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Community, cooperation building Cleveland's
Gordon Square Arts District
By Plain Dealer guest columnist
September 18, 2009, 5:37PM

By Lawrence N. Schultz

Cleveland's Detroit-Shoreway neighborhood is an aging, historic working-class
enclave that for many reasons should suffer from every urban ill. Instead, a
team of nonprofit organizations has created a unique economic dynamo, the
Gordon Square Arts District, that is rewriting the way the arts can rapidly
shape neighborhood redevelopment.

Ultimately, $30 million in projects is predicted to cash in at $500 million in
commercial and residential real estate development, thousands of construction
jobs and hundreds of permanent jobs. How is this happening?

The executive directors and boards of three participating nonprofits -- Detroit
Shoreway Community Development Organization, Cleveland Public Theatre
and Near West Theatre -- displayed courage and vision to break the mold and
create the Gordon Square Arts District. In doing so, they agreed to limit
independent fund raising and make raising funds for the arts district a priority,
delegate considerable governance to a board with a majority of independent
directors and promote the betterment of the whole through other
collaborations.

Other cities have employed the arts as a tool for development. But the Gordon
Square Arts District is believed to be the first instance where existing
nonprofits, already owners of established theaters and programming, have
coalesced to do planning, fund raising, renovation, new construction and
infrastructure improvements. Sixty percent of the $30 million goal has already
been raised from public and private donors.

The three participating nonprofits also have a common mission of social justice
and working with underserved populations -- demonstrated in part by a $1
million neighborhood responsibility fund. It will be used to provide current
residents and businesses advantages such as low- or no-interest loans, abated
increases in property-tax or business-improvement district assessments,
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transportation and human services such as day care and job placement.

Only 2 years old, the Gordon Square Arts District has more than 25 new shops,
restaurants, artists' studios and other new businesses, resulting in a
commercial vacancy rate of just 3 percent to 4 percent. A $3 million
streetscape redesign will be dedicated Saturday, dressing up Detroit Avenue
from West 58th to West 73rd streets with a variety of new sidewalks, lighting
and buried utility wires, public art, benches, trees, pavers and wider sidewalks
to encourage pedestrian traffic and outdoor dining.

The Capitol Theatre, a one-time vaudeville and silent film theater at West 65th
Street and Detroit Avenue, is in the final stages of a $7.5 million renovation
and will open Oct. 2 as an independent and specialty film house, also showing
quality Hollywood features.

With those projects near completion, plans are already being finalized for a
new $7 million performance center for Near West Theatre and for a $9.4
million renovation of Cleveland Public Theatre, the oldest standing theater in
Cleveland and one of the nation's leading experimental performance venues.
Scores of parking spaces, including valet parking, have been added, with more
planned every year for the next few years.

The Detroit Shoreway Community Development Organization, aided by
enlightened public officials, including Councilman Matt Zone and Mayor Frank
Jackson, has been working on reviving the aging neighborhood since 1973. The
community group has helped generate significant redevelopment, including a
revived housing market that includes Vintage Development Group's Battery
Park, a $100 million project of 328 condominiums.

Meanwhile, three of Cleveland's civic giants -- Richard Pogue (of Jones Day),
Albert Ratner (Forest City Enterprises) and Thomas Sullivan (RPM
International) -- saw a novel, if unconventional, prospect for reinvestment in
Cleveland, and started recruiting believers, including myself.

The Gordon Square Arts District is taking concrete steps, through independent
governance, the creation of a Business Improvement District and the $1 million
neighborhood responsibility fund, to ensure the long-term sustainability of
neighborhood improvements so that residents and longtime stakeholders in the
neighborhood participate in the benefits of its success.

This is more than a studio in someone's garage trying to become an arts
district. The Gordon Square Arts District is establishing the infrastructure for an
empowered organization that will position Detroit-Shoreway, a neighborhood
with more than 17,000 residents, for sustainable long-term impact and
development. It is setting new standards for community development and
neighborhood responsibility.

Schultz is chairman of the Gordon Square Arts District and a partner with
Calfee, Halter & Griswold LLP.
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