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Introduction

Thank you for your commitment to supporting Arts and Culture in Savannah and 

beyond! This questionnaire, a collaboration between Bigger Pie Arts Advocacy, the 

Arts and Culture Alliance of Chatham County, Americans for the Arts' Arts Action 

Fund, ArtsGeorgia, and other arts and culture organizations and independent 

artists, is designed to give you the opportunity to inform the community about 

where you stand on issues important to this large constituency.

Responses received will be collected, compiled, and shared with voters to educate 

them about your arts and culture platform or position. It is respectfully requested 

that you return your response no later than October 8th to give the local arts 
and culture community time to provide helpful feedback, and to give you 
plenty of time to address any questions or concerns that may arise.

Publication and promotion of your response will begin with the start of early 
voting period through Election Day. 

We know your time is valuable and appreciate your efforts to inform the arts 
and culture community of your positions. 

If you have questions, please direct them to me, Rob Hessler, at this email or 
feel free to call me at 213-454-1363.

With gratitude, 

Rob Hessler, Executive Director, Bigger Pie Arts Advocacy 
Patrick Kelsey, Executive Director, Arts and Cultural Alliance of Chatham 
County Kristopher Monroe, Vice-Chair Savannah-Chatham Historic Site & 
Monument Commission
Gretchen Hilmers, Social Media Coordinator, ARC Savannah
Peter Roberts, Location Gallery

Co-signers

-Dare Dukes, Executive Director, Deep Center
-Patt Gunn, The Center for Jubilee, Reconciliation &
Healing

-Jerome Meadows, Internationally Recognized Artist
-Gale Steves, ARC Savannah
-Suzanne Jackson, Artist
-Clinton Edminster, Chairman, Starlandia Foundation
-Philip Davis, The Indigos
-Rachel Reese, Curator



-Lillian Grant-Baptiste, Transformational Speaker & Master 
Storyteller
-Molly Lieberman, Loop It Up
-Susan Laney, Laney Contemporary
-William Kwamena-Poh, Artist
-Coco Papy, Community Organizer
-Brea Cali, Andraka Cali
-Sam Williams, Cedar House Gallery
-Laiken Love - Singer/Performer
-Sulfur Studios
-Carmen Aguirre, Director, Grand Bohemian Gallery
-Leslie Lovell, Gallery Director, Roots Up
-Kareem McMichael, Karmac Productions
-Tiffani Taylor, Tiffani Taylor Gallery and Savannah Art Walk
-Beth Logan, Hospice Gallery
-Odd Lot Improv
-Savannah Shakes
-Dana Richardson, Kobo Gallery
-Brian MacGregor, Owner, Gallery at City Market
-Tatiana Von Tauber, Owner, The Studio School
-Molly Hayden, Columnist, Art Scene: Savannah Morning News
-Rachael Flora, Connect Savannah’s Community Editor and 
Art Beat columnist
-Amy Condon, The Refinery, A Writing Studio
-Bay Street Theater
-Front Porch Improv

Definitions:

Arts and Culture includes, but is not limited to, museums and collections 
(historical society, museums, zoos, and botanical), performing arts 
(music, dance, theater), visual arts (painting, drawing, sculpture, textile 
arts, photography, services, and crafts), festivals & fairs, public art 
programs, arts education programs, arts centers, and other arts-related 
services and facilities.

Enterprise is defined as a sole proprietorship or any small business with 
one employee or more formed as either a for-profit or a not-for-profit.

Industry is defined as all arts and culture enterprises.



Name

Email Address

Phone Number

1. Please enter your name and contact information below

2. How many arts and culture-related activities have you attended, participated in,

or otherwise supported in the last year?

Music Festival or performance

Theater performance

Dance

Art exhibition

Arts festival or fair

Art auction for charity

Arts Education Class

Viewed public artwork such as murals or sculptures

Other (please specify)

3. Other tourist driven cities that are similar in size to Savannah have implemented

plans that strengthen their cultural communities. Do you have a plan to help grow

and strengthen the arts and cultural fabric of Savannah?



4. Public-private partnerships with arts and culture enterprises have been a

necessary means to keep arts and culture within communities, but this model is not

reliable or sustainable.

If elected, what programs would you help enact to shift this paradigm?

1% of new private development or redevelopment dedicated to implementing arts and

cultural activities

Allowing vacant city properties to be used by artists 

Incorporation of public art in new government funded projects

Development of an arts and culture overlay district 

Initiatives to create and foster a visual arts festival in Savannah

Other, please specify

Other comments

5. Industries such as retail, manufacturing, tourism, etc. are offered business

development and retention incentives. Should arts and culture enterprises receive

the same access to the government funded resources; promotional funds, services,

direct funding, investments; as well?

Yes

No



6. What is your position of not-for-profit arts and culture enterprises, inclusive of

all-volunteer enterprises, being provided government services, incentives, funding,

and investments?

7. Even when municipalities have functional, robust funding plans for arts and

culture, too often the bulk of funding is directed to large institutions rather than to

a diverse pool of recipients representing the whole community. What is your plan to

ensure an equitable distribution of revenue and other resources to arts and culture

organizations and individual artists?

8. What message do you want to share about why you are the best candidate for arts

and culture in Savannah?
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October 3, 2019 

Supporting the Arts 

Rob, et al: 

Thank you for inviting me to participate in your survey to gauge my level of support for 
arts and culture.  I am happy to try to answer what is a very broad question in the 
paragraphs that follow, but I will not fill out the flawed survey you provided.  The 
phrasing of some of the questions was overly simplistic and showed a 
misunderstanding of the nature of government funding in general.  In the real world, 
there are very few yes or no answers.  Obviously, you can choose to share this as you 
like, but I have added recipients whose email addresses I have and will be posting this 
on my social media. 

I support the concepts of public art (however funded) and some public funding of the 
arts.  The execution of those ideas, though, has real world constraints.  Artwork to be 
displayed in the public spaces of a community cannot be overtly offensive.  Of course, 
beauty, and offense, is in the eye of the beholder, and limiting how edgy public work can 
be may have a neutering effect in some cases, but there is plenty of good work that 
does not offend.  Also, practically speaking, if you press the limits of community 
sensitivities enough, there will be no willingness to allow public art. 

As for public funding, the bottom line is, literally, the budget.  Currently the City of 
Savannah provides annual cultural arts grants of around three quarters of a million 
dollars.   

In 2018 those grants supported such recipients as: 

 The Coastal Jazz Festival, 30,000 participants; 

 Deep Center Literacy Programming, 2,140 participants; 

 Live Oak Public Libraries “School that Author” program, 12,000 participants; 

 Savannah Ballet Theater: The Nutcracker”, 4,800 participants; 

 Savannah Music Festival, 56,000 participants; 

 Savannah Philharmonic: “Picnic in the Park” and “Philharmonic in the Streetz”, 
21,850 participants; 

 Savannah State “Black Heritage Festival”, 23,800 participants; 

 Telfair Museum: “Art in our Neighborhoods”, 125,000 participants; 

 and more. 



I support that effort and would like to increase the amount, but that will be difficult.  The 
City’s expenses are growing faster than its revenues and just continuing at the current 
level will be challenging in the next few years. 

I believe the requirements we have for the grants are appropriate to Council’s fiscal 
responsibility to the tax paying citizens of the City: 

That there be specific deliverables to the community; 

That our funds are not used for general operations support; 

That there be accountability for the funds; 

That our funding be matched by other sources as evidence the community 
believes the event or project is worthwhile: 

That the benefits of the project benefit primarily residents of the City of Savannah 
rather than the regional population. 

Specifically, in terms of not providing operating support for a business, I don’t believe 
the City should be in the practice of picking winners and losers, whether it’s a shoe 
store or an art gallery. 

You have suggested that the current model of Public-Private Partnerships (P3) is not 
sustainable and that the City should create a dedicated funding source for the arts.  The 
Police Department, Fire and Rescue, street paving, stormwater/flooding management, 
and Greenscapes do NOT have dedicated funding and must compete in the annual 
budget decisions.  It is fiscally naïve to think the arts should be exempt from that 
exercise. 

If you were able to convince a Council to create a dedicated fund, no Council can legally 
bind a future Council.  That fund could be easily eliminated by the next round of 
elections.  In fact, P3s are the only long-term sustainable model.  It is only through the 
private support of the arts that you will convince elected officials of the viability, and 
positive perceptions, of providing public, supplemental funding. 

You also suggested a Visual Arts Festival for Savannah and I like that idea, but like the 
Film Festival, and the Music Festival, it will need a parent organization to promote and 
operate it.  That is not a business for the City to be in.  I do think that would be the sort 
of new programming the City should support and think that all our grant funding should 
be prioritized more to well vetted nascent organizations and programs. 

Other ways the City already supports the arts: 

Our new $25 million Cultural Arts Center, with a variety of workshop options, film society 
presentations bi-weekly, a gallery for exhibitions, and a dance studio and almost 500-
seat auditorium for events; 



$165 million for a new state of the arts Arena, adaptable for events from 9500 attendees 
to just a couple of thousand, end-stage or in-the-round configurations for a variety of 
performers/performances, and with the ability to do the kind of demanding rigging a 
show like Cirque du Soleil requires, not possible in our current, antiquated arena.  This 
facility should lend itself to a variety of visual arts displays as well; 

Facilitating organizations fundraising with alternative efforts such as letters of support 
we send with various grant proposals they make to agencies such as the National 
Endowment for the Arts; 

Facilitating cultural events with street closures, barricades, additional policing efforts, 
and staff time involved in arranging those events.  While some permits are required and 
fees paid, those fees do not cover the costs of that support. 

There are more things we can do, and I would start with making our regulations for 
murals easier to use.  I was in Rio de Janeiro last spring and loved the extensive mural 
displays in the Santa Teresa area of the city.  There are parts of Savannah where that 
seems an appropriate activity. 

A couple of the questions on your survey need much more information.  You asked 
about arts organizations getting the same incentives for development as other industries 
and you mentioned specifically retail, manufacturing, and tourism. 

The only business development incentives that the City offers are property tax 
abatements if a new business opens in one of several specified locations.  Those 
abatements can be for 10 years and require a level of investment to qualify, but that is 
the only criteria.  There would be no distinction between a restaurant, a manufacturer, 
an artist’s studio, or a gallery. 

As for tourism businesses, they mostly pay us.  Each adult on a tour pays a $1 fee that 
is used by the City to maintain areas impacted by touring, and hotel guests pay a 6% 
lodging tax that is divided with about half coming to the City (around $11 million 
annually, which goes into our General Fund for various operating expenses) and the 
rest to Visit Savannah and the Convention Center.  Those proportions are established 
by the General Assembly. 

You suggest the City should have the “board of tourism” market Savannah as an arts 
and culture destination; nice idea (much better than the bachelorette parties), but the 
City does not have a board of tourism.  The City’s Tourism Advisory Committee (TAC) 
includes representatives from various stakeholder groups to advise on management of 
the regulatory aspects of tourism in the City.  The appropriate agency to talk to about 
marketing concepts is Visit Savannah, a division of the Chamber of Commerce. 

There is also a local rental car fee that has been used to supplement the funding for the 
Civic Center and in the future will be used to fund the balance of capital costs for the 
Arena to avoid using General Fund tax revenue for that project. 



You also asked arts groups be provided the same government services as others, and I 
believe in that kind of equity, but you don’t indicate what services others have that you 
don’t. 

You asked about the possibility of using City owned vacant lots for free or a small fee.  I 
don’t think we have much inventory of vacant lots except FEMA lots, purchased 
because of flooding issue and those lots have strict usage restrictions from FEMA.  
Also, any activity on City property creates a liability for the City, so any use of that 
property would probably require the user to indemnify the City against any and all 
liabilities, an insurance policy that could make the use of that property much less 
affordable.  With consideration for those issues, I would be supportive of this idea. 

The booklet you attached to make the point about the economic value of the arts was 
unnecessary in my case.  Your survey asked why I think I’m the best candidate, at least 
relative to your issues, and I believe it’s because I am a creative and a supporter of the 
arts.  I spent over 50 years in a career as a photographer, and I understand, far better 
than my opponent, the ups and downs of trying to make a living that way.  I also 
understand the limits of the City’s resources better than he does and will not make you 
any empty promises about things the City cannot afford to do. 

I think that booklet shows how strong the arts community is in Savannah, at least partly 
because of the support that the City has provided, and even more so because of the 
entrepreneurial efforts of the creative class here.  That’s what really grows the arts.  You 
mentioned the new galleries and other activities developed in the last few years.  

Otherwise the booklet was more of a negative for me.  The methodology for arriving at 
numbers seems questionable.  It purports, repeatedly, to be about arts economics in the 
City of Savannah, but in several places, it talks about numbers from Chatham County.  
To use County revenue numbers as reason why Savannah should spend to support the 
arts begs the question—what have you asked from the County Commission or the other 
7 municipalities?  The figures you quote were apparently derived from those areas as 
well.  And when you talk about all the artists who derive an income and spend here, how 
many of them live outside the city limits of Savannah? 

These questions matter because too many people keep coming to the City of Savannah 
to solve regional issues from homelessness to arts and social agency funding.  That’s 
an undue burden on the City’s taxpayers, and if you want to have a serious 
conversation about funding anything, you must start by not equating the City of 
Savannah and Chatham County. 

bd 
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