




seizing the m
om

ent: establishing the eastside arts district

3

Vancouver’s Eastside is a vibrant and distinct arts 
and culture ecology with the core characteristics that 
make a successful arts and cultural district. In formally 
establishing the Eastside Arts District, the Eastside 
Arts Society aims to lead and collectively advocate for 
the sustainability of all arts and culture on the Eastside. 

The Eastside has the highest concentration of artists, 
musicians, performers, and cultural producers in 
Vancouver and is known nationally and internationally 
as a vital part of Vancouver’s cultural identity. Much of 
the Eastside was historically a lower-rent and primarily 
light industrial zone, but it is changing. Redevelopment 
and the economic consequences of the pandemic 
have exacerbated the financial burden on artists 
and cultural producers. We believe the local arts and 
culture economy will emerge from the pandemic with 
a passionate sense of the importance of gathering in 
physical space. This is the time to seize the moment 
of heightened public demand, celebrate Vancouver’s 
diverse creativity, and ensure this sector’s long-term 
sustainability. 

The Eastside Arts Society (formerly the Eastside 
Culture Crawl Society) has been a leader in shaping the 
area as a community, economic, and arts and cultural 
hub for over 25 years. In 2019, the Eastside Arts Society 
(EAS) published the award-winning report A City 
Without Art? No Net Loss, Plus!, which quantified the 
net loss of 400,000 ft2 of artist studio space on the 
Eastside in the preceding 10 years. However, the story 
of unaffordability, displacement and erasure is not 
limited to the visual arts and is a common story shared 
by other artistic disciplines. Through capacity building 
initiatives, new and expanded policies, innovative 
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summary

funding opportunities, arts and cultural asset  
mapping, and inclusive governance, a formally 
established Eastside Arts District (EAD) will amplify  
the voices of Vancouver’s artistic community.

The purpose of this report is to summarize the 
feasibility of a formally established Eastside Arts 
District and to summarize Phase 1 of the three-phase 
project. This report is intended to be useful for the City 
of Vancouver and the Province, as well as individual 
artists, arts collectives, small businesses and non-profit 
organizations in the arts and culture sector, many of 
whom have experienced or fear imminent displacement. 

This report introduces the concept of an arts and 
cultural district and explores relevant and innovative 
precedents for funding, zoning, policy, property tax,  
and marketing from Baltimore, London, Toronto,  
San Francisco, Jersey City and beyond. 

The EAS has started re-engaging community 
stakeholders about initiating a formal arts  
district, and we heard that:

• The Eastside is highly valued as an informal  
arts district, but is changing rapidly 

• Ensuring access to affordable and secure 
production space should be a top priority for  
the City of Vancouver

• Safeguarding intangible cultural heritage should 
also be a priority for the City of Vancouver

• There is enthusiasm for a new entity that  
will coordinate a sustainable and vibrant  
arts district on the Eastside

executive summary
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introduction
Vision
The Eastside Arts Society (EAS) envisions the Eastside 
Arts District (EAD) as a thriving, sustainable cultural 
ecology where the practice of arts and culture drives 
creativity, identity, celebration, and community. 

Artists play a key role in building community,  
fostering creativity and leading urban regeneration. 
While museums, galleries and cultural centres often 
receive funding to encourage cultural consumption and 
celebration of artistic talent and creativity, the working 
conditions of artists and their production spaces 
receive less government attention. 

Eastside Culture Crawl 
In 1996, a group of Eastside artists started the 
Eastside Culture Crawl, which grew to annually 
showcase over 500 artists in more than 80 buildings. 
In the last decade, more than 1500 visual artists have 
been creating in over 300 Eastside buildings. EAS 
initiatives have expanded to include various other 
activities, such as Studio 101 linking artists with inner-
city school students; a new public engagement event 
called CREATE! Arts Festival; curated exhibits; and 
other special programs. 

Taxation Policy 
As reported in the City of Vancouver’s 2019 plan, 
Making Space for Arts and Culture, property tax 
assessments in selected studio locations have 
increased by 77% over a five-year period.1  With 
most artists having month-to-month or triple-net-
leases, they absorb those property tax increases. 
This situation is even more difficult for artists in 
older buildings that have higher ratios of land value to 
building value. Policies that incentivize a highest and 
best use have had an accelerated negative impact on 
arts and cultural space in the city. 

A City Without Art?  
In 2019 the Eastside Arts Society documented, in  
the award-winning report A City Without Art?, the 
quantum  of artist displacement over the previous 
decade.2 This included the loss of approximately 
400,000 ft2 of studio space—the area of approximately 
4.5 Canadian football fields, including endzones! The 
report called for the immediate implementation of a 
zero net loss policy in addition to a policy that expands 
and incentivizes artist studio space: No Net Loss, Plus!.  
The report argued that to prevent further displacement 
of artists and loss of production space, all levels of 
government should proactively develop new policies, 
regulations and incentives to protect, enhance and 
expand commercial and industrial spaces suitable for 
visual artists. The situation has been exacerbated by 
municipal and provincial policies intended to increase 
the housing supply and curtail foreign investment in 
residential properties. These policies have yielded 
unintended consequences for artist production spaces 
by increasing investor focus on the profitability of 
industrial and commercial re-development. 

Eastside Arts District 
A major recommendation of A City Without Art? was 
to formally establish the EAD in order to protect and 
enhance arts and culture in the Eastside. The EAD 
would not only help to preserve and develop space, but 
also would strengthen the capacity for artists and arts 
organizations to thrive as the city grows.

1     City of Vancouver (2019) Making Space for Arts and Culture.  
htt ps://vancouver.ca/fi les/cov/making-space-for-arts-and-
culture.pdf

2     Eastside Culture Crawl Society (2019) City Without Art? No Net 
Loss, Plus!. htt ps://culturecrawl.ca/citywithoutart



se
iz

in
g 

th
e 

m
om

en
t: 

es
ta

bl
is

hi
ng

 t
he

 e
as

ts
id

e 
ar

ts
 d

is
tr

ic
t

10

Council Support 
The City’s new culture plans (several of which align  
with the objectives of the EAD) acknowledge the 
displacement and erasure of the arts and recommend 
policies, zoning, and taxation measures to preserve  
and provide cultural spaces across the City. In March 
2020, Vancouver City Council passed a motion 3 
supporting the exploration of a formal EAD and 
directed staff to report back on recommendations  
for the District. The EAS received financial support 
from the City to prepare an Eastside Arts District 
Strategy, to begin engaging the community, to conduct 
research, and to develop a long-term vision for the 
District. This report marks the completion of Phase 1  
of the Eastside Arts District Strategy.

Funding Support 
Additional financial support from the Vancouver 
Foundation, the BC Arts Council, and others has 
enabled significant recalibration of the original project 
and provided resources for a more comprehensive 
and community led EAD. The EAS has begun exploring 
formal establishment of the EAD, building on existing 
arts and cultural infrastructure, increasing local arts 
capacity, and ensuring future space for arts and culture.
This work will include:

• identifying well-defined geographic boundaries

• defining regulatory and planning policies

• developing and securing funding sources

• creating a governance model

• mapping cultural assets

• building capacity for all incomes and  
disciplines to participate

• raising the profile of the diverse arts ecology

introduction

What is an Arts District?
An arts district is a well-recognized, spatially  
defined, mixed-use area with a high concentration  
of varied arts and cultural spaces that anchor 
attraction and interact with other sectors. Across 
North America and Europe, arts districts have proven to 
encourage clustering of cultural industries and support 
artistic and economic development.

Arts districts have two key components that work 
together for success:

1. Top-Down: planned elements (such as  
formal recognition and municipal policy)  
with stable funding and governance

2. Bottom-Up: emergent, self-organized 
activities driven by the arts and culture 
community

Like arts and cultural districts around the world, 
Vancouver’s Eastside has an existing, distinct arts  
and cultural ecology, containing many of the 
characteristics that make a successful arts district:

• an identifiable demarcated area

• a high concentration of artists and  
cultural producers

• a diverse set of tangible and intangible  
cultural assets

• production, performance, rehearsal, 
presentation, and festival spaces

• art schools and other related anchor 
institutions

• complementary economic drivers such as  
craft breweries and restaurants

3     City of Vancouver (2020) Declaring support for an Eastside 
Arts District. https://council.vancouver.ca/20200226/documents/
cfsc7.pdf
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learning from  
other arts and 
cultural districts
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The following high-level summaries 
illustrate how other cities have 
successfully developed vibrant arts 
and culture districts. These models are 
presented to inspire an approach that is 
appropriate for Vancouver’s Eastside.

Funding Model: funding through  
local government tax base

san francisco, california
The City of San Francisco’s Cultural District Initiative 6 
provides annual operating funding for seven officially 
designated Cultural Districts. The City provides  
$3 million in funding each year by reallocating 1% of 
revenue from the tourism ‘hotel tax’. Beginning in  
2018, each of the seven Cultural Districts receives  
$230,000/year for an initial three-year period with 
an optional two-year extension. These funds support 
non-profit district organizations with staffing 
costs, consultant fees for planning initiatives, 
communications and engagement materials, and 
outreach projects in the community. 

jersey city, new jersey 
In February 2020, the State of New Jersey passed 
legislation permitting municipal governments to levy an 
optional tax to fund arts and cultural projects. To levy a 
new arts and culture tax, municipal governments must 
hold a referendum and secure majority support. Jersey 
City Council secured majority support for this measure 
which came into effect in 2021. This voter-approved 
art and culture trust fund will be supported by an 
additional tax of $0.02/$100 of assessed property 
value, costing homeowners approximately $50 to  
$75/year and raising $800,000 in new funding.7 

8    London Legacy Development Corporation (2015) Adopted Local Plan: 
Sub Area 1. https://www.london.gov.uk/moderngovlldc/documents/
s60365/Item%209%20-%20PUBLIC%20-%20Appendix%202.pdf

9   City of Toronto (2022) Creative Co-location Facilities Property Subclass 
Designation. https://www.toronto.ca/business-economy/business-
operation-growth/business-incentives/creative-co-location-
facilities-property-tax-subclass-designation/

10. Ibid

6    San Francisco Planning (2020) Cultural District Initiative. 
https://projects.sfplanning.org/community-stabilization/
cultural-districts-initiative.htm

7    City of Jersey (2020) Ordinance of the City. https://
cityofjerseycity.civicweb.net/document/20348

Government Policy and Zoning 
Model: policy to protect and 
provide cultural spaces 

london, england
Hackney Wick and Fish Island is a 50-acre triangle 
in the City of London, adjacent to the 2012 Queen 
Elizabeth Olympic Stadium and Park. The area has 
over 1,000 artist studios and is considered to have 
the highest density of artists and creative spaces in 
Europe. It is recognized as a Creative Enterprise Zone 
by the City of London, which has provided funding and 
resources to implement polices protecting artists 
and cultural spaces. The Local Plan 8 requires a 1:1 
replacement of existing cultural spaces as part of 
redevelopment. Newly built cultural spaces must 
be available to tenants on long-term leases with 
affordable rent. Recognizing the disruption caused 
by temporary relocation of arts and culture groups 
during redevelopment, three civic facilities are 
available for seven-year leases to non-profits which 
ensure below-market rents. 

Property Tax Model: alleviating property 
tax burden on creative enterprises

toronto, ontario
Ontario amended its Assessment Act in 2018,  
enabling the City of Toronto to introduce the Creative 
Co-Location Facilities Property Tax Subclass9 
legislation. This legislation provides a 50% reduction 
of annual municipal and school taxes for qualified 
creative enterprises located in commercial and 
industrial properties. Qualified tenants can secure 
below-market rent as well as long-term leases to 
increase the affordability and sustainability of cultural 
and creative spaces. The revenue shortfall due to this 
tax relief measure is redistributed amongst other 
commercial and industrial properties across the City. 
Spread over more than 5,000 properties, the tax relief 
of $1 million has resulted in an average $100–$150 
increase in taxes on commercial properties.10 

learning from other arts and cultural districts
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*The stakeholders’ focus on spatial benefits highlights the 
urgent need for secure space.

• theatre groups

• music venues  
and promoters

• restaurants  
and bars

• a residents’ 
association

• a post-secondary 
school

• a community festival

• arts organizations

• a real estate developer

• a social service 
provider

These stakeholders responded to a standardized 
questionnaire with several open-ended questions 
and were asked to rank listed considerations of 
potential benefits and drawbacks of the EAD. 
Respondents also were offered additional time to 
provide input beyond the questionnaire and list. 
Most stakeholders were familiar with the concept 
of an Eastside Arts District, if not through existing 
collaborations with the EAS, then informally from 
their own observations of the vibrant arts and 
culture community on the Eastside. Indeed, there 
is a common mental map of arts and culture in 
commercial and industrial zones on the Eastside. 

Protecting 
existing  
arts and  
culture spaces

highest ranked benefits

additional 
benefits

Could provide advocacy, 
operational support, 
property management 
expertise, explanation of 
financial covenants, and 
property brokerage

Allyship in confronting  
City policies that 
incentivize highest and 
best use, making it difficult 
for property owners to 
maintain space for arts  
and culture

6 6 6Potential 
for new and 
enhanced art 
studios and 
cultural spaces

Potential for a 
new and unified 
platform for 
collaboration  
in the arts and  
culture sector

New or enhanced  
programming and  
events 

New revenue sources  
for arts organizations  
and/or artists 

New grants/
government funding 
for arts organizations  
and/or artists

less  
important 
benefits

Could promote secure 
tenure, permitting artists 
and organizations to plan 
and be productive rather 
than constantly searching 
for their next spaces

As the Eastside Arts District 
(EAD) will incorporate artistic 
disciplines much broader than 
the Eastside Arts Society’s 
(EAS) visual arts base, a key 
priority is to engage the  
diverse Eastside arts and 
culture community. 
 
Fourteen preliminary stakeholder interviews 
were conducted with representatives of key 
organizations and businesses that could be integral 
parts of the EAD. Respondents were chosen for 
their thorough knowledge of the area or their 
connection to critical cultural infrastructure,  
and included the following:

stakeholder interview results

potential benefits  
of an arts district
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other  
input
Some respondents highlighted 
the need to retain the City’s 
existing arts and culture talent, 
and recommended incentives for 
property owners to provide space.

Others recommended shifting away 
from a Eurocentric or capitalist 
logic for arts preservation, and 
instead promoted an Indigenous 
or common-good perspective. For 
example, new cultural spaces should 
receive greater public funding 
instead of being funded primarily  
by developer contributions. 

Several respondents suggested 
that inclusive governance of the 
EAD would improve representation 
of the diversity of the District. 
As many artists lack the capacity 
(time, energy, and expertise) 
to participate in governance, 
engagement needs to support 
capacity development.

Some respondents expressed 
distrust of how the City of 
Vancouver integrates public 
input into planning and policy. 
They felt that contributions to 
previous consultations were not 
reflected or were minimized in final 
plans, resulting in disengagement 
and cynicism (e.g. Flats Arterial 
Community Panel 14). Others noted 
the importance of engagement with 
people from lower incomes and 
with Indigenous, Black, and Asian 
communities. 

highest ranked drawbacks

Redirection 
of current 
government 
funding from 
existing  
programs to the  
Arts District

Challenges of 
representing 
a broader 
diversity of 
arts and culture 
disciplines in  
the District

An Arts District 
could promote 
gentrification, 
leading to 
increased rents 
and displacement 
of existing artists 
and organizations

additional 
drawbacks

The Arts District could 
become too big and 

inclusive, limiting its 
effectiveness and 

ability to lead change

New regulations could 
slow approvals, restrict 

activities, or reduce 
incentives to develop  

arts and cultural space

Costs could increase  
for both owners  

and renters

Different artistic 
practices might 
have incompatible or 
conflicting needs

less  
important 
drawbacks

Inability to ensure 
new development 
of arts and cultural 
spaces 

Underrepresentation 
of arts and culture 
organizations from 
other parts of the city

14    Strathcona BIA (2019) What we know 
about the future of Prior Street. https://
strathconabia.com/what-we-know-about-the-
future-of-prior-street

potential drawbacks  
of an arts district

stakeholder interview results
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policy and 
legislative 
context
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Federal 
In 2018, the Standing Committee on Canadian Heritage 
of the House of Commons published a report called  
A Vision for Cultural Hubs and Districts in Canada.15  
The Committee made numerous recommendations  
that could benefit the local arts ecosystem and  
could be accelerated through the establishment  
of the EAD, including:

• encourage the integration of citizen and 
community-driven artistic activities into  
the policies, planning and programmes for 
cultural hubs

• explore financial and tax measures

• study the impacts of cultural districts,  
such as gentrification

• collaborate with municipalities to study how 
to improve collaboration between all levels of 
government regarding support of cultural hubs

• encourage municipalities to offer tax 
incentives for the creation and  
development of cultural hubs

• increase access to real estate for cultural  
hub activities

• support research and data collection for the 
development of cultural hubs and districts

• review the structure of the Canada Cultural 
Spaces Fund to provide sustainable funding 

The Standing Committee on Canadian Heritage of the 
House of Commons has made it quite clear that further 
exploration and establishment of arts and cultural 
districts should be a priority for municipalities.  

Collaboration between different levels of government is necessary to implement a 
suite of policy to establish the Eastside Arts District (EAD) as well as to preserve, 
provide and safeguard arts and cultural spaces. The current policy context suggests 
that a formal arts district on the Eastside is a natural next step in ensuring access to 
safe, affordable, high-quality creative space and enhancing the local arts ecology. The 
Eastside Arts Society (EAS) seeks to instigate a new and inclusive community-led 
organization that will represent local need as polices emerge and are implemented. 

Provincial 
The Provincial government can affect the 
implementation and success of potential city 
planning initiatives in two important ways. Firstly, 
the Province determines the planning framework for 
the City of Vancouver, as the City and the Vancouver 
Park Board operate under a provincial statute—the 
Vancouver Charter. City Council has authority to pass 
bylaws about land use and development, buy and sell 
property, collect or exempt certain taxes, approve 
expenditures, give grants, undertake public works, 
charge development cost levies, and preserve heritage. 
Secondly, the Province establishes the municipal 
property tax system. This includes the highest and best 
use assessment system that has had a considerable 
negative effect on the artistic community. 

Municipal 
The City of Vancouver’s Making Space for Arts and 
Culture report states that City governments have a 
particular responsibility for the provision of affordable 
space, support of local cultural infrastructure projects, 
land use and zoning, planning and development, and 
regulatory policies and processes. Other levels of 
government and agencies supporting cultural spaces 
look to City governments to inform policy directions 
and essential project funding.16 The following is a 
summary of relevant municipal documents.  

15    House of Commons Canada (2018) A Vision for Cultural Hubs 
and Districts in Canada. https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/
Committee/421/CHPC/Reports/RP10045531/chpcrp13/chpcrp13-e.pdf

16    City of Vancouver (2019) Making Space for Arts and Culture.  
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/making-space-for-arts-and-culture.pdf

policy and legislative contexts
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seizing the 
moment: 
establishing  
the eastside 
arts district
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The purpose of this report is to summarize the feasibility of a formal Eastside  
Arts District (EAD). It began with a brief examination of arts districts in the context 
of the Eastside’s arts and cultural assets, before highlighting relevant precedents 
from across North America and Europe. It then summarized findings from 
stakeholder interviews that represent a range of key organizations and businesses 
in the Eastside. Finally, it examined policy alignment between multiple levels of 
government and the objectives of the EAD. 

This report is intended to inform a broad range of 
stakeholders: the City of Vancouver, the Province of 
British Columbia, individual artists, arts collectives, 
businesses, institutions, and non-profit organizations 
in or engaged with the Eastside arts community. It is 
difficult to understate the sense of urgency regarding 
the preservation, provision and safeguarding 
of cultural space in the Eastside. Steps towards 
protecting the City’s arts and cultural identity 
should be acted upon sooner rather than later. With 
industrial zones cultivating mainly digital production 
space, and with development of the new St. Paul’s 
Hospital Health Campus, time is of the essence as 
competition over the land base escalates. 

Through our research we learned that:

• Informally, the Eastside already functions 
as an arts district and cultural hub. However, 
this is increasingly threatened as new 
development displaces existing arts and 
cultural infrastructure.

• The insecure tenure and unaffordability of 
arts and cultural spaces, particularly spaces 
of production, are the primary concern for 
artists and other stakeholders.

• The meaning attached to the past, present 
and future of arts and cultural space is 
important to protect despite its intangibility.

• There are several formally established arts 
and cultural districts that demonstrate 
alternative funding and policy models that  
we can apply while designing an approach  
that serves local needs.

• There is enthusiasm for a new and unified 
entity, an arts district, that enables 
collaboration across disciplines and ensures  
a sustainable, vibrant, and inclusive arts 
ecology in the Eastside.

• All levels of government have already 
acknowledged the importance of action to 
protect arts and cultural spaces, including 
action to establish arts districts. Several 
mechanisms are already in place, but further 
action is required to protect arts and culture  
in the Eastside.

The Eastside Arts Society (EAS) acknowledges the 
community’s concerns and seeks to confront potential 
drawbacks proactively. The intention is not to create 
a new level of bureaucracy, but instead to coordinate 
representation from multiple disciplines and to 
advocate for funding and policies that support the 
preservation, provision and safeguarding of space  
for arts and culture to thrive. 

Accelerated gentrification in the area is a primary 
concern for many respondents and indeed the 
Eastside Arts Society. The establishment of an EAD 
must be coupled with government planning, policy, 
investment and incentives to ensure a sustainable and 
inclusive arts ecology and to mitigate unintentional 
displacement and erasure. A lack of government 
commitment to the preservation, provision and 
safeguarding of arts and cultural assets could 
accelerate gentrification, undermining the arts and 
culture community’s efforts to pursue the deeper 
benefits of establishing the EAD. While branding and 

seizing the moment












