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Letter from Mayor Richard Thomas
City Of Mount Vernon, New York
Dear Friend,
Mount Vernon is on the rise. Those of us who have been
born and raised here know about our city’s cultural
heartbeat, from Nina Simone to Denzel Washington, to
Dick Clark, P. Diddy and Heavy D. Now, we are getting
back to our roots of making things and making things
happen. This Mount Vernon Arts, Culture, and Heritage
Master Plan, which I am proud to share with you, is the
result of a four-month deep dive into this city and
identiﬁes the cultural springboards available for further
economic growth.
Mount Vernon’s artistic community is committed to this
city and their craft. Our centralized location, minutes
from Grand Central Station and major highways, makes
our city a natural ﬁt for those priced out of Manhattan,
Brooklyn, and other enclaves. As our city grows its
creative economy, this plan will serve as a map for the
road to success.

With these ﬁve critical points, we can truly support and
reignite our artistic community. The economic impact of
creative industries cannot be overstated. In fact, the
Cultural Times reports that arts and culture programs
and events generate more than $250 billion a year and
are responsible for over 29.5 million jobs worldwide.
According to a recent study, Mount Vernon residents
spend $396 million a year outside the city, a vast majority
of which can be recaptured by investing in an arts and
culture district, creating hundreds of jobs. The ripple
eﬀect of having tourism dollars makes it all the more
essential for this plan to be adopted.
I invite you to join us as Mount Vernon begins to
prioritize investment in its creative industries. We are
eager to have you on the team.
Respectfully,

The plan emphasizes:
1. Vision and Policy
2. Cultural Production and Access
3. Visibility and Advocacy
4. Civic Engagement
5. Economic Development
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Mayor Richard Thomas
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Letter from Commissioner of Planning
and Community Development
Dear Esteemed Residents of Mount Vernon:
It is with great enthusiasm that I present to you the Mount Vernon Arts, Culture and Heritage Master Plan. This
is the ﬁrst time the City has ventured to develop a comprehensive approach to support and strengthen the
arts and cultural community in Mount Vernon.
Your input through public surveys, general and stakeholder meetings has provided the vision and guidance for
unlocking the City’s untapped entertainment and arts market. Through this plan, the City seeks to supplement
the assets and infrastructure that currently propels our artists to receive worldwide acclaim.
The plan establishes a vision for Mount Vernon’s arts industry that is derived from an intensive community
input process which allowed residents, artists and stakeholders to inform and guide the City’s decision making
for the next 20-30 years. This vision will transform the City’s entertainment and arts industry by creating jobs,
increasing tourism and expanding the supportive service industries while attracting artists to the City.
This Master Plan is the result of the tireless eﬀorts of our community residents and stakeholders who are
dedicated to revitalizing the City and adding greater economic diversity while providing a vibrant platform for
aspiring artisans to live, work and showcase their talents and abilities.
I would like to thank Mayor Richard Thomas for his unwavering support, the New York State Council on the
Arts for funding this initiative and CJAM Consulting, LLC for spearheading the creation of the Master Plan.
I look forward to the implementation of the recommendations detailed in the Master Plan and the positive,
long-lasting eﬀects the recommendations will have on the City of Mount Vernon.

Chantelle Okarter, Esq.

Planning Commissioner
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II. Letter from Commissioner of Planning and Community Development

Acknowledgements
CJAM is grateful to the scores of artists, creators, and legacy
makers on whom this planning eﬀort is focused, and without
whom there would be no interest in enlivening Mount Vernon’s
arts, culture and heritage sectors. The Mount Vernon Department
of Planning and Community Development had the foresight to
dedicate time and resources to learn more about the local
landscape and investigate how, on a micro and meta level, to
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the Mayor, Corey Wainaina.
We were privileged to have the opportunity to meet with and
present ﬁndings and recommendations to the Mount Vernon City
Council, and each individual artist, collective and cultural
institution. As was said at the outset of this planning eﬀort, this is
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initial eﬀort on the part of the Planning and Community
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We thank Mayor Richard Thomas for his support for this work and
we are encouraged by the city’s commitment to restoration,
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Introduction
In 2018 the Mount Vernon Department of Planning and Community
Development commissioned a ﬁrst-of-its-kind master plan for the
development of Mount Vernon’s arts and culture sector. With
funding from the New York State Council on the Arts, the
Department of Planning and Community Development sought to
survey Mount Vernon’s cultural landscape and determine the
needs and ideal set of resources for artists, creatives and
organizations. The study would provide an assessment of those
needs and recommendations for investments that would bolster
arts and culture and provide enrichment and access to the Mount
Vernon community.

focuses on the “now what” – what set of actions the city and its
partners can take to animate arts and culture to support selfdetermination as a critical component of Mount Vernon’s growth.

A Brief History

The Mount Vernon Arts, Culture and Heritage Master Plan is
designed to build upon particular ideas developed within the draft
2011 Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan. CJAM has explored
recommendations from the Comprehensive Plan and has advanced
them through a myriad of meetings, interviews, local and national
research and GIS modeling, all of which have provided direct
information on the riches within Mount Vernon’s cultural arena.
They also revealed what is missing.
Mount Vernon’s legacy of artists born, bred and residing in the 4.2
square mile area is a nod to the city’s impact on national and even
global culture. Within the city however, there are few outlets or
points of access where one can grasp the breadth of that cultural
legacy.
This study is designed to codify as closely as possible the range of
Mount Vernon’s cultural assets. Independent artists, producers,
designers, educators, informal collectives and nonproﬁt
organizations all exist within the city limits, and this plan aims to
articulate who and where they are, and their potential for impact.
And as a corollary to learning the “who and what”, this plan also

Mount Vernon was settled in 1664 as a farm village within what
was known as the Town of Eastchester. It was later acquired in
1851 by John Paul Stevens and the Industrial Home Association,
representing New York City residents in search of lower costs of
living and a suburban quality of life. Ultimately, the bordering
villages/ communities of West Mount Vernon and Central Mount
Vernon were consolidated with Mount Vernon in 1878, and the City
of Mount Vernon was incorporated in 1892.1 Situated just north of
the Bronx and dubbed the “City of Happy Homes”, Mount Vernon
1. Mount Vernon Revisited (Images of America), Spruill, Jackson, Davis
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The New Haven Railway and the stations predated the
city’s development, and transit increased with a rising
population increased. After the occurrence of a series
of fatal accidents caused by pedestrians crossing the
train tracks at the rail stations, the city decided to
lower the tracks in 1892, creating what became known
as the “cut”. Ultimately, the cut divided the city
physically, socio-economically and racially, cemented a
chasm between the city’s well-resourced residents
versus its poor, and further alienated ethnic
populations from one another.
Over the decades, these divisions remained constant
and indeed grew deeper. Into the latter half of the
20th century, the city economy weakened, owing to
post-industrialization (Rust Belt) decline, and dying oil
transport and related industries. Focus on local
industry versus the idyllic suburban “City of Happy
Homes” image was also in ﬂux. As population shifts
occurred, so too did governmental and commercial
goals, and thus the city’s overall direction.
Amidst the decades of industrial, political and socioeconomic changes, one of Mount Vernon’s constants
remained its attractiveness as a semi-suburban
community mere steps away from New York City, and
just 20 miles from midtown Manhattan. The
population of more than 68,0002 is served by three
stops on the Metro-North Railroad on its northwest
and southeast sides, two nearby MTA subway stops

and six highways. Twenty-two gateways lead into the
city and Mount Vernon remains transit-friendly and
aﬀordable in relation to New York City.

PHOTO: Mount Vernon, New York, 1883 - Digital Commonwealth Urban Maps

was ideally located around two railroad stations along
the New Haven and Harlem Railway lines. The city
expanded according to the growth of the nation’s
industrialization and commerce connected to railways.

All of these factors have made Mount Vernon
attractive to and for arts and cultural professionals,
including many household names who have made
homes here at one time or another including Phylicia
Rashad, Sean “Diddy” Combs, LaChanze, Art Carney,
Dick Clark and Nina Simone. Mount Vernon is also the
hometown of many more arts and entertainment
notables who were born and bred in the city – Heavy
D, JB Smoove, Denzel Washington, Al B. Sure, James
Finch and on. Several celebrities commit resources
and support to various eﬀorts in the city, most recent
among them, Sean “Diddy” Combs’ through his
conversations with Mayor Richard Thomas to grow
Mount Vernon’s sports and entertainment economy
via redeveloping Memorial Field.3
These recent talks bode well for the city, and celebrity
names remain points of pride that compel any visitor
to inquire about Mount Vernon’s cultural magic. Still,
the work remains to uncover the depth of their
inﬂuence and create means and methods to capitalize
on their appeal, and build supports for culture that is
created within and for the city.
This plan seeks to do just that, reﬂecting art, culture,
and heritage preservation.
2. Per the U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates;
the 2016 estimate is 68,344. The current 2018 population is likely larger. 3. Mayor Thomas
Press Oﬃce Release “Mayor Richard Thomas & Sean "Diddy" Combs" Continue
Collaboration Talks to BRING BACK MEMORIAL FIELD, Grow Mount Vernon's Sports &
Entertainment Economy” July 2018.

III. Introduction
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Executive Summary
Mount Vernon’s existing assets, its compact scale and its distinctive neighborhoods and history make compelling arguments
for transforming the entire city into a cultural district. Over the course of four months, CJAM met with artists and arts
organization representatives, city leaders, residents and other stakeholders in and around Mount Vernon to learn about the
city’s cultural resources, needs and opportunities.

Here are key highlights of what
we found:

• Arts and culture inherently extend to heritage in Mount
Vernon, and new strategies must represent all three
segments.

• Mount Vernon’s arts and cultural community is
comprised of talented and committed artists and
practitioners including actors, painters, ceramists, poets,
designers, sculptors, musicians, producers,
choreographers, dancers, historians, ﬁlmmakers and
more.

Value Proposition

• Artists, creators and cultural workers are individually
resourceful by necessity, but their presence and impact
are largely under-recognized and not fully supported;
resources are scarce and limit their ability to be
successful.
• The arts and cultural community is in dire need of
adequate spaces and resources to create, produce, and
present or exhibit work.
• Information, technical assistance and a forum for
communication and exchange of ideas will be critical to
the cultural development of the city.
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IV. Executive Summary

• Mount Vernon artists of all disciplines are committed to
building a well-deﬁned cultural sector that will improve
the lives of artists and residents and bolster Mount
Vernon as an attractive destination in the region.
• Artists and creators are tremendously proud of their
ingenuity and craft, and regularly refer to the sector as a
hidden gem in the city.
• Mount Vernon’s aﬀordable and readily accessible
transportation options make it a viable home option for
artists and organizations priced out of New York City.

“ Talent is our oil.”
– Mount Vernon artist

Challenges

Recommendations

• New York City is a behemoth
competitor: local artists have access to
NYC’s industry-leading opportunities
and networks and attracting NYC
audiences and patrons to Mount
Vernon remains an obstacle.

Investments in Mount Vernon’s arts,
culture and heritage sector are
reﬂected in 21 recommendations and
supporting actions detailed in Section
VII: Recommendations and Section X:
Implementation Matrix. All are
grouped according to Impact Area –
segments of the city’s infrastructure
that each investment will inﬂuence.
Indeed, each recommendation cuts
across multiple impact areas.

• Without viable live/work
opportunities for artists, Mount
Vernon is less competitive than nearby
towns and cities.
• City budget and operating priorities
render art and culture development
less critical and lead to skepticism that
real change in arts and culture is
possible.
• Mount Vernon’s real and perceived
image as related to safety, economic
and quality of life systems may seem
to impede forward movement.

• Vision and Policy — administrationled funding, strategy and leadership to
guide programs and investments.
• Cultural Production and Access —
places, tools and opportunities for
artists and makers to produce, present
and gain support for their work.

• Visibility and Advocacy — building
promotions platforms and providing
new and renewable opportunities for
the sector.
• Civic Engagement — promoting
participation and collaboration with
residents and businesses.
• Economic Development — creating
jobs for artists and makers, providing
subsidy and earned income to
organizations, redeveloping
entertainment venues, and generating
entertainment revenue for the city’s
economy.
The Arts, Culture and Heritage Master
Plan works in parallel with Mount
Vernon’s draft Comprehensive Plan
and associated neighborhood plans
designed for restoration,
redevelopment and economic
resurgence of the city’s critical services
and industries.

IV. Executive Summary
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Landscape

Landscape
Demographics
U.S. Census data indicates that Mount Vernon’s population tops
out at just over 68,000 with a median age of 37 years.
Approximately 47% of the population is comprised of residents
who are under 35 and nearly 30% fall between the ages of 15 and
34 years of age, with 25.4% under 20 and 13.6% are senior citizens
(over 65). Based on census data alone, Mount Vernon’s racial
contour is 67% Black or African American; 24% white and 15%
identiﬁed as Hispanic or Latino; the remaining population is
comprised of Asian, American Indian and other races. However,
according to our interviews with local residents, the city’s proﬁle is
far more diverse and nuanced and is said to be home to more
than 90 ethnicities and cultural groups. Census data also pegs
Mount Vernon in stark contrast with the rest of the county. Its per
capita income is $27,000 as compared to the county-wide ﬁgure of
nearly $49,000 and the unemployment rate sits at approximately
6.1% compared to Westchester County’s rate of 4.7%. The data
also reports Mount Vernon employs approximately 7.6% of its
workforce in arts, entertainment, accommodations and food
services.4
Analysis of these data points provides just one aspect of the city’s
reality. As part of the planning eﬀort, CJAM engaged in intimate
conversations with local art makers, creative entrepreneurs and
arts managers in three community constituent meetings held at
various locations around the city in order to understand their
creative practices and the resources needed to enhance and
expand their work. CJAM met with a range of Mount Vernon
stakeholders, elected representatives and residents of the city. We
conducted interviews with several Westchester County

government oﬃcials and arts representatives to gain perspective
on Mount Vernon’s relationships with other municipalities in the
county and to understand the
nuanced realities of the city
beyond hard numbers. These
Mount Vernon employs
contacts included more than
approximately 7.6%
40 interviews and meetings.
of its workforce in
(A comprehensive list of
meetings and interviews
arts, entertainment,
are included in Section XI:
accommodations
Appendices.) In addition,
and food services.
CJAM, with assistance from the
Department of Planning and
Community Development
conducted the Mount Vernon
Arts, Culture and Heritage Master Plan Survey to capture a
broader range of ideas and concerns around the role of arts and
culture in the city.
The survey drew a total of thirty-nine (39) responses. Eleven (11)
respondents reported that they are committed to arts in education
programs and other disciplines represented include graphic/digital
arts and crafts and traditional arts. Most respondents indicated
that they work from their own home or that they have no arts
facility suitable to their work. At the same time the preponderance
of respondents identiﬁed as professional or semi-professional
artists with over ten years’ experience and college level and/or
advanced degrees. When asked where they perform or exhibit
their work, many pointed to venues and opportunities found
outside of the city in other communities in Westchester County or
New York City. Finally, the survey indicated a fairly uniform
4. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

V. Landscape
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activities including AC-BAW, The Mes Hall, Grace Baptist Church,
the Doles Center and Embassy Gallery. Several arts groups oﬀer
programs to enhance eﬀorts of the city’s schools, in the public
parks and/or through the city’s recreational agency and local notfor proﬁt organizations.

response to the needs of the artists and arts and cultural
organizations in the community; in priority order, respondents
pointed to a need for facilities, funding and information/
networking assistance.

Discussions with various representatives of city government
oﬃces reveal a similar awareness of the inherent value of the arts
and a strong commitment to provide quality programs and
services to the city’s residents. However, there are similar
concerns expressed about the low priority the city places on arts
and culture. Beyond a limited schedule of public programming,
arts and cultural activities are mounted on an irregular basis and
the lack of consistency increases the diﬃculty for building a clear
constituency to support expanded programs and services. Other
conversations raised issues related to the city’s very ﬁnite ﬁnancial
resources, lack of cooperation between elected oﬃcials along with
a general lack of awareness and concern for arts and culture as an
important civic sector.

Survey responses and our many conversations revealed that
Mount Vernon is home to numerous artists and arts organizations
that work diligently to provide needed arts and cultural services
and programs to the city’s residents. Many of these services are
provided for very modest if any remuneration and for the most
part, without any visible municipal encouragement or support.
Through our various outreach eﬀorts, we were able to identify
approximately ﬁfteen organizations providing some type of arts
and/or cultural service or programming. Of these, few serve as
venues for arts performances, exhibitions, and studio/workshop

Just as the cut divided the city into the North and South, the
cultural and economic divide has also impacted the city’s cultural
life. There is clear frustration among art-makers and cultural
stakeholders around issues of inclusion, cooperation and
communication across boundaries that could help to more clearly
deﬁne Mount Vernon’s identity as a multicultural creative hub. This
is perhaps reﬂected in the limited attendance and participation in
the group discussions with art makers and cultural stakeholders
and in the responses to the online survey. While it is clear that
Mount Vernon is diverse and thus home to a wide range of styles,
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Cultural Institutions of Mount Vernon (2018)
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Physical commemoration of the city’s
history and people will magnify the
birthright of where things are.
PHOTO: The Association of Community-Based Artists of Westchester, Inc. (AC-BAW)

mediums and disciplines, it is likely that many more arts and
cultural forms and expressions exist here – from music education
to literary arts, to culinary arts - beyond those our outreach has
immediately identiﬁed.
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— Mount Vernon arts leader

Despite this dynamic, CJAM’s outreach has helped us to better
understand Mount Vernon’s cultural background and its makeup as
well as its aspirations as a community facing its share of
challenges, with great potential for a bright and productive future.

Mount Vernon
Comprehensive
Plan and
Neighborhood
Plans Integration

Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan
and Neighborhood Plans Integration
The City of Mount Vernon commissioned the
2009/2011 Comprehensive Plan to assess the
existing needs of the city and to design strategies
to drive the city’s economy and lead its
development. The draft Comprehensive Plan also
provides contextual framework for the Arts,
Culture and Heritage Master Plan by outlining:
• Transit-oriented development that uses Mount

Photo Credit: Marjorie Blackwell "Tranquility" 2001. Metro North Railway Mount Vernon East Station.

Vernon's public transit advantages to bring new
audiences to the city.
• Mobility initiatives to enhance the city's walkability,
activating streets and open spaces with art.
• Rezoning through mixed-use residential and
commercial development in highly dense areas,
integrating creative industry and culture .
• Adaptive reuse of underutilized properties to provide
a blank canvas for permanent or pop-up arts venues.
• Arts jobs creation, contributing to economic
development.

The three Planning Area designations deﬁned by
the Comprehensive Plan also inform the physical
considerations of the Arts, Culture and Heritage
Master Plan:
• Neighborhood Preservation and Enhancement low intensity and largely residential areas
appropriate for passive public art.
• Limited Intensity - in addition to public art, areas
that can accommodate retail and creative industry.
• Higher Intensity - strong candidates for arts related
activities, arts venues and businesses and public art.

Many of the Comprehensive Plan’s strategic
recommendations have been advanced by the
city, notably neighborhood improvement plans in
distinct districts. Completed plans outlined here
and plans in formation for neighborhoods like
Mount Vernon East can incorporate a vigorous
integration of the arts to reimagine the city as
“4.2 square miles of culture”.

• 22 Gateways: points of entry that can serve as
platforms for public art and celebrate the city's
heritage.
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The Mount Vernon West Plan adopted in 2017
contextualizes a 21st century urban core compatible
with promoting arts and culture by encouraging:
• Pedestrian friendly treatments, open space, squares and
plazas that oﬀer ample opportunities for public art, events
and activation similar to Detroit's "The Belt" - a fusion of
permanent and rotating public art, restaurants and
entertainment.

PHOTO: The Belt, Detroit, MI

• Density bonuses for developers promote open space,
preservation and non-site related amenities such as artist
designed bus shlters and public seating as well as bonus
awards for providing public art.
• Zoning that allows for museums, art galleries, theaters,
retail and restaurants in speciﬁc districts which can create
critical mass and linkages throughout a pedestrian
friendly Mount Vernon West neighborhood.

PHOTO: "Obvious Bus Stop" by Mmmm.tv Baltimore, MD

VI. Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Plans Integration
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PHOTO: Wynwood Arts Distrtict by worldredeye.com Miami, FL

The Canal Village Plan calls for environmental restoration
and revitalization of 251 acres of predominately industrial/
warehouse properties. Key elements resonate with the Arts,
Culture and Heritage Master Plan such as:
• Establishing Canal Village as a destination to promote
entrepreneurs, potential industries and cultural opportunities,
similar to other creative industry destinations like Miami's
Wynwood Arts District and Kansas City's Crossroads Cultural
District.
• Commissioning site-speciﬁc graﬃti art and murals as standalone installations or within the context of a larger public

17
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PHOTO: Graﬃti Alley by deviantart.com Baltimore, MD

cultural space, similar to Graﬃti Alley Baltimore.
• Incorporating facade murals into the area's proposed
architectural guidelines.
• Expanding recreational and entertainment opportunities to
respond to the public's interest in an outdoor amphitheater and
the adaptive reuse of the former Landauer Metro building for
cultural/recreational uses.
• Taking advantage of the manufacturing and retail intense area
(food, printing, furniture/home) as an ideal location for creative
industry businesses, artisans and makers spaces.

PHOTO: Library Square Mount Vernon art studios design by Direct Investment Development, LLC

The South Fourth Avenue Corridor Plan addresses
priorities such as streetscape improvements, residential
upgrades, vacant lot inﬁll development, restaurants and
nightlife choices. The Plan recommends zoning changes to
allow increased density for residential development;
reduced parking space requirements, particularly for food
venues; and economic incentives. All of these elements
oﬀer prime opportunities for the city to incorporate arts
and culture into the corridor by:

• Including artist housing and/or live work space as a component
of residential zoning changes.
• Encouraging arts related retail and services to locate their
businesses on the corridor.
• Ensuring that restaurant operators are readily able to provide
live music and entertainment.
• Providing streetscape improvements and funding to encourage
the introduction of public art and using vacant storefronts as
temporary pop-up galleries and exhibition space.

VI. Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Plans Integration
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According to the Comprehensive Plan’s
provision for public art, in exchange for
increased density, the “city will explore
granting incentives to developers in
connection with the provision of public art
in new developments” and “identify
appropriate locations for public art
projects, including neighborhood
playgrounds and exterior building walls
that are currently devoid of windows and
other architectural features.” The Arts,
Culture & Heritage Master Plan expands
upon the provision of public art through
proposed arts policies.

19

VI. Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Plans Integration

PHOTO: Walter Hood Studios Public Art Design San Francisco, CA

The Comprehensive Plan’s
Provisions for Public Art

Open Space and Mobility
The Mount Vernon Industrial Development Agency (IDA)’s Grow Mount Vernon initiative features the
city’s “unparalleled transit” connections and a 20-minute commute to midtown NYC, Stamford, CT and
LaGuardia Airport. Though highly traﬃcked vehicular routes pass through the city’s four-square mile
footprint, the Comprehensive Plan emphasizes Mount Vernon’s “walkable residential neighborhoods
with convenient access to transportation, recreation and everyday conveniences”.
Other cities across the US are making major investments into creating 24/7 pedestrian friendly
destinations, but ‘walkability’ is already described as one of Mount Vernon’s greatest assets. Streetscape
improvements envisioned by the Comprehensive Plan (sidewalk repairs, bike lanes and racks, enhanced
lighting and other safety measures) will enhance Mount Vernon’s walkability and ‘bikeability’. Public pedestrian
pathways will help to link the city’s 241 acres of parks and green spaces – especially with the introduction of
‘milestone markers’: commemorative plaques, informational kiosks, free Wi-Fi access and way ﬁnding that
directs residents and visitors to the city’s cultural highlights. Hood Design Studio of Oakland, CA specializes in
art fabrication, exhibitions and landscape design in urban settings around the country, and their work is a
quintessential model of blending public access, mobility, and pedestrian function and art in open spaces.

PUBLIC ART AND
STREET SCAPE

PHOTO: Mount Vernon East Metro North Railway Station

VI. Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Plans Integration
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Gateways

“

The 22 proposed gateways identiﬁed in the
Comprehensive Plan (and 2009 Gateway Study) are
potentially ideal locations for historic
commemorations in the form of monuments,
memorials, plaques and/or other markers to
promote celebration of the city’s history and its
famed celebrities, and to display public art created
by Mount Vernon’s contemporary artists.

From Dick Clark and
Nina Simone to Sean
"Puﬀy" Combs, our
four-square miles have
produced legendary
cultural trend setters.

Mount Vernon:
“4.24 Square Miles of Culture”

This arts master plan is
the roadmap that will
guide our investment
in an arts and music
infrastructure that will
nurture future stars
and cultural icons.

Mount Vernon’s existing assets, its compact scale
and its distinctive neighborhoods and history make
compelling arguments that the entire city is
potentially a cultural district. The city’s proximity to
and unrivaled access to public transportation can
draw new audiences and artists from New York
City, Westchester County and Connecticut. Each
quadrant of the city oﬀers a distinctive cultural
identity linked together with ‘corridors of art’ that
draw from the city’s rich cultural identity in the
context of a vibrant 21st century arts destination.

VI. Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Plans Integration

— Mayor Richard Thomas
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”

Findings
PHOTO: AC-BAW leadership
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Findings
Through CJAM’s outreach eﬀorts to identify important issues that aﬀect Mount Vernon’s cultural life and development, we have heard from
a wide range of community voices including political, community and educational leaders as well as artists, arts managers and creative
entrepreneurs. In assessing the input received through these eﬀorts, we identiﬁed a set of issues, opinions and opportunities that are key
to the plan as a roadmap to the development of Mount Vernon’s arts, cultural and heritage sectors:

Community Issues
• Mount Vernon is well positioned to beneﬁt from its location in the
county and its close access to NYC, Yonkers, White Plains, New Rochelle
and Stamford.
• Research reveals a general lack of community cohesion and civic
engagement in Mount Vernon.
• Community sectors are divided geographically, particularly between the
north and south sides.
• Communities within the city are often segregated by race, ethnicity and
income, which minimizes opportunities for intercultural exchange.
• There is limited opportunity for arts experiences within the city of
Mount Vernon.
• There is a diverse population representing a broad range of vibrant
cultural expressions including traditional arts and culinary arts, among
others that remains untapped and un-recognized by city government
and by local residents alike.
• Local real estate/housing development projects do not presently
support arts and cultural presence.
• There is a strong city cultural history that can be a basis to build the
city's public identity.
• The city lacks a healthy variety of local restaurants, cafes and
entertainment venues that attract visitors and encourage arts and
cultural participation and interaction.
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VII. Findings

Arts, Culture and Heritage
Challenges
• The sector has not been able to sustain wellsupported, integrated
or consistent
leadership.
… (we need)
• The sector
needs support,
encouragement and
recognition from city
government, including
elected oﬃcials.

“

an artist and
cultural alliance for shared
experiences and to inform
the community of what is
happening …

”

— Mount Vernon resident

• The arts and culture community is
in dire need of access to grant
support and technical assistance/
development expertise, and work spaces.
• Artists and makers need adequate facilities for performances and
exhibitions.
• There is a lack of earned income opportunity for local artists.
• Artists need a clear pathway to connect and engage with educational
programs.
• The sector needs a central resource for information exchange and
opportunities in the arts locally, regionally and nationally.

Cultural Institutions of Mount Vernon (2018)
• The city needs to highlight and leverage its history and connection to
prominent individuals to improve its image as a creative community.
• Arts, culture and heritage are not currently used to beautify the city and
enhance the visitor experience.

Role of City Government
• City government has no process to provide resources and support for
the development of the sector.
• Elected oﬃcials have not built consensus about the value of arts, culture
and heritage to the city and need opportunities for education in this
area.
• The current political climate in city government limits its ability to
provide a focused and uniﬁed commitment to improving arts, culture
and heritage.
• The city needs a central government oﬃce to address the needs of the
sector and coordinate new investments from all viable sources.

• Arts, culture and heritage organizations, collectives and individuals
need an independent umbrella service agency to support the sector.

• The city does not yet recognize its importance as a facilitator of the
growth and development of independent arts organizations.

• Weak participation by local Mount Vernon residents in arts, culture and
heritage activity stunts growth for existing organizations and stymies
opportunities for new development.
• There is a strong need for greater collaboration and integration across
disciplines and ethnic cultures.
• Forward movement requires a comprehensive census of artists and
organizations.

VII. Findings
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SWOC (Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, Challenge) Analysis
Current realities and perceptions about
Mount Vernon’s cultural resources and
opportunities:

• Within the sector, communication,
collaboration and exchange is minimal and
episodic.

Strengths

• Artists may ﬁnd one-another in social media
circles, but only if they know what those
outlets are, and have preexisting
connections.

• The artist and creative community is both
varied and multifaceted with professional
and semi-professional expertise throughout
the city.
• Mount Vernon boasts a robust arts and
cultural heritage, as birthplace or home to
many notable entertainment celebrities.
• Artists are committed to learning about
other artists and opportunities for exchange.
• Mount Vernon residents take tremendous
pride in the city's contribution to the legacy
of arts and entertainment celebrities of the
last 100 years.

Weaknesses
• Perceptions and deﬁnitions of art and culture
vary widely, leading to diﬀerences in
understanding of needs.
• The myriad cultural and ethnic
representations seem insular and diﬃcult to
access.
• Few cultural organizations receive public or
private institution funding support.
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• City government has not directly applied or
leveraged investments from partners to build
the city’s cultural assets.

Opportunities
• Enterprising artists and makers have created
“underground” cultural collectives that can
be cultivated.
• Prospective development of “Library Square”,
a 330-unit commercial/residential
development would infuse more than 24,000
square feet of production, design and
presentation space, and 96 live/work
apartments into the community for artists
and makers5.
• ArtsWestchester annually supports Mount
Vernon artists and makers, and remains
committed to local artists and organizations.
• Real-estate development and commercial
planning eﬀorts can invest in arts and culture
support systems through design of live/work/
production spaces or direct investments to
the sector.

• Mount Vernon’s parks, green, and historic
spaces can be improved with mobility/access
structures and reimagined as public art,
performance, and exhibition environments.

Challenges
• Mount Vernon currently oﬀers few open
spaces to formally produce and present work
for artists and organizations.
• Arts organizations are not presently likely to
partner or capitalize on integrated/
collaborative opportunities.
• Much of the art currently produced reaches
limited audiences.
• Artists and makers live in Mount Vernon to
create a home life that is more cost eﬀective
than NYC, but they travel to NYC to develop
their craft and grow their audience.
• Current city political and budget issues may
undermine prospects for arts, culture and
heritage investments, or render planning
eﬀorts nonessential.
• Artists and collectives operating without 501
(c) (3) federal tax exemption status or a ﬁscal
conduit are most often precluded from
contributed funding opportunities.

5. Library Square Mount Vernon Concept Design Study, DI
Development, LLC

Recommendations

Recommendations
Vision and Policy
Arts, Culture and Heritage Policy – A
growing interest and commitment to
building Mount Vernon’s arts and culture
assets are evident through the
commissioning of this study. This
commitment commands focus on and
intention to building supports for the sector,
through vision and policy. The City of Mount
Vernon must take the lead to shape vision
into strategy and harness the energy and
ideas articulated by residents into concrete
imperatives including:

support resources, and investment priorities
of the sector.
4. Create an Arts, Culture and Heritage
Commission – an appointed group of up to
15 individuals drawn from all city sectors:
government, economic development,
housing, education, historic preservation,
heritage organizations, nonproﬁt arts and
businesses to provide advice and support to
the Oﬃce of Arts, Culture and Heritage and
to the Commissioner on cultural policy
planning and development.

1. Legislate an annual arts, culture and
heritage budget allocation to build Mount
Vernon creative industries through
permanent policy.
2. Establish an Oﬃce of Arts, Culture and
Heritage – providing the central oﬃce and
operating capacity to organize strategies for
the cultural sector and improve the
economic and social vitality of Mount
Vernon6.
3. Appoint a Commissioner for Arts,
Culture and Heritage – a central role within
the city administration, a Commissioner
would design policy and implement cultural
strategies reﬂecting the economic
development, infrastructure, artists/makers

5. Via new policy and partnerships, the
Commissioner for Arts, Culture and Heritage
and appointed oﬃces should engage the
Mount Vernon City School District to develop
arts-in-education initiatives. Mount
Vernon City School District Arts partnered
with ArtsWestchester on the creation of the
6. Refer to the Appendix for detailed descriptions of the Arts, Cultural and
Heritage Commission and Commissioner, and Arts, Culture and Heritage
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Council/Alliance. PHOTO: Community Conversation Discussion

Arts in Education Model Development and
Dissemination (AEMDD) program designed
“to integrate standards-based arts
education with core elementary school
curricula in four schools”7. Supported by
the US Department of Education and
congressman Eliot Engel the program has
been awarded more than $2.5M in grants
and provides a key example of an
opportunity to blend city-driven initiatives
with proven arts programs with the Mount
Vernon City School District.

Cultural Production
and Access
6. Engage directly with Mount Vernon’s
most valuable arts resource: its artists.
Initiate community engagement
demonstration projects that challenge
artists to take an active role in working
with community residents, businesses and
community leaders in participatory public
art projects that oﬀer a creative vision for
the city’s future. Organizations such as
the Local Initiative Support Corporation
(LISC) and Urban Art Experience provide
assistance in this area.
7. Develop a commercial corridor along
Gramatan Avenue and South 4th Avenue,
creating activity centers via connecting
existing restaurants, cafes, cultural

spaces, clubs and even salons to host
events and partner with arts spaces and
artists to feature new works and related
entertainment.

c. Repurpose the non-vehicular traﬃc
bridges spanning the Metro-North tracks
as green parks, vendor markets, and
summer activities spaces.

STREETSCAPE

GREEN PARK

8. Activate green spaces and develop
streetscape to engage foot and vehicular
traﬃc, tying in architectural design,
historic preservation, and providing
opportunities to feature artists.
Connected pedestrian pathways can help
to link the city’s 241 acres of parks and
green spaces:

d. Create Hartley Park Arts Fest events.

a. Develop art installations along
Macquesten Parkway green spaces.
b. Install seating or art installations on
the traﬃc islands at the Mount Vernon
East Metro-North southbound station
and sidewalks at Mount Vernon West
and Fleetwood stations.

9. Housing – extend Community
Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding
for “zombie” homes redevelopment, to
pilot artist live/work spaces.
10. Create arts incubator, studio and
presenting space – develop a multi-use,
multi-room event and production venue
that can simultaneously host artist
workshop and studio activities,
performances and exhibitions with full
production and back and front-of-house
capabilities.
7. "ArtsWestchester Making a Diﬀerence in Mount Vernon Schools”
program summary 2013-2014 & 2014-2015
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Visibility & Advocacy
The current arts and culture communities
operate in silos; most produce works with
little collaboration, on an episodic
schedule and for limited audiences. In
order to build the sector Mount Vernon
must develop infrastructure supporting
healthy growth and development through
increased awareness, communication and
resource sharing.
11. Arts, Culture and Heritage Council/
Alliance – Artist organizations including
Mount Vernon Arts & Culture, Inc. and the
Association of Community Based Artists of
Westchester (AC-BAW) already exist to
provide programming, support services
and advocacy for Mount Vernon artists
and collectives. The city should provide
capacity building funds to bolster these
organizations’ ability to provide dedicated
resources including technical assistance,
fund development/regranting services,
production supports and operating
infrastructure.
12. Build Mount Vernon’s brand
identity – The city’s redevelopment and
resurgence must be coupled with a
renewed image and story provided
through a brand campaign. Art, culture
and heritage become pivotal parts of that

story through multi-layered, accessible
and sustainable creative endeavors that
counter damaging perceptions of
economic blight, high crime and
disinvestment.

Bronx River Parkway to include new city
brand or tagline.
b. Install signage along Gramatan and
4th Avenues, and 1st through 4th streets
to brand and reinforce the commercial
corridor.
c. Mark historic sites and spaces via citydesigned or National Register of Historic
Places designated markers and
interactive digital kiosks.

13. Citywide arts, culture and heritage
branding – Mount Vernon needs a clear,
dynamic brand that communicates what
arts and culture means to the community
and why it is valuable and exciting to
everyone. City leadership should
contemplate a pithy and engaging tagline,
like “The City of Creativity” or “4.2 Square
Miles of Culture” coupled with citywide art
installations.
14. Wayﬁnding – augment signage in and
around the city to promote culture and
encourage visitorship:
a. Redesign exits traﬃc signs along NY9A Hudson River Parkway, I-87, and the

d. Install free Wi-Fi access points along
green spaces, art parks and around
pubic art installations to encourage
digital media sharing and learning.
15. Transportation and mobility –
promote walkable sidewalks and crosspaths via crossing signs and paths at key
intersections and secondary arteries.
LEFT PHOTO: Digital Kiosk Example. RIGHT PHOTO: Artist &
Community event
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Civic Engagement
Engaging Mount Vernon’s communities in
building and branding a new arts, culture
and heritage image will begin with city
administration infrastructure and
investments. Those resources will then
extend to communities:
16. Collaborations and partnerships –
deﬁne particular creative disciplines and
creators within and across each
community to participate in alliances,
collectives, and ad-hoc groups.
17. Double down on the Mount Vernon
Public Library’s reach and inﬂuence.
With the 2007 and 2008 Triple Hill Music
Festival and subsequent exhibitions and
community workshops, ArtsWestchester
and the Mount Vernon Public Library
established a solid framework for
partnership. The collaboration exempliﬁed
the impact of local investment for artists
and cultural resources in Mount Vernon.
The Public Library is currently the greatest
public resource for artist collaboration
and is well-positioned for increased
aﬃliate relationships.
18. Create deeper engagement with
ArtsWestchester to capitalize and build
on programs brought to Mount Vernon

over the years. Mount Vernon should
capitalize on ArtsWestchester’s programs,
direct support to artists and technical
assistance initiatives by designing new
initiatives that take advantage of those
resource investments and extends them
to a wider catchment.

Economic
Development
19. Government-legislated arts and
culture policy and funding – The city
should legislate an annual arts and culture
allocation to support individuals,
collectives and nonproﬁt organizations’
annual operations and ﬁnancial
stabilization. Technical assistance and regranting vehicles will be key to this eﬀort.
Considerations for allocation sources can
include a percentage of the annual tax
base or federal funding mechanisms such
as CDBG funding.
20. Percent for art, apply a 1% surcharge
on developer proﬁts, similar to hotel taxes
applied in other cities. Also introduce a 1%
for art allocation of the city’s annual
capital budget to fund art in public spaces
(schools, bus shelters, etc.) As
neighborhood plans mature, consider the

establishment of Business Improvement
Districts (BID) to augment public services
including public art:
a. A Sales tax allocation would provide
another percent for art option, such as
the 1989 Cleaver Plan in Kansas City, MO
to build the 18th and Vine Jazz District,
beginning with $22M capital
development plan, with facilities opening
in 1997, followed by a Jazz District
Redevelopment Corporation (JDRC)8.
21. A public art commission/fund,
activating multiple city green spaces,
would create opportunity for community
residents, businesses and artists to create
art, support walkability and pedestrian
activity, and “buzz” on the streets:
a. Activate public art-related density
bonuses referenced in Comprehensive
Plan, requiring public beneﬁts in the
form of public art and grant incentives to
developers that incorporate public art
and spaces within projects.
8. http://www.kcjazzdistrict.org/about/history/
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National Models
Mount Vernon presents a challenging
reality. It is a small city with big city
problems such as preservation of
historical and cultural signiﬁcance, a
changing economic base, aging
infrastructure and a diverse but largely
racially and economically segregated
resident population. But the potential and
challenges that outline Mount Vernon’s
uniqueness can also be the key to its
successful revitalization. As the master
planning process for Mount Vernon

continues, city leaders and stakeholders
should look to the arts, culture and
heritage sectors as a catalyst to ignite the
city’s future economic growth and
strategic development. By placing its
distinctive historic character and its
cultural assets at the center of its public
identity, Mount Vernon can beneﬁt from
renewed civic engagement, planned real
estate and land use development and
accompanying economic and
community vitality.

Arts and culture have played pivotal roles
in community revitalization over recent
decades. CJAM identiﬁed models that
relate to key activities that can beneﬁt
Mount Vernon and reﬂect resources and
opportunities that remain untapped but
are present in the city. Following are some
examples of how arts and culture have
played varied, but key, roles in community
development in some cities around the
country.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, with a population density similar to Mount Vernon
(approximately 12,000 people per square mile vs. approximately
16,000 people per square mile), has a vast trove of creativity and
culture related assets. Throughout the city's long history, the
cultural industry has stimulated neighborhood-based economic
development and brought vitality to the city's diﬀerent
neighborhoods. The city built a partnership with The Social Impact
of the Arts Project (SIAP) at the University of Pennsylvania, School
of Social Policy & Practice, to create a unique tool to support the
city’s cultural and economic development.
CULTURE BLOCKS
The City’s Oﬃce of Culture and the Creative Economy partnered
with SIAP, the Reinvestment Fund and the Philadelphia
Department of Commerce to develop an assets mapping tool and
livability index for the City of Philadelphia. The centerpiece of the

PHOTO: Walter Hood Studios Landscape Design Philadelphia, PA

IX. National Models

32

project was the design and development
of a free online mapping tool for the City
of Philadelphia called CultureBlocks.
CultureBlocks enables broad accessibility
to economic, demographic and geographic
data for the purposes of understanding
the relationship between culture and
neighborhoods and driving future
decisions for those public and private
entities wishing to make new community
investments based on these assets.
Culture Blocks is also a new primary
resource available to access information
about the many artists, organizations and
events that contribute to Philadelphia’s
character and magnetism. The project was
initially supported with funding from the
National Endowment for the Arts and is a
2015 awardee of Harvard’s Ash Center for
Democratic Governance and Innovation.
For more information about the Culture
Blocks, visit www.cultureblocks.com.
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Detroit, Michigan
Detroit oﬀers several examples of arts
centered development that enhance the
local environment for business, arts and
culture and visitorship. In addition to “The
Belt” referenced earlier in this plan,
Detroit oﬀers Sugar Hill.
SUGAR HILL
This area of midtown Detroit is rooted in
the city’s historic Paradise Valley, once the
center of African-American commerce and
entertainment during the early parts of
the 20th century. Over the years the area
has become associated more with parking
and its in-between spaces than as a place
or destination unto itself. Thanks to a ﬁveyear landscape arts master plan the
district is now positioned to be reshaped

as a cultural destination boosting local
business, residential and arts and cultural
activity.
The project was initiated and directed by
Midtown Development Inc. (MDI) but
beneﬁtted from the cooperation of a
consortium of over 60 organizations
representing the area’s academic, cultural,
medical, and service institutions and a
web of community-based relationships
and stakeholders. In partnership with MDI,
the City of Detroit played an active role in
helping to establish the local historic
district for the area through the provision
of funding for a district parking garage
and mixed-use development in the area.
For more information, visit
www.midtowndetroitinc.org

LEFT PHOTO: Sugar Hill "Before"; Midtown Detroit Inc. RIGHT PHOTO: Sugar Hill “After”; Midtown Detroit Inc.

Buffalo, New York
The City of Buﬀalo is the second most
populous city in the State of New York population 250,000 - and is identiﬁed as
the third poorest midsized city in the US,
with 29.9% of residents living in poverty.
The West Side of Buﬀalo, NY has a long
history of immigration, and this area’s
Grant Street neighborhood is emblematic
of the city overall, a place with a rich past
and an uncertain future. Yet in the face of
economic decline, vacancies and neglect,
this once blighted urban corridor has now
become the core of an emergent
community. The area includes burgeoning
businesses owned by immigrants and
refugees, the Niagara River, Buﬀalo State
College and many new and rebuilding
businesses.

and changing nature of the
community. The project established arts
integration residencies in two Buﬀalo
Public schools with the intention of
creating a mural on the side of the
building housing a long-time local
business. Through the residencies, local
teaching artists in writing, mural arts,
painting and music worked with students
in-school, afterschool and over the
summer to facilitate the exploration of
their heritage through the arts. Young
people brought their stories to life in
smaller artworks, that informed the design
of a large-scale mural completed under
the leadership of local artist and activist,
Augustina Droze. The work now hangs at
the corner of Grant and Auburn streets
serving as a focal point around which all

community members and visitors come
together to celebrate the individual and
family narratives of area residents and
recognize the positive contributions
immigrants and refugees have made to
the quality of life of Buﬀalo’s West Side.
The sense of renewal and possibility has
led to new partnerships that have had a
positive impact on the community and
investments there including collaborations
with Buﬀalo State College and Westside
Business and Taxpayers Association and
strengthened relations between these
organizations, Young Audiences and the
Buﬀalo Public Schools.
For more information about the project
visit http://www.arts.gov/exploring-ourtown/grant-street-global-voices.

GRANT STREET GLOBAL VOICES PROJECT
Through the language of art and the
dynamics of community interaction, a
local arts organization Young Audiences of
Western New York (Young Audiences)
developed Grant Street Global Voices to
contribute to the improvement of Grant
Street, a corridor at the core of Buﬀalo’s
west side neighborhood. The project was
conceived to bring together long term and
new residents, business owners, school
age students, college students and visitors
to give them opportunities to understand
each other and celebrate the character
PHOTO: Grant Street Global Voices Project Mural "Before" Buﬀalo, NY

PHOTO: Grant Street Global Voices Project Mural "After" Buﬀalo, NY

IX. National Models

34

Austin, Texas
Austin, Texas, the state capital with a population of just under one
million, is home to the University of Texas ﬂagship campus and is
as well known for its natural beauty as its eclectic live music scene.
To sustain its economic vitality the city partners closely with a local
nonproﬁt agency dedicated to continued arts and cultural
development.
AUSTIN CREATIVE ALLIANCE (ACA)
Austin Creative Alliance is a long-standing local arts service
organization working to strengthen the region's creative sector
through advocacy and cultural policy; marketing and
communication; and membership services. While assuming the
proﬁle of a traditional service agency, ACA is poised for new
growth and innovation, inspired by the community-led
CreateAustin Plan (2008) initiated by the city’s Oﬃce of Economic
Development. The plan created a pathway for re-invigorating
Austin's "culture of creativity" and built a city-wide consensus to
establish ACA as a top priority. With ongoing institutional support
from the city’s Cultural Arts Division and the State of Texas, ACA
maintains a robust web presence that promotes arts and cultural
activities and events broadly to residents and visitors alike. It has
expanded its core services to the creative sector including: artist
studio and oﬃce space, artist residencies and creative
infrastructure initiatives. ACA brings a strong and united voice for
the arts in Austin staking out the sectors invaluable contribution
and importance to the city’s continued growth and development
encouraging strong public and private investments in arts and
culture.
For more information on ACA visit www.austincreativealliance.org.
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PHOTO: Agni-The Dance Company (Member Austin Creative Alliance)

Activation
To translate this plan into action, several activities will jumpstart the work toward a
renewed and vibrant arts and culture community in Mount Vernon.
Identify interim leadership.
In order to ensure forward
movement and growth, the city
must designate an existing oﬃce
and individual to take ownership
of shepherding this process. This
person(s) will be tasked with both
overseeing the implementation of
action items, and serving as the
external point of contact for the
community.

Form an 18-to 24-month Task Force comprised of
appointees from each branch of the city’s elected
oﬃces joined with representation from the arts,
education, business and community service sectors.
The Task Force will develop recommendations to the
Mayor and City Council to establish an Oﬃce of Arts,
Culture and Heritage, its Commissioner, and
commission and determine how to best support an
independent Arts, Culture and Heritage Council/
Alliance.

Spread the word by publishing this plan on the city’s website and oﬃcial
social media channels, and also in outlets that already cover arts and culture
in Mount Vernon, speciﬁcally the Mount Vernon Inquirer, Black Westchester
and LoHud.com. In addition, the city can use its existing social media channels
to publicize the aforementioned town hall meetings, as well as any arts and
cultural initiatives or programs that may already be in place, including
community block grants.
Continue to engage the local arts community
and host regular “town hall” meetings to hear
from those actively participating in arts and
cultural activities to ensure all voices are heard,
and to connect members with each other. These
meetings can be hosted by various community
partners, and should be held throughout the
city – on both sides of the cut, as well as using
online and digital tools.
X. Activation
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Recommendations
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PHOTO: Mount Vernon South Fourth Avenue Mural
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Interview List
in alphabetical order

Robin Bell-Stevens

Director, Executive Producer, Jazzmobile, Inc.

Eileen Mildenberger

Joyce Harrigan

Founder & Artistic Director, Harrigan Education &
Cultural Inc. at Grace Baptist Church

Executive Director, Industrial Development Agency,
City of Mount Vernon

Osiris Imhotep

Carlton Brown

Donna Jackson

George W. Brown

Janet T. Langsam

Melvin Campos

Karen & Sharon Mackey

Principal, Direct Investment Development, LLC
City Clerk, City of Mount Vernon
Chief Professional Oﬃcer, Boys and Girls Club of
Mount Vernon

Aleida Castillo

Founder, The Music’s Cool

Cristina Cerone

Founder, Mount Vernon Film Festival
Independent Arts and Cultural Programmer
Chief Executive Oﬃcer, ArtsWestchester
Mackey Twins Gallery

Billy Mitchell

Director of Tours, Apollo Ambassador, Apollo Theater

William Long

Board Member, Got Art Inc.

Planning Administrator, Planning and Community
Development Department, City of Mount Vernon

Orin Chait

Marlon Molina

ChrisMes

Darren Morton

Program Oﬃcer, New York State
Council for the Arts (NYSCA)
Founder, The Mes Hall

Lisa A. Copeland

President, Mount Vernon City Council

Janice Duarte

Acting President Pro Tem, Mount Vernon City Council

Jenne Griﬃth

Founder, Spirit Dance Center

Marcus A. Griﬃth

Councilperson, Mount Vernon City Council

Richard Thomas

Mayor, City of Mount Vernon

William “Billy” Thomas

Co-Founder & Vice President, AC- BAW (The
Association of Community Based Artists of
Westchester)

Evania Thompson

Provisional Director, Mount Vernon Public Library

Dena Williams

Deputy Director, Mount Vernon Youth Bureau

Judy Williams

2nd Vice President, Board of Directors, Mount Vernon
Arts & Culture, Inc.

Rettie Winﬁeld

Founder, Embassy Gallery

Deputy Commissioner, Planning and Community
Development Department, City of Mount Vernon
Commissioner, Recreation Department,
City of Mount Vernon

Chantelle Okarter

Commissioner, Planning and Community
Development Department, City of Mount Vernon

Fanny Oliveras

Founder and Executive Director, Got Art Inc.

Saleem William Sullivan

President, AC- BAW (The Association of Community
Based Artists of Westchester)
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Community Meetings and Communication

The Arts, Cultural and Heritage
Master Plan planning process
was publicized through email
blasts, the oﬃcial city website,
and e-ﬂyer distribution to over
9300 unique email addresses.
Attendants to each community
meeting and individual
interviewees were also
encouraged to complete the
online survey at bit.ly/
mountvernonarts. A unique
email address,
mvarts@cjamconsulting.com
was also established for group
email dissemination and to
encourage inquiry, feedback and
suggestions on the process.
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May 3, 2018
Artists Roundtable
Mount Vernon Armory

May 8, 2018
Community Conversation
Mount Vernon City Hall

August 14, 2018,
Community Conversation
Mount Vernon City Hall

CJAM facilitated an intimate
conversation with 15 artists,
makers and creatives to best
understand the existing
resources, needs and vision for
arts and culture in Mount
Vernon, as articulated by the
makers and doers in the
community.

Building on the artists
roundtable, CJAM facilitated an
open conversation with the
greater Mount Vernon
community at City Hall.
Approximately 25 people
attended, many of whom were
at the artists roundtable, and
the range of community
members included
entrepreneurs, civil servants and
students, all with a vested
interest in improving arts and
culture in the city.

Aproximately 25 Mount Vernon
residents and stakeholders
attended a presentation of
CJAM’s ﬁndings and
recommendations. The event
was open to all and was
attended by Mayor Richard
Thomas.

Arts, Culture and Heritage Afﬁliate Entities Summaries
Ofﬁce of Arts, Culture
and Heritage
Mission: To bring focus, deﬁnition and
leadership to the city’s cultural sector.
The oﬃce will design strategies and
programs to beneﬁt the arts and cultural
sector and improve the economic and
social vitality of Mount Vernon through the
following:
• Access county, regional and national
resources to beneﬁt the local artists and arts
community.
• Provide resources to support the
independently-led Arts, Culture and Heritage
Alliance/Council.
• Support the creation of a database of local
arts and cultural resources and
organizations.

• Interface with county and statewide arts
leadership.
• Develop city policy to support local arts and
culture development.
• Provide support programs for artists arts
organizations and community programs and
services.
• Represent arts and culture as a key
community asset to other sectors (i.e.
economic development, housing, education,
social services, etc.).
• Commission and oversee public art
installations and historic preservation
initiatives.
• Plan capital development of arts
infrastructure, public facilities, parks,
streetscapes and heritage sites.

• Promote Mount Vernon’s arts, culture and
heritage interests by serving as an
ambassador throughout the region and
nationally.

The broad areas of responsibility for the
agency will reﬂect this mission and set of
responsibilities:
• Oﬃce of Commissioner - Cultural policy and
assessment, Cultural/arts preparation,
Communications and branding.
• Program support and events - Public events,
Small grants and support programs,
Professional development.
• Capital/Facilities Development and
Revitalization - Local real estate development
incentives, Live/work and mixed-use spaces,
Arts/culral incubators, Public exhibition and
historic preservation spaces.
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Arts, Culture and
Heritage Council/Alliance
Mount Vernon Arts and Culture, Inc. and AC-BAW are well-known existing arts
leadership, producing and advocacy organizations in the city.
Toward reimagining a comprehensive Arts, Culture and Heritage Council/Alliance,
resources may be combined or expanded to provide a centralized hub of activity in the
community and facilitate collaboration between organizations and artists. With
government, private and corporate support, the Council would be a major resource in
increasing critical supports and visibility for the city’s various cultural producers.

Mission:

Key Activities & Tools:

To fortify the Mount Vernon arts and
cultural community by connecting,
empowering and supporting
organizations, individual artists and
audiences with the tools and resources
necessary to create their work.

• Regularly programmed newsletter emailed
to constituents.

Constituents:
Individual artists and creators; arts,
culture and heritage organizations;
supporters of the arts.

• Current website, social media accounts, and
digital calendar of activities.
• Comprehensive database of arts and
cultural organizations.
• Support resources list including rehearsal,
studio, exhibition and performance space,
capacity building and funding opportunities.
• Workshops and trainings.
• Special events and showcases.

43

Artists, Makers
& Organization

Survey
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Artists, Makers and Organization Survey
The following survey was available online
from April – July 2018.
Thirty-nine (39) community members
responded to the survey, and 16
completed demographic information.
The three most prominent racial groups
were Black or African American (66.7%),
Latino (20%) and White (13.3%).
The most prominent zip code was 10550,
with eight responses.
*Denotes mandatory questions.

1. Which best describes you? Choose one
– Artist collective or arts or cultural group Skip
to question 2.
– Individual artist/creative Skip to question 15.
– Individual – non-artist/creative Skip to
question 52.

7. What is the focus of your group? *
Choose the one that ﬁts be
– Arts education
– Artist Service Organization (i.e. professional
alliance)
– Peer learning community/ working group

– For proﬁt/commercial arts or cultural
enterprise Skip to question 36.

– Performing arts producing or presenting
organization

– Nonproﬁt arts or cultural organization Skip to
question 24.

– Visual arts organization (including galleries)
– Other:

– Social Enterprise Skip to question 2.

Artist Collectives, Groups & Social
Enterprises
This section is for Artist Collectives, Groups
and Social Enterprises. Please complete to
the best of your ability based on data from
your last ﬁscal year.
2. Group Name? *
3. Address
4. Phone Number

8. What kind of art/cultural activity does
your group practice? * Choose all that
apply.
– Arts education Crafts/traditional arts
– Culinary arts
– Dance
– Event planning/design & production
– Fashion/textiles/wearable art
– Filmmaking
– Graphic design/digital arts/ new media

5. Organization/ Group Email Address *

– Literary arts

6. Organization/ Group Website *

– Martial Arts
– Music – composition/production
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– Music – instrumental
– Music – vocal
– Theatre/drama (including playwriting and
directing)
– Visual art
– Other:

9. Do you have a mission or vision
statement? If so, what is it? *
10. When did you start working as a
group? * Example: December 15, 2012
11. What is your annual operating
budget? *
– Under $50K
– $50K $99K
– $100 $499k
– $500k $999K
– $1M 4.9M
– $5M+
– We don't have an operating budget/
formalized ﬁnances.
– We choose not to answer.

12. How do you secure funding for your
group? *

– Culinary arts

13. How does your group meet? *
Describe where/when your group gathers for
rehearsals, meetings, performances and any
other activities. Please be as detailed as
possible and include venue names and
websites. If available, note whether the
spaces are free or paid for.

– Event planning/design & production

14. What additional space resources
would be of most beneﬁt to your group?
* Skip to question 45.
Individual Artists & Creatives
This section is for individuals that have an
artistic, creative or cultural practice. We
understand this a broad community that
includes many disciplines and designations. In
the interest of brevity, we will use the term
"artist" to represent all in this category. Our
research, however, aims to capture the
breadth and depth of the many individuals in
Mount Vernon. If you are not an individual
with a creative practice, please click "BACK"
and choose the appropriate category.
15. What kind of art/cultural activity do
you practice? * Check all that apply.
– Arts education
– Crafts/traditional arts

– Dance

– Fashion/textiles/wearable art
– Filmmaking
– Graphic design/digital arts/new media
– Literary arts
– Martial Arts
– Music ? composition/production
– Music ? instrumental
– Music ? vocal
– Theatre/drama (including playwriting and
directing)
– Visual arts
– Other:

16.Which of the following best describes
your creative practice? * Choose one
– Hobby (You create for personal enjoyment.
You may sell or share your work, but have no
interest in creating a professional business
from it)
– Amateur (You are in the development stages
of your creative practice, which may include
training and apprenticeships, and are
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working towards a professional career in
your ﬁeld)
– Part≠time professional (You have
professional training and experience in your
craft and are paid for your work, but only
dedicate a portion of your to time it)
– Full≠time professional (You have
professional training and experience, are
paid for your work and dedicate yourself fully
to your craft.)

17.What is the website or email address
for your creative practice?
18. How long have you been working as
an artist? *
19. What degrees/certiﬁcations/formal
training have you completed in your
creative practice? *
List institutions and degrees awarded.
20. How many hours per week do you
spend on your art/craft/practice? *
21. Where do you practice/rehearse/
develop your art? *
Include the names and addresses/websites, if
available. What percent of the time do you
pay for this space? What percent of the time
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do you receive the space as a gift/in-kind
donation?

– Arts education

22. Where do you perform/present/share
your art? *
Include the names and addresses/websites, if
available. What percent of the time do you
pay for this space? What percent of the time
do you receive the space as a gift/in-kind
donation?

– Culturally speciﬁc organization

23. What resources are needed for artist
live/work/studio spaces? *
Skip to question 52.
Non-Proﬁt Organizations
This section is for nonproﬁt arts and cultural
organizations. Please complete to the best of
your ability based on data from your last
ﬁscal year.
24. Organization Name *
25. Organization Address *
26. Phone Number
27. Organization Email Address *
28. Organization Website *
29.What type of organization are you?
Choose the one that best ﬁts. *

– Crafts & traditional arts

– Fashion/ textiles/ wearable art
– Literary Arts
– New media, multi≠media, technological arts
– Performing arts (producing or presenting)
– Visual arts organization (including galleries)
– Other:

30. What is your mission statement? *
31. When were you founded? * Example:
December 15, 2012
32. What is your operating season and/or
hours of operation?

33. What is your annual operating
budget? * Mark only one oval.
– Under $249K
– $250K≠$499K
– $500K≠$999K
– $1M≠$4.9K
– $5K≠$9.9M
– $10M+

– Arts education/training
– Crafts & traditional arts
– Culinary arts
– Culturally speciﬁc organization
– Event space/venue
– Fashion/textiles/wearable art
– Literary arts
– New media, multi≠media, technological arts

34. Of your total budget, what percent
represents grants/subsidies? *

– Performing arts (producing or presenting)

35. Who are your three largest funders? *
Skip to question 45.

– Other:

For-Proﬁt & Commercial Enterprises
36. Company Name *
37. Company Address *
38. Phone Number
39. Email Address
40. Website *
41. What type of company are you?
Choose the one that best ﬁts. * Mark only
one oval.

– Visual arts organization (including galleries)

42. How long have you been doing
business? *
43. What is your annual gross revenues?
* Mark only one oval.
– Under $100K
– $100≠ $499k
– $500k≠ $999K
– $1M≠ $4.9M
– $5M+
– Choose not to answer

44. What are your operating hours? *
Skip to question 45.
Facilities & Operations (Organizations)
45. How many fulltime staﬀ members do
you have? *
This includes paid and unpaid team
members that have regular duties that are
essential to the operation of the
organization.
46. How many part-time staﬀ members
do you have? *
This includes paid and unpaid tenam
members that have regular duties that are
essentnial to the operation of the
organization.
47. How many volunteers do you have? *
This includes short-term volunteers, like
ushers or day of event staﬀ.
48. Do you have a dedicated, permanent
facility? * Mark only one oval.
– Yes, we rent our facility.
– Yes, we own our facility.
– We do not have a permanent facility.

49. How many square feet is your
facility?
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50. Are your current space resources
adequate? * Mark only one oval.
– Our current space resources are adequate in
all ways.
– We have enough space, but it is not up to
industry standards/best practices.
– Our space is up to industry standards, but it
is not large enough for our needs.
– We do not have adequate space resources.

51. What additional space and facility
resources do you need? *
Please elaborate on additional thoughts you
may have around space needs and
resources.
Arts & Cultural Landscape INDIVIDUALS

52. What do you believe are the top
three needs of arts and cultural
ORGANIZATIONS/INSTITUTIONS in Mount
Vernon? *
53. What are the top three needs of
ARTISTS AND INDIVIDUALS in Mount
Vernon? *
54. What are the top three needs for
AUDIENCES in Mount Vernon?
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55. How do you connect with and learn
about CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS in Mount
Vernon?
56. How do you connect with and learn
about ARTISTS in Mount Vernon?
57. What would you like to see in the Arts
and Cultural Community in Mount
Vernon?
58. What is your personal relationship to
Mount Vernon? How long have you lived
here? What brought you to Mount Vernon?
Do you commute in or out?
Skip to question 65.
Arts & Cultural Landscape ORGANIZATIONS

59. What do you believe are the top
three needs of arts and cultural
ORGANIZATIONS/INSTITUTIONS in Mount
Vernon? *
60. What are the top three needs of
ARTISTS AND INDIVIDUALS in Mount
Vernon? *
61. What are the top three needs for
AUDIENCES in Mount Vernon? *
62. How do you connect with and learn
from other cultural ORGANIZATIONS and

INSTITUTIONS in Mount Vernon? *
63. How do you connect with and learn
from ARTISTS in Mount Vernon? *
64. What would you like to see in the Arts
and Cultural Community in Mount
Vernon? * Skip to question 65.
Follow-up
65. Can we contact you for a follow-up
conversation?
Please include your email address and/or
phone number, including the best times to
call. If you are not interested, please leave
blank.
66. Is there anything else you would like
to share?
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– http://www.kcjazzdistrict.org/about/history/
– Library Square Mount Vernon Concept Design Report
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– Mount Vernon Revisited (Images of America)

Dr. Larry H. Spruill, Donna M. Jackson, Mayor Ernest D. Davis (Foreword) September 2014
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