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It was not in our budget this year to have staff attend the Americans for the Arts annual conference.  However, during the week leading up to the conference, I received an email from Hillary at Florida Division of Cultural Affairs asking if I’d like to attend the conference under an emerging leaders scholarship, which was fully funded by the Americans for the Arts. The 2018 conference was held in Denver, Colorado. 

Americans for the Arts is a nonprofit organization that serves, advances, and leads the network of organizations and individuals who cultivate, promote, sustain, and support the arts in America.  They serve this network by: Publishing research studies and data; Mobilizing advocacy efforts when legislation and policy changes may impact arts funding; Facilitating networking opportunities for arts educators, arts organizations, local arts agencies, and public art administrators; Providing services and training for arts leaders; Promoting and recognizing the achievements of the sector. For more than 60 years, the Americans for the Arts Annual conference has gathered artists, arts administrators, advocates, and public and private sector funders together to build stronger networks and more vibrant and equitable towns, counties, and cities through the arts.
My arrival time in Denver provided me with an opportunity to partake in a self-guided tour of the city’s art, culture, and creative industries.  I last visited Denver in 2016 and I was amazed to see how much the city’s visual landscape has changed within a two-year period.  What strikes me about how Denver has been developed is that it has not neglected to take the pedestrian experience into mind.  The city ranks very high for walkability and pedestrian pathways are lined with public art and street art. 
Another aspect of Denver’s development that I couldn’t help but marvel in is how their arts districts are designed.  These sections of town truly reinforce the city’s creative identity.  Furthermore, Denver also has cultural complexes.  I visited both the Denver Performing Arts Complex and the Civic Center Cultural Complex, which you can find pictures of on the Cultural Council’s Facebook and Instagram pages. Their cultural venues and institutions are all grouped together in clusters, making them extremely accessible and collaborative.  With conversations revolving around the future of the Jacksonville Landing, I couldn’t help but imagine a cultural complex located along the North Bank River Walk, especially with Council Member Lori Boyer’s vision for further activating the River Walk. 

At the conference I had the pleasure of meeting the team at demiurge (http://www.demiurgedesign.com/), a Denver based design team that translates artists’ visions into impactful public art. They are responsible for fabricating a number of pieces found in Denver, including Yann Kersale’s extraordinary artwork at the Denver International Airport (http://www.ykersale.com/en/work/leau-dans-tous-ses-etats/).  I believe that if we had an opportunity to bring the team at demiurge to Jacksonville it could directly impact Jacksonville artists in a major way and encourage them to think about their artwork in a new context. 
Over the last year, the Board has worked on developing a strategic plan for the agency.  During the conference, I had the opportunity to review Boulder’s plan, which extends beyond being just a strategic plan to being a cultural plan.  I’ve brought copies of the plan home with me, which communicates both the agency’s goals but also their role within and impact on the broader community. I am VERY inspired by Boulder’s cultural plan and how they communicate their vision. 

Americans for the Arts debuted their Arts + Social Impact Explorer (https://www.americansforthearts.org/socialimpact).  I truly believe that this resource is going to be a game changer for cross sector collaboration and advocacy.  I am eager to share this tool with our stakeholders and partners.  This interactive explorer examines how the arts and cultural sector can be leveraged or lead the charge when addressing major societal issues.  It provides statistics, resources for additional information, and examples of work in action. 
Another topic broadly discussed during this year’s conference was how we as arts organizations can create a culture of evaluation.  Many breakout sessions highlighted the importance of having a researcher on staff or partnering with an institution of higher learning.  The objective is to track the impact of initiatives but also find opportunities for improvement.  Cuyahoga Arts and Culture (http://www.cacgrants.org) and Charlotte’s Arts and Science Council (https://www.artsandscience.org/) both provided examples of how they are tracking, measuring, and communicating the impact of their work.  
I am bringing home with me a number of handouts and guides that I gathered while at the conference.  Once back in my office I will sit down and review all the materials I’ve collected.  I will make them available to all staff and Board members who are interested and I’d happily have a conversation with anyone who is interested in discussing key takeaways. 

Best Regards,

Patrick Fisher

Community and Collaboration Manager 
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