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OVERSIGHT:  In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part III:

Strategies to Address the Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community in New York City

On Wednesday, December 7, 2005, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations (“the Committee”), chaired by Council Member Domenic M. Recchia, Jr., will conduct an oversight hearing focusing on the performing arts entitled,  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part III:  Strategies to Address the Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community in New York City.”  Members of the cultural community, including policy professionals, local cultural organizations and advocates, have been invited to testify.  Today’s hearing is the third of the Blueprint series, and the Committee will explore incentives and other economic assistance tools that could aid the performing arts community and the economic activity it engenders. 

Background 

The Committee embarked on the Blueprint series of hearings to explore the role of the arts and cultural sectors in the life of New York City.  In particular, the Committee is interested in examining the economic impact of these sectors, including the extent to which smaller, local cultural institutions foster economic development.  Ultimately, the Committee hopes that the Blueprint series of hearings will assist in the development of long-term policy initiatives that the City can implement to address the needs of the City’s cultural community
 and support its continued contribution to New York City’s vibrancy and economy.
The first hearing of the Blueprint series, held on September 21, 2005, was entitled,  “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part I: The Role of the Performing Arts in New York City.”
  (The briefing paper for that hearing is hereto attached as Appendix A.)  At that hearing, the Committee gathered data regarding the extent to which the City’s performing arts, such as dance, music and theater, contribute to the City’s economy.  In particular the Committee  received testimony regarding the impact of the performing arts on international and local cultural tourism and employment, and its capacity to inject economic growth and revitalize New York City’s neighborhoods.
On Friday, October 28, 2005, the Committee held the second of the Blueprint series hearings entitled, “In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community, Part II:  Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community in New York City.” 
 (The briefing paper for that hearing is hereto attached as Appendix B.) At that hearing, the Committee investigated the challenges performing artists face with respect to the lack of affordable housing and rehearsal spaces, as well as health insurance and pension plans.  The Committee also received testimony regarding the difficulties performing arts groups experience due to the lack of performance spaces, strategic or business planning resources, capital equipment, operating costs and the basic financial resources, such as loans, for non-profit organizations.
In Search of a Blueprint for a Cultural Community 
The cultural community has voiced concerns about the community’s uncertain future and the fragile standing of New York City’s continued preeminence as the cultural capital of the world.
 Some researchers have noted that New York’s competitive cultural advantage is being challenged and threatened, because other national and international cities are stepping-up their competition for talented and creative people and increasing their arts and cultural spending. 
 Although New York isn’t the only cultural capital facing these challenges, global competitors like London and Toronto have been developing public and private sector strategies to maintain and promote the growth of their cultural communities.

Innovation and creativity, the cultural community, and its relationship to social, education, economic and urban planning initiatives are at the core of a new awareness and a shift in community building that is taking place on a global level. During 2005, conferences held at Toronto, Canada and Amsterdam focused on concerns about policies geared towards the preservation and long-term strategies for developing a strong cultural infrastructure by building crossovers between culture and economy.
  These conferences brought together project developers, housing corporations, innovation experts, economists, urbanists, social innovators, cultural entrepreneurs, policy makers, local government and politicians in order to rethink the relationship between culture and city development.  Successful cultural development depends on the interaction of community builders, business leaders, policy makers, corporate enterprises, social researchers, urban planners and government.
 Various sectors of New York’s cultural community, advocates and organizations, such as Center for an Urban Future, New York City Arts Coalition, New York Foundation for the Arts and Artspace Project, Inc., work on projects and study innovative ways to strengthen the City’s cultural community’s infrastructure, which will be discussed at today’s hearing.
 

Issues Facing the Performing Arts Community

In the context of this national and international awareness that cultural communities are an economic engine and essential to a vibrant community, our performing arts community continues to voice concerns about their uncertain future.  Testimony during the previous two “Blueprint” hearings indicated a number of problems that are significant throughout the industry, including the lack of affordable housing, rehearsal and performance space, and health insurance for performers, as well as the management and financial difficulties faced by small theatres. 

Prominent among these concerns is the lack of affordable housing for artists.  According to testimony given by Robert Yesselman, Director of Dance/NYC, a generation of well known professional from the performing arts community have colonized and improved neighborhoods, only to be eventually displaced.
  This scenario has been experienced throughout the City, from the West Village, to Soho, to Tribeca, to the East Village, across the river to Williamsburg, DUMBO, and Red Hook. The more than fifty years of artist displacements highlight the continuous lack of affordable living space as one of the most important issues facing the performing arts community and threatening the City’s cultural pre-eminence.
  Mr. Yesselman noted that the City continues to loose when younger generations of artists are continuously being “forced out of our City” and relocating, now possibly to Philadelphia, “the sixth borough.” 
  

Performing arts organizations of all sizes also testified to the need for performance and rehearsal space. Susan Feldman, Director of St. Ann’s Warehouse, testified about how the combination of the great cost of real estate in New York City, along with the specific needs of the performing arts community (primarily for large, column free spaces) make this a crucial issue facing the community.
 The committee also received testimony from cultural community organizations about their difficulties in developing viable long-term strategies without a stable infrastructure, when they lack the basic security of a long-term lease from the City. Organizations like Julia de Burgos in El Barrio, The Puerto Rican Traveling Theater in Midtown, and Clemente Soto Velez in the Lower East Side have been tenants of City-owned buildings for decades, yet are on a month-to-month lease.
 Thalia Theater in Long Island City, established for 30 years in the same location, is concerned about the possibility of lease renewal due to the recent community developments in western Queens and the lack of cultural policy that could sustain their presence in the community.
 

With respect to the lack of affordable healthcare and pensions for performance artists, Ginny Loloudes, Executive Director of the Alliance for Resident Theatres (ART) New York, highlighted the problems faced by small companies trying to provide benefits for their employees.
   Although some performing artists are able to obtain health insurance as independent contractors, because of their sporadic and episodic employment and fluctuating wages, most performing artist in non-profit organizations lack insurance.
 Actors Equity Association and the Local 802 NY Musician’s Union have been successful in upholding professional standards for many aspects of the performing arts community, ensuring adequate compensation, health care and pensions for their members.

Smaller theatres also face management and financial difficulties that impede their growth and development. Marion Dienstag, Executive Director of the Dance Theater Workshop, highlighted the problems experienced by small and mid-sized arts organizations in “…obtaining the most common business instruments, like lines of credit or loans…” which are crucial if these organizations are to thrive in the period of “…transitional growth…” which accompanies their development from small to mid-sized organizations.
  Additionally, the Committee heard testimony that the lack of tax incentives available to other economic sectors to entice them to remain in the City are not available for non-profit theatres on account of their non-profit status even though the performing arts community is an integral part of the City’s economy.
    Additionally, City, State and Federal government grants and loans available to the small business industry are not available to non-profit organizations.
  

During today’s hearing, the Committee will consider what strategies must be developed to create affordable artist housing, rehearsal and performance spaces, as well as what zoning considerations are necessary to strengthen cultural community clusters, and what tax incentives, funding and financing initiatives are needed to strengthen the infrastructure of the performing arts sector. The Committee will explore factors required for a “cultural community blueprint,” specifically with respect to what actions can be taken to develop policy initiatives critical to the development of a cohesive, strategic and sustainable cultural policy in New York City in order to ensure that it remains a vibrant economic engine, as well as a critical contributor to the quality of life that the City offers.

� Americans for the Arts defines the creative industries as both for-profit and nonprofit business involved in the creation or distribution of the arts. They are businesses that society participates in for enjoyment (attending a concert); engage in for business (architecture, design, musical instrument manufacturing); and invest in to enrich community livability (museums, public art, performing arts centers).  Creative Industries 2005, The Congressional Report, Americans for the Arts, March 2005.


� At the September 21, 2005, the Committee heard testimony from: Katherine Oliver, Commissioner, Mayor’s Office of Film, Theater and Broadcasting; Randall Bourscheidt, President, Alliance for the Arts; Donna J. Keren, Vice President, Policy and Research, NYC&CO; Karen Hauser, The League of American Theatres & Producers, Inc.;  Barbara Janowit, The League of American Theatres & Producers, Inc.;  Karen Hopkins, Brooklyn Academy of Music;  Maria A. Somma, Actor’s Equity;  David Freudenthal, Director of Government Relations, Carnegie Hall; and Floyd Rumahr, Stages of Learning.


�  At the October 28, 2005, the Committee heard testimony from: Kate D. Levin, Commissioner, NYC Department of Cultural Affairs; Robert Yesselman, Dance NY; Virginia P. Louloudes, Executive Director, Alliance of Resident Theaters/New York (ART/NY); Marion Dienstag, Executive Director, Dance Theater Workshop; Ivan Sygoda, Pentacle; Sharon Luckman, Executive Director, Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater; Maura Giannini, Executive Board Member Local 802, NY Musicians Union; Alvan Colon Lespier, Associate Director, Pregones Theater; Willy Mosquera, Public Affairs Director, Queens Theater in the Park; Luis P. Cancel, Executive Director, Clemente Soto Velez Cultural Center; Susan Feldman, President and Artistic Director, St. Ann Center for Restoration and the Arts, Inc.; and Kathryn Giaimo, Administrative Director, Thalia Spanish Theater. 


� These concerns have been raised at the previous Committee’s Blueprint series hearings, by cultural advocates and long standing cultural organizations at the New York City Council’s September 21, 2005, and October 28, 2005, Cultural Affairs hearings.  See also, Richard Florida, the developmental economist, public policy professor and author, wrote about the involuntary exodus of creative talent from Manhattan, including the outer boroughs. According to Florida, this creative community is driven by the lack of affordable housing to relocate to the outer boroughs, and other parts of the country. Richard Florida and Elizabeth Currid, Bohemian Rhapsody, The New York Times, July 31, 2005.  the Committee has pursued the Blueprint series of hearings.  


� Creative New York, Center for an Urban Future, December 2005; � HYPERLINK "http://www.nycfuture.org" ��www.nycfuture.org�.  See Also, Philadelphia, Seattle and Minneapolis are mentioned as alternative destinations in the exodus of New York City’s performing artists. Yvan Sygoda, Co-director, Pentacle; testimony at the October 28, 2005, Committee’s Blueprint hearing, New York City Council.  See Also, Richard Florida and Elizabeth Currid, Bohemian Rhapsody, The New York Times, July 31, 2005.  


� Creative New York, See supra n.5.


� “Creative Time + Spaces 2” Conference; A conference dedicated to unlocking the creative potential of people and places through innovative social, educational, cultural, environmental and economic initiatives.  September 30 - October 1, 2005, Toronto, Ontario, Canada; � HYPERLINK "http://www.torontoarscape.on.ca/cps/" ��http://www.torontoarscape.on.ca/cps/� See Also, “CREATIVE CAPITAL: Culture, Innovation and the Public Domain in the Knowledge Economy,” a conference concerned with building crossovers between culture and economy. March 17-18, 2005, Amsterdam; http://www.creativecapital.nl/index.php


� Id.


�  Creative Downtown, The Role of Culture in Rebuilding Lower Manhattan; Norma Munn and Theodore S. Berger, New York City Arts Coalition, developed on behalf of the New York Arts Recovery Fund of the New York Foundation for the Arts, 2002.  See Also, Culture Counts: Strategies for a More Vibrant Cultural Life for New York City, (“Culture Counts Report”) New York Foundation for the Arts, 2001.


� “The City’s performing arts community includes some of the most recognized playwrights, composers and choreographers working today, as well as renowned performing arts schools and some of the greatest performing arts institutions in the country.  Performing arts institutions include, among others: 40 Broadway theaters, numerous opera companies, orchestras, dance companies, and hundreds of non-profit theatres throughout New York City’s five boroughs.  The City’s cultural community, as a whole, is a myriad of for-profit cultural venues that often rely on non-profit cultural organizations for their pool of performing talent and production crews.” Briefing paper for the October 28, 2005, Committee’s Blueprint hearing, Appendix B.


� Robert Yesselman, Director of Dance/NYC, testimony at the October 28, 2005, Committee’s Blueprint hearing, New York City Council.


� Creative New York, See supra n. 6; See also, Bohemian Rhapsody, See supra n. 5.


� Yesselman, See n. 11.  See Also, Yesselman’s testimony is refering to Richard Florida and Elizabeth Currid’s, Bohemian Rhapsody, The New York Times, July 31, 2005.  


�Susan Feldman, Director of St. Ann’s Warehouse, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.


� Luis R. Cancel, Executive Director, Clemente Soto Velez Cultural Center, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.


� Kathryn Giaimo, Thalia Spanish Theater, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.


�  Ms. Loloudes testified about the magnitude of the problem due to the explosive growth of New York’s not-for-profit theatre scene has undergone since ART New York’s founding in 1991, as exemplified by it’s membership increased from 150 to nearly 400 theatres. Ginny Loloudes, Executive Director of ART/New York, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.


� Marion Dienstag, Executive Director of the Dance Theater Workshop, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council. 


� Maria Somma, National Spokesperson for Actors Equity Association, testimony at the September 21, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.  See Also, Maura Giannini, Local 802, NY Musicians Union, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council. 





 


�  Deinstag, See Supra n. 18.


�  Ivan Sygoda, Co-Director of Pentacle, testimony at the October 28, 2005 Cultural Affairs Committee Hearing, New York City Council.


� Deinstag, See Supra n. 18.
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