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Takoma Park City Council Meeting – Sept. 23, 2020  
Agenda Item 1  

 
Presentation 
Public Art Projects Work Plan 

 
Recommended Council Action 
Review Public Art Works plan and allow staff to use available funds for the work 

 
Context with Key Issues 
Public art is very popular with city residents because it improves the quality of life and sense of 
community, especially during times of crisis such as the current pandemic. Public art supports local 
artists, stimulates local businesses, generates tax revenue, and promotes Takoma Park’s reputation 
as an arts-friendly city. The approval of the Public Art Works plan also will uphold the Council’s 
commitment to the City’s Cultural Plan, which the Council unanimously approved in 2018.   

 
The City’s public art projects were put on hold in the spring of 2020 due to coronavirus pandemic 
restrictions so not all of the FY 20 capital public art funds were spent. No additional capital arts 
funds were included in the FY21 budget, but the $49,000 in FY20 arts funds were carried over into 
the FY21 budget via the first budget amendment of the fiscal year. As part of the Council’s action on 
the budget amendment, the Council stated, “The Public Arts funds will not be expended without 
Council discussion and direction.” 
 
The Arts and Humanities Division has developed a Public Art Works initiative using these funds to 
incorporate public art into new public works projects and to provide needed maintenance of existing 
public art installations. The plan features proactive planning between several City departments and 
allows for greater dispersal of public art throughout Takoma Park to address race equity in 
availability to public art.   
 
The Public Art Works program would integrate public art into infrastructure projects as they are 
designed and constructed. These projects have a longer timeline as they involve planning with 
multiple departments and often require requests for proposals from artists. If the Council approves 
staff to move ahead with the Public Art Works program, that coordination and planning work may 
begin. Projects that meet the City’s purchasing threshold will come to Council for approval.   
 
City staff are researching a sidewalk poetry program where poems could be imprinted in new 
sidewalks or sidewalk repairs across the city. Public art could be included in bus shelters, bike racks, 
crosswalks and other public works projects. These projects would allow for a fairer distribution of 
public art across the city. These efforts can also involve many people in the art process. For 
example, a poetry contest may be held to select poems for the sidewalks that are written by local 
residents to reflect the creativity and diversity of Takoma Park.  
  
Like streets and sidewalks, public art must be maintained as it ages from the elements. There are 
two art maintenance projects we would like to undertake. One is the refurbishment of the Guardians 
of the Neighborhood mural at B.Y. Morrison Park which has become severely damaged by stains, 
mold, and graffiti. The mural celebrates Takoma Park’s diversity by featuring people of color playing 



 

 
 

musical instruments. The artist, Jim Colwell, can refurbish the mural, which is painted on movable 
panels that could be moved to another location at a later time if needed. The cost of the work is 
$9,900. The other maintenance effort, at much less cost, is repair of Little Free Libraries throughout 
the community that have had damage to their doors or need other repairs and cleaning. We wish to 
be able to use funds to do these smaller maintenance projects as they arise. 
 
Council Priority 
A Livable Community for All 
Community Development for an Improved and Equitable Quality of Life  
Engaged, Responsive and Service Oriented Government 

 
Environmental Considerations 
To be decided with each public art project  
 
Fiscal Considerations 
The carryover of the FY 20 public art funds has been approved by the Council. The Council 
appropriated these funds in 2019 specifically for the creation and maintenance of public art projects 
across the city. No additional FY 21 capital public art funds were budgeted so the carryover funds 
are the only funding that is available to continue the City’s capital public art programs.  
 
Racial Equity Considerations 
The Public Art Works program will allow for greater distribution of public art across the city, so that 
neighborhoods with higher percentages of people of color will be able to have more access to art. 
The renovation of the deteriorating Guardians of the Neighborhood mural is needed so the City can 
be respectful in its depictions of people of color in City-funded public art installations.   
 
Attachments and Links   

Public Art Works Program Summary and Supporting Documents   
Council Resolution Adopting Cultural Plan 
Empowering a Creative Community Cultural Plan   

 
 

https://hcd-takomapark.s3.amazonaws.com/Resolution%202018-65%20Adopting%20the%20Cultural-Plan.pdf
https://hcd-takomapark.s3.amazonaws.com/CulturalPlan-APPROVED-Res2018-65.pdf
https://hcd-takomapark.s3.amazonaws.com/CulturalPlan-APPROVED-Res2018-65.pdf


PUBLIC ART WORKS  
Submitted by Arts and Humanities Coordinator Brendan Smith 

 

The Arts and Humanities Division has developed a new initiative called Public Art Works to 

incorporate public art in new public works projects across the city. City Manager Suzanne 

Ludlow, Public Works Director Daryl Braithwaite, and Planning and Development Manager 

Rosalind Grigsby all support this innovative plan.  

 

Public Art Works will enhance racial equity by locating public art across the city in a proactive 

manner. Public art is one of the most popular programs offered by the City for many reasons. 

Public art supports local artists, stimulates local businesses, generates tax revenue, improves the 

quality of life, and upholds the City Council’s commitments from its unanimous approval of the 

City’s Cultural Plan called Empowering a Creative Community.   

 

Racial Equity 
Many City-funded public art projects have been located in the downtown area or historic district 

where residents are predominantly white, wealthier, and older than residents in other 

neighborhoods. While some public art has been located downtown for logistical reasons, a 

greater emphasis is needed on placing public art across the wards of the city.  

  

Public art is more crucial during times of crisis such as the coronavirus pandemic because it 

provides a creative outlet, emotional support for the community, and a means of protest for 

social justice and racial equality. Public art meets people where they live and is available for 

everyone to enjoy while art museums are closed and personal interactions are limited due to 

social distancing.  

 

The Arts and Humanities Division has been promoting racial equity through several recent 

projects, including the installation of five new Little Free Libraries in neighborhoods outside the 

historic district which didn’t have any little libraries. Two local artists painted the little libraries 

which feature portraits of four groundbreaking female authors of color and one lesbian author.   

 

Upcoming Projects    
The Arts and Humanities Division is coordinating with the Public Works Department to 

incorporate public art into public works projects from their inception as an integral part of these 

projects rather than treating public art as a later addition. We are already developing two new 

projects with more projects to follow if funding is available.   

 

Renovation of Guardians of the Neighborhood Mural  

Like streets, sidewalks, and other public works projects, public art must be maintained as it ages 

and deteriorates from the elements. Our first priority is the refurbishment of the Guardians of the 

Neighborhood mural at B.Y. Morrison Park which has become severely damaged by stains, 

mold, and graffiti. The City-funded mural was installed in 1992 and has been a source of pride 

for more than a generation as the most prominent public art installation in Takoma Park.    

 

https://hcd-takomapark.s3.amazonaws.com/CulturalPlan-APPROVED-Res2018-65.pdf


The colorful mural promotes racial equality and the City’s diversity by featuring several people 

of color dancing and playing instruments. A contract has been written with local artist James 

Colwell to remove and fully refurbish the mural panels before reinstalling them. The mural is 

painted on movable panels that can be easily installed in another location if the park is ever 

reconfigured. 

 

Sidewalk Poetry Project  

City staff are working with Takoma Park Poet Laureate Kathleen O’Toole on a sidewalk poetry 

program that would imprint short poems in new sidewalks or sidewalk repairs across the city. 

Similar to a program in St. Paul, Minn., the project would provide a fair distribution of public art 

across the city and a unique way to share poetry with the community. A poetry contest may be 

held to select poems written by local residents to reflect the creativity and diversity of our city.  

 

More Project Ideas    
There are many other public art projects that could be incorporated into public works projects 

with available funding and staff time. Some ideas include:  

 

Crosswalks and Street Designs  

Thermoplastic can be used on streets to create designs that celebrate immigrant communities, 

such as traditional Chinese symbols in Washington, D.C. Paint the Pavement projects have used 

professional artists and volunteers to paint colorful street designs which also serve as traffic 

calming measures that may reduce pedestrian deaths.  

 

Bus Shelters  

Bus shelters are an ideal location for public art and a way to encourage public transportation 

which reduces the impacts of climate change. Some examples include the bus shelter art program 

in Arlington and the King County Metro system in Seattle where murals on more than 3,000 bus 

shelters have reduced vandalism.   

 

Bike Racks  

Bike racks can encourage bicycling as an environmentally friendly means of transportation. 

Artistic bike racks also help revitalize neighborhoods and bring visitors to local businesses, such 

as recent projects in Pittsburgh and Nashville.    

 

Funding Commitments   
Most public art projects aren’t completed in one year, and our entire public art program was put 

on hold in the spring due to pandemic restrictions so several projects weren’t completed.  

 

There are many opportunities to create public art across the city to foster a greater sense of racial 

equity and spur the imagination and creativity of city residents. We just need the available funds 

to make it happen.             

 

http://publicartstpaul.org/project/poetry/#about_the_project
https://www.ennisflintamericas.com/get-inspired/alternative-paving-concepts
http://buildingcommunityclt.org/2018/06/paint-the-pavement/
https://hyperallergic.com/138465/street-murals-designed-to-reduce-pedestrian-deaths/
https://hyperallergic.com/138465/street-murals-designed-to-reduce-pedestrian-deaths/
http://artsarlington.org/programs/brt-pilot/
http://artsarlington.org/programs/brt-pilot/
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/transportation/metro/programs-projects/transit-education-outreach/bus-shelter-murals.aspx
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/transportation/metro/programs-projects/transit-education-outreach/bus-shelter-murals.aspx
https://trustarts.org/pct_home/visual-arts/public-art/bike-racks
https://nashvillearts.com/2013/09/new-public-art-bike-racks/













