Columbus

A New
Voyage
For Columbus

City out to become
Regional arts center

By Pam Baker

early every American city claims there's a renaissance under-

way down on Main Street. In hundreds of downtowns, the

homeless have been chased away, the streets swept and

fancy facades tacked to aging mortar. Undemeath it all,

there usually lies a desperate need to sell formerly worthless
real estate and install yet another economic engine. The so-called renaissance
is reduced to a few meager shadows cast by a handful of starving artists.

By contrast, the original Renaissance was one of those rare periods of
true genius. Economic revival was a result — not a cause — of a surge in
science, art, literature, religion, politics and exploration, including the even-
tual discovery of a distant land called America. It was a perod when the
intellect reigned supreme after the mediocrity and cruelty of the Middle
Ages. A creative spirit gave birth to the art of da Vinci and Michelangelo,
the architecture of Brunelleschi and Bramante, and the scientific discoveries
of Copernicus, Vesalius and Galileo.

If ever there was a time when America needed a renaissance, it's now.
Many cities are making the attempt, and some truly understand the goal,
Columbus, Ga., seems to be one.

Like many cities, Columbus has cleaned up and beautified, especially in
the run-up to the Centennial Olympic Games in 1996, when it hosted
women's softball at Golden Park. Through the vears, city fathers — the blue-
blood society set — and aspiring executives have dressed to the nines to
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attend high-brow banquets and grand openings.

Recent initiatives, though, have been on an unprecedent-
ed scale, led by the Columbus Challenge fund-raising cam-
paign that took in an astounding $86.6 million — including
$17 million from the state — for eight organizations in the
city. The three-year drive was the largest fund-raising cam-
paign of its kind ever in the South and among the largest
nationally, this in a city of fewer than 200,000 residents.

Uptown Columbus Chairman Mat Swift: ‘Cooperative sn' prevails

Last Septernber. ground was broken for RiverCenter for
the Performing Arts, a 367 million complex in the heart of
Downtown Columbus along the Chattahoochee, a key com-
ponent in a multi-faceted effort to tum Columbus into a
regional enfertainment mecca.

I think it has a great chance to be one,” says [im
Hackney. senior consultant with the Atlanta philanthropy
firm of Alexander Haas Martin & Partners. A former presi-
dent of the Art Museum Development Association,
Hackney advised the Columbus Challenge campaign.

“Owr firm works all over the country, and |'ve never
seen a community the size of Columbus raise anywhere
near that amount of money.” he says.

RiverCenter, in Hackney's view, will be nothing
less than “the finest performing arts center in the
state,” an assessment that includes Metro Atlanta.

shared sense of ownership is responsible for

many of the recent accomplishments. Columbaus
Challenge funds have gone to suppornt RiverCenter

(360 million), the Columbus Museum (38 million), the restora-
tion of the Springer Opera House {36 million), the new Port
Columbus Civil War Maval Center (35 million), the Columbus
Symphony Orchestra ($2.5 million), the Coca-Cola Space
Science Center (%1 million), the Liberty Theatre Cultural Center
(%1 million) and the Historic Columbus Foundation (31 million).
Donations from foundations and corporations were
substantial (72 donors gave $20 million early on, with the
influential Bradley-Tumer Foundation eventually giving
$35 million in all). But an outpouring of funds from aver-
age citizens removed any doubt regarding where the pub-

Columbus

lic stood on the arts. Some 2,300 individuals pledged an
average of 3400 by telephone.

One surprising aspect of Columbus Challenge was the
teamwork seen among the community arts organizations
themselves, a cooperative spirit still evident today. Executive
directors of the various organizations are quick to say they
will not compete with one another in programming.

Indeed. plans are afoot to package shows among facilities, 1o
accommodate tourists, bus tours and conventions, says James
Baudaoin, executive director/project manager at RiverCenter. A
package, for instance, could include accommedations and tick-
ets to a Disney on loe production at the Columbus Civic Center,
The Nutcracker at the Springer, the Christmas Lights Tour at
nearby Callaway Gardens, and an intemational act (such as the
National Dance Company of Africa, Ballet Folkorico from Mexico
City or the Peking Acrobats) at RiverCenter.

olumbus is playing on the fact that cultural districts

can be big money-makers for cities, according to

Americans for the Ars, a Washington, D.C.-based
group that has published a national study on the subject.

Cultural Districts: The Arts as a Strategy For Revitalizing
QOur Cities — considered a seminal work in its field — con-
cluded that the arts can be a major economic generator for
a community. The Tucson {Ariz.) Arts District, for example,
boosted sales volumes in surrounding businesses by 54%:;
increased property upgrades by 53% (local businesses ren-
ovated at an average cost of 3105,272); decreased retail
vacancy rates by 50%:; and increased sales tax revenues by
11.7%, compared to 7.4% citywide. And all this was
accomplished in three years,

The impact of the Pittsburgh Cultural District was illumi-
nating as well. In its first decade of operation, the district trig-
gered $115 million in new commercial activity, and annual
tax revenues increased from $7.9 million to $19.1 million.

In case after case, the report concluded, the economic
impact of the arts was staggering, from construction activi-
ty to retail sales to
tourist dollars to tax
revenues. Across the
country, the study has
encouraged corporate
investment in the arts
on a scale never seen
before.

“The anecdotal stuff
gets you in the door,”
says Randy Cohen,
executive director of
Americans for the Arts,
“but it's the hard num-
bers that keep you at
the table,”

While it's too early

Mayor Bobby Peters: Arts soul of cily
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