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The Magic of Festivals:

A Bold Approach to Building Community and Economic Development
City of Decatur, Georgia

Background, Intent, and Outcomes
Decatur, Georgia currently enjoys a thriving downtown with hundreds of shops, restaurants & pubs; a variety of cultural opportunities; walkable, tree-lined streets filled with residents from nearby neighborhoods, downtown condos, colleges and visitors; and a year-round calendar of festivals, concerts and special events.

How did we evolve from a sleepy downtown filled with empty parking lots and vacant storefronts that rolled up the sidewalks at 5 p.m. and became a ghost town on the weekends?

We made magic with a commitment to building community one festival and one collaborative partner at a time because we believed our efforts would ultimately lead to positive economic development and an enhanced quality of life.  We took a bold proactive step to work behind the scenes, to find partners to help produce community festivals and events designed to bring the community together to gather downtown on the Old Courthouse square.  The premise that guided us was that once downtown became a safe, fun gathering place, economic development would follow.  It is part of the Main Street approach we embraced and it worked for Decatur.  

We began with small steps – a Sunday afternoon neighborhood summer concert series that ultimately evolved into free Concerts on the Square every Saturday night in May and September along with free Blue Sky Concerts every Wednesday at noon in May and September.  An existing grassroots July 4th neighborhood parade has become an official citywide Pied Piper Parade with the addition of a free Concert on the Square and fireworks at dusk.  A beach party with 20 tons of sand and a radio van with a deejay that now includes turning the entire square into the Decatur Beach with 60 tons of sand, a kids boardwalk, a stage built across a downtown street, live music and dancing in the streets.

We provided a free meeting space for volunteer committees, offered easy access to logistical support for such things as sanitation and security, helped recruit volunteers, and publicized events through the city newsletter and our media contacts.  We recruited collaborative partners to drive individual event efforts such as the Decatur Business Association, Decatur Arts Alliance,  Book Festival Board, Preservation Alliance, etc.  We worked mostly behind the scenes, giving support and credit to our collaborative partners.  We were an instrumental partner in creating and establishing what have now become signature annual community events.  In addition, we worked collaboratively with these partners to recruit individual businesses as sponsors to cover the hard costs of the events.   A sampling of our events and collaborative sponsors includes:

Concerts on the Square – sponsored by Wachovia/Wells Fargo and individual businesses – held every Saturday night in May and September from 7 – 9 p.m.  People bring picnics, blankets and enjoy an evening of free musical entertainment from a variety of local bands.  Decatur Business Association. (www.decaturdba.com)

Blue Sky Concerts – sponsored by SunTrust Bank and individual businesses – held every Wednesday at noon in May and September.  Bring a picnic lunch or pick up a to-go special from one of the nearby restaurants and enjoy a mid-week break.  Decatur Business Association.

Decatur Beach Party – annual fund-raiser for the Decatur Business Association with a variety of sponsors contributing $18,000 to cover the hard costs of this outdoor event that includes 60 tons of sand, a kids boardwalk, live music in the bandstand from 5 – 7 p.m. and live music from the stage from 8 - midnight, food, beer and more.  Proceeds from the event help fund the other events put on by the Decatur Business Association including Bonfire/Marshmallow Roast, Easter Egg Hunt and Breakfast With Santa.  They also help fund community projects designed to improve downtown and Oakhurst.

Tour of Homes – sponsored by the Decatur Preservation Alliance (DPA) and Decatur Youth Fund, the event raises approximately 10,000 per year for both organizations.

Craft Beer Tasting Festival – sponsored by the Decatur pub owners. 4,000 people pay $35 to come taste hundreds of craft beers and enjoy live music.  Proceeds fund approximately $35,000 for community non-profit organizations and $20,000 for advertising for a city-wide holiday promotion. (www.decaturbeerfestival.org) 

Arts Festival – sponsored by the Decatur Arts Alliance.  One of our largest, most successful festivals with over 120 artists in a juried show, live music, food and beverages, fine arts exhibition, dance, literary arts tent, and more. (www.decaturartsalliance.org) 

Wine Tasting Festival – sponsored by the Decatur Arts Alliance.  Proceeds help fund the Arts Festival and other Arts Alliance free events.

AJC Decatur Book Festival – sponsored by the Book Festival Board/Literary Alliance and now in its 5th year – this festival used the model for our successful Arts Festival and other events to create what has become the largest independent book festival in the country.  Held over Labor Day weekend, the event draws 150 authors and 70,000 people to our community.  Event includes 7-9 stages throughout the community, a street fair, emerging writers stage, teen salon, poetry slam and more. (www.decaturbookfestival.com) 

By providing the background support, we ensure that the festivals are “done right.”  They are consistent, high caliber, well publicized, well attended and deliver what they promise.  And the community responds by volunteering and attending.  In a recent six word story exercise where residents were asked to send in a six word story describing Decatur, one resident wrote “Decatur There’s a Festival for that.”

Costs/Savings

Costs associated with the events and festivals are funded in a variety of ways, depending on the event and, again, using partnerships and collaboration.  Initially, the Decatur Downtown Development Authority (DDA) provided in-kind staff time to reach out to the community, recruit and serve on volunteer committees, oversee logistics associated with city departments, and help make sure the events were in keeping with our community goals of family friendly, no matter what your definition of family, free, and good quality.

City costs incurred included the in-kind costs associated with security, using city-buildings for volunteer committee meetings, providing barricades to close streets, and using employees from the grounds and fire divisions to build a giant bonfire on the square, light it, monitor and extinguish it for the Bonfire/Marshmallow Roast (held on a Thursday evening in December).

As the festivals and events began to draw larger and larger crowds, economic development followed beginning with what have now become icons such as Eddie’s Attic, a nationally known acoustic music venue known for being the starting point for such notables as John Mayer, Sugarland, Shawn Mullins, and The Indigo Girls.  As the festivals grew and became more established, so did the partnerships and collaboration allowing a return on our initial investment of staff time and in-kind support including:

· Police officers are now paid directly by each established event. 
· Events now hire our sanitation staff to keep the festivals clean and free of trash.  This allows our sanitation and grounds staff, in traditionally one of our lowest salary ranges, to earn extra income and ensures the festivals remain litter free and the square is clean after the event.

· The festivals and events now contribute 50% of the salary of a special events coordinator.  

· The Tour of Homes raises approximately $5,000 annually for the Decatur Youth Fund, which provides scholarships for under-privileged Decatur children to attend summer school and specialty camps.
· The Craft Beer Festival contributes $20,000 annually to fund a city-wide holiday advertising campaign.   
· The city now has an excellent reputation for an annual year-round calendar of special events, concerts and festivals helping build community and providing a key marketing tool for economic development.  
Innovative Characteristics

Decatur has taken a positive approach to economic development by its proactive involvement in creating and implementing special events.  It has been able to hire a special events coordinator to help manage the events with 50% of the salary funded by proceeds from the various events.  It has created an internal infrastructure used to work in partnership to produce high quality events.

Decatur wrote and received a grant from United Way to fund the salary of a Volunteer! Decatur coordinator for 3 years.  She made herself indispensable and built an impressive base of volunteers who help with both our special events and service projects, as well as volunteer for local non-profit organizations.  Her 2009 annual report captured the following statistics:

· Total number of volunteers = 2,931 (does not include committee members)
· Total volunteer hours for all events = 12,291.
· Value of volunteer time at all events $248,893. 
Volunteers are the heart of our festivals and events and having her recruit and schedule the volunteers involved in many of the larger festivals allows event organizers to spend more of their time raising the funds to produce the festivals.

The AJC Decatur Book Festival organizers said one reason they chose Decatur over Atlanta and other metro-area locations, was their immediate access to city decision-makers who said, “How can we help you make this happen in Decatur?”  According to them, officials in other locations were not so accessible and their question was, “What’s in it for us?”  Our proactive approach was instrumental in drawing what has rapidly become a nationally-known festival here.

Obstacles and Results
Originally city departments did not see the value of helping with special events and festivals.  Instead, they saw it as taking away from their “real job.”  We had to work hard to establish and build internal support, particularly from the department and division heads.  We did that by slowly chipping away at their concerns, being consistent, following through, and rewarding the employees who helped in individual areas such as delivering the barricades, or operating the back hoe to spread the 60 tons of sand by giving them such “extras” as an event t-shirt (which also serves to market the event).  By collaborating with the Decatur Business Association, we began to offer free Beach Party tickets to all City of Decatur employees and their families.  In order to entice employees to volunteer at the Beach Party, the city purchased Beach Party t-shirts with the City of Decatur logo on the back for all employees who volunteered at the event.  The City Manager supports the events by attending and she notices and speaks to all employees she sees there.

When the events grew large enough to hire workers to clean up the events (instead of using volunteers), we worked through the Public Works Director to designate a “special event supervisor” who chose the workers based on how they do their daily jobs, making it a condition that if you work an event, you have to show up for work the next day.  It is now an honor for workers to be selected and many bring their families to the events as well.

City employees now volunteer for many of our events and festivals.  The Active Living and Children & Youth Services division staff the table for some of our Blue Sky Concerts and hand out information about their programs.  They also help with the various children’s activities at the Beach Party and Arts Festival.  When the Fire Department wanted to purchase a Quint, they agreed to hang the banners for the events, thus saving the event committees hundreds of dollars per event.  

Department and Division heads are now on board with special events and even volunteer different ways to add value to different events.  The Fire Department brings and staffs a “misting tent” for attendees to cool off at the Beach Party and Arts Festival and they provide first aid.  The grounds crew delivers all of the Beach Party props from the warehouse up to the square on the morning of the Beach Party.  The Development Department lends its truck to the special events coordinator so she only has to make one trip out to Sam’s Club for Beach Party supplies.

Unintended Consequences

The city and the community have benefited in unintended ways from collaborating in the festivals and special events including:

· Vacuum Jet - Using a portion of the proceeds from several beer festivals, Public Works purchased a small Vacuum Jet that they now use to clean the square and the areas around the square where the normal street sweeper is too large.
· Mini Fire Truck - Using proceeds from the Beach Party, Beer Festival and a donation from a local community bank, the Fire Department purchased a “mini fire truck” that is now used for children’s events, parades, and block parties.
· Picnic Tables/Benches – Beer festival proceeds purchased decorative iron picnic tables with attached benches for community use on the square.

· Advertising Campaign – $20,000 in beer festival proceeds are donated annually to a city-wide advertising campaign to promote the holidays thus helping get visitors here to spend money in our local shops and restaurants.
Let us share Decatur’s bold approach through the magic of festivals with you in Clearwater.

Presentation Components

 Innovation/Creativity
The commitment to building community one festival and one collaborative partner at a time improved the organization in a variety of ways.  Internally, departments and divisions now work together helping improve the internal infrastructure in place for special events and festivals.  As a result, different departments benefit in tangible ways including money to purchase new equipment to better serve the community as a whole.  Externally, Decatur has a reputation for high-quality, community events that add value to our quality of life.  In our 2010 Citizen Satisfaction Survey 95% of the respondents ranked Decatur’s quality of life as “Excellent” or “Good” and 86% rated Decatur’s Sense of Community as “Excellent” or “Good.”  Decatur is seen as a partner with non-profit agencies that produce the annual festivals and events and by doing so, we ensure that the festivals are high quality and deliver what they promise.

Outcomes Achieved

The community wanted economic development downtown in order to have a thriving “walkable” active city with residential living downtown, a successful commercial district with shops and restaurants, and cultural opportunities.  Our collaborative and bold, proactive steps to work behind the scenes to produce community festivals and events designed to bring the community together to gather downtown positively impacted and drove economic development.  We now have a year-round calendar of events that bring thousands of people to enjoy and participate in our community.  In 2009, over 70,000 people attended our annual AJC Decatur Book Festival and 50,000 people attended our Arts Festival.  In 2009 we had 82 restaurants, 99 retail businesses and 1,628 downtown housing units.  In our 2010 Citizen Satisfaction Survey, 84% of the respondents rated Decatur’s  opportunity to participate in social events and activities as “Excellent” or Good” and 91% rated Decatur’s Overall image or Reputation as “Excellent” or “Good.”

The initiative improved access to government in that the community considers the City as a strong partner in improving and enhancing Decatur’s quality of life as it works collaboratively with non-profit organizations.  The events are clean and safe thanks to the efforts of city employees.  The health of the community has improved by having access to high quality community events contributing positively to an enhanced quality of life.

Applicable Results and Real World Practicality

Each community is unique but each community can benefit from the ideas, suggestions, tips and practical advice behind our proactive, bold approach.  Because we started small and grew as the community and events grew, we can offer small, bold steps along with the larger concepts involved with our approach.  Almost all local governments have some type of events and festivals associated with them and we can offer a variety of ways to approach existing events, establish new events, and ensure they meet high community standards.  We can show how collaborative partnerships can work to lead to bigger and better events.  Because we have a variety of collaborative partners and we work with each of them in unique ways, we can share a wealth of information about working collaboratively based on the needs of different partners.  We can show how we pulled departments and divisions together to work toward a common goal – an outcome that works across the board and not just with festivals and events.  We can show how taking all the pieces and working toward a common goal ultimately leads to success.  We have statistical results from our Citizen Surveys, annual volunteer reports and economic development reports (some are scattered throughout the application).  We also have anecdotal stories and evidence that our approach works.

Case Study Presentation

In keeping with the theme, our presentation will be bold and infused with the theme of magic.  We will include a combination of power point, group interactive activity, handouts, and even a live demonstration.  We plan to bring a variety of event “props” so that when attendees enter the area, they will be transformed into a festival atmosphere.  These “props” will serve also to show examples that can be replicated in other jurisdictions. 

The presentation includes 4 areas:  Lyn Menne, Assistant City Manager, will provide an overview of the original purpose and how we got started.  Daren Wang, Executive Director of the Book Festival, will discuss partnerships and collaborations and how to leverage those in events and in the community.  Toni Dixon, Fire Chief, will talk about the role of employees, departments and divisions and offer practical tips on how to create an atmosphere of internal involvement.  Linda Harris will discuss logistics, volunteers, sponsorships, and why we serve as the “mother ship” or “puppeteer” of these community festivals.  Lyn Menne will bring it all back together with an overview of outcomes and achievements.  We will provide ample opportunity for questions, feedback and involvement from attendees.  

If possible, we would like to end the presentation with a festive “beverage” tasting with a variety of beverages including soft drinks, beer and wine (if this is allowed) at a mini “tasting festival” similar to one of our successful events.  If our presentation could be at the end the day, we would create a “festive” send off into the evening events.  We would bring in our special beer festival tasting glasses and wine tasting glasses (for attendees to keep) and a variety of beer, wine, and soft drinks and offer attendees a couple of small tastings of their choice.  We would also bring in some pretzels and snacks to go along with the atmosphere. 

