
Politicians support carving out creative district in
Wilmington

Margie Fishman, The News Journal 10:36 p.m. EDT May 6, 2014

A downtown booster group's vision for a creative district in the historic Quaker Hill neighborhood was publicly

endorsed Tuesday by Gov. Jack Markell and Mayor Dennis P. Williams' administration at the Wilmington

Renaissance Corp.'s annual meeting.

Markell noted that the proposed $50 million public-partnership to lure artists and other creative professionals

to the area with tax breaks and housing subsidies complements his vision for strengthening downtowns

across the state.

"As an entire state, for us to be successful, we really need to have strong cities and that starts with downtown areas," he said to an audience of

corporate and civic leaders at The Queen.

Story: Group wants Wilmington creative district (/story/life/2014/05/04/group-wants-develop-wilmington-creative-district/8709397/)

Story: Markell lays out plan for state to pave way to prosperity (/story/news/local/2014/01/23/paving-the-way-to-prosperity-/4812305/)

Building on grassroots momentum, public policy spurs private investment, Markell said. His proposed state budget, which still needs to be approved by

the General Assembly, earmarks $7 million in grants to downtown development districts across Delaware. If the new funding is approved, three districts

would be selected in the first year, Markell said.

"Obviously, government can't be the major funding source here," he said.

Arts and culture are as integral to economic development as housing, transportation, schools and open space preservation, according to Jamie

Bennett, executive director of ArtPlace America. Established in 2011, ArtPlace is a collaboration among high-profile foundations, government and

financial institutions that has invested $42 million nationwide in revitalizing communities through the arts.

"If we get it right in Wilmington in this creative district, we really could see it as a national model," said Bennett, who delivered the keynote address.

Renaissance's plan, released last month, seeks to stabilize the city core while filling the gap between Christina Riverfront redevelopment and new

residences, shops and restaurants along lower North Market Street.

The plan includes street improvements and expanded arts and social services programming. Artists, defined broadly as anyone engaged in a creative

capacity, would receive access to as many as 50 housing units at below-market rates and possible temporary waivers on state income taxes and water

and sewer bills.

The target neighborhood consists of a 25-block area bounded by Fourth, Ninth, Market and Washington streets, where one-quarter of the buildings sit

vacant.

Quadia Muhammad, an art lover who lives on the outskirts of Quaker Hill, worried that the largely African-American community of renters would have

their opinions dismissed by the people making the decisions.

"You have people there now who are economically disadvantaged, who are the bread and butter of the neighborhood," she said. "They're going to feel

as though they were gypped."

The creative district isn't looking to import talent, said Bennett. Rather, it will harness talent from within the community and create round-the-clock

vigilance as organizations from the symphony to the church choir to the local needlework club help increase foot traffic and draw new businesses to the

area.

"The arts are a force of social cohesion and civic engagement," he said.
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In 2011, creative industries accounted for about $504 billion, or about 3.2 percent of U.S. goods and services, according to the most recent figures

available from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis and the National Endowment for the Arts. That number outpaced the travel and tourism sector,

which was 2.9 percent of GDP.

A creative cluster has the potential to reverse communities in decline, said Bennett.

Renaissance applied to Bennett's organization for funding this year, but was denied. ArtPlace awarded 50 grants of up to $300,000 each based on

1,300 applications.

"It was easier to get into Harvard," he said.

Contact Margie Fishman at (302) 324-2882 or mfishman@delawareonline.com (mailto:mfishman@delawareonline.com).

Wilmington Renaissance Corp.'s creative district plan is available to view at www.bigideaswilmington.com.
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