places like the Hippodrome Theatre, 
convention center and Lexington Market, the area also 
has the potential to expose art consumers from the city, 
the suburbs and beyond to various genres of art. 

The large number of vacant, abandoned and 
inexpensive buildings in the Incubator Space could also 
accommodate permanently affordable live/work housing 
for artists.  The large square footage of many of these 
vacancies makes them attractive to a wide variety of artists, who tend to be attracted to “vacant historic 
and industrial buildings that offer ample artistic workspace in settings with cache.”28 Furthermore, the 
establishment of artist live/work space in many cities has contributed to their revitalization.  In the City of 
Peekskill, N.Y., for example, the local government “created an affordable cooperative loft project that opened 
in 2002, providing twenty-eight live/work spaces.”29  This program demonstrated how “artists … attract 
business and help shape a favorable environment for reinvestment …”30   

Due to its location between two vibrant areas of Baltimore – the central business/convention 
center district and the Mount Vernon/ Seton Hill communities – and its access to various modes of public 
transportation, including bus, rail and light rail, the Incubator Space is primed to become a hub of 24/7 
activity.    

As mentioned previously in the report, the West Side was a thriving center for retail and 
entertainment from the late 1800s to the mid-1900s.  Large retail establishments such as Hecht’s department 
store occupied buildings in the Incubator Space for many years.  Today many of these buildings are vacant; 
however, their design and structure suggest a continued commercial use.  We believe the area’s potential lies 
heavily in filling these abandoned large buildings with retail and food shopping options.   

Recommendations
 
 In consideration of these strengths and based on a street-by-street assessment, our initial 
recommendations are:

•	 Develop incubator spaces for artists.  Following a business incubator model, an incubator space 
could be established in which artists would have the opportunity to network with and learn from 
other arts entrepreneurs as they grow their businesses.  Just as business incubators have shared 
conference and office spaces, an artist incubator could have shared performing and display spaces 
for works of art.  Pittsburgh has created an interesting model of shared display space in their Future 
Tenant space.  “Future Tenant provides a laboratory setting for artists, arts managers and audiences to 
explore the limits of the creative expression, presentation and interpretation of various art forms.”31  
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Kansas City also has an artist incubator in its 
arts district.32 Finally, Arlington County, VA 
established an award-winning model of arts 
incubation and significantly grew the number 
and types of artists and art consumers in their 
region.33 (See Appendix IV for a list of other 
artist incubators throughout the country.) 

•	 Establish permanently affordable 
artist live/work spaces.  Gentrification in 
arts districts is an ongoing concern for all 
members of the arts community. Cooperatives 
or collectives established by organizations, 
such as Artspace, dedicated to preserving 
affordable housing for artists,34 or artists 
who organize to form their own housing 
cooperative and collectively purchase, own 
and maintain buildings, are two ways to 
preserve affordability.  Additionally, an 
organization could establish of a community 
land trust, “a private, nonprofit corporation 
created to provide secure, affordable access to 
land and housing for community members.”35  
Community land trusts have the ability to 
separate ownership of land from ownership 
of the building/s on it.  Generally, community 
land trusts own the land and sell buildings/
condominiums at an affordable rate to low- or 
moderate-income home buyers.  The buyers 
enter into a lease for the land with the land 
trust and must agree to certain stipulations; 
for instance, that their building/home can 
only be resold at an affordable rate to a low- 
or moderate-income buyer.36   Given that the 
Baltimore Development Corporation owns a 
significant number of buildings, they could 
consider selling buildings to community land 
trusts or artists cooperatives or collectives, 
thereby not only securing permanently 
affordable housing but also promoting 
homeownership among artists.

•	  Attract additional neighborhood-type 
retail suitable for artists.  Artists help 
create a 24/7 culture. Coffee shops, arts 
supply stores, small organic food stores 
or cooperatives, delis, local bars, ethnic 

restaurants and diners are just some 
examples of retail that could serve an artistic 
community.  The Baltimore Development 
Corp. could consider providing relocation 
assistance to businesses that fit this profile. 
Just as they have provided relocation 
assistance to businesses to move them out of 
an area so they can assemble large parcels that 
are attractive to developers; we recommend 
that they also consider providing relocation 
assistance to artists and businesses that are 
willing to move in to the West Side to support 
the rising creative economy and help make the 
area a 24/7 environment. Another possibility 
for managing incoming retail is though the 
expansion and strengthening of the existing 
merchants’ association, which could work to 
identify and recruit small businesses to the 
area.  

•	 Establish spaces that can be used by 
rising professional artists.  Artists who 
have started their careers and wish to take 
their business to a more professional level 
need a “middle ground” in which to grow.  
Currently, Baltimore does not offer that 
middle ground and many artists feel forced 
to leave the city in order to grow.37   For 
example, budding actors who wish to develop 
their careers need to move from amateur 
spaces to small professional theatres before 
they’re ready for the national stage; however, 
the only theatre in Baltimore that has open 
auditions for professional actors and hires 
locally is the Everyman Theatre, which 
cannot offer sufficient opportunity to all the 
actors in the city who seek it.  Small/mid-
sized professional theatres, music venues, 
stand-up/improvisational comedy spots and 
neighborhood galleries are all recommended 
for this sub-area.  The city may need to 
consider re-evaluating the existing zoning 
in this area to ensure it will permit live 
entertainment.        

•	 Encourage the formation of artists’ 
business cooperatives. A cooperative can 

support artists by providing them with the opportunity to share the costs of doing business and of 
marketing and selling their products.  The Carriage House in Washington DC is one successful model 
of photography cooperative.38   

•	 Make parking lot and vacant ground-level retail spaces available for pop-up arts events and 
retail.  Recently, emerging and on-line businesses have sought temporary space to promote their 
products and generate buzz without needing to make a long-term commitment to one space.  Artists 
too need space to display their work; however, many cannot take on the cost of a year-round lease.  
Pop-up retail and gallery spaces have been successful in other parts of the country and would be one 
way to fill some of the area’s vacant storefronts.  Furthermore, continually changing pop-ups would 
keep shoppers and arts consumers returning regularly to the West Side. These spaces would be best 
managed and programmed by a pop-up store coordinator who could be responsible for all property 
management duties.    

•	 Incorporate public art and more green space.  Public art and green space are both CPTED (Crime 
Prevention through Environmental Design) strategies.  Public art can be a successful deterrent of 
vandalism.39  Building murals can help deter graffiti and beautify areas where blank building façades 
are visible to the public. Green space provides additional opportunity for social interaction, increases 
eyes on the street and contributes to the beautification of an area.  
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•	 Establish partnerships with local 
universities to make better use of 
existing spaces.  Just like artists, 
universities need centrally located spaces 
for students to gain field experience in a 
variety of careers.  The West Side can provide 
that space, and can involve students from 
programs such as architecture, planning, real 
estate development, historic preservation and 
engineering in the redesign of the Incubator 
Space.  An academic institution such as the 
University of Maryland, or a professional 
collaboration such as the D:Center, could lead 
this partnership.  

•	 Identify one or more large arts 
institutions interested in relocating, 
and provide incentives for them to move 
to this area. The presence of a large anchor 
arts institution such as a museum would 
enable this area to capitalize on the cultural 
tourism opportunities in the area overall.  
Given its recent announcement to relocate, we 
recommend that efforts be made to encourage 
Baltimore’s Contemporary Museum of Art to 
relocate to this area. The Hutzler Building is 
one possible space for relocation.

•	 Encourage the growth and establishment 
of creative enterprises.  Some of the 
buildings in the Incubator Space could be 
used as large office buildings that would meet 
the needs of commercial artists, including 
graphic designers, architects, film animators 
and interior decorators. Various business 
attraction strategies common in the field 
of economic development could be applied 
to attract this group of entrepreneurs.  
Strategies could include the establishment of 
a business incubator for “commercial artists”, 
advertising the availability of these spaces 
and the advantages of relocating to Baltimore 
in a trade publication such as Art Business 
News or Art Calendar and through direct 
marketing to an identified arts business or 
industry.40 Finally, through the establishment 
of a creative economy steering committee or 
development of a city-wide cultural plan, the 

City can explore ways in which to grow the 
creative class in Baltimore.    

                 
•	 Provide space for arts, alternative, 

vocational or adult educational 
institutions.  This area’s proximity to public 
transportation makes it accessible from 
many areas of the city. The location here of 
alternative educational institutions could 
significantly contribute to its reactivation, 
since educational programming is generally 
offered at a variety of hours during the day 
and evening and would create pedestrian 
traffic during all those times. This would not 
only build a greater sense of public safety but 
would increase the consumer base coming to 
the area.  In keeping with the artistic feel of 
the area, these institutions could specialize 
in arts-related programs such as digital 
photography, graphic design and computer 
animation. Through the establishment of 
a specialized educational institution, more 
arts-allied commercial enterprises would 
be attracted to the area. As a way to expand 
the design industry in North Carolina, the 
State fostered the development of a multi-
campus research center, the Center for Design 
Innovation.41    

•	 Involve existing residents in the 
community improvement process.  
According to the University of Maryland 
Urban Studies and Planning Program previous 
report on the area, it is very challenging 
to engage residents of the West Side in 
community issues.42  There is a sense that 
residents simply want to go to work, go 
shopping or go out for the evening, and don’t 
have the time or interest to be involved in 
their neighborhood.  If the city wants to retain 
residents long-term in this area, more needs 
to be done to make them feel like they can 
have an effect on their community.  Through 
effective community organizing strategies and 
the coordination of neighborhood events and 
festivals, a sense of community can start to 
develop.      

•	 Create a restaurant and food “alley” along West Lexington Street.  West Lexington Street 
connects the Superblock to Lexington Market. It is an area that already lends itself to heavy pedestrian 
traffic and is within close proximity to public transportation stops. It could be a good location from 
which Baltimore can offer a unique array of food options, building on what is already offered at 
Lexington Market.  Small ethnic/specialty grocery stores, food carts and trucks, sandwich shops, 
bakeries and restaurants are just a few of the types of food-oriented retail that we envision for this 
street. 

Lexington Market front entrance
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 One of the complaints leveled against several of the 
recent redevelopment proposals for the West Side is that they 
lack comprehensiveness or unity of vision; they tend to be 
piecemeal in nature and focused on one kind of redevelopment 
(parking garages, residential rental) rather than encompassing an 
overall plan. 

In April 2010 a preliminary statement of interest was submitted by 
the city to the National Endowment for the Arts,1 requesting $250,000, which the 
city would match, to study the feasibility and plan the establishment of a West Side Arts 
District. The NEA rejected this preliminary application, but interest in the idea remained. Here, 
finally, might be a feasible unifying vision for West Side redevelopment.

According to cultural planning consultant Craig Dreeszen,2 in theory any neighborhood can be 
“designated” an arts district, and can be successful given sufficient incentive and investment. However, 
there are elements and issues that can make success more or less certain. We divide these into two groups: 
First, as arts districts in other cities have demonstrated, establishment of an arts district is easier and the 
chances of success are greater if at least some of the right foundational elements are in place. We define these 
as elements that are difficult to create if they don’t already exist, and they tend to be common to most arts 
districts. And second, with any such proposal there are social, economic and political barriers that are specific 
to each jurisdiction that can be overcome if community leaders have the will and support to address them 
appropriately. Below we identify both the necessary foundational elements and the current barrier issues.

On the West Side, we consider the following to be key foundational elements:

•	 The right built environment. Since any redevelopment on the West Side will need to preserve 
260 designated buildings in order to conform to the memorandum of agreement with the Maryland 
Historical Trust, it’s inevitable that development in the district will need to exist within available 
spaces. This is discussed in more detail below. 

•	 Existing arts-related anchors. It will be much more difficult to create a district from nothing than 
if the seeds of arts-related activities are already present. With the Hippodrome, the Bromo-Seltzer 
Tower, the impending arrival of the Everyman Theatre, the return of Maryland Art Place, and several 
smaller gallery spaces in the area, we believe there are indeed some anchors that can spur further arts-
related activity.

•	 At least one educational institution that can serve as a strategic partner. Providence has RISD, 
Johnson and Wales and Brown; Pittsburgh has Carnegie-Mellon; Station North in Baltimore has the 
Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA). On the West Side the University of Maryland Baltimore 
campus could serve as that anchor, and there is opportunity to involve other educational institutions, 
including Johns Hopkins, Coppin State, Morgan State and Towson universities, which might want a 
presence in an arts-themed urban neighborhood. The opportunities this presents are discussed further 
below.

Tyson Street alley artwork

56 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side



I.  Artists are attracted to areas where there are opportunities 
for display and social interaction 

Opportunities for the display of works and for social interaction among artists are central to the 
economic and social success of an arts district.  The Project for Public Spaces says good public spaces — from 
markets to corners to intersections — jump-start local economies, encourage volunteerism and tourism, 
attract investments, lower crime rates, improve pedestrian safety and public health, increase the use of public 
transportation and improve the environment.6

Within an arts district, these spaces become the medium through which art as a commodity becomes a 
significant factor in the market.  Venues like galleries and theaters are spaces through which art enters the 
public domain, providing financial gain and public acknowledgement to the artist. These venues also stimulate 
demand by creating havens for art consumers, and they help to regulate and define the industry through the 
promotion and attraction of specific types of art. 

As defined by stakeholders with whom we spoke, opportunities for the display of art and social interaction 
include:

•	 A critical mass of affordable housing that supports live/work. Greater concentration of artists on 
the West Side will foster the formation of an enhanced artist community and will stimulate greater 
interaction, demand and participation.

•	 Locations for development of artistic endeavors like film and dance, which currently lack space for 
creation or display on the West Side. 

•	 A range of restaurant and food service offerings, from high-end and niche market stores to local 
eateries and fine dining. 

•	 Multifunctional spaces supportive of “do it yourself” and public art display.

Within the West Side there are at least 35 arts-based assets, ranging from theaters, galleries, to schools 
and artists’ housing (see Appendix III). Cultural institutions like the Peabody Institute have existed on the 
West Side for at least 150 years, and they attract thousands of patrons annually to their venues. 

Despite the wealth of opportunities and assets on the West Side, unfortunately there are not yet 
sufficient cultural amenities and services to enable artists and consumers to live, work and play there. Most 
of the stakeholders we spoke with agree that more is needed to promote a thriving arts and entertainment 
center, but highlighted some key issues that will need to be addressed first. 

An arts district can eliminate vacancy through opportunities for artist display and social interaction

Although vacancy on the West Side is mostly viewed as a limitation, the lack of occupancy provides an 
opportunity for new uses and may prove a significant asset given the current economic downturn. Current 
statistics on downtown Baltimore show that its job and residential markets remain competitive. According 
to Kirby Fowler, president of the Downtown Partnership of Baltimore, in 2009 downtown Baltimore area 
ranked 16th in the country for job density and 7th in the country for its residential population of more than 
40,000.7 Moreover, with commercial rents quoted at $25.78 per square foot, the city remains attractive for 

 In addition to these foundational elements, 
our fieldwork identified the following six economic, 
political and social issues that we believe will have 
a direct bearing, either positive or negative, on 
successful development of the West Side as an arts 
district.

Lack of housing

According to a residential study commissioned 
by the Downtown Partnership of Baltimore in 
2006, there is demand for market-rate housing in 
Baltimore’s downtown.  “More than 7,400 households 
represent the annual potential 
market for new and existing 
market-rate housing units 
in downtown Baltimore and 
adjacent neighborhoods.”3 The 
study further projected that 
the market can absorb between 
600 and 1,000 new market-rate 
rental/multi-family housing 
units per year.  The report also 
anticipates that those looking 
for downtown housing will be 
empty-nesters and retirees 
(38%), young professionals, 
students and young couples 
(45%) and a small percentage 
of families that prefer an urban 
lifestyle (17%).4  (See Appendix V 
for additional information about 
downtown’s annual housing 
absorption rate.)  

Despite the demand for 
market rate housing in downtown Baltimore, the 
Westside has few residential buildings; however, 
it does provide many opportunities for additional 
housing.  While it does not have the waterfront 
luxury of Inner Harbor or Fell’s Point, it is within 
close proximity to public transportation, major 
interstates, the University of Maryland, the city’s 
large sports and entertainment venues, and the 
central business district.  Furthermore, there are 
many vacant buildings that have the potential 

for providing ground-floor retail and upper floor 
residential space.  

Despite the heavy concentration of vacant 
buildings and lack of retail, residential rents in the 
West Side are comparable to those in other parts of 
the city.  As indicated on rental companies’ websites, 
monthly rents start at around $900/month for 
a studio, $1,000/month for a one-bedroom and 
$1,400/month for a two-bedroom.  Only in the Inner 
Harbor and Fell’s Point neighborhoods are rents 
considerable higher. (See Appendix V for details 
about individual apartment buildings downtown.)   

Infrastructure, existing 
buildings, historic 
preservation: Vacant spaces 
could potentially be used by 
artists 

     The existing buildings on 
the West Side present both 
challenges and opportunities 
for housing.  There are various 
buildings with ground-floor 
retail space and vacant space 
on the floors above.  However, 
interviewees have said that 
current fire and building codes 
prohibit office or residential 
uses on these floors due to 
lack of sufficient egress.5 In 
addition to challenges with the 
original design of the buildings, 
many buildings have also been 

designated as historic, meaning 
options for building rehabilitation are limited since 
certain parts of the structure must be preserved.  
Given the limited other options, the upper-floor 
vacant spaces could be the perfect place for artists to 
live and work.  They would most likely have low rents, 
wood floors, large windows in some cases, and even 
the potential to display their art in the ground-level 
retail spaces.    
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businesses seeking low rents.8 “At the same time, job 
growth in defense, health care and education as well 
as the influx of jobs from the federal military base 
restructuring (known as BRAC) are expected to fuel 
an eventual recovery.”9

A handful of property owners control the 
majority of vacant buildings on the West Side. These 
owners include City of Baltimore (including the 
Baltimore Development Corporation), the Weinberg 
Foundation and the State of Maryland.10 Therefore 
stimulation of development on the West Side 
depends heavily on these entities’ ability to activate 
their spaces. Additionally, in a difficult economy 
developers are less willing to take the first risk in a 
traditionally disinvested area like the West Side. 

Jeff Daniel, vice president of venues for the 
France-Merrick Performing Arts Center, stated 
that the city’s current building and sanitary codes, 
specifically requirements for multiple egresses and for 
waste stream management, have hindered residential 
and commercial redevelopment of the upper floors 
of many of the smaller buildings surrounding the 
Hippodrome. Façade improvements have been 
made, but the buildings still stand empty.11 This 
example reveals a secondary issue – permitting and 
the current building codes.  Working to make these 
more flexible could remove excessive constraints on 
building use on the West Side.   

 In the interim, Downtown Partnership has 
enacted Operation Storefront, an effort to reduce 
street-level vacancy and to make available new spaces 
for artists. Under this plan, vacant storefronts will 
be temporarily turned over to “[i]ndividual artists 
and artist teams, established or aspiring retailers and 
restaurateurs, and creative entrepreneurs, nonprofits 
or companies who wish to occupy, activate, and 
utilize empty first-floor space for creative enterprises. 
Downtown Partnership also welcomes proposals 
from landlords with available storefronts who are 
interested in putting their site back into active 
usage.”12 Up to $10,000 in grants will be awarded 
per application to support costs associated with the 

occupation and operation of a selected vacant first-
floor space. Operation Storefront attempts to place 
projects in the highest-visibility areas, with the goals 
of enhancing the aesthetics, heightening visibility of 
the arts, utility of the buildings, and increasing “eyes 
on the streets.”  

An arts district must attract outside customers 
and audience

A previous study conducted by students in the 
University of Maryland’s Architecture, Planning 
and Preservation, Spring 2009 studio class found 
that there were 189 businesses within a five-mile 
radius of the Atrium apartment building on Howard 
Street. According to the survey, 7% were defined as 
grocery; 21% as restaurants; 29% as service and 43% 
as sales. The report defines the typical customer of 
these businesses as “working class or blue collar,” and 
not downtown residents. 13 According to the 2009 
Howard Street strategic enhancement plan, “Demand 

for goods, services, and dining [in the area] is generated by local residents, nearby daytime employees, and 
visitors to the area who are from other nearby neighborhoods.”14 If local residents, daytime employees and 
visitors are working-class, then businesses that can meet that demographic’s needs are the ones that will 
succeed. It is therefore reasonable to infer that the current business stock on the West Side is not useful or 
attractive to middle- and upper-class downtown residents, artists, or tourists, and the area cannot attract 
those constituencies without first doing something to catalyze a change in the nature of its businesses.

Symptomatic of the West Side’s inability to attract economically diverse patrons is the lack of foot 
traffic. In describing the success of the Station North Art’s District, Tom Hall, music director of the Baltimore 
Choral Arts Society and arts and culture editor for Baltimore public radio station WYPR, stated that the 
increase in foot traffic is a substantial factor to the growth and productivity of the area. When people begin 
seeing others on the street it enhances the perception of safety and “coolness” of the area. 15  

Arts districts need to work together

 The arts and culture already present on the West Side and the existence of two other arts districts in 
the city provides an important opportunity for citywide connection and coordination in order to enhance 
its artistic community’s regional profile.  A study done in Los Angeles and San Jose found that the greatest 
drag on the redevelopment of both cities’ arts communities was the lack of regional coordination.  The study 
stresses that a key step involves mapping and assessing the cultural assets and needs of an area to identify 
ways to build on and link existing strengths and address potential problems. Approaching flagship cultural 
projects within this wider process increases the likelihood that they are developed in relation to existing 
or emerging arts clusters and, in turn, prompts consideration of ways to enhance the potential synergies 
between a cultural anchor and artistic communities.16

 Initiating strategies to ensure citywide coordination will enable all three arts districts to maximize 
existing resources, to capitalize on existing strengths and to connect more effectively to the greater mid-
Atlantic region. 

II.   A political and economic environment is needed to create 

an arts district
Noting the lack of development that has taken place recently in West Side study area, most 

interviewees cited the several conflicting, partial and/or redundant stakeholder proposals for redevelopment 
of the area. In order for any development initiative to be successful the political leadership, the arts 
community and the business community all need to agree on a unified vision. Involving as broad as possible 
a group of stakeholders behind that vision will increase the chances of securing support, including financial 
support, and of ultimate success. However, to date that alignment has proven difficult. Indeed, several 
interviewees said they were looking forward to the findings of an upcoming Urban Land Institute study, as it 
will give the mayor’s office an opportunity to identify and focus on an independently developed vision for the 
area.

There are also some questions about the issue of “ownership” of the redevelopment problems on the 
West Side. Some interviewees felt that the city needs to exhibit more leadership in the area. The Downtown 
Partnership is reliant on Baltimore Development Corporation to get the properties it owns back into active 
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use. The Partnership has apparently had to devote 
its own funds to manage city-owned properties. 
Interviewees felt that neither the city nor the BDC 
has taken true ownership of the issues on the West 
Side, and they expressed the hope that the ULI 
study will help create a cohesive vision for West Side 
development.17 

Despite this, WYPR’s Tom Hall said he 
believes “there is a political will to make it attractive 
for people to stay here.”18 Similarly, most interviewees 
noted that the mayor has said that she is committed 
to fostering arts development citywide. This was 
echoed at the Cultural Town Hall meeting on Oct. 14, 
2010, where the mayor noted her desire to reduce 
or remove roadblocks 
to arts-centered 
development. Deputy 
Mayor for Economic 
and Neighborhood 
Development Kaliope 
Parthemos said that the 
mayor is interested in 
setting up a “one-stop 
shop” to streamline the 
bureaucratic process 
for redevelopment, 
in order to lessen the 
disincentives to real 
estate revitalization in 
the area.19 

Barriers to Baltimore development

Baltimore is seen as an unfriendly place 
for development. Most interviewees noted several 
factors delaying the development process, including 
the long and complex process required to purchase 
properties from the city. For any property acquired 
from the city or Baltimore Development Corporation, 
the memorandum of agreement with the Maryland 
Historical Trust, the zoning, and the city’s strategic 
plan are all binding.  Development in Baltimore is 
also expensive: The tax base is lower and property 
tax rates are higher than most comparable Eastern 
Seaboard cities, and any development where the 

city is involved is required to use more expensive 
unionized workers.3

Developers are also waiting for someone to 
take the first risk on the West Side, and interviewees 
noted the need for a catalyst, such as work on the 
Superblock, in order to spur additional activity. 
Similarly, smaller retailers are hesitant to commit to 
coming to a redeveloping area unless a major anchor 
retailer has already committed. The Downtown 
Partnership noted that lack of development on 
the West Side is currently a stumbling block for 
redevelopment in other parts of downtown. Many 
interviewees agreed that if the Superblock were to 
be developed, it would instill confidence in investors, 

developers, and local 
businesses.21 While 
some local, small-scale 
investments have been 
made, it appears these 
have not increased 
confidence in the overall 
market. 

John Kromer 
of the University 
of Pennsylvania 
noted in his paper 
“Vacant Property and 

Practice: Baltimore 
and Philadelphia” that there are several factors 
that impede the vacant-property acquisition 
and development in Baltimore. A difficult-to-
navigate administrative structure, in which the 
responsibility for property acquisition, maintenance, 
disposition, financing and development falls under 
various agencies has been cited as a barrier to 
redevelopment.22 

Perception of crime and safety 

By far the most common reasons cited for 
development delays dealt with the perceived safety 
issues on the West Side.  While, according to the 
Downtown Partnership, the entire downtown area 
enjoys some of the lowest rates of violent crime 

in the city,23 the West Side has an unfortunate reputation for high crime due to years of abandonment, a 
concentration of methadone clinics and persistent drug-dealing in public spaces.  The perception of crime 
has created an environment where consumers from the surrounding counties are afraid to go out and walk 
around the neighborhood and frequent the businesses.24 Rather, they park in a parking facility directly 
connected to the venue they’re patronizing, they see the show, and they leave immediately afterward without 
needing to venture outside. Development should be centered on a goal of creating a “contiguous stream of 
programming”25 among venues, restaurants and other businesses.  New destinations and attractions would 
capture the movement of people by foot and give them reasons to change their perceptions of the area.  

But an arts designation cannot accomplish this perception change without comprehensive and 
considered approaches to the underlying issues.  Academic literature seems to support this idea of “contiguous 
stream of programming” with a phenomena known as “cultural clustering,” which are concentrations of 
cultural amnesties in urban community, do a lot for perceived safety and value of a neighborhood. Providing 
new cultural amnesties and allowing perceptions of the neighborhood to evolve organically suggest that at the 
neighborhood level while also increasing economic livelihood of the neighborhood. While the public sector can 
work on cleaning up the streets and providing better lighting, and transit, cultural clustering evolve and exist 
by allowing the current existing resources and amenities to reinforce one another.26

The reality of art incentives

Most interviewees noted that there isn’t much communication to artists of the legislative benefits 
available to them for locating in an arts district, and consequently most artists don’t take full advantage 
of them.  (Please see Appendix VI for a summary of Maryland state an Baltimore City enabling legislation 
for arts districts.) Similarly, arts district legislation currently includes no housing provision, so artists that 
can afford to buy receive no incentives to do such and occupy empty spaces and no housing affordability 
protections. Art incentive legislation is primarily focused on catalyzing economic development within the 
district.  (Developers, however, are fully aware of the benefits of developing property in the area; they just feel 
the risk is too high in this economic environment.)27 Roy Crosse, owner of Westnorth studio in Station North, 
feels that one of the less effective aspects of an arts designation is the availability of benefits for artists. 
Artists who live and work in the designated district are allowed to apply for property-tax credits on building 
rehabilitation, can apply for an income-tax credit from money they make on their art, and are given a waiver 
on the admissions and amusement tax that is charged by the city. In a 2007 article in Urbanite magazine 
Crosse noted, “The incentives are nice, but city and state officials don’t quite understand the particular reality 
of an artist.” Many artists have trouble qualifying to buy properties: Buyers must not only be approved for the 
cost of the building, but also the amount the city feels will be required to rehab the property. Similarly, the 
short time frame required to rehabilitate the property often hampers those that can buy properties. Crosse 
continued “I’ve poured lots of money into my building, but it has happened over time and it doesn’t fit into 
existing incentive patterns. None of us have qualified for the development incentives for our properties, and 
few of us make enough money to take advantage of the sales-tax breaks.”28

While there are property tax credits and income tax rebates, there is no citywide effort to market 
these benefits to artists who could take advantage of them. In this regard, creating a position dedicated 

to counseling artists on how to obtain the necessary loans and procure the incentives would go along 
way in creating a sustainable district. Proactive leadership in the role of a central coordinator for the arts 

district would also be beneficial in building partnerships between artists and the surrounding institutions 
and corporations in order to help artists find new audiences and areas in which to market their work.
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III.   Vision and leadership 
are needed to plan for a third 

arts district
 Noting the array of artists, arts venues, and 
arts institutions in the area, interviewees generally 
perceived a strong artistic and cultural presence on 
Baltimore’s West Side and in the city as a whole. 
In fact, when asked about whether the West Side 
should receive an arts district designation, a common 
response was “Don’t we already have one?” At the 
same time, stakeholders asserted that additional 
leadership and support is needed for Baltimore’s arts 
and entertainment community to flourish further. 
Stakeholders articulated a desire for a cohesive arts 
community bound by vision and identity, coordinated 
marketing and outreach efforts, financial and non-
financial forms of city support, and more diversity 
among artists and audiences. 

 Further, while many interviewees recited 
the mantra “more is more when it comes to art,” 
others expressed concern that a new arts district on 
Baltimore’s West Side would direct resources away 
from Highlandtown and Station North, for whom 
benefits of the designation are still unfolding. On 
the one hand, a new arts district could increase 
the overall patronage and visibility of Baltimore’s 
arts scene. On the other hand, artists compete for 
audiences, funding and economic development 
resources. Some attendees at a Baltimore Cultural 
Town Hall Meeting noted, when asked by the mayor 
about a potential third arts district, that a third 
arts district is unnecessary. They expressed their 
perception that the city’s support for the arts is not 
wholehearted: It has reduced its support for arts 
education programs, and has not funded dedicated 
staff for Highlandtown or Station North. Before 
creating a third district, they said they would prefer 
that city resources first be used to fulfill unmet needs 
of the existing arts districts. 29

 What could make the difference between a 
zero-sum game and a win-win scenario? Participants 

noted that leadership and planning are needed 
to grapple with difficult issues. These include 
determining the goals and boundaries of an arts 
district, facilitating the perception of safety on the 
West Side, deciding on an administrative structure, 
and setting forth mechanisms by which success can 
be measured and monitored. Further, leadership and 
planning are needed to facilitate partnerships among 
artists and institutions and to ensure that the city’s 
arts districts are working together. 

What is the goal of an arts district?

 With the creation of a third arts district comes 
the need to determine its purpose. One potential 
goal of an arts district is to revitalize economically 
depressed areas. Under this scenario, public support 
for the arts is a mechanism by which to attract 
jobs and new residents to the West Side, thereby 
increasing tax revenues, which could be used to 
improve public services within the community and 
to catalyze additional development. Programmatic 
decisions – including the selection of artists and 
institutions to receive city support, the drawing 
of district boundaries, and the extent of financial 
incentives made available – would be made with 
an eye toward ensuring an economic-development 
return on an investment in the arts.

 Another potential goal of an arts district 
is to promote arts as a social good; for example, 
by engaging residents in artistic expression or 
preserving historic cultural assets – even if such 
efforts do not pay for themselves or if their benefits 
are not easily measurable. The Arena Players, the 
country’s oldest continually operating black theatre 
company founded by African Americans, is an 
example of a community arts initiative within the 
‘social good’ category. In the early 1950s a group of 
students from Coppin State College realized there 
was a need for a place where young black actors could 
explore and expand their talents. Several young actors 
who have participated in the Arena Players’ youth 
programming have gone on to act professionally, 
including Tracey Thomas from the television series 
CSI and Penny Johnson Gerald. Since the 1960s the 

Arena Players Theatre has seen no renovations and is in need of a new HVAC system, among other things.  
While the organization received a bond bill from the State of Maryland, it has been having difficulty raising 
the matching funds needed to replace the old equipment.  The theater has seen a decrease in ticket sales and 
has reduced the number of performances offered throughout the year due to extreme temperature changes.30

 The ‘social good’ category would also encompass efforts to ensure that artists are able to stay in their 
studios, display and/or performance spaces even if the development they catalyze results in rising rents. 
Artists have pointed to the need for additional city support in purchasing live-work spaces while they are 
still affordable, for example, through cooperative ownership strategies or other financing mechanisms. A 
key questions when it comes to supporting art as a social good is whether limited city resources are best put 
toward this use as opposed to other social services or infrastructure upgrades.

 It is important to note that the two goals are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Interviewees noted 
that arts education programs aimed at youth could both foster community engagement and cultivate a 
new generation of producers and consumers of art, outcomes that would provide both economic and social 
benefits. When used in conjunction with other strategies, public art projects could improve the look and 
feel of the area, thereby contributing to economic development ends while offering opportunities for local 
residents to be engaged in their communities. Promoting diversity within the artist community, for example 
through the preservation of historic cultural assets, can improve community cohesion while diversifying 
audiences, a stated economic need of the West Side’s anchor institutions.

How would the boundaries be determined?

 The city must navigate competing interests 
and approve a set of boundaries based on the goal 
of a West Side arts district   Only six arts districts 
can be approved every year by the state, with the 
number of approved districts not to exceed two 
per county and no two counties able to receive a 
designation two years in a row. Both Station North 
and Highlandtown must reapply in the coming two 
years, so the city is not eligible until 2014 to receive 
designation for a third arts district. If the purpose 
of an arts district is to maximize city revenue, the 
boundaries would incorporate areas most favorable 
to economic development. On the other hand, if 
the goal is to preserve historic and cultural assets or 
to target the neediest populations, the boundaries 
might encircle at-risk institutions or highly vulnerable 
neighborhoods. Difficult decisions must be made, 
because a boundary that is too extensive could stretch 
resources too thin – some feel that this is a lesson 
learned from Highlandtown,31  whose district covers 
approximately 358 acres versus Station North’s 100 
or so.32
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 The Hippodrome favors a phased approach, 
designed over the short-term to capitalize on and 
bolster investments that have already been made 
to the south end of the West Side neighborhood 
(including the Bromo-Seltzer Tower, Everyman 
Theatre, and the Hippodrome itself) and to take 
advantage of the West Side’s proximity to the Inner 
Harbor and convention center district. Under this 
scenario, an arts district on the West Side would be 
bounded on the east by Howard Street, on the north 
by Fayette Street, on the south by Pratt Street, and 
on the west by Paca Street with additional areas to 
be phased in over time. Hippodrome representatives 
also expressed concern about including any reference 
to the “West Side” in the name of a potential district, 
citing its frequent confusion with “West Baltimore” 
and that area’s negative connotations due to its 
representation in the mass media. 

 Not everyone agrees with this approach. 
Many stakeholders have indicated a desire for the 
boundaries to extend into the general Mount Vernon 
area. Additionally, according to Randi Vega, executive 
director of cultural affairs at the Baltimore Office 
of Promotion and the Arts, as the city considered 
the boundaries of a new designation during its 
application for NEA funding, some thought it would 
be appropriate for the designation to cross Martin 
Luther King Boulevard as a way of bridging the 
divide between downtown and the residential areas 
of West Baltimore, where the benefits of investment 
are often not seen. For instance, people pointed to 
Hollins Market, given a presence of artists already 
in the area.33 Dan Trahey, director of the Baltimore 
Symphony Orchestra’s children’s outreach program, 
feels that while a West Side arts district would be 
successful, the city should also consider other areas, 
including places where people “need” an arts district. 
For example, the area near the Lockerman Bundy 
Elementary School currently has a lot of vacant 
buildings and very few after-school programs and 
amenities for neighborhood children. Due to its 
proximity to major roads and highways, it also might 
be more accessible than the West Side for parents 
who might participate in community programming.34 

Beyond West Baltimore, stakeholders near or within 
Mount Vernon have also expressed a desire for city 
support. And, finally, a proposal by a group called the 
African-American Arts Cultural & Entertainment 
Consortium to create an arts district just south of 
M&T Bank Stadium honoring the achievements 
of African Americans was backed by the Rev. Al 
Sharpton in May.35 

What indicators of success would be established?

 Interviewees discussed the importance of 
developing indicators of success around an arts 
district. So far, the impact of the city’s previous 
designations (Station North and Highlandtown) 
has been discussed in relatively broad terms. 
Interviewees cited cases where the Station North 
designation catalyzed the redevelopment of vacant 
and abandoned buildings, improved the perception of 
safety in the area, enlivened local streets, particularly 
at night, and contributed to a sense of place among 
artists and other community members. However, 
stakeholders also want “hard numbers” to answer 
questions: How many jobs are created for every dollar 
investment in the arts? What is the economic return 
on a dollar invested? How many vacant buildings 
have been converted to use as a direct result of the 
designation? Have the arts districts increased or 
decreased the availability of affordable live and/or 

work spaces? These indicators would enable community leaders within the arts districts to strategize, change 
course and justify additional funding for the arts where appropriate. 

How would the West Side handle real and perceived safety issues?

 Leadership is needed to increase the perception of safety on the West Side and to deal with uses that 
are perceived as incompatible to arts and related commercial development. In particular, the West Side’s seven 
methadone clinics and the prescription drug-dealing centered at Lexington Market – cited by most of those 
we spoke with as a significant source of loitering in the area – were viewed as a major barrier to patronage 
of local arts institutions, shops and restaurants. Emblematic of this is the way Hippodrome patrons prefer 
to experience the West Side: They arrive in time for a show and leave right afterwards. Their ability to travel 
from their cars to the performance and back without having to walk outdoors was emphasized by Hippodrome 
leadership as a key element in convincing them to come to the area at all.

While stakeholders have expressed concern about the high concentration of methadone clinics and 
related social services on the West Side, they also acknowledge that the West Side is an ideal location for 
this social service, given its easy accessibility by the city’s bus, light rail and subway systems. Additionally, 
the clinics are tied to major health care facilities located on the West Side. Without careful consideration of 
alternate sites, relocation could increase the costs of operating the clinics, reduce their accessibility by those 
in need, and deter individuals from seeking addiction treatment. Leadership is needed to ensure that Howard 
Street’s problems are not simply moved to elsewhere, away from social services and into other neighborhoods 
that are already struggling.

Who would govern an arts district?

 Interviewees raised questions about how a new arts district would be governed. A key lesson learned 
from Station North and other arts districts is that dedicated staff resources are needed to help with marketing 
to both artists and audiences, with planning, and with partnerships. Some have attributed the challenges 
faced by the Highlandtown district to the absence of a full-time staff coordinator. With the potential for a 
new arts district, questions have been raised about whether staff can be shared across arts districts to foster 
communication among districts and to maximize the use of scarce resources. 

How would arts districts coordinate with each other?

 A West Side arts district cannot be planned in isolation. Interviewees pointed to the need for 
coordination among a new West Side arts district and other artists and institutions across the region, 
including the Station North and Highlandtown districts. Such an approach is needed to make arts more visible 
to an outside audience, to reduce redundant marketing efforts and to forge partnerships proactively among 
stakeholders.

 Space and equipment. Area artists frequently collaborate in the production of art by sharing work or 
performance space, equipment, and other resources. To cite just one example, the Hippodrome and Maryland 
Art Place are seeking to share with or rent to other local artists, while the Baltimore Rock Opera Society is 
looking for performance and rehearsal space. Further, it is common for local musicians to host concerts in 
unapproved settings until asked to leave, an issue the city is attempting to deal with through changes to the 
zoning code.36 Efforts to match underutilized or vacant spaces and equipment with artists in need would help 
solve this problem while making the most of existing resources. 
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 Marketing strategies. A recurring theme 
among interviewees was the need for a coordinated 
marketing strategy to make Baltimore arts more 
visible and attractive to audiences who may be 
unfamiliar with the city. While a vibrant arts scene 
exists in Baltimore, it is dispersed and sometimes 
difficult to discern or navigate. Efforts to consolidate 
information about events and venues are particularly 
important for the West Side, given its linkages 
to major highways, regional transit systems, the 
convention center and hotels, and employment 
centers that draw from the greater Baltimore 
region and beyond. While 
representatives from the 
major institutions pointed 
to issues of parking and the 
perception of crime as barriers 
to drawing audiences from 
outside Baltimore City, some 
also noted that the DIY artists, 
while a significant presence 
in Baltimore, do not market 
their work outside their 
immediate networks. Since 
for many DIY artists art is not 
a primary source of income, 
either resources for marketing 
are limited or extensive 
outreach is not a priority. Still, 
a more visible and accessible 
DIY scene could help paint 
Baltimore as a major hub 
for that kind of art, provide 
new opportunities for the consumption of art, and 
highlight productive activity on the West Side as a 
way of increasing the perception of safety. 

 Stakeholders also expressed the need for a 
comprehensive and current arts website -- including 
a map, calendar and artist registry -- to synthesize 
information about Baltimore arts for both audiences 
and artists. Some marketing efforts are redundant or 
piecemeal, and information is dispersed throughout 
various websites including the Baltimore Office 
of Promotion and the Arts, the Art-Full Life blog, 

Downtown Partnership, Radar Redux, Maryland Art 
Place, WestSide Renaissance, the Station North and 
Creative Alliance websites, the City Paper, Facebook, 
and others. Information about transit and parking 
is also needed. Attempts to pull these resources 
together into a “one stop shop” for visitors, themed 
around arts and entertainment, would be a welcome 
addition. 

How would the West Side ensure inclusiveness?

 A final issue put forward by interviewees 
was the need for broad involvement in planning 

for a third arts district. An 
inclusive process involving 
a diverse cross-section of 
stakeholders in the West Side 
would help identify artists 
and art resources beyond 
the ‘usual suspects’ – i.e. the 
major institutions and the 
‘mainstream’ DIY scene. The 
West Side’s ethnic restaurants, 
religious institutions, beauty 
salons and other businesses 
may have an important role 
to play in an arts district. 
Additionally, DIY participation 
could further the relationship 
between burgeoning artists 
and major institutions with 
respect to joint marketing and 
audience outreach. 

 Interviewees pointed out that inclusive 
planning could help artists and organizations 
complement rather than compete with each other 
– for instance, vacant buildings on the West Side 
could provide display venue space for artists living in 
Station North, which has a good share of residential 
space. Additionally, as noted previously, artists and 
institutions on the West Side are inextricably linked 
with schools, venues, and with other organizations 
across town. 

 When asked about ways to bridge artists’ 

networks in the West Side, stakeholders suggested having diverse community representation on advisory 
boards and steering committees and hosting multi-stakeholder meetings. Comprehensive outreach is also 
necessary to engender participation from a diverse cross-section of stakeholders. Despite newspaper coverage 
and public forums around a possible West Side arts district, several interviewees were unaware of their stake 
in a West Side designation. Further, some interviewees were unsure who in the city is responsible for arts 
district planning and expressed a desire for more information and opportunities for input.

IV.   An arts district must be marketed
 Branding a city is not only seen as a way to fashion a creative, unique identity, but it also provides a 
collective, connecting sense of belonging.37  The establishment of an arts district on the west side of Baltimore 
would require creating a promotional marketing approach and a positive, distinctive identity which will 
then drive the overarching branding of the district. A successful branding effort would require buy-in and 
collaboration from the artistic community as well as a pro-arts, pro-business attitude from local and state-
level leadership. 

Existing marketing and branding campaigns

 From the recent and highly criticized city campaign “Find Your Happy Place,” to “Waterfront Invasion,” 
to the more favored “The City that Reads” and “Charm City,” Baltimore has had a long, contentious history of 
marketing and branding campaigns.38 As the city recovers from the loss of its industrial base it has struggled 
to develop a cohesive city-wide brand.  A majority of the previous campaigns has focused on drawing in 
tourists rather than engaging residents, mainly because Visit Baltimore’s revenue comes mostly from hotel 
taxes. (Baltimore Office of Promotion and the Arts, on the other hand, focuses more on engaging local 
residents.2) As of 2009, however, Visit Baltimore has been focusing less on a city-wide branding campaign 
and more on spotlighting the city’s specific cultural and tourism assets. The redevelopment of several distinct 
areas of the city, such as Harbor East and the Station North Arts District, and expansion and investment by 
several universities within the city, has contributed to its branding uncertainty.  In March of 2010, Mayor 
Stephanie Rawlings-Blake brought together representatives from the Baltimore Convention Center, 1st 
Mariner Arena, Visit Baltimore (the city’s convention and visitors’ bureau), and the Baltimore Office of 
Promotion and the Arts to work on a cohesive city-wide brand.2 

 “The West has Zest” is the 
slogan that can currently be found 
on street banners and signage 
throughout the West Side of 
Baltimore.  The slogan was coined 
by the WestSide Renaissance, 
Inc., a non-profit focused on the revitalization and “rebirth” of the West Side. The organization was formed 
in 2000 as a collaboration of 35 public- and private-sector partners with an overall mission to “coordinate 
and lead efforts to transform the West Side into a vibrant community for residential living, entertainment, 
shopping and business in Baltimore City.”39  “The West has Zest” slogan is regarded by many individuals we 
interviewed as outdated and somewhat unsophisticated, which offers the opportunity, should an arts district 
be designated, to start fresh in rebranding and marketing the area.
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 Prior to any rebranding, however, the existing 
brand and perceptions of the West Side must be 
understood and addressed. While the banners and 
signage throughout downtown attempt to convey a 
message of vibrancy and revitalization, the reality 
is quite different.  From personal interviews to 
newspaper articles to blogs written about the area, 
the perception varies from an almost determined 
optimism that the area will recover to the much 
more frequent renunciation of the area as forgotten, 
desolate and drug- and crime-ridden. In interviews, 
many stakeholders mentioned in passing that the 
negative perception the public has of the West Side 
can be attributed in large part to the HBO series The 
Wire, which depicts the illegal drug trade, political 
corruption, faltering school system, and pervasive 
violence in Baltimore.  It is a tall marketing order to 
overcome so negative a portrayal.

Barriers

Many of those we interviewed stressed the 
importance of marketing an arts district with a clear, 
collaborative message.  However, several stakeholders 
have also expressed frustration that a third arts 
district risks saturation: Efforts are in danger of 
being duplicated and what little funding is available 
will be spread too thin.  As a result, developing a 
common vision and brand for an arts district may be 
a challenge.

 Artists living within an arts district typically 
want someone to take on the marketing burden so 
they can focus on creating art.  Another barrier an 
arts district faces is the limited funding available for 
marketing and support staff.  There are heavy costs 
involved in building brand awareness, especially with 

a completely new program or concept.  Time and 
financial resources, including technical support and 
grantwriting assistance, will need to be devoted to 
marketing a new arts district.  

Assets to build on 

 One question that arises in the creation of 
an arts district on the West Side is deciding which 
types of art are most appropriately targeted. Station 
North’s David Bielenberg said most of the artists 
living in Station North are visual artists, such as 
painters and sculptors, and performing artists such 
as musicians and actors. He said that Station North 
takes advantage of the strengths that are already 
there rather than trying to create something new.40  
The current strengths within the existing artists’ 
community in the downtown West Side of Baltimore 
are somewhat similar to Station North.  

 

Operationally, arts industries perform similarly within and across different cities.  Studies have shown 
individual cultural industries, such as visual art, fashion, music, design, and performing arts, have a tendency 
to pair together in terms of location.  For example, music and film industries are generally found clustered 
together in a similar location, while visual arts and design typically cluster together, the pairings often 
operating in a similar manner.41  The clustering of industries as a whole has a tendency to be influenced more 
specifically by infrastructure and social and economic networks than their particular physical locations. 
Clusters of artists can be sustained by allowing concentrations of existing resources to reinforce one another.42  
Research such as this can be used to develop synergies across art industries on the West Side in a less forced, 
more organic manner.  

 Annual large-scale festivals and events have intangible benefits that strengthen the cultural scene 
within a community, a characteristic that make them qualitatively meaningful in an economic sense.43  
Typically, festivals are locally based and a hybrid affair between culture and economic growth that is both 
organic and less corporate in nature.  Events such as Free Fall Baltimore and Artscape can both contribute 
to and be highlighted in the brand creation and marketing of an arts district on the West Side.  Artscape is a 
three-day city-wide event that has been referred to as the “largest free arts festival in the country with over 
350,000 attendees.” The event’s total economic impact on Baltimore in 2009 was $25.97 million.44 In 2011, 
Artscape will be celebrating its 30th year.  In a similar vein, Free Fall Baltimore is a month-long program 
providing visitors and local residents free access to a wide range of arts and cultural activities and events.  
Both events have played an invaluable role in showcasing Baltimore as an up-and-coming arts scene. 

 In 2011, the Everyman Theatre Company will be moving to the downtown area, and is another asset 
that can play a vital branding role. Everyman ensures accessible, affordable and quality plays for everyone. It 
also works to engage youth in the arts, which not only serves as a catalyst to expose local children to the arts, 
but after the move will expose their families to the downtown West Side to see all it has to offer.  

 To the south, the convention center has over 425,000 square feet of meeting and exhibit space and can 
host up to 50,000 people,45 providing an additional visitor market for the area.

 The Downtown Partnership of Baltimore has assisted in the overall improvement and marketing of 
the area with its façade improvement program. The program provides up to $20,000 to restore and improve a 
business or property owner’s building façade, something that will help to brand the area more consistently as 
it revitalizes. 

 The strengths and assets in the entire downtown area will serve well the overall vision and branding of 
a West Side arts district. The West Side’s easily accessible location is a vital asset; it is reachable via multiple 
forms of public transportation, linkages to major highways, and connections to a regional transit system.  
And Baltimore’s reputation as a lower-cost city means an arts district can be marketed outside of the area, to 
higher-cost cities such as Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia. “How the cosmopolitan city and metropolitan 
region responds to the branding and synchronization of commerce and consumer culture and the realities 
of their multicultural societies, can in part be measured by its public culture and urban planning.”46 Every 
cultural asset can play a role in promoting arts events, projects, institutions, placemaking, and the overall 
branding of the area.
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V.    Infrastructure on the 
West Side: The area has 

issues of access, information, 
utilities, and greening.
There are infrastructure deficiencies on the 

West Side that will hinder the success of a proposed 
arts district. Transportation, information, utilities, 
and green infrastructures are plagued with issues that 
increase costs for businesses, residents, employees, 
and visitors. These issues also reduce the quality of 
life on the West Side. A substantial reinvestment in 
several types of infrastructure is required for future 
development and economic growth to occur.

What would a fully functional infrastructure 
in the proposed West Side Arts District look like? 
The transportation infrastructure would allow for 
residents and patrons 
of the arts to get to 
businesses and arts 
venues easily, efficiently, 
reliably and safely. The 
information infrastructure 
would be consistent, 
understandable, and 
helpful for everyone who 
lives in the arts district 
and everyone trying 
to visit it. All of the 
utilities on the West Side 
would be modernized 
and hidden (but easily 
accessible for maintenance), 
allowing theatre spotlights, streetlights and digital 
infrastructure to keep working. Startups and allied 
artists would be attracted to high-speed fiber optic 
connections, and visitors to the West Side would 
enjoy free Wi-Fi on the light rail. Streets, transit and 
public spaces would have the perception of being 
safe, inviting and accessible. Improved infrastructure 
would be a difference maker for the West Side Arts 
District.

Assets

 Infrastructure deficiencies on the West Side 
have a tendency to overshadow the infrastructure 
assets that exist in the area. These provide the 
foundation on which a proposed arts district on 
the West Side can flourish and prosper. Without 
any infrastructure assets, it would be impossible to 
cultivate an arts district on the West Side.

Most of these assets are directly linked to the 
West Side’s historic role as the former commercial 
hub in the city, and its proximity to the current 
commercial business district. Despite the notable 
infrastructure issues, the West Side has a level of 
accessibility and connectivity that is equal or superior 
to the majority of Baltimore. 

The area’s assets are most evident in its 
transportation infrastructure and connectivity. The 
West Side is transit rich, and this bodes well for its 

future. As the price of 
gas and subsequently 
the cost of driving 
continue to escalate, 
it is important to have 
alternative modes of 
transportation available 
for people on the West 
Side. In addition, 
Generation Y, those born 
between 1982 and 1995, 
view alternative modes 
of transportation, 
such as transit, more 
favorably than previous 
generations. According 

to Kiplinger, a financial advisement service, it is more 
than just for financial reasons – “it’s is a matter of 
mindset.”47 Generation Y-ers are cognizant of the 
environmental damage of automobile usage, and they 
also value productivity and enjoy wireless gadgets 
while traveling. Stakeholders in the arts district 
should understand that their primary target audience 
is likely to use transit and other alternative modes 
of transportation, provided they are safe, clean and 

efficient. Since transit assets exist on the West Side, the goal for stakeholders is to improve the conditions of 
these assets in order to leverage them and attract new users.  

The transportation assets include the highest level of bus service in the city, three light rail stations, 
and the proposed Red Line light rail line on the horizon. To the north and south are Penn Station and 
Camden Station, major transit hubs that connect the West Side to the Baltimore suburbs and the Northeast 
corridor from Washington to Philadelphia to New York City to Boston. BWI airport, a short trip by car or 
light rail, connects the arts district to a global audience. Major automobile thoroughfares like Martin Luther 
King Boulevard, Charles Street, I-83, I-95, and I-295 all feed into the West Side, making it one of the most 
accessible and central areas in Baltimore.

The urban context of the West Side is in itself is an infrastructure and connectivity asset for an 
arts district. Established utility, transportation, business, and social connections are already in place and 
do not have to be created from scratch, something that would be cost-prohibitive and represent a major 
barrier to entry for startups and fledgling artists. The West Side has a lot of things going for it, but it needs a 
reinvestment in its existing infrastructure to make it more conducive for the arts district to succeed. 

Infrastructure issues

Infrastructure on the West Side can be broken into four main components: transportation, 
information, utilities, and green. Each of these has significant issues that need to be addressed in order for a 
proposed arts district to succeed.

Transportation

Transportation issues primarily center on impediments to physical accessibility. Accessibility is 
reduced when the costs of traveling – be they money, time, discomfort or risk – are high. The modes of 
transportation below have issues that increase the costs of traveling by making the trip expensive, time-
consuming, uncomfortable or dangerous, and reduce accessibility in the West Side.48

Pedestrian

	Some brick sidewalks are physically crumbling. 

	 Long blocks (greater than 400’) do not have 
safe mid-block crossings.

	 Some blocks lack adequate street lighting. 

	 Utility cabinets and poles, transit shelters, 
street lighting, and trashcans are located 
in areas that obstruct the movement of 
pedestrians.

	 There is a lack of shade trees to mitigate sun 
and heat during warm weather.

	 Excessive curb cuts and vehicle access points interrupt the pedestrian experience on the 
sidewalks.

Could an Arts District Work? | 7372 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side

Howard Street looking South

Utility pole blocking sidewalk on Howard Street



Bicycle

	 There is a lack of both public and private bicycle parking facilities that are secure, well lit 
and near destinations.

	 There are no bicycle lanes.

	 There are numerous on-street hazards for bicycling, such as potholes, light rail tracks, 
manhole covers, and stormwater drainage grates.49

Bus

	 A high level of service is undermined by the high density of bus stops in a relatively small 
area.50

	 Bus shelters, for the most part, are unkempt, uninviting and inconsistently situated – some 
are close to the curb, some far away.

	 The routes and schedules for Maryland Transit Administration’s Local Bus and the Charm 
City Circulator are not complementarily linked for riders.

	 There is a negative perception that the buses are unreliable and unsafe due to criminal 
activity.

Delivery trucks

	Some businesses do not have rear alley access, and require truck deliveries be made via the 
front of the building. This impedes traffic flow on the sidewalk and the street.

	Some streets restrict parking during business hours to allow for truck deliveries, thus 
reducing consumer street activity.

Light Rail 

	The confusing light rail track configuration discourages automobiles from traveling on 
Howard Street.

	Light rail stops and shelters are unkempt and uninviting, and in some cases obstruct a 
significant part of the sidewalk.

Taxicab

	There is no formal taxi stand in the neighborhood, so taxicab service is unreliable on parts 
of the West Side except for near the hospitals, Lexington Market, and the Convention 
Center and related hotels.

Automobile 

	The confusing grid of one-way and two-way streets makes it difficult to navigate on the 
West Side.

	Structured and surface-level parking on the West Side is poorly designed – instead of street 
level activity taking place, there is a blank concrete façade on two and sometimes three 
three edges of a city block.
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Information

Information issues are problems with communication about the neighborhood to residents, the arts 
community and audiences. They can take the form of insufficient information, misinformation, and visual 
confusion.

Wayfinding & signage

	Multiple styles of wayfinding and signage exist on the West Side, provided by West Side 
Renaissance, Downtown Partnership, and the City of Baltimore itself.

	Key public resources such as transit stops are inadequately identified visually.

	Wayfinding typically does not connect the West Side to neighboring areas, especially Mount 
Vernon and the business district.

Utilities

Issues with utilities are problems providing services to buildings and the street. These issues have a 
direct impact on developers, property owners, tenants and residents. They place limitations on what can be 
done with the space they own or occupy.  It is why certain activities and uses cannot be offered on the West 
Side. 

Street lighting

	 Street lighting is not consistent on the West Side – some places are completely unlit at 
night.

	 Cobra-style streetlights visually mar the streetscape and contribute to light pollution 
through inefficient design.

Water, sewer, gas & electric

	 Utilities are outdated, overburdened, and inefficient according to some property owners.51

	 To modernize and improve these utilities requires a large capital investment – a major 
barrier for startups and artists looking to relocate in the area.  

Telecommunications infrastructure

 Ultra-high speed broadband

	 There are no ultra-high speed broadband connections that exist on the West Side, or in 
Baltimore. These connections are highly sought after by startup companies and allied arts 
firm in order for them to be competitive.  

Green infrastructure

Green infrastructure is a term that is interchangeable with environmental features and systems. Issues 
with green infrastructure are barriers to creating a desirable place to do business, live, work and play. They 
also make the West Side environmentally and economically less sustainable and less attractive to potential 
visitors, businesses, and residents.

Public places and streets

	 There is a lack of clean, safe, and inviting green open space and parks for people, or their 
pets, to enjoy. 

	 There is a lack of shade trees or grassy medians on most streets that reduce the heat island 
effect and make for an attractive are
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Arts-related recommendations for the West Side
 
Nurture artists and arts and cultural organizations to be small business enterprises. 
 

Often an overlooked notion, the arts create jobs, both directly within arts organizations and artist 
enterprises and indirectly in businesses that choose locate close to artist communities.  The Penn Avenue Arts 
Initiative is one example of how artists and arts organizations brought jobs to and revitalized a community.  
The local arts district manager worked with artists and organizations to establish businesses and manage a 
variety of financing tools available to assist them.  To help grow burgeoning arts organizations, the office of 
cultural affairs in San Jose, Calif., started an incubator program for the local creative class.  Organizations 
that participated in the incubator experienced more organizational growth than those operating outside of 
it.1 Baltimore currently has many organizations primed for this type of work, including Maryland Art Place, 
Greater Baltimore Cultural Alliance and the Creative Alliance.  

Develop programs that attract, and encourage anchors to recruit local talent.  

Enabling burgeoning artists to further their careers in Baltimore can contribute to community stability 
and ensure that money spent on Baltimore art is reinvested in the city. Additionally, young Baltimore artists 
who are serious about making their art a career may be more likely to invest in the community. As the city 
ponders ways to support the arts, it should also think about ways to foster local arts organizations that hire 
local talent, such as the Everyman Theatre. This could be done by providing financial incentives for companies 
that recruit locally, or through initiatives that raise the visibility and profile of local artists. Baltimore’s 
incubator organizations, for example, could develop innovative ways to showcase artists’ work before local 
audiences (in local restaurants or convention center hotels, for example) and to connect Baltimore artists with 
local employers.  Program goals should consider the concentration of certain arts industries outside Baltimore 
and the extent to which the city can feasibly attract new employers.

Attract an educational institution to the area that will support theatre and dramatic arts.

 All of the arts districts we visited or whose representatives we spoke with noted particularly the 
importance of having an anchor educational institution that can act as a source of both young artists and 
of artistic support for the surrounding district. In Baltimore, the Station North arts district is fortunate to 
have the support and commitment of the nearby Maryland Institute College of Art. There is no equivalent 
institution focusing on performance arts in or near the West Side.2 We recommend the city work with the 
state and any of the nearby universities to encourage them either to add a West Side location for their theatre 
and dramatic arts departments, or eventually to relocate them there completely. This proximity would bring 
new student residents to the area, would make it easier for new graduates to stay in the area once they’re out 
of school, and would provide educational and internship opportunities with such venues as the Hippodrome 
and the Everyman.
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Integrate arts education with core academic 
subjects in elementary and secondary schools. 

Despite diminishing arts education in schools, 
educators could find ways to integrate it with other 
core academic subjects. Our fieldwork revealed 
that a number of Baltimore’s arts organizations 
offer student programming, and the city might 
benefit from a program similar to Houston Arts 
Partners: Arts 4 All. A partnership between local 
arts organizations and school districts, Houston’s 
program provides a centralized database for arts-
related lessons and programming, searchable by 
genre, grade level, curricular connections, and more. 
The portal made it easier for teachers to locate 
relevant programs, which were previously widely 
available but difficult to filter through.3 Another 
program designed to integrate arts education with 
core curricula is Utah’s Beverley Taylor Sorenson Arts 
Learning Program, in which an arts specialist works 
with elementary school teachers to reinforce course 
content and to make learning fun.4 

Define “arts” broadly. 

The state legislation’s definition of an arts 
enterprise covers for-profit and not-for-profit 
organizations. As with arts districts in other cities, 
we recommend the city of Baltimore work with 
state legislators to get that definition expanded to 
include allied for-profit enterprises – digital arts 
and gaming, architecture, graphic design, interior 
design, commercial photography, etc. – and then 
make a concerted effort to attract and retain those 
businesses in the district. These organizations, 
particularly if they are startups, can use arts-district 
benefits to take over abandoned spaces, help to 
stabilize the commercial activity in the district, 
and provide both employment opportunities and 
customer traffic. Ultimately they become additional 
anchors and important voices in the community. 

Elevate and centralize the role of marketing and 
branding. 

Determine a name for the overall district 
that enables it to be promoted and marketed easily. 
Many of the constituents we spoke with indicated 
that the term “West Side” carries with it a negative 
connotation for both visitors and Baltimore 
residents, and the suggestion was made that the 
name of the district not include that geographic 
identifier. On the other hand, it is possible for 
development to change perception: the Columbia 
Heights neighborhood in Washington, D.C., once 
associated with blight, crime and disinvestment, 
is now a vibrant multicultural neighborhood with 
significant retail and restaurant activity thanks to 
the development that has taken place there since its 
Metro station opened in 1999. However, the change 
in perception took place over 10 years, and Baltimore 
may not want to wait that long. (One suggestion that 
was made to us: Call it the Tower Arts District, using 
the Bromo-Seltzer Tower as its iconic focal point.)

Bring together into one interactive online resource all the arts information in the city, including events 
calendars, GIS-based available-space information, technical assistance resources, and artist and venue profiles 
and listings. For patrons, link location and events information to information on transit and parking and to 
the ability to get more information on works or performers, purchase tickets, pay parking in advance, and 
secure discounts for meals through one portal. Enable mobile information and promotion capabilities such 
as QR codes, location-based search, mobile checkins, reviews and recommendations, augmented reality and 
social media, and provide arts enterprises with assistance in leveraging these opportunities to develop their 
businesses.

Develop integrated public signage and branding for wayfinding to landmarks, transit and venues, and 
extend this to all printed materials including maps and brochures about the district. Develop a self-contained 
logo that all district businesses can display.

Foster the design of distinctive street furniture, including bicycle racks, trash receptacles, newspaper 
vending boxes, and benches, to help elevate the appearance of public spaces in the neighborhood. 

Work with the city to identify and remove excess bureaucracy, fees and costs that prevent 
organizations from staging arts-related public events, and develop an “events handbook” that can help event 
organizers work successfully with the city when staging events.5

Develop a city-wide cultural plan.
 
  “Cultural planning is a public process in which representatives of a community undertake a 
comprehensive community assessment and planning process that focuses on arts and cultural resources, 
needs, and opportunities.”6 Cities such as Providence, Portland, Washington D.C., and Austin have developed 
community cultural plans. A cultural plan for Baltimore would lay out strategies for growing the creative 
economy overall, and would enhance Baltimore’s already thriving arts scene.  

General recommendations for the West Side
 
 Regardless of whether an arts district is designated, everyone we spoke with agreed that there are 
things that can and should be done right away to improve the appearance, utility and perception of the 
West Side. What came through to us repeatedly as we talked with stakeholders was that the West Side feels 
disconnected and uninviting. It’s close to downtown and to the convention-center area, but doesn’t feel 
that way. Much of it often feels deserted regardless of time of day, or day of the week, while in other areas 
the acknowledged loitering problem can feel overwhelming and threatening. Specifically, we see the need to 
address the following general issues:

Make the streets more inviting to non-automotive traffic

Several major arteries run through the West Side: Howard Street carries the light rail line north and 
south, Eutaw and Paca streets are also major north-south corridors, and running east-west in the downtown 
area are Pratt, Lombard, Baltimore and Fayette Streets.  Of these streets, only Eutaw Street is two-way. The 
rest either vary in direction depending on the block, as Howard Street does, or they are one-way.  One-way 
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arterials often encourage speeding through the area 
and discourages pedestrian and bicycle traffic.7 We 
recommend traffic calming measures that would 
reduce the flow of automotive traffic and suggest 
examining the feasibility of making some or all of 
these streets two-way. Transportation and urban 
development research has demonstrated that two-
way streets calm traffic, reduce accidents, and are 
less intimidating to pedestrian traffic.8 In addition, 
making these streets two-way would aid visitors 
unfamiliar with the city in finding their way around: 
they would not need to know which streets go in the 
direction they want to travel.

Consider mid-block 
crossings on the longer blocks of 
Eutaw and Howard streets. The 
length of these blocks creates 
street crossings at intersections 
that are far apart – over 400 
feet on large blocks that include 
the Hippodrome, 1st Mariner 
Arena and Lexington Market. The 
tendency for most pedestrians 
who would prefer not to walk a 
long distance to the next corner 
in order to cross from one side of 
the street to the other is to cross 
illegally at mid-block. Not only 
is jaywalking against state law, 
it is dangerous for pedestrians.9 
We recommend a solution that 
recognizes that some pedestrians 
will always have a desire to get from one side of the 
street to the other as quickly as possible. Mid-block 
crosswalks, with bulb outs and yield for pedestrian 
signs, are one way to enhance pedestrian safety while 
doubling as a means to calm traffic.10 

Reduce parking dependency and make parking 
easier to use

Making these streets two-way would still leave 
sufficient travel lanes so that on-street parking could 
continue to be available, and we recommend making 

it more available. Currently some of the prime non-
rush hour time is reserved for truck deliveries, which 
has the doubly deleterious effects of preventing 
visitors from parking during what could be shopping 
or lunch hours and of blocking sidewalks while 
deliveries are being made. We recommend the city 
identify those areas where deliveries are prioritized 
over parking and work with local businesses to 
develop alternative solutions for their delivery trucks. 
 
 Expanding on-street parking would also 
make available additional locations for car-sharing 
services such as Zipcar. There are already two 
Zipcar stations on the West Side (one to the south 

of the arena and one on Paca 
Street). We encourage the city 
to work with Zipcar to establish 
additional West Side locations, as 
a mechanism for reducing overall 
parking requirements in the area; 
as a benefit for residents and 
students; and as a selling point 
to commercial developers who 
must include parking in their 
proposals. 

Like transit, convenient 
downtown parking options are 
critical for retail to compete with 
suburban location where parking 
is abundant,11 and this was a 
recurring theme among the major 

arts organizations we interviewed. 
Fortunately, all areas of the West Side are within 
close walking distance of a variety of parking options, 
including garages, surface lots and on-street parking. 
Nonetheless, area businesses and organizations 
expressed concern over the costs and inconveniences 
associated with identifying safe and affordable 
downtown parking options, including finding 
information about the costs of those options and the 
ability to pay only with cash. Parking was one of the 
most frequently cited barriers to visiting the West 
Side among those living in and familiar with the city 
as well as those traveling in from the greater region. 

We recommend that the city work with private garage owners to streamline payment systems, 
including facilitating credit card and smartphone-based payments, and to provide more complete and 
timely information about parking options, as Pittsburgh has recently done with its ParkPgh iPhone app.12 
Additionally, West Side cultural anchors and parking facilities should join efforts to offer discounted parking 
with validation. Finally, a comprehensive and interactive art-themed online and mobile map of private and 
public parking facilities should be developed. The map should enable users to click for more information 
about 1) parking pricing, hours, validation discounts and payment methods, 2) transit options, schedules and 
costs, and 3) key arts and retail attractions. This would streamline users’ experience of having to identify and 
compare parking and transit options by visiting a number of different websites. This map could build on Visit 
Baltimore’s current interactive map.

Make existing public spaces cleaner and more inviting
 
 Many of the sidewalks in the neighborhood are dirty, uneven, unattractive and, in many places, narrow 
and difficult to navigate. They give the impression of an area where residents and business proprietors have 
lost interest in keeping their public spaces clean, in good repair and welcoming. Our recommendations address 
cleanliness, navigability, safety and vibrancy.

•	 Make a concerted effort to clean and keep clean the public spaces in the area, including sidewalks, 
alleys and transit locations, and enforce requirements that property owners keep private alleys clean. 
These elements currently look dirty and unkempt to a visitor and act as a significant deterrent of 
foot traffic. The Downtown Partnership’s Clean Team can serve as a model for maintaining sidewalk 
cleanliness throughout the area.

•	 Develop a plan to consolidate and/or relocate utility cabinets, poles, signs, garbage receptacles, etc., 
that currently block sidewalks and hinder pedestrian traffic. 

•	 Replace and add to the current streetlights with sufficient attractive and artistic LED streetlights so 
that the entire area appears well-lit and inviting. Some of these lights are already in place.

•	 Plant trees and other vegetation along major streets such as Howard Street to allow businesses or the 
city to install decorative lighting and to provide a more welcoming appearance.

•	 Maximize the number of places available for street furniture such as benches, bicycle racks and 
newspaper vending boxes in spaces that can accommodate them without restricting foot traffic, and 
make it as easy as possible bureaucratically for private businesses to participate in supplying and 
installing these elements.

Make transit options more inviting 

 The West Side is extremely well served by Baltimore’s public transit system. Multiple bus lines go 
through the area, the city’s relatively new Circulator bus serves it, the light rail on Howard Street is a key 
north-south conduit, there’s a subway stop at Lexington Market, and the planned new Red Line light rail will 
also connect in the area. 
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 Several transit improvements put forward 
in the Maryland Department of Transportation’s 
Strategic Plan to Enhance the Howard Street Corridor 
would further the goals of a West Side arts district. 
These include the transition to low- floor light 
rail vehicles, the promotion of Howard Street as a 
through-traffic corridor, a consolidated Lexington 
Street station with northbound and southbound 
trains serving the same block, use of public art at 
transit stops and on light rail cars, the creation of a 
continuous northbound vehicle lane through Howard 
Street, the conversion of Park Avenue to a two-
way street, and improved bus shelters that fully 
accommodate the West Side’s transit riders. In 
addition, we recommend standardizing the siting 
of bus shelters so that they are all close to the 
curb. Several currently sit far back from the curb, 
making congestion between pedestrians and transit 
passengers unavoidable. 

 Art-themed transit stations could enhance 
these improvements by enabling the city to showcase 
the West Side as an arts and entertainment area and 
to direct visitors to venues.13  We also recommend 
better coordination of city bus and Circulator routes 
and schedules, and more prominent and uniform 

signage to identify transit facilities for visitors. 
[photo of Circulator sign as example]  And finally, we 
recommend the city develop a plan to become a leader 
in making all transit information throughout the 
city – schedules, maps and routes, station addresses, 
delay and service interruption notifications, 
NextBus-type information, etc. – available via 
internet, smartphone and text-messaging. Users 
should be able to type in a “start” and “finish” address 
and receive multi-modal instructions on how to reach 
their destination, including via the MARC train, light 
rail, bus and subway systems, and on foot – similar 
to the Metro Trip Planner housed on the Washington 
Metropolitan Area Transit Authority website. 

Enhance cycling infrastructure
 
 According to the City Paper, although it is far 
behind its neighbor cities to the north and south 
in terms of cycling infrastructure, Baltimore as a 
cycling city is very much on the ascendant,14 and the 
mayor’s office is apparently very supportive of cycling 
efforts. However, the West Side remains uninviting 
to cyclists. There are no delineated bicycle lanes, no 
public bike racks, very little observed bike storage 
in parking structures, and no public bike storage 
near transit. There is even a brand-new Baltimore-
specific cycling advocacy group called the Baltimore 
Bike Alliance, similar in mission to the (much larger) 
Washington Area Bike Association or the Bicycle 
Coalition of Greater Philadelphia.
 
 As an additional way to reduce automobile 
traffic in the area, we recommend the city work 
with the Baltimore Bike Alliance and the Downtown 
Partnership to foster cycling, including:

•	 Placing outdoor bike racks at frequent 
locations throughout the area, and especially 
at transit stops (a competition could solicit 
artistic designs for these, as was done in the 
Station North Arts District)

•	 Designating dedicated bike lanes on any city 
streets wide enough to accommodate them

•	 Installing bicycle-safe storm water drains

•	 Providing secure bicycle locker storage at major transit 
intersections such as Lexington Market and Penn and 
Camden stations

•	 Developing incentives for employers to provide secure 
daytime bike storage for employees

•	 Following Washington’s lead in fostering citywide 
bikesharing along the lines of Capital Bikeshare 

•	 Creating interactive and printed maps showing bike lanes and storage availability and locations of 
bikeshare facilities, with bike and docking station availability information in real time

•	 Promoting the cycling to residents and visitors as a viable, beneficial and enjoyable way to navigate 
the city (including running bike tours, making extra storage available at sporting facilities, etc.) The 
student and young-adult population around the West Side can provide an ideal example if they are 
given sufficient support and infrastructure, so we believe this area would be an excellent place to roll 
out a pro-bicycling campaign.

Focus on building amenity upgrades
 
 In addition to the specific recommendations discussed above for building modernization, we offer two 
recommendations for things the city can do that will enhance the attractiveness and utility of all buildings in 
the area:

•	 Develop incentives for building owners to upgrade and modernize their utilities, including increased 
reliance on solar power, installation of fiber optic cable and, as redevelopment proceeds, reduction in 
water use.

•	 Incentivize the provision of outdoor amenity space in residential redevelopment. To attract residents 
to the West Side the desire for private and semi-private space needs to be met, as private yards and 
porches are unlikely to be built in a dense urban environment. The demand for this usable space can be 
met by providing accessible rooftop space, balconies, and atrium gardens, reasonable requirements for 
which can be incorporated into the city’s revised zoning codes. Design guidelines can be developed to 
help avoid the creation of inhospitable and dysfunctional space. 

Improve perceptions of safety

•	 Increase the visibility of public-safety efforts using strategies such as police foot, mounted and bicycle 
patrols and expanded hours for Dowtown Partnership guides, and by encouraging outdoor eateries and 
activities where sidewalk space allows. This is especially important to the area’s anchor institutions, 
such as the Hippodrome, that must attract patrons despite the perception that the neighborhood is 
dangerous.

86 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side General Recommendations & Policy Implications | 87

Downtown Partnership transportation map

Photo by Mariordo Mario Roberto Duran Ortiz / USF

Capital Bike Share

http://www.wmata.com/
http://www.bikeforums.net/showthread.php?646649-Baltimore-Bike-Alliance
http://www.bikeforums.net/showthread.php?646649-Baltimore-Bike-Alliance
http://www.waba.org
http://www.bicyclecoalition.org
http://www.bicyclecoalition.org
http://www.capitalbikeshare.com


•	 Enhance street lighting in under-lit areas of 
the West Side. 

•	 Identify regulatory or bureaucratic barriers 
that impede activation of currently empty 
retail spaces, especially during evening hours 
near existing performance venues such as the 
Hippodrome, to enhance street-level activity.

Address the loitering issue

We mention this issue separately for 
two reasons: First, in all our conversations with 
stakeholders it surfaced immediately as the single 
biggest impediment to usage of the West Side 
neighborhood; and second, it is the issue that will 
require the greatest political will and leadership to 
solve. But we believe it must be solved, or it will 
continue to hinder any efforts public or private to 
revitalize the area.

Almost everyone we spoke with identified 
loitering and drug-market activity as being associated 
with nearby methadone clinics. While there is some 
disagreement over how many clinics influence the 
area (a previous report listed two clinics; some people 
we talked to cited seven or more), when we asked 
people to estimate how many patients at these clinics 
actually live in the area, the most frequent answer 
was “very few.” They must travel to the area for their 
appointments and then wait the requisite amount 
of time before they can return home, and they have 
nowhere to go while they wait.

Two potential solutions suggest themselves 
to this problem, neither of them ideal. The first is 
to disburse methadone treatment facilities more 
equitably across the city, by trying to identify some 
of the areas where clinic patients live and to bring 
services closer to them. While service providers have 
indicated they are amenable to working together 
toward such a solution, this idea has had the very 
predictable not-in-my-back-yard response from 
other residents in areas that might be targeted 
for a clinic. The second solution, suggested in the 

previous report,15 is for local service providers to 
work together to provide a common indoor facility 
for methadone patients to use. We think this is the 
less desirable solution since, assuming patients are 
amenable to staying in an indoor facility, it relocates 
rather than reduces the scope of the problem, but we 
acknowledge it may be the more politically feasible 
one. 

Policy implications

 From our research and our conversations with 
stakeholders we have identified some overall policy 
implications that we believe the city will need to 
address in order to enhance the overall neighborhood 
and create a more fertile environment in which arts 
activities can flourish.  

Consider innovative financing mechanisms for 
arts initiatives. 

Two examples of such mechanisms are a 
regional cultural district tax and an educational 
improvement tax credit. The former can be financed 
by an increase in the sales tax, as was done in Denver, 

16 or through an additional sales tax on a specific 
product such as cigarettes, as has been done in 
Ohio.17 An educational improvement tax credit could 
be structured similarly to Pennsylvania’s, which 
allows businesses that donate to organizations that 
foster arts education to take a tax credit.18

 We understand that the current economic 
environment is a difficult one in which to propose 
levying additional taxes of any kind, but we 
encourage the city to study Denver’s Scientific and 
Cultural Facilities District structure as an example of 
regional cooperation to support such facilities across 
multiple jurisdictions. 

Promote broad participation. 

One of the big differences between the arts 
districts in Providence and Pawtucket was the level of 
artist participation in their creation and designation. 
Providence had virtually none; the initiative was 

directed from the top down by the mayor. As a result, resentment 
built up within the artist community and anecdotally we were told 
this sparked some degree of exodus of Providence-based artists, 
often to neighboring Pawtucket. Pawtucket’s experience was the 
opposite; artists and residents were widely involved and continue 
to have an accessible advocate. Worcester, while its district is 
much more on paper than on the ground, has perhaps the most 
inclusive planning process, with the formation of the collaborative 
ArtsWorcester, encompassing arts organizations, artists, and 
residents, as the driving force behind district planning.19 Based on 
our observations of all three districts, we recommend as broadly 
collaborative a planning process as possible, including multiple 
meeting locations and multiple ways for stakeholders to be involved 
or to provide input.

In particular, we recommend requiring that artists’ needs be 
incorporated into any planning processes or site suitability studies, 
and that the city proactively reach out to artists and organizations 
that are not ultimately covered by a new designation. These steps will enhance opportunities for artists to 
participate in city arts planning and to showcase their work. Such partnerships will increase diversity within 
the mainstream arts community and help ensure sustainability.

Commit to maximum transparency. 

We recommend the city establish interactive mechanisms so any citizen can get up-to-date 
information on the status of all redevelopment initiatives on the West Side, and can provide input or 
suggestions. One model to consider is Philadelphia’s Neighborhood Information System, a web-based 
application developed and maintained by the University of Pennsylvania that integrates various geographic 
data across the city. Layers include address-specific property data – information about ownership, vacancy, 
abandonment, assessment, and building characteristics – as well as social indicators, including crime and 
demographic information.20 The website also contains a mural database, enabling users to search for mural 
locations and information by theme, artist name, and city region. Some data are available to the public, while 
other data are restricted to city agencies and approved community-based organizations. Such a website would 
assist in any art-themed West Side revitalization, for instance, by enabling artists to query vacant or available 
buildings for square footage and other live, work, display or performance requirements. Another model is 
Stalled Development, the interactive forum set up by New York City Councilmember Brad Lander. This site 
allows users to make suggestions and track community progress on efforts to turn blighted buildings into 
community assets. 

Be in it for the long haul. 

It is also important that all stakeholders in the district be able to rely on commitment to the success 
of the district over the long term. As other districts have demonstrated, 20 years is often the amount of 
time it takes for an arts district to take root and flourish, in particular if the district was designated with the 
overarching goal of economic revitalization rather than arts preservation. Particularly in a time of straitened 
state and local budgets, there needs to be a willingness to guarantee financial and leadership support that 
transcends annual budgeting.
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Set clear goals and benchmarks. 

Jurisdictions use arts-district designations as 
economic revitalization tools and as arts-preservation 
strategies (and often as a combination of both). What 
is important is to be clear and honest about what 
the primary goals are, and how success against those 
goals will be measured. In all our research into other 
arts districts this was the area least well defined and 
tracked; Providence, for example, was not able to 
measure whether additional economic benefit to the 
city justified the loss of property taxes, and was not 
able to compare it to the loss of state income and 
sales taxes. If the city of Baltimore can define goals 
and success metrics clearly, not only will the city itself 
benefit but it could also serve as a national model for 
other arts districts.

Commit to digital-first execution. 

Many of the digital initiatives we are 
recommending require behind-the-scenes investment 
in both hardware and expertise. Successful digital 
marketing, communications and interaction cannot 
be done effectively by adding responsibilities to 
existing positions. Therefore, we recommend not 
adding positions but restructuring responsibilities 
wherever necessary so digital initiatives always 
receive priority.

Create a single, strong organization with 
responsibility for the district’s establishment 
and growth. 

We have left this until last because it is 
perhaps our most important recommendation. In our 
research into other districts, the strength of advocacy 
on its behalf appeared to be the single strongest 
determinant of an arts district’s success, and we urge 
the city not to underinvest in this area.
The city is not without arts-advocacy capacity. In 
addition to the real estate development and historic 
preservation interests there are at least three city-
based organizations or agencies with direct interest 
in arts activity. The Baltimore Office of Promotion 
and the Arts is a private organization that acts as 
the city’s agent in promoting arts-related activities. 
The Greater Baltimore Cultural Alliance is a private 
membership organization comprising most of the 
larger arts organizations in the city and acts as 
advocate and promoter of Baltimore arts activity. 
And of course the city’s department of economic and 
neighborhood development has an obvious interest 
in revitalizing the West Side. 

 However, all of these organizations appear 
to operate independently, and we believe their 
efforts could be significantly strengthened through 
coordination and unity of leadership. Incentives 
and tax credits, including property tax credits 
and historic preservation tax credits, need to be 
assembled smartly to foster physical redevelopment; 
a central database of available spaces designated by 
suitability needs to be assembled, maintained, and 
made available to artists and other stakeholders; 
city zoning and building code impediments to 
development need to be identified and where possible 
alternatives need to be negotiated; artists and 
allied businesses need to be recruited; technical and 
business assistance capabilities need to be developed 
and offered; and advocacy and marketing efforts need 
to be coordinated and promoted.

The length of this list and the complexity 
of some of the items on it lead us to conclude this 
report by recommending strongly that a single entity 
be selected or established that will serve as a strong 
governing organization for the district. We envision 

its role as much more than promotion: it would rather be a foundational driver of all aspects of arts-related 
development. Rather than recommending a specific organization to assume this role, we recommend that 
BOPA, GBCA and all other interested parties work together to confer this authority in a manner that will best 
serve the neighborhood and the city.

_____________

1  Borrup, T. & Partners for Livable Communities. (2006). The Creative Community Builder’s Handbook. How to Transform Communities Using Local 
Assets, Art and Culture. St. Paul, MN: Fieldstone Alliance.
2  Highlighted as a need by an attendee at Arts Impact: Examining the establishment of an arts district on Baltimore’s West Side (presentation of the fall 
2010 University of Maryland community planning studio), December 7, 2010.
3  Luks, J. (2010, September 29). Arts 4 All is for the kids: Houston arts organizations and schools buddy up. CultureMap Houston. Retrieved from 
http://culturemap.com/newsdetail/09-29-10-arts-4-all-is-for-the-kids-houston-arts-organizations-and-schools-buddy-up/
4  Trotter, R.J. (2010, November 4). Arts program integrated into core curriculum reduces chronic absenteeism at Ogden school. Standard-Examin-
er. Retrieved from http://www.standard.net/topics/education/2010/11/04/arts-program-integrated-core-curriculum-reduces-chronic-absentee-
ism-ogde
5  Highlighted as a need by an attendee at Arts Impact: Examining the establishment of an arts district on Baltimore’s West Side (presentation of the fall 
2010 University of Maryland community planning studio), December 7, 2010
6  Dreeszen, C. (n.d.). Excerpts from the Community Cultural Planning Handbook: A Guide for Community Leaders. Retrieved December 10, 2010 
from http://www.nea.gov/resources/lessons/dreeszen.html 
7  Beyard, M.D., Pawlukiewicz, M., & Bond, M.A. (2003). Ten Principles for Rebuilding Neighborhood Retail. Retrieved from http://www.uli.org/
ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx 
8  Walker, G.W., Kulash, W.M., & McHugh, B.T. (date). Downtown Streets: Are We Strangling Ourselves on One-Way Networks? Retrieved from 
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/circulars/ec019/Ec019_f2.pdf

9  Vanderbilt, T. (2009, November 2). In Defense of Jaywalking. Slate Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.slate.com/id/2234011/
10  Federal Highway Administration (2001). Designing Sidewalks and Trails for Access: Best Practices Design Guide. Retrieved from  http://www.fhwa.
dot.gov/environment/sidewalk2/sidewalks208.htm
11  Beyard, M.D., Pawlukiewicz, M., & Bond, M.A. (2003). Ten Principles for Rebuilding Neighborhood Retail. Retrieved from http://www.uli.org/
ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx 
12  Smydo, J. (2010, November 19). Real-time parking conditions go mobile. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. Retrieved from http://www.post-gazette.com/
pg/10323/1104462-53.stm
13  Zimmer Gunsul Frasca Architects, Cambridge Systematics, & Kittelson & Associates (April 2010). A Strategic Plan to Enhance the Howard Street 
Corridor. Retrieved from  
http://www.mdot.maryland.gov/Planning/Plans_Programs_Reports/Historical_Documents/Howard_Street_TOD.pdf
14  Byrne, M. (2010, April 21). 3 Feet Wide and Rising. Baltimore City Paper. Retrieved from http://www2.citypaper.com/news/story.asp?id=20132
15  Bruton, A., Lindquist, A., Ksenija, J., Varner, C., & Weinberger, M. (2010). Baltimore’s Downtown West. Available at http://arch.umd.edu/stu-
dent_work/app.cfm?id=921
16  Scientific and Cultural Facilities District (SCFD) (2007). Retrieved November 18, 2010, from www.scfd.org
17  Ohio Revised Code Title [57] LVII Taxation. Regional arts and cultural district cigarette sales tax. Retrieved from http://codes.ohio.gov/
orc/5743.021
18  Pennsylvania: State of Innovation (n.d.) Funding Detail. Retrieved November 18, 2010, from http://www.newpa.com/find-and-apply-for-fund-
ing/funding-and-program-finder/funding-detail/index.aspx?progId=62
19  Schupbach, J. (2003). Artists Downtown: Capitalizing on Arts Districts in New England. Master’s thesis, department of planning and 
urban studies, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Retrieved from http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/31109/52989291.
pdf?sequence=1 
20  Kromer, K. (2002, October). Vacant-Property Policy and Practice: Baltimore and Philadelphia. Retrieved from http://www.brookings.edu/es/urban/
publications/kromervacant.pdf

90 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side General Recommendations & Policy Implications | 91

Centerpoint retail on Eutaw Street

http://culturemap.com/newsdetail/09-29-10-arts-4-all-is-for-the-kids-houston-arts-organizations-and-schools-buddy-up/
http://www.standard.net/topics/education/2010/11/04/arts-program-integrated-core-curriculum-reduces-chronic-absenteeism-ogde
http://www.standard.net/topics/education/2010/11/04/arts-program-integrated-core-curriculum-reduces-chronic-absenteeism-ogde
http://www.nea.gov/resources/lessons/dreeszen.html
http://www.uli.org/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx
http://www.uli.org/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/circulars/ec019/Ec019_f2.pdf
http://www.slate.com/id/2234011/
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/sidewalk2/sidewalks208.htm
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/sidewalk2/sidewalks208.htm
http://www.uli.org/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx
http://www.uli.org/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/~/media/Documents/ResearchAndPublications/Reports/TenPrinciples/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx
http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/10323/1104462-53.stm
http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/10323/1104462-53.stm
http://www.mdot.maryland.gov/Planning/Plans_Programs_Reports/Historical_Documents/Howard_Street_TOD.pdf
http://www2.citypaper.com/news/story.asp?id=20132
http://arch.umd.edu/student_work/app.cfm?id=921
http://arch.umd.edu/student_work/app.cfm?id=921
http://www.scfd.org
http://codes.ohio.gov/orc/5743.021
http://codes.ohio.gov/orc/5743.021
http://www.newpa.com/find-and-apply-for-funding/funding-and-program-finder/funding-detail/index.aspx?progId=62
http://www.newpa.com/find-and-apply-for-funding/funding-and-program-finder/funding-detail/index.aspx?progId=62
http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/31109/52989291.pdf?sequence=1
http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/31109/52989291.pdf?sequence=1


92 | Arts Impact: Examining the Establishment of an Arts District on Baltimore’s West Side

 During the course of our research, the mayor of Baltimore City received approval to retain the services 
of the Urban Land Institute’s advisory services division to conduct an extensive study of the West Side of 
downtown Baltimore. The eight-person ULI panel spent the entire week of December 6 thru 10, 2010, in the 
city interviewing stakeholders and reviewing documents. At their request we provided them a copy of this 
summary of findings and recommendations. They presented their preliminary findings on December 10.

 While the scope of their engagement was broader than ours – make overall recommendations for 
redevelopment of the area, rather than for implementation of an arts district – there were many similarities 
to the findings and recommendations in this report, including:

•	 Developing a unified vision through empowering one group of stakeholders;

•	 Instilling a sense of urgency by setting deadlines and holding stakeholders responsible;

•	 Addressing real and perceived public-safety issues, ideally through a partnership among key           
stakeholders;

•	 Enhancing cultural anchors such as Lexington Market;

•	 Bringing additional residential density to the area, including a mix of tenures and levels of 
affordability;

•	 Enhancing the physical appearance of the area, including streetscaping, green spaces, and façade 
improvements;

•	 Developing new and unified brand and message of urgency to all stakeholders;

•	 Integrating various methods of mobility, including subway, light rail, pedestrian and cycling;

•	 Developing a range of financial tools to be deployed as needed;

•	 Resolving ambiguities around the state Historical Trust memorandum of agreement in order to allow 
development to move forward.

They envision the area as primarily a downtown residential area but not a retail destination, which they do 
not think the projected increase in housing density would support. And while they recommended nurturing 
the arts anchors in the area and developing a cultural corridor, they did not recommend establishment of a 
formal arts district because they did not feel arts organizations could drive sufficient growth by themselves. 
They also echoed concerns we heard that another arts district would siphon resources from Station North.
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Regardless of whether an arts district is designated, we reiterate that arts can play a key role in in West 
Side revitalization efforts.  We encourage the city to: 

•	 Recognize as an economic asset the full range of arts resources that already exist on the West Side, 
from major anchors to underground venues; 

•	 Recognize that the economic and social benefits of the arts are wide-ranging. Artist activities, 
including those put on by the informal sector, make the West Side vibrant, foster a sense of 
community and improve the perception of safety among residents and visitors;

•	 Complement market-rate residential development with artist housing in suitable vacant buildings;

•	 Involve diverse arts stakeholders in planning for a third arts district; for instance, by including them 
on task forces;

•	 Recognize that the revitalization of the West Side offers an opportunity to diversify arts patronage by 
showcasing the area’s African-American history and arts, from the Arena Players Theatre to the Eubie 
Blake National Jazz Institute and Cultural Center;

•	 Find ways to grow art on the West Side in ways that complement, rather than compete with, the 
Station North and Highlandtown arts districts. For instance, tailor live, work and venue spaces and 
other incubator services to artists who currently have unmet needs in Baltimore;

•	 Draw more local university arts programs to the West Side, particularly programs focused on theatre 
and other performing arts that are not currently available in the area.

 In short, we believe an arts district in concert with other revitalization efforts can be a way to 
concentrate and support creative activity, draw additional commerce, and give an area a unique sense of 
identity. If the city decides to make creative endeavors a citywide priority, Baltimore could become a rising 
“creative capital,” similar to Providence, able to take advantage of its location between its more arts-developed 
neighbors Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. We urge the city to think about the Urban Land Institute 
recommendations and ours not as mutually exclusive but as complementary paths to the same end: a unique, 
vibrant, thriving, active West Side. 
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Appendix I

ARTS DISTRICT QUESTIONNAIRE

Name of arts district:       City and state:

(Note: Much of this information may be available in background documents for the district.)

1. When was your arts district formally established? (Year)
2. How large is the district? What are its boundaries? (map if possible)
3. Please describe the district before it received its designation. (Demographics, built inventory, transit 

connectedness, local amenities, etc.)
4. What neighborhood assets or conditions helped make this area a feasible location for an arts districts?
5. What prompted you to seek designation as an arts district? What unmet need did it address? Did you 

approach it starting from arts community needs or from inducing demand?
6. Who were your biggest supporters? Biggest objectors? Why?
7. How did you address the naysayers?
8. Was this designation part of a larger, citywide endeavor?
9. What were the legislated benefits of this designation?
10. How do you communicate these benefits to participants in the district?
11. Do your artists/residents/property owners take full advantage of these benefits? If not, why not?
12. What type of artistic endeavors were you targeting? Did you get what you expected?
13. How were financial resources assembled? Who was involved?
14. How did you go about building audiences for the district? Other public communication?
15. What were your indicators of success? What timeline did you project for reaching these benchmarks? 

Did you meet these benchmarks, either within the timeline or eventually?
16. In your opinion, is the district successful as an arts district? Why or why not? Who would agree with 

you, and who wouldn’t?
17. Do you think the district has benefited the city overall? Was that one of the goals? Again, who would 

agree or disagree?
18. What were the unexpected problems/setbacks you encountered as you tried to establish the district? 

How did you address them? 
19. What do you wish you’d known at the time that you didn’t know that made establishing your district 

more difficult?
20. Any pleasant surprises along the way?
21. What advice would you give to another similar neighborhood in a different city considering seeking 

arts district designation?
22. Were there any negative consequences/impacts as result of the arts district?  Who did not benefit or 

who was impacted negatively?
23. Based on your knowledge of Baltimore and the downtown area, do you think that the Westside could 

be Baltimore’s third arts district?  Why or why not?
24. We are also trying to gain a better understanding of the needs of the various arts sub-communities 

(music, fine arts, performance, film, dance, applied) in Baltimore.  Can you recommend anyone we 
could speak with that might have a sense of those needs?   

25. Anything else we should ask you that we haven’t thought of?

Appendix II

QUESTIONS FOR ARTISTS

How would you describe your art? [Clarify type and genre of art]

Tell me about the place(s) (room, building, and area) in which you create your art.

What equipment do you use to create your art? (e.g. printing press, welding, enlargers)

Do you live where you work on art? Is this (would this be) a good arrangement?

Tell me about the place and equipment you need to display or perform your art.

Do you (need to) interact with other people in creating your art? Explain.

Do you share facilities or equipment with other people?

What are the problems/shortcomings of your present location, facilities and equipment?

Where do you get your inspiration?

Do you have any involvement with the arts institutions in the city or region? Describe. 

Have any of the local arts institutions been of help to you artistically? Which and how?

Would you describe the arts community in Baltimore as cohesive? Or are there divisions ]? Please tell me more 
about that.

Do you earn money from your art? About how much a year?

What is your primary source of income? [If not art, does the artist work in Baltimore?]

Where do you exhibit/perform your art?

Do you teach art? Where and in what capacity?

Who is the audience for your art? Are there other audiences you would like to reach?

What attracted you to Baltimore? Do you plan to stay?

What would make it attractive for more artists to come and work here?
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What retail establishments(shops, cafes, etc) do you patronize in connection with your work?

Are you familiar with any arts districts? If yes, which, and how have they impacted you as an artist (if at all)?

 Is an arts district a good idea? Why or why not?

What are the main requirements for a successful arts district?

What are the advantages of locating in an arts district?

What are the disadvantages?

What are the conditions under which you would consider locating in an arts district?

What businesses do you think would do well in an arts district?

Could you see an arts district being developed in the west side?  Why /why not? 

[Possible probing questions: How might an arts district on the west side impact or involve you? How might it 
compare to the Station North and Highlandtown districts? What kind of relationship might evolve between a 
West Side Arts District and the other arts districts in town?]

QUESTIONS FOR ARTS INSTITUTIONS

What is the primary purpose of your institution?

What activities/programs do you offer and who do you attract/serve? [

Are there other audiences you would like to attract and serve?

What is ‘success’ for your organization?

What connections do you have with other arts institutions in the city and region?

….with artists in the city/region?  

…..with art patrons in the city/region?

Do you provide any direct support to local artists? Explain.

Do you feel there are any ‘untapped’ artist communities in Baltimore (e.g. inner city art, ethnic art)?

What would help attract and retain artists in Baltimore?

Do you feel there are any impediments (legislative or otherwise)_that keep artists and art institutions from 
reaching their potential in Baltimore? If so, what?

Are you familiar with any arts districts? If yes, which?

 Is an arts district a good idea? Why or why not?

Would your institution benefit in any way from the creation of an arts district?  If so, how?

Has your institution participated in an arts district?

Would you consider participating in the creation of an arts district, and if so, what form of participation 
would you consider?

What are the main requirements for a successful arts district?

Could you see an arts district being developed in the west side?  Why /why not?
[Possible probing questions: How might an arts district on the west side impact or involve you? How might it 
compare to the Station North and Highlandtown districts? What kind of relationship might evolve between a 
West Side Arts District and the other arts districts in town?]
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Appendix III

LIST OF ARTS-BASED ASSETS ON THE WEST SIDE

NUMBER ASSET NAME      ADDRESS
 1 Bromo Seltzer Arts Tower    21 S EUTAW ST
 2 Watermark Gallery     100 S CHARLES ST
 3 Baltimore Office of Promotion & Arts  14 LIGHT ST
 4 Hippodrome Theatre     12 N EUTAW ST
 5 Everyman Theatre     315 W FAYETTE ST
 6 Sub  Basement Artist Studios    114 N HOWARD ST
 7 Maryland Arts Access, Inc.    1 N CHARLES ST
 8 Mid Atlantic Arts Foundation   201 N CHARLES ST
 9 Maryland Art Place and 14 Karat Cabaret  220 W SARATOGA ST
 10 Preservation Maryland    24 W SARATOGA ST
 11 Live Baltimore      343 N CHARLES ST
 12 Enoch Pratt Free Library    400 CATHEDRAL ST
 13 H&H Building      403 W FRANKLIN ST
 14 After Now      20 W FRANKLIN ST
 15 Craig Flinner Gallery     505 CATHEDRAL ST
 16 Walters Art Museum     524 N CHARLES ST
 17 Grimaldis Gallery and Gallery International  523 N CHARLES ST
 18 Peabody Institute     1 E MOUNT VERNON PL
 19 Dennis Dance Theater     13 W MOUNT VERNON PL
 20 Contemporary Museum    100 W CENTRE ST
 21 Baltimore and Maryland Historical Society  201 W MONUMENT ST
 22 Baltimore School for the Arts    712 CATHEDRAL ST
 23 Edgar Allen Poe in Person    643 N PACA ST
 24 Arena Players      801 MCCULLOH ST
 25 Eubie Blake Cultural Center    847 N HOWARD ST
 26 Kromah Gallery     845 N HOWARD ST
 27 Ransom Entertainment    820 PARK AVE
 28 Opera Vivente      807 CATHEDRAL ST
 29 Meredith Gallery     805 N CHARLES ST
 30 Red Emma’s      804 SAINT PAUL ST
 31 Single Carrot Theatre     922 SAINT PAUL ST
 32 Edens Lounge      15 E EAGER ST
 33 Blakeslee      916 N CHARLES ST
 34 Shinola Gallery     231 W READ ST
 35 Sandarac Gallery     220 W READ ST
 36 AIA Baltimore      11 1/2 W CHASE ST
 37 Baltimore Architecture Foundation   1016 SAINT PAUL ST

Appendix IV

ARTIST INCUBATORS

Name Location Description (as noted on their websites)
The Arts Incubator 
of Kansas 
City http://
artsincubatorkc.
org

Kansas City, 
Missouri

“The Arts Incubator of Kansas City is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to working with these emerging artists in the development 
of their careers. The incubator was founded in 2000, by Jeff Backer. 
In addition to business workshops and consulting, AIKC provides 
affordable, quality studio space in the Crossroads Arts District, 
a community experiencing extraordinary growth and national 
recognition as one of the top arts communities in the nation.”

The East Main 
Enterprise Center 
and Incubator
http://www.ecok.
edu/artsdistrict/
artsincubator.htm

Ada, 
Oklahoma

“The ECU Arts Incubator, officially the East Main Enterprise Center 
and Incubator, opened in July 2010. The incubator is a 4500 square 
foot facility, certified by the Oklahoma Department of Commerce.  It 
provides a sheltered environment of low rental rates and tax breaks 
for arts-related business to start and grow. As the businesses become 
self-sustaining, it is anticipated that they leave the incubator program 
and locate within the Arts District, assisting with the growth and 
development of the District and providing an opportunity for new 
arts-related businesses to form. ECU contracted with Rural Enterprises 
Inc. to manage the incubator.”

Area 15
http://areafifteen.
com/about/

Charlotte, 
South 
Carolina

“Area 15 is a small business incubator. We are located in Charlotte, NC, 
in a neighborhood called Optimist Park, at North Davidson and 15th 
Streets in the NODA art district. This 23,000 sq. foot building is itself 
an evolving piece of art with a community heart, and includes studio 
spaces for artists and other professionals. We currently host approx. 15 
small businesses and 3 non-profits: creative artists of all sorts, cutting 
edge media personnel, a 24/7 prayer room,  musicians, a “Freestore”, 
all sorts of craftsmen, builders, designers, writers,etc.  We come 
together to make our facility a unique experience.”

Flashpoint
http://www.
flashpointdc.org/
about/flashpoint.
html

Washington, 
DC

“Flashpoint is a dynamic arts space dedicated to nurturing and 
growing emerging artists and cultural organizations. From essential 
management services to innovative performances and exhibitions, 
Flashpoint offers exciting opportunities to experience DC’s arts 
in action. Flashpoint provides services and training for cultural 
organizations to help strengthen their management capacity and offers 
exhibition and performance spaces, enabling arts groups to focus on 
their artistic goals and expand their visibility.”
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The Intersection 
Incubator
http://www.
theintersection.
org/index.php

San 
Francisco, 
CA

“The Intersection Incubator provides its members with assistance 
in funding, developing, and promoting their artistic work. A full 
program of services and partnerships is available, including continuing 
education, networking opportunities, access to consultants, and 
resources for fundraising. Through fiscal sponsorship in particular, the 
program encourages funding agencies and contributors to take risks 
in funding new projects and emerging artists, ensuring that funds are 
well-managed and spent according to the funder’s guidelines. Currently 
the Intersection Incubator provides support to more than 100 art 
projects and organizations across numerous disciplines and levels 
of experience, representing the extraordinary diversity of the San 
Francisco Bay Area cultural community.”

NC Arts Incubator
http://www.
ncartsincubator.
org/

Siler City, 
North 
Carolina

“The North Carolina Arts Incubator is located in five buildings in the 
heart of Historic Downtown Siler City and currently features 24 artist 
working in a variety of media from pottery to glass to fiber. The idea 
for an Arts Incubator started in 2002 with a series of conversations 
among Siler City business persons and the directors of the Central 
Carolina Community College Small Business Assistance Center. The 
focus was on re-development of the Historic Downtown and fostering 
small business in Siler City.” 

New Jersey Arts 
Incubator
http://www.njai.
org/

West 
Orange, New 
Jersey

“The New Jersey Arts Incubator is an organization dedicated to 
the economic and creative growth of performing and visual artists, 
musicians and writers in New Jersey. NJAI provides education, 
programming and revenue raising opportunities and is both a 
producing and presenting organization.”

Brooklyn Arts 
Incubator, Inc.
http://

Brooklyn, 
New York

“Originally commissioned by the US Department of Defense to produce 
illustrations of designed for environmentally conscious community 
spaces in New York, BAI has now expanded to support the growth of 
various cities. Communities collaborate with BAI, an organization with 
experience in working to assit communities with revitalization. BAI 
produces three dimensional renderings based on final drawing selected 
by community members. Members select drawings that demonstrate 
their VISION IN ACTION.” 

Beloit Fine Arts 
Incubator
http://www.

Beloit, 
Wisconsin

“The Beloit Fine Arts Incubator promotes the visual arts in greater 
Beloit through gallery exhibitions, educational opportunities, and 
community interaction. The Beloit Fine Arts Incubator (BFAI) was 
founded in 2000 with support from the Greater Beloit Economic 
Development Corporation and many other private community 
organizations. The BFAI is housed in the historic Bell Telephone 
Company building.”

Incubator Arts 
Project
http://www.
incubatorarts.org/

New York, 
New York

“The Incubator Arts Project supports independent, experimental 
performing artists through a series of programs aimed at offering 
production opportunities and help with long-term growth and artistic 
sustainability. Its programs primarily support world premieres of 
original work and also include a concert series, work in progress 
opportunities and artist salons and roundtables. Beginning in July 
2010, the Incubator Arts Project will be sponsored under the fiscal 
umbrella of Performing Artservices, Inc.”

Arts Incubator of 
Richardson
http://www.

Richardson, 
Texas

“AIR, a 501(c)(3), is a center for creativity, innovation and 
collaboration. Arts groups, individual artists and corporations use 
the center as a home for inspiration—whether teaching, rehearsing, 
exhibiting or problem solving with a creative twist. AIR’s practical side 
offers space for rehearsals, classes and conducting business. Simply by 
virtue of being housed in a single space, collaboration will be a focus 
as the center’s users rehearse, perform, create, exhibit, meet and hold 
workshops and classes—all under the same roof.”

Garver Arts 
Incubator with 
Common Wealth 
Development
http://www.cwd.
org/arts/garver-
arts-incubator/

Madison, 
Wisconsion

“Common Wealth offers artists  businesses space, studio space  and 
gallery space.   Our businesses incubators support the success of 
art businesses such as Renee Glass Factory and Radiant Glass.  The 
Foundry, located on the 3rd floor of the historic Madison Enterprise 
Center, includes six artist studios and the Common Wealth Gallery. The 
Garver Arts Incubator, currently in development, will create a dynamic 
arts facility that will include 40 arts studios, art gallery, performance 
space, cafe, workshop room and gift shop.  The incubator will be 
located in the historic Garver Feed Mill milling on Madison’s East 
Side.”

Howard Ave. Arts 
Incubator
http://
artincubator.org/

Kensington, 
Maryland

“Howard Ave Arts Incubator is committed to making the world a better 
place through art and social responsibility. It will combine social action 
with art by marketing exhibits through fundraisers and by enhancing 
artist’s abilities through classes. As an incubator, we are interested 
particularly in helping to propel fledgling artists into the art’s business. 
We welcome artists of all ages who use any media to create and become 
successful in the business of art and its artistic techniques.”

McAllen Art.com
http://mcallenart.
com/

McAllen, 
Texas

“The McA2 Creative Incubator, through the McAllen Chamber of 
Commerce, provides low cost artist studios, managerial advice, legal 
and technical support to qualified artisans with qualified projects. 
The incubator is housed in a building previously owned by our 
local community college, and has been made available thanks to an 
agreement between the McAllen Chamber of Commerce and the City 
of McAllen. The newly remodeled building contains 13 art studios, an 
exhibition space and a stage for performances.”

Fernwork Arts 
Incubator
http://www.

Oak Park, 
Illinois

“Fernwork Arts Incubator’s mission is to foster the creation and 
presentation of new art through the formation of a cross-discipline 
community of artists; conduct joint fundraising efforts on behalf of 
individual artists; and create public awareness and support of artists 
and artistic projects.”
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Appendix V

Annual Capture of Market Potential
Market-Rate Units

DOWNTOWN BALTIMORE
City of Baltimore, Maryland

Housing Type Number of Households  Capture Rate  Number of NEW UNITS
Rental Multi-Family  
(lofts/apartments, 
leaseholder)

2,980 
  

20-40% 
  

596 to 1,192 
  

For-Sale Multi-Family 
(lofts/apartments, 
condo/co-op 
ownership)

2,200 
  

10-20% 220 to 440 
  

For-Sale Single-Family 
Attached 
(townhouses/
rowhouses, fee-simple 
ownership)

2,250 
  

10-20% 225 to 450 
  

 Total 7,430 1,041 to 2,082

TABLE SOURCE: Downtown Partnership of Baltimore, Zimmerman/Volk Associates, Inc., 2006., Residential 
Market Potential Report1

The following is a list of rents, as indicated on the rental companies’ websites, from apartment buildings on 
the Westside.  

•	 Fayette Square, 518 West Fayette St., student housing for University Maryland Baltimore students; 
rooms are generally rented by bedroom ranging from $565 - $930/month 

•	 The Atrium, 118 N. Howard St.; $963-$1228 for studio, $1158 - $1648 for one-bedroom, $1558 - 
$2100 for two-bedroom  

•	 St. James Place Apartments, 301 W. Franklin St.; $920 - $1230 for one-bedroom, $1400 two-bedroom

•	 Avalon Centerpoint Apartments, 8 N. Howard St.; $1090 & up for studio, $975 & up for one-bedroom, 
$1360 & up for two-bedroom

•	 The Abell, 1 South Eutaw St.; $1100 - $1400 for one-bedroom, $1500 - $1800 for two-bedroom

•	 Camden Court Apartments, 300 W. Lombard St.; $1,000 - $1175 Studio, $1050 - $1350 one-bedroom, 
$1235 - $1600 two-bedroom, $1890 - $2410 three-bedroom

•	 The Redwood, 11 S. Eutaw St.; $1452 - $1982 one-bedroom, $1504 - $2415 two-bedroom

•	 Marlboro Classic and Redwood Square, 410 W. Lombard St.; $825 - $855 Studio, $885 - $1370 one-
bedroom, $1385 - $1601 two-bedroom

•	 The Zenith Apartments,  511 W. Pratt St.; $1185 – $1495 studio, $1475 - $2160 one-bedroom, $1766 - 
$3670 two-bedroom, $4,000 three-bedroom

•	 39 West Lexington Apartments, 39 W. Lexington St.; $1170 & up studios, $1300 & up one-bedroom, 
$1875 & up two-bedroom 

•	 Park Charles Apartments, 218 N. Charles St.; $1150 - $1170 one-bedrooms, $1375 - $1490 two-bed-
rooms

•	 Charles Towers, 222 N. Charles St.; $940 - $1040 studio, $1040 - $1295 one-bedroom, $1475 - $1800 
two-bedroom

**At the time of conducting this study, the Atrium reported that they were fully leased.  

     Compared to apartments in other parts of downtown rent appears to be comparable, except for the 
apartments located in the Inner Harbor and Fells Point neighborhoods.  

•	 The Eden Apartments, 777 S. Eden St., $1620 studio, $1725 & up one-bedroom, $2500 &up two-bed-
room (Fells Point/Inner Harbor)

•	 Stafford Apartments, 716 N. Washington Pl., $850 - $1058 studio, $806 - $1344 one-bedroom, $1080 
- $1306 two-bedroom

•	 The Standard at Preston Gardens Apartments, 501 Paul St., $920 studio, $1270 - $1420 one-bedroom, 
$1510 - $1550 two-bedroom

•	 Gallery Tower Apartment Homes, 111 Centre St., $1120 - $1220 one-bedroom

_____________

1  Zimmerman/Volk Associates, Inc. (2006, November), p. 13
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Appendix VI

How are Maryland’s arts districts designated?1

Maryland claims pride of place as one of the first states to foster development of arts and 
entertainment districts as a way to improve quality of life and stimulate the economy. Its legislation provides 
economic incentives for emerging and established artists, as well as incentives to promote artistic and creative 
activity clustering in the designated districts. 

The legislation defines an arts district, a qualifying artist, and an artistic enterprise. It gives counties 
and municipal corporations the authority to apply for arts-district designation and details the processes 
involved. Applications must include the goals and strategy of the district. A designation is good for 10 years, 
after which a district must reapply. A county may not receive more than one designation per year, which 
includes any redesignations, and the state may designate no more than six districts per year, including 
redesignations. 

The legislation allows local property tax credits to be made available for developers who redevelop 
existing property in an arts district. This credit allows a partially or wholly renovated building that is used 
for artistic or entertainment purposes to receive a tax credit for the first 10 years. The legislation also allows 
performance venues in the district exemption from the state admissions and amusement tax. Applications 
must specify whether the designation will include these availabilities.2

 
 In addition, the city of Baltimore has passed legislation to support arts districts that parallels the state 
legislation. It names the city as the authorized entity that can apply to the state for arts-district designation; 
it defines what constitutes an arts district, a qualifying artist, and an artistic enterprise; it details the city 
benefits that accrue to artists and artistic enterprises; and it spells out property tax benefits available to 
developers who rehab non-residential buildings for artistic use. 

 Specifically, it defines an arts and entertainment district as “a developed district of public and/
or private uses that is distinguished by physical and cultural resources that play a vital role in the life 
and development of the community and contribute to the public through interpretive, educational, and 
recreational uses.” An arts and entertainment enterprise is defined as “a for-profit or nonprofit entity 
dedicated to visual or performing arts.” A qualifying resident artist is defined as “an individual who owns 
or rents residential property in an arts and entertainment district and conducts a business in the arts 
and entertainment district, and who derives income from the sale or performance within the arts and 
entertainment district of an artistic work that the individual executed.” 3

Qualifying artists who live in the district are eligible for tax exemption on any income derived from 
the production of an artistic work created in the district, as defined by the state of Maryland admissions and 
amusement tax guidelines. Exemptions are available for 10 years from the date on which the qualifying artist 
or arts and entertainment enterprise registers with the district. Property tax rebates available to property own-
ers who rehabilitate commercial, industrial or manufacturing buildings in an arts district for arts-related uses 
(not including artists’ residences) move on a sliding scale from 80% for the first five years down to 30% in the 
10th taxable year. These rebates apply only to the portion of the building renovated for arts-related uses. 4

________________

1  Maryland State Art Council.  Arts and Entertainment Districts

2  Annotated Code of Maryland. Article 83A. Department of Business and Economic Development,  4-701 Arts and entertainment districts

3  City of Baltimore Ordinance 02-462 Arts and Entertainment Districts – Property Tax Credits

4  State of Maryland Regulations. Title 24 Department of Business and Economic Development. Chapter 26 Arts and Entertainment Districts
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