From: Speaking Notes for David Johnston, Knowledge Capital of Canada Presentation, Oct 31, 2007
Goal 9: Develop and promote a vibrant cultural community.

Waterloo Region has much to offer in arts and culture, but it could be doing so much more, and it could be promoting what’s already here much more effectively.

We need to design and execute a strategy to recruit and engage the best artists and arts workers to this community. Vital Signs revealed that employment in arts and culture in Waterloo Region dropped from 1.5 per cent in 2003 to less than one per cent in 2006.

That’s significantly lower than Ottawa and Toronto.

Professor Richard Florida, here recently for 2017: The Workplace conference, has made us all aware that tomorrow’s thriving economies will be built in places that value tolerance and inclusiveness, and have what creative people want, including art and culture: where artists gather, prosperity follows.

But for those artists to gather, they need support: We should capitalize a venture capital firm with a mandate to invest in artistic and cultural creativity.

And finally, we should invest in, and improve, co-operation and collaboration among the existing arts organizations to better engage the community and promote artistic value.

We must provide our artists and organizations with the proper tools, resources and mechanisms to get the word out about arts and culture activities in the community.

We should celebrate our public artwork and revitalize our urban space through art and design – attractive urban space being of great importance to those key, creative people we need to attract, and keep, in Waterloo Region.

How do we measure progress for this goal? When our employment in arts and culture occupations rises. When new nuclei of arts activities come together across this region, new music festivals and cultural events.

Again, we have leaders in our community who are already thinking about this important issue.

The arts task force of the Prosperity Council held a forum earlier this year that attracted 200 community and business leaders and will hold another forum on November 8 at the Cambridge School of Architecture.

The Alliance for a Grand Community is doing a values-and-benefits assessment to measure how arts and culture are valued in, and provide benefits for, the community, beyond traditional “ROI” measures.

I applaud these efforts, as we should look beyond the economic impact of the arts and determine what value does art add in our community and in people’s lives?

