
Prepared by Fife Consulting for the City of Seattle



 

2

 

Waterfront Cultural Program Plan2

The City of Seattle is engaged in a multi-year project to redesign and reimagine the downtown 
central Waterfront, especially removing and replacing the Alaskan Way Viaduct and Seawall.  
This project is certainly one focused on transportation, on economic development, and on 
environmental stewardship. However, ultimately the experience of residents and visitors 
for generations will be of the 
Waterfront as a cultural space--a 
place to gather, to celebrate 
and to mourn; to share stories, 
images and symbols; to express 
themselves and showcase their 
works. All of these will be brought 
to the Waterfront, whether we 
formally prepare for them or not. 
In this time of redevelopment, 
Seattle has the opportunity to 
build the core cultural space of 
our region. With smart planning, 
inclusive stewardship and 
deliberate strategy,  it is possible 
to physically and programmatically 
make Seattle’s Waterfront the best 
space in the world.  

Furthermore, the Waterfront 
presents an unprecedented 
opportunity in Seattle for large-
scale regional development 
with culture as the primary 
focus, outcome and vehicle.  A 
successful process could lead to 
more than just a well-activated Waterfront,providing a new regional and/or national model for 
the planning of public space.

Emerging plans include development of spaces, resources and policies to support various 
types of cultural activity, scaling from individual buskers to large festivals and concerts. In 
order to better guide the development of a cultural programming vision and plan, the Seattle 
Department of Transportation engaged a 15-member task force to work with local cultural 
leaders and develop recommendations for these spaces, especially related to a “Festival Pier” 
at Pier 48 (part of a site also known as Washington Landings.)  
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This initiative has three goals:
 » Provide specific recommendations for effective cultural venues at the Waterfront.
 » Identify and articulate conditions necessary for effective and impactful cultural 

programming within and across the suite of various future Waterfront spaces.
 » Engage a broad regional community of leaders who produce and present cultural activity 

of varying scales and disciplines.

Process
The project and report included 
five meetings of the task force, 26 
interviews with cultural leaders, twelve 
focus groups engaging another 
50 cultural producers, and several 
research efforts into local, regional 
and national venues and models.  The 
process was facilitated and led by 
Fife Consulting, with the guidance and 
stewardship of the Waterfront Cultural 
Programming Task Force.

Core Concepts
Through community engagement 
we’ve confirmed that a successful, 
formal cultural programming 
framework for Seattle’s Waterfront 
must reinforce, showcase and support 
the unique identity of the region and 
the various cultures of its residents.  

Programming should be built around key elements of the region, including the: 
 » growing diversity in ethnic heritage of Seattle area residents; 
 » robust collection of histories at the site of the Waterfront including diverse populations and 

the history of a “working Waterfront”; 
 » wide spectrum of artistic disciplines, artists and arts organizations; 
 » particularly active and thriving commitment to music, as shown in the “City of Music” 

initiative;  
 » robust food, coffee and cocktail culture; 
 » ethos of naturalism and environmental stewardship.

Priorities
Programming for the Seattle Waterfront should be varied, diverse and ambitious. Effective 
management will require nimble fundraising capabilities, a commitment to public access, 
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and a strategic lens for Waterfront-wide activation and public-private partnerships that do 
not replicate or compete with successful programming offered elsewhere in the city. Aligning 
with the guiding principle "form follows function," it is recommended Seattle invest in visionary 
cultural program leadership to address questions of stewardship, management, partnerships, 
booking and scheduling, before venues are confirmed and built.

Programs
Cultural leaders from various backgrounds and organizations contributed ideas for the types 
of programs they could imagine producing, promoting or attending at the proposed spaces in 
the redeveloped Waterfront, including the following: 
 » City-wide celebrations;
 » World-class music festivals and concerts; 
 » Indoor and outdoor local theater, dance and music performance series; 
 » Exhibitions of artwork and interpretive displays; 
 » Private events such as weddings, fundraisers and conferences; 
 » Local and regional “maker” production and sales;
 » Participatory programs and resources for creative expression, learning, and reflection.

Sites
The project investigated several sites along the Waterfront and provides aspirational 
recommendations focusing on the following three spaces:

Pier 48
Create an internationally-significant cultural space which can serve as an outdoor civic 
auditorium, programmed for national draw, local stewardship and regional participation. The 
site should also offer reasonable accessibility during non-programming times as a green 
space for visitors and nearby residents.  

Pier 62/63
Program and support robust civic and cultural festivals and activities. A place for Seattle 
organizations and artists to activate every week of the year with pop-up concerts, temporary 
art and participatory events where visitors can see and experience how locals eat, play, 
create and recreate. 

Building B
Anchor the Waterfront with a center for art, culture and ideas, where artists and organizations 
can bring their events to the center of the City, as well as private rental activity. A site at the 
center of the Waterfront that showcases regional cultural identity, cultural producers and 
cultural products, possibly providing a home to the core programming entity that develops 
programs and activates space throughout the Waterfront. 
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Management and Governance 
Regardless of who owns and maintains spaces at the Waterfront, stakeholders agreed 
unanimously that effective management is the linchpin of successful programming. Several 
areas came up as priority considerations for leadership at this stage, to develop an effective 
program that can serve the Waterfront goals and goals of local programmers. National 
research and our local experts suggest five significant questions will need to be considered 
by any entity desiring to program public, outdoor, event space including:  
 » What is the balance of free public programs and ticketed programs?
 » What should be considered regarding exclusivity in programming partnerships?
 » Is program management public, private, and/or non-profit?
 » What is Seattle’s tolerance for commercial events and sponsorship in public spaces?
 » What scale of cultural development is most needed to benefit the Waterfront and the 

region?

Conclusion
A successful process could lead to more than just a well-activated Waterfront, providing 
a new regional and/or national model for the planning of public space. A less successful 
process could result in an underutilized, inaccessible and irrelevant space, resulting in an 
erosion of public will and participation. 

The pathway to success follows as such:
 » Articulate a shared vision and values through stakeholder engagement.
 » Outline and pilot a specific set of program activities tied to a core impact or purpose.
 » Build capacity around the purpose and activities through strategic resource investments 

and infrastructure development.
 » Secure ongoing revenue and resource models to sustain programming and operations.

This report and process accomplished the first step and suggests some specifics for the 
second and third.  

The following are the recommended next steps for development of cultural programming for 
Seattle’s Waterfront:
 » Continue a commitment to engaged and inclusive public involvement in the planning and 

stewardship of cultural programming and venue development at the Waterfront.
 » Expand interim programming activities to include pilot efforts of all scales and types 

proposed for the Waterfront.
 » Commit centralized and formal capacity to the management and development of cultural 

programming for the Waterfront.

The Waterfront Cultural Program Plan was prepared by Fife Consulting, with guidance and 
stewardship by the City of Seattle Waterfront Program Task Force.
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IntroductIon
Context

Background and relation to overall Waterfront project
The City of Seattle is engaged in a multi-year project to redesign and reimagine the downtown 
Central Waterfront. The eventual removal of the viaduct and replacement of the seawall opens 
up the Waterfront to significant and exciting development, restoration, design and activity.

The Waterfront initiative includes development of spaces, resources and policies to support 
various types of cultural activity, scaling from individual buskers to large festivals and 
concerts. In order to better guide the development of cultural programming and venues, 
Seattle Department of Transportation engaged a task force and Fife Consulting to work with 
local cultural leaders and provide recommendations for these spaces, especially related to a 
“Festival Pier” at Pier 48 (part of a site also known as Washington Landings.) 

Funding for the contract was provided by the State who currently controls Pier 48 and is using 
it as a staging location for equipment. The State awaits this report to help guide how the Pier 
may become part of the Waterfront redevelopment project.  The project team reports to the 
City of Seattle’s Office of the Waterfront.  

Timeline
Fife Consulting was hired in December 2013.  Work with the task force began in January 
2014. Final recommendations were presented to the task force in September 2014.

Task Force Description
A task force was created by the City of Seattle to contribute expertise to the report and 
process. The project brought together City officials from various departments, civic 
leaders from the arts and music commissions and leadership from the emerging Waterfront 
stewardship group.  The task force met with Fife Consulting on bi-monthly basis and included 
the following representatives:

Kate Becker Seattle Office of Film and Music Director
Randy Engstrom Seattle Office of Arts and Culture Director
Marshall Foster Seattle Department of Planning and Development / Office of the Waterfront 

Manager of Design, Planning and Public Engagement
Eric Fredericksen Seattle Office of Arts and Culture Waterfront Program Art Manager
Heidi Hughes Friends of Waterfront Seattle Director
Alex Kochan Seattle Music Commissioner and AEG Live, Vice President
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Timothy Lennon Seattle Office of Arts and Culture Events and Cultural Space Coordinator
Jody McKinley Seattle Music Commission and the1175, Principal
Robert Nellams Seattle Center Director
Steve Pearce Seattle Department of Transportation Waterfront Seattle Project Manager
Vivian Phillips Seattle Arts Commissioner and Seattle Theater Group, Director of Marketing 

and Communications
Matthew Richter Seattle Office of Arts and Culture Cultural Space Liaison
David Sabee Seattle Arts Commissioner, cellist, composer, conductor and recording artist
Michele Scoleri Consultant and community volunteer in music, arts and culture
Nicole Willis Seattle Office of Intergovernmental Relations Tribal Relations Liaison

Process Details
This report evolved through three project phases. Firstly, scoping of project parameters and 
development of core program concepts involved 26 interviews and meetings with a broad 
spectrum of regional cultural leaders. Secondly, the concepts were vetted and amended 
through feedback garnered in twelve focus groups, engaging another 50 cultural producers. 
Focus groups contributed to the programmatic vision for the Waterfront by viewing initial 
design renderings of Waterfront cultural event space and contributing feedback about 
the types of programs they could envision attending, hosting, presenting, and producing. 
Comments related to programmatic vision, programming types, management requirements 
and space technical requirements were documented and synthesized into the draft 
recommendations. Finally, throughout the process, Fife Consulting investigated local, regional 
and national models to develop specific recommendations for successfully developing, 
implementing and governing formal cultural programming in outdoor public spaces.

For further details on each phase of the project process and participation, please see 
Appendices A and B.

Project Goals & Objectives
Provide specific recommendations for effective cultural 
venues at the Waterfront.
This report advises City of Seattle officials and stakeholders on a vision for formal cultural 
programming at the Waterfront, especially the ideal functions of a re-imagined Pier 48. This 
report responds to current trends, activities and practices by regional cultural producers of 
many disciplines and provides technical recommendations related to ideal programming 
types, as well as recommended venue details such as capacity and configuration.

Identify and articulate conditions necessary for effective 
and impactful cultural programming activities within and 
across the suite of various future Waterfront spaces.
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The report identifies strong models for programming, space design, management, funding 
and governance.  While the report particularly attends to the vision for Pier 48, that site 
operates adjacent to several other sites on the Waterfront that may be activated with cultural 
programming. Waterfront spaces are geographically close to other outdoor event spaces 
such as Seattle Center and the Olympic Sculpture Park. The report addresses effective 
models for activating, brokering and sustaining a suite of outdoor cultural spaces.

Engage a broad regional community of leaders who 
produce and present cultural activity of varying scales and 
disciplines.
The Waterfront, including Pier 48, should be built with holistic community usage in mind.  
Therefore the research process included community engagement with a broad range of 
cultural leaders, representing the region’s diverse set of creative disciplines, ethnicities, 
races, genders and neighborhoods. At Pier 48, there are many stakeholders to consider, 
including cultural producers, state officials who control the site, and nearby neighborhood 
residents and agencies. The report recommendations bring the ideals and concerns of these 
various constituencies to the table. 
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concept Framework
Regional Cultural Identity and Elements 
A formal cultural programming framework must reinforce, showcase and support Seattle 
residents and their unique regional identity.  During focus groups and interviews, stakeholders 
contributed a variety of concepts for ideal programs at the Waterfront and agreed that 
programming will be most successful when featuring a true variety of local voices. Programming 
should thus be built around the key elements of the regional identity, including:

Heritage of our Residents
This region is home to many diverse populations, each with a unique cultural heritage. 
According to the most recent census, almost 30% of King County residents are people of 
color; approximately 20% are foreign-born; and 25% speak a language other than English 
at home. Each of these populations express their cultural heritage in a unique manner. As 
a regional resource, the Waterfront programming should actively encourage, support and 
showcase those communities and their historic and contemporary traditions, including 
products.

The history of our region
Many people and activities have roots and history at the Seattle Waterfront including Native 
American Tribes who fished, clammed, lived and convened here; the diverse populations who 
lived and worked in Seattle’s first “Chinatown”; the Japanese-Americans who were the first to 
be forcibly evacuated from Bainbridge Island to Internment Camps; and countless others who 
have logged, shipped, sailed, cruised, transported, and built other industries at this “Portal to 
the Pacific.”  Measures should be taken to contextualize and make these histories available 
to residents and visitors through permanent elements like signage and careful selection of 
anchor tenants, as well as temporary activities like particular cultural events and festivals. 
Creative and artistic efforts which encourage a living and dynamic sense of history should be 
especially considered, including including artists in the current “working Waterfront” concept.

All disciplines of art, artists and arts organizations
Seattle and its surrounding areas are home to many artists, and to a high density of 
organizations that present, promote and produce artistic products and programs. According 
to a 2012 report by Americans for the Arts, “Creative vitality [in Seattle] is nearly three times 
the national average.” When Seattleites talk about art, they envision a multiplicity of disciplines 
and traditions, perhaps broader than many US cities. This includes disciplines like music, 
literary arts, visual art, dance, film, theater, lighting design, video, sound, performance art, 
circus, aerial; genres such as experimental, participatory, contemporary, traditional, folk, 
popular; and occupational arts such as jewelry and fashion, furniture-design, game-design, 
graphic-design, architecture, and more.
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A strong commitment to contemporary music (City of 
Music)
Seattle is well-known as a broad and deep reservoir of musicians and music of all kinds. 
The “City of Music” initiative furthers Seattle’s brand as a home of successful, world-class 
musicians and musical experiences, and has already successfully piloted efforts to 
encourage music industry representation in other public spaces. The music commission has 
particular interest in the Waterfront program strongly reflecting our commitment to showcase 
music and musicians as part of our regional identity. By embracing this initiative with strong 
city and cultural leaders behind it, we hope to encourage more civic efforts to brand, support 
and promote Seattle’s many unique cultural assets. 

A robust food, coffee and cocktail culture
Seattleites acknowledge that vibrant cultural events are not limited to the traditional stage 
productions, presentations and exhibitions commonly found in larger non-profit arts 
institutions, and that many cultural experiences are centered around or feature food as a 
major component. Food truck rallies, public dinner parties, ethnic festivals, barista and 
cocktail competitions are all creative examples of cultural programming that the Waterfront 
program should consider in its design and program development.

An ethos of naturalism and environmental stewardship
The northwest is considered a place where social and technical experimentation and 
innovation co-exist with an abundance of natural resources and a pioneering spirit. Naturalism 
and environmentalism here is not just a response to climate change, but a part of the region’s 
fabric and identity. Resilient, sustainable design of cultural venues should be considered, as 
well as programmatic exploration of the environment and our natural resources. 

These Core Concepts were synthesized and developed in Phase 1 following 25 conversations 
and meetings key cultural leaders, as well as research into cultural programming aspirations 
described in the existing Waterfront Master Plan and The Waterfront Public art plan.  Throughout 
the report, “cultural programming” refers to all of the programming types and opportunities these 
Core Concepts encompass.

Establishing Priorities
The Core Concepts above were vetted and discussed with a number of cultural stakeholders in 
interviews and focus groups. Participants generally responded favorably to these concepts and 
further contributed aspirational ideas related to their priorities regarding programming, design 
and management. These were synthesized as follows:

Programming and management priorities
Programming should be “omnivorous.” An effective management model will broker space 
with philosophy that allows for the most visionary programming, including a mix of ticketed 
and free; international and local; public, private, non-profit and corporate partners. There 
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is opportunity for inter-connected programming along the Waterfront by activating multiple 
spaces and revenue-generating programming could help to support affordable and free 
programming. Programming will be maximized if a single management entity has authority to 
broker the suite of spaces simultaneously and the processes for booking are straightforward 
and efficient.

Many focus group attendees asked if the Waterfront would be for “us” or “for tourists” and 
came to the conclusion that “we all want the same things.” The Waterfront should feel special 
and welcoming and will if we imbed it with authentic local culture. Policies and designated/
robust programming, management, leadership and funding should allow for diversity and 
local culture to thrive. 

Design priorities
Waterfront spaces should be designed with year-round, cultural programming “functions” in 
mind.  “Form follows function,” so we should invest in visionary cultural leadership to articulate 
and answer questions related to stewardship, brokering, booking, scheduling, partnerships 
and programs before committing to major space investments or building out of spaces. 
Design lightly at first and let test-programming inform design investments. While flexibility is 
key, spaces should be thoughtfully planned for specific cultural functions - “Multi-use space 
can quickly become multi-useless space.” More specific space recommendations may be 
found in appendix C.

The Waterfront as a world-class cultural space
If designed thoughtfully with a mind toward local collaboration and partnerships with cultural 
producers and artists, many felt the Waterfront could evolve into an exciting civic space 
expressing the most vibrant of Seattle local culture. 

Pier 48
We have the opportunity to create an internationally-significant cultural space which can 
serve as an outdoor civic auditorium, programmed for national draw, local stewardship 
and regional participation.  Programmatically and design-wise, it should be a magnet, a 
centerpiece that we can leverage as an icon among Seattle’s peer cities in the world. 

Pier 62/63 
We have an opportunity to create a playground of robust civic and cultural festivals and 
activities. A place Seattle organizations and artists can activate every week of the year 
with pop up concerts, temporary art and participatory events where visitors can see and 
experience how locals eat, play, create and recreate. 

Building B
We can seed the heart of the Waterfront with contemporary art, ideas and organizations 
who want to bring their events to the center of the city.

Specific Programming Types
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Focus groups contributed ideas for the types of programs they could imagine at the Waterfront, 
including:

City-wide celebration
The Waterfront as a whole can be activated as a suite of spaces, able to support large-scale 
civic celebrations similar to Seattle Center during Bumbershoot with performances, food 
vendors, displays and processions activating the whole park.

World-class music festivals and concert venues
The Waterfront at Pier 48 should be able to support big-draw inter/national concerts and 
events. These could be produced by or with local bookers and artists, or national tours. 
Funding models will dictate whether these are free to the public or not, but designs for the 
space should allow for a high likelihood of ticketed/gated events.

 Indoor and outdoor local theater, dance and music 
performance series (and more)
Some spaces should be appropriate for community-generated festivals and events (music, 
food, dance, visual and heritage exhibits, participation); small regional performances (music, 
dance, theater, interdisciplinary); food and beverage expos and events; pop-up athletic or 
technology events and tournaments (roller derby, mini golf, smash put, ping pong, 3 on 3, 
electronic sports); and private events like weddings and parties.

Exhibitions of artwork and interpretive displays
Flexible venues should be adaptive to the creativity and needs of artists who may be 
interested in temporary visual art installations. They should also consider install and security 
modifications for formal and informal visual arts and heritage exhibits, and more informal 
presentations, performances and speakers.

Private events such as weddings, fundraisers and 
conferences
Though this report focuses primarily on the question of programming available to the general 
public, a clear need and opportunity exists to make spaces available for private rental, so 
that individuals and organizations have access to premium, central event space resources.  
In addition, such booking activity can provide a critical revenue stream to help subsidize 
operations and/or free and reduced public programming.

Creative “maker” space and local commerce
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Responsive to the public art plan’s “working Waterfront” concept, many hope for opportunities 
for local artists to inhabit the Waterfront as a work space. This could be through temporary or 
permanent work studios, market stands, classrooms, and rehearsal space. There is a strong 
desire to provide for conditions that allow for the compensation of artists and event producers 
for the programs they present to the public. Therefore management needs to allow for a policy 
environment that enables artists and artisans to work, and generate revenue for their services, 
programs or products. Additionally, people would like to see small, local businesses flourish 
along the Waterfront. 

Participatory programs and resources for individual 
expression, learning and reflection
Acknowledging that all humans have capacity for personal creativity it is important to allow 
opportunities for participation and reflection. Some suggestions included free and accessible 
wifi so people can write, read, blog and engage in social media; quiet spots for writing, 
reflection, people watching; community classes (art, yoga, etc); creative and accessible 
wayfinding that activates imagination in the pedestrian thoroughfare; and a reading room.
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SpecIFIc SIteS
Target program activities and technical requirements

Major Civic Auditorium at Pier 48
What it is today
Pier 48 is a 280,000 square foot pier, just south of the existing Colman Dock Ferry Terminal. 
These two sites together are also known as “Washington Landings.” The state controls the site 
and has expressed interest in contributing it to the Waterfront Project as a possible park and 
cultural space.

Vision - a major concert venue
As a large, well-placed undeveloped site, Pier 48 offers the opportunity for a new, large event 
venue to serve as a signature feature of 
the Waterfront and offering capacity for 
larger events and programs.  Major event 
producers offered consistent feedback 
regarding desire for a venue size of 
around 3,500 - 8,000, a “sweet spot” in the 
local landscape, corroborated by research 
on existing local venue stock.  This type 
of site could host major touring popular 
music concerts, or showcase exhibitions 
by regional producers such as Seattle 
Youth Symphony Orchestra or the Opera.  
It should ideally be scalable to comfortably 
accommodate various audience 
configurations for maximum programming 
potential. Seattle Center is also working 
toward opening a venue in the 8,000-person range (Memorial Stadium), but producers felt 
there was room in the market for both and that a venue at Pier 48 should definitely house more 
than 2,500, as it was shown that there is a proliferation of performance venues of this size in 
the city and region. For more information on downtown venue research see appendix D.

Festival pier
Ideally the pier could accommodate various types of programming and the infrastructure 
needed to support large concerts (merch, loading zones, restrooms, vending) could also be 
used to support large festival activities (booths/vendors/pop up stages.)
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A green space for Pioneer Square / The International 
District
People would like the site activated when not in use as a concert venue with programming 
that is neighborhood friendly. Seating for elders where they can talk/see each other. Lighting 
and seating features that make it attractive/unique during winter. Programming could help 
with this for example, an umbrella borrowing program, or a design competition for portable 
wind-protected picnic shelters or fire pits.

What are the technical elements to host a major concert or 
large-scale festival? 
 » Pier design that allows for egress and efficient set up
 » Covered stage and flexible seating arrangements
 » Power and effective distribution
 » Lighting
 » Sound
 » WiFi
 » Vendors
 » Restrooms
 » Security
 » Event support space
 » Coordinated flow of traffic and people to and from events
 » Parking

For more information on technical requirements, please see appendix C. 

Pier design / shape 
While the appendix offers much greater detail, it is important to point out several key notes 
related to the pier shape and design. For major concerts or festivals, the pier will need to 
support the load and traffic pattern of trucks needed for load-in as well as the possibility 
of truck beds as temporary stages. For large festivals and vendor use during concerts flat/
hardscape and built-in stations will be useful for efficient set up. It is ideal for festivals if the 
site is able to be gridded (not cut in angles as seen in early design sketches) so that one can 
easily run power strips and such between vendors.

A major concert stage 
Focus groups engaged in significant conversation around stage configuration. The ideal is to 
balance noise/sound bleed, efficient load in, views, and adaptable audience capacities. 

The stage should be large enough to accommodate a choir/orchestra (100+ people on 
stage.); for groups this large, it would be desirable to have temporary green rooms (trailers, 
trucks, etc) near the stage.  
 » 70’ x 60’ is the size of the stage at Red Rocks, the Denver-area venue regularly booked by 

Live Nation and AEG among other groups. The local orchestra also plays at Red Rocks.
 » 70’ x 50’ was the ideal dimension we heard from the director of Seattle Youth Symphony 
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Orchestra. This was understood to be the footprint of Meany Hall’s stage on the UW 
campus which regularly hosts orchestra and choir concerts. 

 » 66’7” wide by 39’2” deep (with a 7’5” stage extension for the front) is the size of the largest 
stage at Benaroya Hall in Seattle.

 » 65’ x 45’ is the size that Live Nation referenced for their stages (like the one at the Gorge 
and the one they built many years ago at Marymoor Park which is still being used by AEG 
for rock concerts and other programming.)  

Regardless of stage size, it must have a ceiling/cover for instrumentalists year round. For 
year-round programming, it would be ideal for the stage shell to be able to close and become 
a small venue. 

Flexible or permanent infrastructure?
For Pier 48, conversations with experienced producers offered what appeared to be 
conflicting advice about what type of infrastructure will provide producers the best opportunity 
for use. Some believe permanent infrastructure (seating, stage, back of house) makes it more 
affordable / usable by some entities i.e. “plug and play.” Others say the most flexible space 
will be the most usable, reccomending not to build anything too fixed regarding capacity, 
landscaping, staging, equipment.

Either flexible or permanent infrastructure can sustain effective and successful models. 
The salient message relayed in these conversations was that standard commercial venues 
need exclusive sponsor, food and beverage rights in order to make a space pencil out. 
Sponsor, food and beverage exclusivity, in turn, all but eliminates the ability of local and small 
promoters (or anyone wanting to do anything more risky and untested) to cover their costs. 
It is important the Waterfront program as a whole balance the needs of multiple types of 
producers and programs throughout the suite of spaces in order to serve the programmatic 
vision outlined in this report. We see various public models (such as Denver’s Red Rocks 
Amphitheatre) where investments/income in one area help cover costs in other areas. 
Therefore we suggest market analysis on eventual spaces/program plans should be done in 
tandem to ensure both balanced budgets and holistic programming aspirations.

Long term, there are strong recommendations for a fixed structure on a portion of Pier 48 to 
accommodate regular large-scale programming with adaptable capacity to support smaller or 
larger crowds as needed.

Short term, we recommend limited treatment to the pier while investing in development of 
management and programming, with immediate program pilots (or as soon as possible), 
adhering to the core concepts and programmatic menu laid out in this report.  An organic, 
programming-based process would help dictate more permanent future infrastructure once 
demand and scope is established.

Relationship to Colman Dock  
Adjacent to Pier 48 is the current ferry terminal at Colman Docks where significant 
improvements will lead to additional new opportunities for programming and cultural 
development. Focus groups were very supportive of concepts related to dedicated cultural 
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space, interpretive exhibits and historic and cultural memorials near this site that could 
communicate Native and Asian-American heritage and support contemporary programming 
by these populations.  They also acknowledged the walkway as a possible cultural space 
alone or in conjunction with major festival or concert activities on Pier 48.

A Civic Cultural Center in Building B
What it is today
Undeveloped section of the Waterfront 
along Western Avenue between Pike 
Place Market and Piers 62/63.

Vision
Building B will be a new 3-story building 
developed to showcase local Seattle 
art, history and identity. Flexible, rental 
event space on the 3rd floor could 
accommodate 400 standing or fewer 
seated for private events, while the other 
two floors could have offices, maker-
space, storefronts and exhibition space 
for cultural organizations, small creative 
businesses and individual artists.

For the first two floors, there were several concepts.  One option was to seed it with local 
artists, creatives and makers as anchor tenants - including everything from crafts to rehearsal 
spaces, to studios, a bike repair shop and an arts concierge for the area. Another idea was to 
transform the whole thing into rentable space (small theater, gallery, offices, meeting rooms, 
etc. which could be competitive with other rental facilities for smaller meetings, presentations 
and events. 

The idea with the most traction was to build the facility with the vision of a multi-use, 
multi-disciplinary, multi-organizational cultural center, potentially as a central home for the 
Waterfront’s general programming entity and/or the Seattle Office of Arts and Culture. Building 
B should be considered as a hub for the programming entity at the Waterfront and a space 
to connect to the City’s Arts and Culture office - a conduit to publicly accessible cultural 
programs throughout the city. It can host events, showcase exhibitions and be available to the 
public for public activation and private events.

As with Pier 48, leadership should ensure this space offers unique and complementary assets 
within the Seattle landscape (taking steps to avoid competition with event rental spaces 
offered by non-profits, the convention center, and entities like Bell Harbor and the Port of 
Seattle, for example.)

The third floor event space received significant conversation and detailed recommendations 
regarding design and technical needs, which are detailed in the appendix.
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Outdoor Event Space at the Central Waterfront 
Several areas of the Waterfront are slated for improvement and development as part of the 
project. Some have existing legacies of programming and others are newly developed. All are 
seen as possible sites for pop-up informal cultural programming and were touched upon in 
the research and focus groups.

Pier 62/63 - spotlight on local participation

What it is today
Underutilized large flat wooden pier with 
capacity issues due to structural instability.  
Former site of Summer Nights at the Pier - 
concerts put on by One Reel, which were 
discontinued because of the pier instability.

Vision
This spot was viewed as having similar 
potential to Pier 48, but for smaller-scale 
festival activities and concerts. If Pier 48 
has fixed infrastructure, this one should 
definitely be more flexible.  A great site for 
community-based programs, i.e festivals, 
temporary installations, ice skating, roller derby, bike polo, food trucks, and pop up concerts 
in the 2,000 or lower range.

Many people feared the infrastructure and design were too flexible/blank but our task 
force came to the conclusion that we need a programmatic solution rather than permanent 
infrastructural solution. This site needs to be consistently programmed even if the use and 
programming change each weekend, in order to feel safe and vibrant.

Some physical infrastructure will need to be considered, such as gating for ticketed events, 
a beer garden, restrooms available during events, power and truck loading. More details in 
appendix C.

Overlook Steps

What it is today
An area of the Alaskan Way Viaduct between Pike Place Market and Piers 62/63.

Vision
New development of permanent built-environment bay steps (450 seated) with views to 
the west overlooking Pier 62/63. This site was seen as an ideal space for lunches, for 
conversations, to take a load off, to watch more informal performances and presentations 
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such as buskers or street dancers. In order to facilitate most use, some small and thoughtful 
amenities should be considered such as a modest sound system, movable umbrellas for rain 
and shade, power for patrons to plug in devices, and nearby bike parking so locals can come 
from downtown on their lunch break. 

Union Street Pier / 
Waterfront Park

What it is today
Currently called Waterfront Park, it is 
a modest park plaza near the Seattle 
Aquarium, South of Pier 62/63.

Vision
A major water feature is currently designed 
for this site. For special events, the water 
features may be coverable, and with 
temporary infrastructure, may accommodate 
up to 500 concert goers.

This site has the most potential for formal cultural programs when programmed as one of a 
suite of sites during a Waterfront-wide festival. The site could host a stage for a music festival, 
or be fenced as a beer garden or activity area. It will be difficult and therefore expensive to 
fence off, so performances here may more often be free and open to the public.

It was noted by technical producers that the fountain covering and shutdown process should 
be built into the design - elegant and with a protocol that the venue operations staff can 
manage with ease.

Kiosks

What it is today
Articulated venue space does not yet exist, 
except in design renderings.

Vision
Stakeholders talked a lot about inviting unique, 
unusual, local, creative, fun and surprising 
activities for the kiosks. They wanted reasons 
to spontaneously visit the Waterfront and 
programming that could appeal to locals. 
When they were introduced to the kiosks, they 

felt excited about this as a venue for that type of programming and felt they would be well 
utilized and that a clever programming entity could inspire ongoing creative solutions.
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management and 
governance
Elements of Cultural Management

In all conversations about programming, key cultural leaders raised their concerns and 
hopes about effective Waterfront management, and suggestions for ideal qualities in program 
management. 

These break down into several key elements to be considered in examining other models and 
in building a system here:
 » Ownership of the spaces
 » Maintenance of the spaces (custodial, maintenance, capital improvements)
 » Stewardship of a cultural mission
 » Activation and  booking of spaces (brokering and active programming) including 

negotiating ongoing partnerships, single usage  and/or exclusivity of particular spaces
 » Developing staff and partnerships to support programming (administration, production, 

vending, parking, transportation, marketing, security, ushers, contracting, technical 
assistance)

 » Generating revenue to support the above (fundraising/sponsorship/ticket sales/vending/
rental)

Priorities and Aspirations 
In striving towards a realization of regional priorities and identity, several additional elements 
are important to consider:
 » Programmatic vision that allows for diverse voices/disciplines/participation balancing 

tourism and regional draw
 » Affordability for a broad range of programmers
 » Accessible for organizations and emerging groups (support to navigate bureaucracy)
 » Nimble fundraising capability and sponsorship leverage
 » Self-governance and budget autonomy (dedicated funding and strong local advocacy 

body)

 Management Models and Research
The task force and focus groups requested a survey of local venues to gain appreciation for 
the types of venues currently in the market, especially pertaining to capacity and proximity to 
the Waterfront. The primary finding was a significant number of venues in the Seattle area that 
serve audiences of 3,000 or fewer. Additionally a current gap in cultural event spaces was 
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revealed with virtually no spaces able to serve 7,000 - 13,000 patrons. The scan also revealed 
38 individual public parks in the downtown core. A summary of this survey is included as 
appendix D.

Additionally, successful and unsuccessful national models were examined. Priority was 
placed on two that were similar programmatically to the emerging visions for Pier 48, i.e. 
large-scale, public/private, outdoor cultural venues. We conducted further interviews 
and research into Red Rocks in Denver, CO and Millenium Park in Chicago, IL, to garner 
recommendations for pier programmatic, management and technical/design plans for Pier 48 
and the Waterfront.

Red Rocks, Denver CO
Managed by Denver Arts 
and Venues
Red Rocks is a 9,000+ seat natural 
amphitheatre born in the 1930’s and 
operated as part of a collection of 
venues by Denver Arts and Venues – a 
city department..

Programming
While facilitated by Denver Arts and 
Venues (DAV), programming is primarily 
brokered with private/3rd party event 
producers. AEG and Live Nation use the 
venue frequently for concerts, and there 
is also a successful Film on the Rocks 
event that DAV hired the Denver Film 
Society to curate. They also program 
ticketed yoga classes and other smaller 
athletic events.

Ticketing
No programming at Red Rocks itself is 
free, but that’s partly because of the high 
cost of running the venue, because of 

its location. Getting gear up there and set up is very consuming of human hours. They cannot 
load trucks to the stage and have a separate staging area. This is time consuming and tech 
people complain, but artists are willing to negotiate this because of the beauty of the venue.

Public access
The venue is open to the public every day until sound check, typically 2pm. There is a visitors’ 
center and restaurant. Mostly used by tourists and exercisers.
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Annual budget
Red Rocks revenue goes into DAV’s general pool of funding and revenues support some 
other programs and facilities run by DAV. It varies, but approximately $10 million expenses 
per year to operate and program Red Rocks, with approximately $13-15 million raised. 
Revenue is generated through rentals (% of ticket sales) vending profits and parking revenue. 
Another approximately $1.5 million is raised by DAV in sponsorship, much of that is through 
visibility at Red Rocks events.

Management / partner snapshot
Ownership - Denver Arts and Venues is a government agency, born in 2011, when the 

office of cultural affairs merged with theaters & arenas.
Property management and event/program support - 8 full time staff through DAV for Red 

Rocks, plus contracted out vendor staff, ushers, security, technical personnel, etc.
Booking/brokering the spaces - DAV booker
Developing programs and partnerships - DAV staff including venue director, marketing 

department, and booker
Stewardship of mission - Leadership from DAV. 

Generating revenue 
Red Rocks garners revenue through rental/vendors/parking and sponsorship which feed the 
DAV budget. They have a trust and a complementary foundation called Preserve the Rocks, 
which they rarely use. Capital improvements are paid for through admission tax, and surplus 
operating revenue.

More details about this model can be garnered in Appendix E.
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Millennium Park / Pritzker Pavillion, Chicago IL

Managed by Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs and 
Special Events
A city-designated “outdoor cultural venue” with a major concert venue at its heart. Pritzker 
Pavillion seats 4,000 with an additional 7,000 - 11,000 patrons able to be accommodated on 
the great lawn. 

Ticketing
The Pritzker offers up to 90 
*free* events/concerts each 
summer season including 
Grant Park Orchestra, 
Electronica, Jazz, 
Rock, Film, and special 
presentations by local non-
profits. Only 1 or 2 events 
are ticketed per season.

Programming
In addition to Pritzker’s free 
summer events, in winter 
they enclose the stage 
shell and offer it as civic 
space for spoken word 
or dance presentations, 
mayoral speeches, and 
corporate/private events. 
Programming is meant to 
complement (not duplicate) 
what else happens in 
town. The park also offers 

seasonal festival/family programming on the Chase Promenades, visual art exhibits in the 
Boeing Galleries, and is the site of the independent Harris Theater which shares support 
space with Pritzker. 

Annual budget
$6.2m for park operations, and another $2m for programs.  About $8-10m of in-kind, grants, 
philanthropy, sponsorship, and revenue generation fund a year’s activity in the Park. Also, 
motel/hotel tax and park furniture ads.
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Management / partner snapshot
Ownership - Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events (DCASE), a city 

agency.
Property management and event/program support - Contract with MB Real Estate 

Services.
Booking/brokering the spaces -  DCASE staff including professional curators/

programmers.
Developing programs and partnerships - DCASE (lead programmer). Also the Grant Park 

Orchestra and the Harris Theater.
Stewardship of mission – DCASE leadership. A Cultural Advisory Council consisting of up 

to 30 members appointed by the Mayor, by and with the consent of the City Council.

Generating revenue
City budget from hotel/motel tax and JC Decaux street furniture ad revenue funds the 
park and its activities, as well as earned income from rentals, concessions. Millennium 
Park Foundation also solicits private contributions including in-kind, grants, philanthropy, 
sponsorship. Ordinance approved regarding governance of the Park sets these policies 
forward.

More details about this model can be garnered in Appendix E.
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major QueStIonS
Regardless of who owns and maintains spaces at the Waterfront, stakeholders offered comments 
that would be useful to decision-makers regarding how they may actively and efficiently program 
spaces at the Waterfront. Cultural programmer engagement and national research suggests 
that the there are several significant questions that will need to be considered by an effective 
manager to program public, outdoor, event space:

What is the balance of free public programs and ticketed 
programs?
A successful programming model will require thoughtful consideration of the balance between 
programming that is free and open for public attendance and participation and ticketed 
events which generate revenues for producers and/or the Waterfront programming entity.

In a public space, there is an expectation on the part of the public, legislators, city officials 
and funders that programming often be offered “free and open to the public.” In Seattle, we 
already see many examples locally of public entities working to activate public spaces with 
free cultural programming. For example: The Office of Arts and Culture partnering with Seattle 
Metropolitan Improvement District to bring musicians to downtown parks through “Out to 
Lunch”; Seattle Center partnering with KEXP to present bands for “Concerts at the Mural”; 
and Seattle Parks partnering with NW Film Forum and Gigantic Bike Festival to present annual 
movies at Cal Anderson Park. In Chicago, we see the very effective Millenium Park model 
where the Department of Cultural Affairs directly employs curators and directly presents up to 
90 concerts a year at Pritzker Pavillion to the public for free.

One option is to have one or more city departments manage programming for the spaces at 
the Seattle Waterfront by using general fund, levies or other public revenues to provide public 
programs and free events. The significant challenge to exclusively using this model was 
articulated several times by stakeholders: city departments are consistently under-resourced, 
which could lead to inconsistent and uneven programming that is in jeopardy of losing 
funding each year due to political whim. 

It is also important to note that successful cultural programming, even if it's just active 
brokering of space, requires specialized capacity in the form of very particular skills, contacts 
and connections. Therefore, the management entity would need to evolve to accommodate 
this need over time, perhaps by sharing city employees with the Office of Arts and Culture, 
sharing employees with other cultural programming organizations, or hiring their own 
employees with curatorial and programming expertise.

Alternatively, there is a national precedent for public spaces to be programmed primarily 
with ticketed events. We see this successfully modeled in Denver, Colorado at Red Rocks 
Amphitheatre, which hosts over 120 events per year, including NPR game shows, major 
concerts and group yoga classes, almost all of them ticketed. At Red Rocks, the facility is 
contained within a larger public park and both are free and open until sound check each 
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afternoon. Then ushers and security clear the space for evening ticketed events.  In this way 
they allow public access while also allowing bookers to program ticketed, large-scale events 
that otherwise wouldn’t be possible in the current financial model. 

Ticketed program strategies broaden the pool, both for possible programming partners, and 
also for possible financing models, as ticketing and one-off lease agreements can be robust 
revenue streams. One challenge with this model is the dependence on sponsorship and the 
reluctance of local citizens and public officials to condone corporate or for-profit activities 
and advertising in public spaces. The policy environment around this question needs to 
be investigated as local public policies make it cost prohibitive for many event producers 
to program in public parks, by disallowing ticket sales, gating, or sponsor advertising. 
Restrictive policy and public reluctance means that Seattle’s public spaces are under-
activated generally and specifically neglected by many of the most competent and successful 
producers and promoters of large, popular programs. 

A major concert and festival venue for Pier 48 in particular should neither be limited to gated, 
ticketed events nor should it prioritize free programming if it leads to underactivation and less 
successful programming.  Active, dynamic, accessible and relevant programming should be 
prioritized over concerns about commercialization.

What should be considered regarding exclusivity?
It is unlikely that the selected programming entity will directly program and produce every 
event in every space each year. Rather they may wish to consider parcelling of spaces, 
making them wholly or partially exclusive to particular 3rd party programmers. This may 
be done through long-term anchor tenant relationships, annual agreements, or residency 
programs. In addition, exclusive and/or partially exclusive arrangements allow for greater 
private investment by producers and promoters who require access guarantees to ensure a 
working revenue model.

Anchor tenants
Locally we see an anchor tenant model at Seattle Center which has parcelled many 
indoor spaces to a variety of anchor organizations. Currently Seattle Center has long-term 
relationships with Seattle Repertory Theatre, Intiman, Seattle International Film Festival, 
The Seattle Opera and the Pacific Northwest Ballet, Vera Project, KEXP, Theater Puget 
Sound, Book-It, EMP, Chihuly Museum, Pacific Science Center, Seattle Children’s Museum, 
Seattle Children’s Theater, and others. The Center also retains programming staff to broker 
flexible, rentable, and multi-user spaces such as Key Arena, Fisher Pavilion, the mural 
concert space, among other indoor and outdoor spaces. 

Other local examples of the anchor tenant model include major concert bookers such as 
AEG Live and Live Nation who each have had relationships with King County’s Marymoor 
Park as a concert venue with enough long-term control over the site to build and maintain 
a venue there.  

At the Waterfront, One Reel (as recently as 2004) was designated the primary programmer 
and broker of Pier 62/63 to put on Summer Nights at the Pier concert series, which ran 
annually, several months each year. 
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Annual agreements
Annual agreements in public spaces are often brokered to reproduce successful, short-
term events, such as One Reel’s “Bumbershoot” on Labor Day Weekend, or “Folklife” 
Festival on Memorial Day Weekend, each on the Seattle Center campus.  

Residency programs
Residency programs garner dynamic, contemporary, fresh and temporary programming 
in flexible or temporary space. One example locally, is Shunpike’s “Storefronts” program 
which temporarily activates empty storefronts with art installations and cultural activity 
while property owners seek long-term tenants. 

Through thoughtful overall space management with a combination of anchor tenants, 
annual agreements, short-term dynamic residencies and one-off programs an effective 
range of events can activate public space.

The considerable pros of an anchor tenant model includes robust sponsor/corporate 
funding possibilities as non-profit partners bring their own relationships and rules for 
fundraising that can be beneficial for financing public programs. They also bring their 
own curatorial expertise and unique missions that may diversify and complement the core 
programming staff expertise. 

However, too much reliance on the anchor tenant financial model minimizes the availability 
and accessibility of space for emerging groups, or those without a full year-round 
programming mission. Community outreach conducted locally points to a need for flexible, 
rentable event space for smaller producers, as well as significant one-off events. In the 
model of Seattle Center, for example, the parcelling has been an effective strategy for 
empowering non-profit organizations to self-program spaces. The center is very active and 
finances are strong because of these partnerships. However it has become less flexible 
and attractive for one-off events such as Bumbershoot, which has been increasingly 
limited in its footprint at the Seattle Center campus in recent years.

Management capacity will also want to ensure diversity of programming type and 
participant base in any anchor tenant selections or annual agreements. The best way 
to ensure this is to involve diverse communities early and often in the planning and 
governance of programming, hiring of staff, and recruitment of panelists and volunteers.

At the Waterfront we can see Pier 48, Building B and possibly Pier 62/63 as candidates for 
exclusivity or parcelling. If this is desired, the management entity will need to be mindful 
of several community concerns related to agreements which give particular organizations 
control over a site: 
 » Waterfront-wide/festival programmers will not want to negotiate/broker multiple 

Waterfront spaces with different entities who control different spaces. Contractually this 
can be very inefficient and they prefer one broker who can coordinate between various 
spaces; 

 » A perception that there is not enough flexible/rentable event space in the city; 
 » Organizations who have historically had control over a site acknowledge the desire to 

be open to community-based uses when they are not programming, but the challenge 
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of technical assistance/affordability based on the limits of their mission and their own 
policy requirements (i.e. expensive union agreements to run sound or provide security, 
etc.) makes the space inaccessible without significant public investment supporting 
other uses; 

 » Exclusivity over a site often means programming is ticketed and therefore may be seen 
as less accessible than models that support more free programming. 

A strategy to ameliorate these challenges is to release an RFP to garner effective 
programmers/ fundraisers/partners, wherein the management entity may define parameters 
they require for public accountability, access and coordination within the site. RFP’s should 
be evaluated with accessibility criteria in mind,  by a panel of qualified civic/cultural leaders, 
Arts and Music Commissioners, technical/production experts, neighborhood leaders and 
City Officials. The programmers may then provide the start-up costs for facility construction 
in exchange for priority dates and/or exclusivity over a space and the ability to garner 
sponsorships, keep concession and parking sales, and charge admissions.  

Is program management public, private, and/or non-profit?
There was significant discussion in focus groups and task force meetings about the concepts 
of effective management and space brokering, including confusion and questions about 
who will be designated as the management entity for the programming component of the 
Waterfront. Also, effective coordination across all elements of Waterfront park management 
was flagged as a top priority. For example, landscaping may impact sight lines, the 
maintenance of facilities will impact programs and vice versa, the general trash and custodial 
services will be hugely impacted by a major festival, and a concert venue will impact traffic, 
parking agreements and relationships with neighbors. 

Most models investigated have a primary management entity who coordinates all aspects 
of the site including maintenance, programming and fundraising. There were always public, 
non-profit and private entities involved, but each to varying degrees. 

With national models like Millenium Park and Red Rocks we see strong examples where 
program management could be done by a public agency, with a non-profit entity providing 
stewardship and fundraising, and private groups involved as anchor tenants or programmers. 
This type of relationship guarantees the spaces will be used and brokered fairly and stay 
in the public interest. It also connects some form of ongoing public investment (space 
agreements, maintenance, staff support, taxes, levies and/or general fund) which also help 
support public access goals. 
We also see successful private management models like New York’s Bryant Park where a 
private not-for-profit entity raises funds through private and corporate sources to activate a 
public space. Some believe that a private or non-profit entity will provide the most flexible 
policies, procedures and fundraising capabilities. The pros are a capability and mission to 
raise funds to provide maximum activation with dynamic programming presence. Sponsorship 
and private event rental revenues help support all activities in the park including a plethora of 
free events. With this model there is concern regarding the corporate presence and visibility 
of rentals/promotional events and donor recognition. In Seattle this type of activity receives 
criticism from the public, and can feel too prominent. 
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Stakeholders’ management concerns relate to the type, scale and affordability of events 
possible within a city department. Some think current city practices and policies frown 
upon ticketed events in public spaces, while simultaneously shying away from sponsorship 
revenue. The technique employed by other cities to allow free programming (besides 
general fund or tax levies) hinges on commercial events and partnerships whose revenues or 
sponsorship provide the subsidy needed to support non-commercial free programs.

In Seattle, the public agency model has challenges we can see at Seattle Center, which is 
part of the city’s general fund budget, and therefore subject to changing political priorities. 
Seattle Center’s budget compares poorly to its national peers, limiting its ability to operate a 
world class facility. Union staffing costs are high, program staffing is kept tight due to budget 
constraints, and government bureaucracy is notably frustrating to both commercial and non-
profit promoters and presenters. If a new major venue is built at the Waterfront, Key Arena 
and Memorial Stadium may find competition. The long-delayed redevelopment of Memorial 
Stadium is an example of the perils of Seattle’s public bureaucracy. 

Seattle Center has strong staff with high competency in key areas of cultural development, 
management, programming and administration.  Most agree that it would benefit from more 
autonomy and budget authority to operate more efficiently, either by developing a culture 
where more private and commercial interests are encouraged OR by transforming the agency 
structurally, creating independent governance. It is possible to embrace both strategies and 
create a variation of public-private partnership that separates city employees from the arts 
and entertainment business part of the operation, to create more of a barrier between the 
politics and the business operations and revenue generation.

Friends of Waterfront Seattlewas created and developed as the primary stewardship and 
fundraising entity, and has been recommended to manage many elements of the Waterfront 
park, spaces and neighborhood in general. They have received some authority from the 
former Central Waterfront Committee for this task. It is also clear the Office of the Waterfront 
and Seattle Parks Department will likely partner to provide ongoing maintenance for the 
grounds and potentially the facilities. It has been unclear to the task force who has the 
authority to move forward with specific programmatic visions laid out in this report and that 
arise as the project continues. 

Looking at national models, other cities have invested their capacity in developing public/
private partnerships to allow for a diverse array of programs with nimble fundraising capacity 
and an eye toward public access. This is evident in the successful programs within the City of 
Chicago and the City of Denver - profiled in this report - although each of those are unique in 
administration and outcome.  We also see smaller and prominent models in New York City’s 
Central Park program. 

In the Seattle Waterfront project, we see the opportunity to combine the strengths of several 
public offices with the fundraising and advocacy potential promised by the creation of Friends 
of Waterfront Seattle. The region already is home to many dynamic and able organizations 
and individuals who can provide the content needed to seed public spaces with meaningful 
activities. The missing links are efficient brokering to give them easy and consistent access to 
public space, and the fundraising to allow them to develop and thrive as public programmers 
who can offer free or inexpensive programs.  The pros of this are a consistent public-serving 
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mission for all spaces; nimble fundraising capacity that represents partnership between 
public and private sources.

What is Seattle’s tolerance for commercial events and 
sponsorship in public spaces?
If the city is interested in going in the direction of other cities who have embraced public-
private partnership, they will need a strong policy directive and public education campaign 
around it. The demand of our cultural and public stakeholders is the Waterfront be a world 
class, locally vibrant, visitor-ready, cultural event space. In many national models we see this 
accomplished with a well considered balance between public and private activities, and a 
firm communications campaign which communicates the need for this balance to the public. 
The public should embrace it if they can see and feel the benefits and if it is communicated 
to them as a value. Our stakeholders seek vision and robust, daily, diverse activity at the 
Waterfront, which cannot thrive if decision-makers are not able to grow and transform our 
policies to allow for more revenue and flexibility dedicated to programming. Public space 
programmers need either strong public investment in programming budget and staff, OR 
the freedom and encouragement to raise revenue through (what in Seattle are sometimes 
unpopular) methods such as corporate sponsorship, private event rental, or ticketing revenue. 
Stakeholders desire strongly that the city government and multiple offices take this into 
consideration, and transform our policies around public event investments as much as we 
transform the physical design of the space. 

We only have to look at declining concert programming at Gas Works, for-profit concerts 
being denied access to Myrtle Edwards, the failure of the zip line in Lincoln Park proposal to 
see that even when the city has good intentions to move in this direction, they do not have the 
policies in place to make public/private partnership programming successful. 

Much attention by many neighborhood, cultural and stewardship groups has been spent of 
late on the growth of the city and the desire to activate public space. They seek leadership to 
transform our policies for all our public spaces (from Seattle Center to city parks) to improve 
the conditions for cultural programmers that can benefit the citizens through improved access 
to events, active and safe feeling public spaces and a sense of pride and wonder that draws 
people out of their homes to joyfully interact with their fellow citizens and neighbors. 

This report recommends a continued conversation between the Office of the Waterfront, 
Parks, SDOT, OED, Seattle Center and Arts and Culture. Community partners in this effort 
would likely be local chambers as well as the Metropolitan Chamber and local BIA and orgs 
like the Alliance for Pioneer Square. The community outreach has to have an especially strong 
focus on “friends of” park groups and residents, who are often vocal and organized with 
feedback that historically has shut down these partnerships/programming in public spaces. 

What scale of cultural development is most needed to 
benefit the Waterfront and the region?
The term “cultural development” is a rarely used but growing concept in civic planning for 
development efforts that use culture as the primary lens.  Particularly suited for development 
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of new cultural venues and programs, cultural development considers existing assets and 
activities, local identity, other development goals and infrastructure and aligns discussion of 
built environment, social systems, resources, operations and programming to maximize the 
cultural impact.  Whether explicit or not, the Waterfront is clearly being developed with cultural 
intentions, and is our region’s largest cultural development effort currently.
This report emphasizes the importance of aligning and coordinating programming across the 
various Waterfront spaces.  But it cannot be denied that there is a larger context to consider, 
with complementary programming and activity throughout downtown Seattle and similar need 
for cultural planning and coordination across the region.  In considering local, national and 
international models, the Waterfront offers an opportunity to pivot Seattle’s cultural services 
and development, re-imagining services and infrastructure.  The following examines the 
opportunity to develop and commit capacity to cultural development at the Waterfront, in 
downtown Seattle and across the city and region.

Waterfront-wide and Waterfront-only
The most obvious and immediate option is to build cultural programs with a holistic but 
limited focus on the Waterfront alone.  

This model is similar to what we see at both the very successful Millenium Park in Chicago 
and Bryant Park in New York. Millenium Park is primarily a public model with hundreds 
of free and public programs each year supported by significant public dollars and 
robust private sponsorship funds raised by the Millenium Park Foundation, with minimal 
advertising presence (primarily naming rights.) The wonderfully active Bryant Park in 
New York operates with private business practices raising private and corporate funds 
to program the park with many free events, and allowing space to be rented for private, 
promotional or corporate events.  

The nearest local example would be Seattle Center who has a public department and a 
private foundation to support their activities. With Seattle Center, we see the challenges 
of Seattle’s reluctance concerning commercial use.  The Center has a mandate to be 
active and open, with a broad range of programming creating a dramatic cultural impact.  
However, the Center is also offered limited public funding, and is under constant pressure 
to perform financially while limiting commercial endeavors and events which could 
supplement the budget and help implement this mandate.  If used at the Waterfront, a 
model like Seattle Center will need a stronger investment in cultural impacts and access to 
a wider range in revenue options.

Pros of a Waterfront-only programming entity include strong mission and vision alignment, 
and streamlined coordination between elements of maintenance, management and 
programming without conflict or diffusion by other spaces, entities or concerns.  Also, a 
localized stewardship group can ensure that the hyper-local environment of the Waterfront 
is properly activated, resourced and connected to hyper-local business and resident 
priorities.

Cons (in Seattle) for this model include the lack of integration of Waterfront programming 
with efforts at other nearby public spaces (including the 38 downtown parks, and the 
nearby Seattle Center campus.) A major venue at Pier 48 is seen as a possible competition 
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for nearby Key Arena and Memorial Stadium, and separating management entities 
exacerbates that perception, whereas a joint entity could lead to added value.  Fiscally, 
there are also challenges, as when budgets are tight, programming may fall down in 
priority below other maintenance and operations. 

Whether or not the cultural programs are developed and/or managed by a Waterfront-only 
entity, it is clear that local stewardship is a key element.

Downtown-wide entity 

Given the proximity to the Waterfront of Seattle Center and 38 other downtown parks, it 
is also possible to consider a programming management entity with a mission of cultural 
development and programming throughout Downtown Seattle. 

They could program parks, the Waterfront space, public buildings and thoroughfares. They 
could include Seattle Center, in which case the entity could naturally grow and evolve from 
their existing staff and expertise. This is similar to Denver Arts and Venues, which runs 
their public spaces including Red Rocks.

The benefit of an integrated downtown programmer is that civic spaces would be 
perceived as less competitive with each other. Instead, they would be complimentary 
with different spaces dialed in to support particular types of activities. A mix of ongoing 
anchor partners, temporary residencies and one-off events throughout the suite of spaces 
across the downtown area could be more thoughtful and complement a greater diversity of 
programmer needs. 

In this model, the programming entity would activate and collaborate with the stewardship 
groups attached to different spaces for fundraising capacity and special programs and 
endowments. For example, the Alliance for Pioneer Square may help support and guide 
efforts at Occidental Park, Downtown Seattle Association partners on Westlake, Pike 
Place Market partners on Victor Steinbruck Park, and Friends of Waterfront Seattle could 
be attached to the entire Waterfront.  Each of them would work to coordinate with the 
downtown programming entity, who would juggle priorities and interface with producers, 
presenters and promoters. 

A regional Cultural Development Authority 

The Waterfront is hardly the first nor the last opportunity for smart and effective large-
scale cultural development in the region.  From Washington DC’s Cultural Development 
Corporation, to King County’s 4Culture, we have seen Public Development Agencies 
and Community Development Corporations who successfully wield the fundraising and 
managerial nimbleness of the private sector with the accessibility and diverse goals of 
the public sector. The most aspirational idea would be to use the Waterfront effort to birth 
a regional organization whose mission is to develop cultural space, infrastructure and 
service capacity responsive to hyper local needs at a neighborhood level. The Waterfront 
could be the first project for this entity. 
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Locally we see successful CDC’s have emerged to support public interest and spaces 
such as Historic Seattle, Pike Place Market and 4Culture. Additionally the non-profit One 
Reel has been developing technical assistance capacity in cultural event space and 
program consulting with the Muckleshoot Tribe in Auburn. Nationally we see the CDC in 
Washington DC which does everything from consulting on projects to development and 
running of spaces that fit niches they’ve identified. 

Perhaps an entity can emerge regionally that can effectively broker public cultural space 
with public goals in mind, while leveraging the partnerships and private leadership needed 
for successful vision and philanthropy to dynamically support Seattle’s Waterfront For All.

The pro of this would be maximum coordination around a regional asset. The con is that 
the plan demands cohesive leadership and investment across agencies and institutions, 
where the development of a regional cultural plan has been long been needed to support 
long-term projects such as this.

Ultimately, if Seattle and the surrounding region wanted to maximally capitalize on the 
opportunity of the Waterfront, it should explore the following pathway:

 » Invest in full-scale regional planning, investigating all disciplines of artistic and cultural 
expression and regional identity.

 » Incorporate and resource a regional cultural development agency (or work with 
4Culture to repurpose significant capacity towards this activity.)

 » Use that agency to plan a re-shuffling of city assets into a downtown-wide public-
private programming entity.

 » Wed that agency to the appropriate stewardship group or groups to resource cultural 
programming for the Waterfront, among other spaces downtown.
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recommended next 
StepS
Continue a commitment to engaged and inclusive public 
involvement in the planning and stewardship of cultural 
programming and venue development at the Waterfront.

While approximately 100 people engaged in focus groups and interviews, more presentations 
and feedback on this report, from the general public are recommended in order to test 
the concepts contained. Engagement also allows ongoing relationship development with 
organizations who may be programmatic partners at the Waterfront. The reports presented 
in the next phase of engagement should include updated renderings of the sites addressed 
in this report, to reflect and test recommendations in programming and design requirements 
suggested by the report. 

We also recommend the Waterfront Cultural Programming Task Force continue as an advisory 
body for ongoing engagement, stewardship of interim pilot programs, development of 
management capacity and design of cultural programming venues. 

Between the guidelines of this report and the continued discovery of pilot programs and 
public engagement, strong collaboration with the design team should be continued, to ensure 
that further development of sites along the Waterfront continue to maximize accessibility and 
support for cultural programming within the eventual infrastructure.

In the short term it is especially recommended to focus attention and energy toward 
community, resident and neighborhood groups when discussing and launching policy and 
programs related to the public/private partnerships and fundraising techniques raised in the 
Governance and Management section of this report. 

The task force should continue to meet bi-monthly to discuss interim programming, develop 
policies and advocate for a more friendly local environment for public/private partnerships 
and fundraising. It should expand to include Seattle Parks Department, One Reel and at least 
one more staff member from Seattle Center to round out expertise and ensure collaboration 
and coordination with these key partners.  Coordination with the design team should continue 
through the participation of key people from the Office of the Waterfront.  The taskforce should 
be presented with program plans and reports on outcomes, creating an ongoing, shared 
platform for discussion of program development for the Waterfront.

Longer term the task force should support and make recommendations for emerging pilot 
programs and use these to begin to shift and develop policies and communications to better 
support future programs. They will provide ongoing advice and guidance to the design and 
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development of spaces.  And they may also serve as a sounding board and advisory panel 
for any decisions related to anchor tenants or ongoing programmatic leaders and directors 
chosen for the spaces detailed in this report. 

An additional process should be undertaken, once pilot programs have established some 
track record for evaluation, to produce more in-depth and technical market analysis and 
strategic business planning.  While several revenue models are possible, a track record 
of successes and challenges, capacity needs and programmatic types will provide more 
framework for financial analysis.  Once specific details about physical infrastructure is known, 
matching revenue models should be explored.

Expand interim programming activities to include 
pilot efforts of all scales and types proposed for the 
Waterfront.

Public art as engagement
We recommend supporting the public art plan as it follows best practices in art-in-public 
space and community engagement and has designated funding and dynamic cultural 
leaders at the helm.  If possible, more connection between the public art efforts and 
cultural programming efforts should be cultivated.

Interim events
We recommend that the Office of the Waterfront, Office of Arts and Culture, and Friends 
of Waterfront Seattle direct more programming dollars toward producing larger and more 
numerous interim events, engaging local artists and organizations to respond to calls 
for those engagements. The interim program should pursue a range of programming as 
“omnivorous” as possible. A variety of stakeholders, individual artists, and organizations 
should be invited to activate the Waterfront and/or other public spaces downtown. While 
an eye for sustainable financial models is important in the long run, interim programming 
should be undertaken as valuable research in an emerging model, and without the 
restriction of financial self-sustainability.

RFP’s
As sites become safe and secure, publicize a call for programs.  Offer free space and 
technical assistance for qualified organizations and artists who would like to bring a 
program to the Waterfront. It would be most effective to start this program slowly to 
test and refine how departments work together, how to simplify contracting, permits, 
bathrooms, egress and other issues. Budget should be allocated to staff time and waiving 
permit fees if possible to make these tests as smooth as possible for the cultural provider.  
If prioritizing free programs, it would be best to pair this opportunity with a funding 
program to support production costs and fees for chosen organizations.
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Beyond that the concerts on Pier 62/63 were clearly a successful program that should return 
in some format. Research shows that successful larger programs are often founded and 
grown from existing efforts. An RFP should be issued to bring summer music programming 
back down to the Waterfront. An RFP should be well publicized to a diverse array of music 
programmers.  One Reel, Levitt Pavilions, AEG Live and Live Nation have all expressed 
interest in music programming models at the Waterfront.  An RFP will help garner defined 
proposals from these types of organizations, and ensure a process and outcome that would 
suit the needs of the management entity and community.

Another RFP for various artistic disciplines at various Waterfront spaces (after safety 
improvements but before construction) may also help solidify cultural space plans and 
provide information to strengthen the emerging programming plan. During focus groups, 
many organizations raised their hand with interest about one-off or occasional programming at 
the Waterfront, for example Seattle Youth Symphony Orchestra, Seattle Symphony, One Reel, 
NEPO 5K, SeaFair, Seattle Opera, CIDBIA, Red Eagle Soaring, among others. A formal RFP 
would be able to garner official proposals from these and other organizations, and provide a 
format for more formal conversations and ongoing relationships.  

In both cases, some financial resources and incentives should be presented by the city and/
or management entity to companies who would be taking a bigger financial risk to start up 
concerts or programming again. King County Parks has done that with concert programming 
and with Cirque du Soleil. Red Rocks offers incentives to bookers such as AEG Live and Live 
Nation. Similar programs could be considered at the Waterfront.

Ultimately, once cultural programming leadership is in place, decisions about appropriate 
ongoing programming, parcelling and exclusivity can begin. It is critical that parcelling 
and exclusivity be determined looking at the suite of spaces and crafting a balance of 
programming types and accessibility.  It is also critical that chosen partners be aware of and 
uphold specific city, neighborhood and cultural community requirements for those sites. If a 
non-city department is determined most appropriate to operate a concert venue at Pier 48 
or the spaces at Building B, RFP’s should be issued and selections should be made by a 
panel of qualified civic and cultural leaders, Arts and Music Commissioners, technical and 
production experts, neighborhood leaders and city officials. Businesses like Live Nation and 
AEG have expressed initial interest in exclusivity over a concert venue at the Waterfront, 
and certainly others may be interested. Every opportunity for exclusivity should be widely 
publicized and thoughtfully considered with input from an array of  community stakeholders. 

Commit centralized and formal capacity to the 
management and development of cultural programming 
for the Waterfront.

Some questions have already arisen that need clarification in this early stage of Cultural 
Program Planning:
 » Who has immediate authority over programmatic activities; including fundraising, venue 

and event management, programmatic partnerships, and visions? 
 » How will they develop and effectively govern a programmatic mission? How do they work 
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with local leaders, cultural producers and key stakeholders to build effective program 
management for the Waterfront? 

 » Where can they seek partnership with already existing local capacity? 
Whomever the lead steward of the programming plan, Waterfront stakeholders should work 
with them to develop robust capacity for cultural programming management including: 

 » Planning and fundraising for cultural activities through Friends of Waterfront Seattle; 
 » Coordination with public art plan/program manager on interim and long-term public art 

investments at the Waterfront; 
 » Coordination with the A&C’s cultural space liaison about possible space considerations 

and needs from local event producers; 
 » Draw from existing capacities of event staff at Seattle Center and Parks to develop event 

staffing/infrastructure strategies for the Waterfront;
 » Interviewing and developing long-term relationships with the many hundreds of local 

organizations and artists who may have innovative ideas for Waterfront activation. 

Conclusion
The Waterfront presents an unprecedented opportunity in Seattle for large-scale regional 

development with culture as the primary focus, outcome and vehicle.  As mentioned above, a 
process of cultural development is already underway and continuing. Advancing this process 
to maximum result will require both a mastery of delicate cultural subtleties and the boldness 
of visionary leadership.  A successful process could lead to more than just a well-activated 
Waterfront, providing a new regional and/or national model for the planning of public space.  A 
less successful process could result in an underutilized, inaccessible and irrelevant space, 
resulting in an erosion in public will and participation.

The pathway to success follows this process:
1 Articulate a shared vision and values through stakeholder engagement.
2 Outline and pilot a specific set of program activities tied to a core impact or purpose.
3 Build capacity around the purpose and activities through strategic resource investments 

and infrastructure development.
4 Secure ongoing revenue and resource models to sustain programming and operations.

This report and process accomplished the first step and suggests some specifics for 
the second and third.  Too much technical detail in the more operational and budgetary 
considerations of the fourth are difficult until the more aspirational and strategic directions are 
determined.  Pursuing the recommended next steps above will tee up a framework whereby 
steps 3 and 4 may be further investigated.
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Appendix A 
Process Details
Scoping of project parameters and local environment.

We began our project by scoping core concepts during a two-month engagement and 
planning process, involving interviews with task force members, city officials and local cultural 
leaders. We also hosted two task force meetings and several small group sessions with local 
leaders and organizations. Through conversations with these 40+ individuals we confirmed 
and developed our project parameters, goals and deliverables and begin drafting “Core 
Concepts” for cultural programming and venue development at the waterfront. 

Engagement
As a second phase of community research, we hosted nine focus groups, each lasting 90 
minutes, to contribute programmatic visions for the waterfront. We presented a powerpoint 
showing initial design renderings of waterfront cultural event space and documented the 
participants’ conversation and feedback. We particularly asked about the types of programs 
people could envision attending, hosting, presenting, producing in those spaces. We noted 
comments related to programmatic vision, programming types, management requirements 
and space technical requirements to pull off these types of programs.

We invited several hundred people through various networks, particularly reaching out 
through our taskforce, and leaders recommended through our early interviews. We garnered 
another 40+ in-person participants over nine focus groups.

We convened three additional focus groups to hone in on specifications related to 
management models, fundraising for programming, and technical infrastructure and design. 
We also held a final round of interviews with key recommended event producers and cultural 
leaders whom were unable to attend earlier focus groups.

After synthesizing our interviews, meetings, focus groups and modeling research, we drafted 
a series of recommendations that we vetted with our task force and engaged participants over 
email before presenting a final report to the task force in September 2014.
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Modeling Research
We began our model research by surveying cultural venues in Seattle, focused on the 
number and capacity of indoor/outdoor venues in the downtown area. Following the general 
focus groups, we engaged in national research, developing two case studies to help frame 
programming, management and fundraising concepts developed in our initial interviews and 
focus groups. 

Millennium Park: Investigating the programming, management and financing of an outdoor 
cultural venue in Chicago | Gathered through a phone conversation and email survey.

Red Rocks: Investigating the programming, management and financing of a large outdoor 
concert venue run in Denver | Gathered through an in-person interview and phone 
conversation.
About Fife Consulting
Fife Consulting is an independent firm specializing in planning, engagement and leadership 
development for nonprofits and government agencies. Fife is a small three person team 
focused on the intersection of art, civics and commerce, working primarily in our home region 
of Puget Sound, but also extending our efforts to other cities around the country. Principal 
and owner Andy Fife has a 20-year career in arts production, administration, management 
and advocacy, formerly serving as Executive Director of the local arts agency Shunpike. 
He currently serves on the Washington State Arts Commission. Project Consultant Sara 
Edwards is a performing artist, curator, project manager and arts administrator, formerly 
serving as Communications Manager for the King County Arts Agency, 4Culture and several 
non-profit entities.  Administrative Coordinator Raya Leary is a social justice advocate and 
arts administrator, currently serving as support for the Arts and Communications teams 
at 4Culture.  It is our belief that art and creativity is the best way to establish space for 
community, learning and individual growth and that the best and most authentic social 
change starts and ends with cultural agency. 

Appendix B
Stakeholder interviews & focus group attendees 
*Heidi Hughes, Friends of Waterfront Seattle
*Alex Kochan, Seattle Music Commissioner; AEG Live
*Vivian Phillips, Seattle Arts Commission; Seattle Theater Group
*Jody McKinley, Seattle Music Commission Chair; the1175
*David Sabee, Seattle Arts Commission, cellist, composer, conductor and recording artist
*Michele Scoleri, Consultant and community volunteer in music, arts and culture
*Marshall Foster, Seattle Department of Planning & Development / Office of the Waterfront
*Steve Pearce, Seattle Department of Transportation, Waterfront Seattle
*Nicole Willis, Office of Intergovernmental Relations, Tribal Relations | City of Seattle
*Robert Nellams, Seattle Center | City of Seattle
*Eric Fredericksen, Office of Arts & Culture | City of Seattle
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*Randy Engstrom, Office of Arts & Culture | City of Seattle
*Matthew Richter, Office of Arts & Culture | City of Seattle
*Tim Lennon, Office of Arts & Culture | City of Seattle
*Rachel White, Formerly Office of Film & Music | City of Seattle
*Kate Becker, Office of Film and Music | City of Seattle
Hannah McIntosh, Seattle Department of Transportation | City of Seattle
Calandra Childers, Office of Arts & Culture | City of Seattle
Victoria Schoenburg, Seattle Parks and Recreation | City of Seattle 
Adrienne Caver-Hall, Seattle Parks and Recreation | City of Seattle
Jerry Everard, Groff Murphy Lawyers, Neumos, Soul Repair, Pike Street Fish Fry, One Reel
Maggie Walker, Friends of Waterfront Seattle
David Meinert, Onto Entertainment, The 5 Point Cafe, Lost Lake Cafe, Big Mario’s Pizza, and   
The Comet Tavern.
Thatcher Bailey, Seattle Parks Foundation
James Keblas, Creature
Board of Directors, Downtown Historic Theatre District Directors
Board of Directors, National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, Pacific Northwest 
Chapter
Jeff Trisler, Live Nation
Gloria Connors, Connors & Co
Mari Horita and Sarah Sidman, Arts Fund
Cassie Chin, The Wing
Tracey Wickersham, Department of Cultural Tourism
Kay Morrison, Ignition NW
Karen Lane, Theatre Puget Sound
Ricardo Frazer, Zaki-Rose
Beth Knox, Seafair
Beth Warshaw-Duncan, The Vera Project
Dan Petersen, Seattle Youth Symphony
Klara Glosova, NEPO 5k Don’t Run
Steve Sneed, Seattle Center Festal
Terry Morgan, Modern Enterprises
Tonya Lockyer, Velocity Dance Center
Aidan Lang, Seattle Opera
Chris Porter, One Reel
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DeVon Manier, Sportn’ Life
Don Blakeney, Chinatown/International District Business Improvement Area
Jennifer Zeyl, Canoe Social Club 
Jill Creary, Seattle Center | City of Seattle
Simon Woods, Seattle Symphony 
Fern Renville, Red Eagle Soaring Theater Group
Alex Fryer, USC Events
Carey Christie, Artist, Event Manager/Producer
Donald Byrd, Spectrum Dance Theatre
Gary Kirkland, Emerald City Trapeze
Jon Stone, One Reel
Kari Kirkland, Emerald City Trapeze
Patty Sabee, Experience Music Project
Michael Compton, National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, Pacific Northwest 
Chapter
Tom Israel, Seattle Center | City of Seattle
Lyall Bush, Northwest Film Forum
Sean Horton, Decibel Festival
Amanda Stoddard, Office of the Mayor | City of Seattle
Kevin Geiger, Office of the Mayor | City of Seattle
Priya Frank, University of Washington
Lance Miller, Seattle Center | City of Seattle
JulieAnn Clifton, Seattle Center | City of Seattle
John DeShazo, Northwest Film Forum Board of Directors, Saint Genet
Steve Kidd, The Production Network
Larry Rickel, The Production Network
Petra Franklin, Vault Capital 
Deb Twersky, 4Culture
Fidelma McGinn, Seattle Foundation
Shari Behnke, New Foundation
Karen Toering, Social Justice Fund NW
Ryan Cook, STG
Chris Weber, One Reel
* indicates task force member 
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Appendix C
Technical details & design specifications (by site)

Summary
A focus group was held in May convening individuals with technical expertise in event 
production and venue management to discuss the programming concepts and potential 
venues/spaces being designed for the waterfront. The focus group was able to give us initial 
recommendations for the various spaces as described below. Follow up conversations with 
these, or other, experts will be necessary as programming/venue concepts develop.

Pier 48
Capacity: 3,500 - 15,000

Currently unoccupied, this is the largest of the spaces proposed for cultural activation. 
There are several probable uses of the space, which are not mutually exclusive:

1 A major concert venue – We have heard a desire for a sweet spot venue around 3,500 
- 7,000+ in the Seattle market and should think bigger than the 2,500 pictured in early 
renderings.

2 A “Festival Pier” - Ideally the pier could accommodate various types of programming 
and the infrastructure needed to support large concerts. Could be used to support 
festival activities (booths, vendors, pop-up stages)

3 A green space for the Pioneer Square / International District. People would like the site 
activated when not in use as a concert venue.

Priority Elements:
 »Pier design that allows for egress and efficient set up
 »Covered stage and flexible seating arrangements
 »Power and effective distribution
 » Lighting
 »Sound
 »WiFi
 »Vendors
 »Restrooms
 »Security
 »Event support space
 »Coordinated Flow of Traffic and People to and from the event
 »Patrons Parking

Pier Design & Shape
 »Planning for trucks driving on the pier to load and unload gear is important. Designated 
loading and driving zones should be considered, and reinforcements in truck zones. 
Loading likely can’t be on street because of transit lanes.
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 »Consider Truck Loading area and turn-around for multiple vehicles. Will there be a 
driving loop or will each truck have to enter and exit on a single fire lane? One Lane can 
create traffic jams and make load in too time consuming.

 » For large festival, market use, and also for vendor use during large concert, it is ideal to 
have flat/hardscape and built-in footings/tie downs for pop up stages/booths/tents.

 »Pier shape: ideal for festivals if it is gridded (not angle-cuts) so that you can easily run 
power strips and such between vendors/booths/tents/etc. -- will maximize space in 
festival setting.

 »Moveable plantings could be reconfigured to help make best shape for various events.

Stage
 »Stage configuration - need to consider and balance noise/sound bleed, efficient load in, 
views, and adaptable audience capacities.

 »Portrait or landscape seating/stage orientation will be determined by capacity and 
sightlines

 » The pier will need to be able to support trucks, both to load in equipment, and possibly 
as temporary stages.

* An example would be to look at the company StageLine who has host of mobile trucks 
550 + 555  - http://www.stageline.com

* Each truck may have a weight capacity of 2500

* Trucks may have up to a 60’ x 40’ deck

* 4 posts on jacks

* The pier will need significant reinforcement on the footprint of any stages. We may 
consider making designated areas on pier for various scales/configurations of stages 
so that specific zones can be reinforced to support the weight/impact of stage.

* Ideally shell should be able to close for flexibility and use during cold/winter months. 
Or have robust heating/wind break options.

 »Must have stage cover for instrumentalists year round.

 »Should accommodate choir/orchestra (100 people on stage.) For groups this large, it 
would be desirable to have temporary green rooms (trailers, trucks, etc) near the stage.  
We have heard a range of sizes:

*  70’ x 60’ is the size of the stage at RedRocks, the Denver-area venue regularly booked 
by Live Nation and AEG among other rock groups.

* 70’ x 50’ was the ideal dimension we heard from the director of Seattle Youth 
Symphony Orchestra. This (I understand) is the footprint of Meany Hall’s stage on the 
UW campus which regularly hosts Orchestra and Choir concerts. 

*  66’7” wide by 39’2” deep (with a 7’5” stage extension for the front) is the size of the 
largest stage at Benaroya Hall in Seattle
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* 65’ x 45’ is the size that Live Nation told us they often build their stages (like the one at 
the Gorge and the one they built many years ago at Marymoor Park which is still being 
used by AEG for rock concerts and other programming.) 

 »Significant skepticism about floating stage given tides and choppiness of water.

 »Symphonic crowd will want to sit and the rock crowd will want to stand or be okay with it.

 » Labor cost involved with moving everything in and out each time.

Power

In general programming at Pier 48 will require:
 »All 3 phase services

 » 800 amps (2 400’s) for lighting

 » 200 amps sound

 » 200 amps video

 » 4 / 60 amp each for bus/truck

 » 200 amps for merch/support space

 » spare conduits everywhere

 »Below ground “chase” (trough) to run Shake

 »One place to call for advice may be Cal State Senoma (opened flex venue recently)

 »Don’t shave $$ in this area

 »  it may change in the future as LED brings things down

 » For a centralized concert venue

 »Power should be behind stage - as close as possible to tech staff

 » If building for a more informal /adaptive Pier 48

 »Distribution of power needs to be broader for flexible set ups - where are possibilities for 
truck or temporary stages? They will need power.

 »Consider decentralized and designated for various uses

 »Spider out power

 »Waterfront Tech Support should have control over performer power source (no vendors 
using performer power)

 »One place to look at ideal power boxes is at Seattle Center (ask Lance) - they’re flexible 
and work well for them currently.

Lighting
 »Need to consider illumination (decorative and functional) for people leaving events/
concerts at night.

 »Also need illumination (flood lights?) for load out which happens late at night.
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 »Need to consider neighbors and ferry

Sound
 » If sound is pointed East (toward the city) there may be complaints from residents.

 »Equipment is progressing rapidly and we should look into new sound technologies that 
would minimize noise impact on surrounding neighborhood.

 »Point speakers/monitors “down” at audience, not “out”

 »Sound Breaks may help

 »Be aware sound will carry over water

WiFi
 »Separate service for guests (so they can share photos/etc) and private one designated 
for running event equipment

 »Point of sale for ticketing, vending, merch

 » 10x as much as you think you might need

Vendors
 »You want 1 point of sale (cashier) per 100 people. It is common for caterers/vendors to 
set up tents for concerts and major events. Typically, you can fit in 1 point of sale per 
5’ of linear space for already prepared food and beverages. Cooking on-site demands 
more infrastructure/space per point of sale. Deep frying demands more specific/
spacious infrastructure because the fire marshall won’t allow it under a tent.

 » Tents are fairly standard for major concert vending. Standard sizes are generally from 
10’x10’ up to 20’x20’.

 » It is important to consider space for cueing. Anytime you squish in booths/cuing, it 
inhibits customer experience.

 » For concert events it’s going to be most efficient to work with vendors/caterers who 
operate in a tent or similar structure. Food trucks generally take up more space and 
serve more slowly. During a concert, most patrons are using the vendors before the 
show and in between bands. So it’s important they are able to produce food quickly in 
short time frames in order to make the most money.

 » Food trucks would be more often used for a special event (like a food truck expo or 
festival). This type of event may happen on the pier, so infrastructure should support that 
concept, but it’s less likely to be a primary vending option for major concerts. 

 » For event catering (and perhaps artist catering backstage) there should be a couple 
places to hook up 3 compartment sink

 »Merch space

Restrooms
 » 1 restroom per 100 people
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 » 2 x per women than men

 » Further research into plumbing code suggests up to 108 fixtures for a 7,000 person 
venue.  

Security
 »Need fencing for events, both for ticketing and to control access to artist areas. Will 
be most efficient to plan for and build this in so it is approved by fire marshall once in 
perpetuity.

Event Support
 »Built in dressing rooms or Winnebagos as temporary space

 »Catering for artist crew - climate controlled area

 »Warm up space for artists (sound proof/private/stretching)

 »Water/sewer/hook up for artist catering/laundry

Traffic Coordination
 » Large festivals and concerts will require significant coordination with major Public 
Departments such as SDOT and SPD and Regional Transit Authorities, both in design 
and in ongoing use and development. Other cities have invested significant thought and 
resource into timing lights from hotels and other major hubs, offering increased public 
transportation and traffic police to ensure that egress to and from major event centers is 
carefully constructed each time there is a major event. This is especially important given 
Pier 48’s proximity to the Ferry Terminal.

 »Coordination with other major event facilities is also required to aid in fluid flow of people 
and traffic throughout the City. For example, the two stadiums currently operating SODO 
are required to compare calendars and ensure that major events are not occurring on 
the same day. The same considerations will need to be implemented by leadership of 
the programming plan.

Parking
 »Sufficient, nearby parking, including ADA accessible parking, and attendants will also 
need to be negotiated.

Special Programming Requirements for Pier 48

Aerial
 »Need anchors / tie down. Target a few spots for this.

Fire
 » hard surface or grass

 »water baths for propane cooling and storage in right amount of distance from place

 » fire extinguishers
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Dance
 »Special flooring needs to be brought in - smooth/sprung/flat (no concrete)

Rallies
 » Free speech rally, protest, march starting place

 »Where on the waterfront can a marathon start/stop

Film
 »Need a large screen and projector system (research Locarno Film Festival in Switzerland 
for example.) NW Film Forum recommended speaking with or hiring McRae Theater 
company (or a similar group) to consult on the variables of projecting images out of 
doors on a large scale.

 »Don’t back light your screen

 »Be mindful of glare from sun or surrounding (city) lights

 »Wind is big factor for screen - it can be like a big sail

 »Audience facing city may be best way to address these issues

Festival
 »Canopies/anchor points

Areas for additional investigation:
 »Discuss with fire marshall needs for regularly approved fencing/egress/safety for ticketed 
performance zones

 »Rent or store equipment (store seasonal or fixed infrastructure)

 »Revenue generating space - VIP lounge - At an outdoor concert venue, it is harder to do 
traditional VIP lounges. What may be needed in this case is a private place (even just a 
special tent) for VIP’s to go to get their own food/beverage service and restrooms with 
shorter lines. The size and location of a VIP lounge will be best determined in concert 
with the designated event brokers/bookers/producers.

 »What calls are special event committee getting that they can’t accommodate - can 
waterfront be a place for these types of things (i.e. Film permits, shutting down traffic, 
etc)

 » Fixed vs non-fixed audio/lighting package - festivals would benefit from fixed

Pier 62/63
Capacity: 1500 – 2000

This is the former site of Summer Nights at the Pier Concerts put on by One Reel. The 
location was viewed as having similar potential to Pier 48 for festival activity. A great site for 
community-based programs such as: festivals, temporary installations, ice skating, roller 
derby, bike polo, food trucks, and pop-up concerts. 
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Many people feared the infrastructure and design were too flexible and blank but our task 
force came to a conclusion that we need a programmatic solution rather than permanent 
infrastructure solution. The site needs to be consistently programmed even if use/
programming changes each weekend.

Pier Design
 » If Pier 48 has fixed infrastructure, it would be advantageous to make this space flexible.

 » Implications of grade change:

 » The change in grade will impact sightlines and ability for successful ticketed events.

 »Historically (for Concerts at the Pier), vending ran east-west along the space now 
occupied by the steps in current design renderings.

 »Having steps decreases flexibility in usage. 

 » Fencing/Gating/Barriers:

 » This site as it is currently designed would need lots of fences and/or temporary walls to 
effectively ticket.

 » Ideally, design so that fire marshal signs off on the configuration in perpetuity. (One way 
to achieve this is to design/build or commission permanent gates that swing open and 
serve an alternate purpose - such as incorporating signage or serving as functional art - 
when not in use)

 »Be mindful of sightlines and plantings.

Stage
 » For ticketed events, a stage situated north and adjacent to overlook walk, would deter 
viewing from outside the ticketed area.

 » For free events current stage configuration is fine.

Restrooms
 »Need a spot for public restrooms on the “inside” of the fence if it’s a ticketed event.

Power
 »Similar configuration to, or slightly less than, Pier 48.

Other Considerations
 »Excited about the ideas of a pool barge and / or Ann Hamilton public art piece as 
magnets when the pier isn’t being programmed.

 »Historically there were a lot of comments from neighbors about sound.
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Building B
Capacity: 250-400

This is a new 3-story building developing between Pike Place Market and Piers 62/63 with 
the vision of flexible/rental space on 3rd floor. Excitement about this space as being: a 
showcase of local Seattle art, history and identity, a civic cultural space, the contemporary 
cultural center of the Northwest. It can be a hub for the programming entity at the waterfront 
and a space to connect to the City’s Arts & Culture office. It can host events, showcase 
exhibitions and be available to the public for public activation and private events.

Room Design
 »Need a way to make the room black/dark for presentations without compromising ease of 
exposing the view (something like roll-up blinds).

 »Be able to use any/all of the 4 walls for video, presentations, etc.

 »Minimum 26’ ceiling will maximize performance potential.

 »Exposed ceiling, OR a way to get to it easily, OR built in rigging points (individual rigging 
points are better for liability and use/maintenance.)

 »Built-in theatrical light treatments would aid pop-up/plug-and-play activation.

 »Be mindful of sound bleed from this space into adjoining spaces.

Power
 »Power distribution throughout room.

 »Permanent grid.

Access
 » Freight elevator should be able to accommodate haul racks 4’ x 10-12’ long. i.e. 8 feet x 
16 feet footprint.

 » Load-in access for trucks (2 spaces for 53’ truck) with designated spots on street or in 
parking near freight elevator. *Load-in spaces will need to be negotiated with Pike Place 
Market Garage

 »Dumpsters for trash, recycling and food waste are important to have nearby the freight 
elevator.

Equipment
 » Tables and chairs should be available on site.
 »Small portable staging available (Sub-contract an A/V lighting company to be the 
preferred provider for that service.)

Other Considerations
 »Some people were underwhelmed by the physical design of the space as shown in the 
renderings. They want it to be imaginative and creative.

 »Provide designated storage for event assets (chairs, tables, etc.) 
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 » Take advantage of the views and natural light.

 » Incorporate a green roof / beer garden (Would need to review view provisions in 
adjacent apartments/condos/properties.)

 »Use airwalls for space division.

 »Possible uses of the first & second floors:

* There is a lot of interest in this space being seeded with local artists and creative 
workers, such as: crafts vendors, rehearsal spaces, anchor tenant studios, bike shop & 
rental.

* Conversely, the whole building could be rentable space, which would make it 
competitive with other rental facilities for meetings and events. 

* A multi-use, multi-disciplinary, multi-organizational cultural center. Potentially serving 
as a central home for the general programming entity for the waterfront and the Office 
of Arts & Culture.

* Flexible spaces with ability to divide into smaller components i.e. tradeshow keynote 
space, large meeting rooms, offices, gallery, market, etc.

Overlook Steps
Capacity: 450 (seated)

This is envisioned a flexible public space for having lunch and a conversation, relaxing in 
the sun, getting out of the rain, reading a book. In addition, it has the ability to serve as a 
small outdoor space for seated, informal and non-ticketed performances and presentations, 
including programmed buskers. The limitations were less than we had imagined; people 
seemed amenable to thinking about this space for more informal presentations with some 
minor modifications.

Space Design
 »Patio umbrellas or another form of shade and wind cover will make this a more attractive 
interstitial space for lunch or sitting.
 »Build in small infrastructure to a hang banner or backdrop for informal presentations 
(such as access to holes in the ground for banner poles.)
 »Nearby bike parking so locals can come from downtown on their lunch break.
 » Incorporate lighting posts.

 »Ground pockets. 

Power
 »Power drop 200 amp lights.

 » 110 amp sound

 »Would be great to have places for people to plug-in while they eat lunch.

 » 20 amp outlets or easy 60 amp plug in panel under steps, so people can bring their own 
amp.
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Other Considerations
 »People will likely try to skateboard on the steps. Should we mitigate this by designing for 
this impulse elsewhere, just let it happen, or incorporate deterrents in the design?

Union Street Pier / Waterfront Park
Capacity: 500 (seated)

This is a public space, with a large central water feature, where children can play and 
people can enjoy the city skyline, or watch ferries travel over the water. With the water 
feature drained, it can double as a flexible event space, similar to the fountain in the plaza 
of Seattle City Hall. It could be the location of a smaller pop-up stage during waterfront-wide 
festival use, or serve as a location for small events. 

Fountain Design
 »Account for the fact it will be driven over with event trucks.

 » The cover/shut down process for the fountain should be built into the design; elegant 
and with a protocol that the venue operations staff can manage with ease.

 »Once the cover is on, programming infrastructure should be pop-up, rentable or brought 
by event producers.

Power
 » 400 amp light.

 » 200 amp sound.

Other Considerations
 » This space is very public, and the performance space  would not be easy to ticket.

 »You could fence it off as a beer garden for very large waterfront-wide festivals.
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Appendix D
Venue Inventory Survey
Summary

Within all fields (music, film, theatre, visual arts), there is a large amount of space in Seattle 
that can be used for cultural activities. Over 200 venues were included in this study, venues 
outside of the downtown Seattle core were only counted if seats/capacity totaled more than 
500.

Key Findings
 » There are many small and medium-sized public parks in the city of Seattle that are 
generally under-programmed.

 » There are many flexible, rentable facilities, that are available and at times, under-
programmed, such as the Convention Center. Accessibility for programming is one 
prohibitive element, funding support for programming is another.

 » There are currently no performance venues in the 7,200 - 13,000 capacity range in 
Seattle available for regular programing, although the UW basketball arena and some 
regional casinos are this size. This appears to be the sweet spot.

 » There are possibilities of two additional large-scale arenas coming online in the next 
decade including an athletic arena in SODO and the rehabilitation of Memorial Stadium 
near Seattle Center. 

 » There is a concentration of 1,000+ capacity venues (primarily stadiums) in the Pioneer 
Square/International District area. While this indicates possible infrastructure to support 
large-capacity programming (i.e. established parking, vendors, transportation hubs) 
The impact on these neighborhoods of another venue at Pier 48 should be carefully 
considered in coordination with the programming at these adjacent sites.
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Appendix E
National Model Research

Red Rocks Amphitheatre
Red Rocks is a 9,525 capacity, natural open-air amphitheatre in Morrison, Colorado 10 
miles outside of the City of Denver in the Red Rocks Parkland. The report on this venue was 
compiled through an in-person meeting with Ginger White, Deputy Director at Denver Arts & 
Venues, and an additional phone conversation with Tad Bowman, Red Rocks Venue Manager 
at Denver Arts & Venues. 

How did Red Rocks come into being?

The location of the current venue has been programmed since the early 1900’s on temporary 
stages, and is believed to have been used by the Ute tribe before then. The primary 
infrastructure was completed in 1941.

What was the timeline for development?

Most of the infrastructure was built during the late 1930’s, and the venue opened in its present 
iteration in 1941. Since then, major improvements have happened incrementally. Stage 
upgrades, a new stage roof, and additional dressing room were added in the 80’s. A first aid 
and paramedics room was added in the 90’s. The visitor center was added in 2003.

How was that initial development funded?

The large, initial development was federally funded as a project of the Civilian Conservation 
Corps and the Works Progress Administration in the late 1930’s. Between the two that 
accounted for funding for all labor and materials.

Who manages the venue?

The venue is managed by Denver Arts and Venues (DAV), a government agency formed in 
2011 by merging the City of Denver’s art program with the theatres & arenas office (the former 
managers of Red Rocks).

In addition to managing this venue, DAV manages several other within the city. The other 
venues are: DPAC (Denver Performing Arts Complex, houses symphony and opera), The 
Denver Coliseum, and McNichols Building. They also manage Denver’s public art contracts 
and run a few proprietary programs at their venues.

How is staff support structured?
Within DAV, there are 7 full-time, dedicated staff members for Red Rocks. The dedicated staff 
include: an events manager, production manager, guest services manager, chief engineer, 
tech services coordinator, booking manager and venue director. They also have access to 
extra support from DAV and city employees who work across multiple venues and departments 
(such as HR, and attorneys). 

They manage multiple contracts for event support. Armark is contracted for food, 
housekeeping and accessibility. A local organization is contracted to provide stagehands, 
Argus for event staffing and security, and off duty fire, police and paramedics for safety staff. 
The nearby City of Morrison is also paid for mitigation of the traffic traveling through their 
streets.



 

56

 

Waterfront Cultural Program Plan56

What is the programming model?

The bulk of programming comes from Denver Arts and Venues brokering the space to private 
or third party producers on a first come, first serve basis (like AEG or Live Nation).

The Red Rocks team also produces a few proprietary programs with accessible pricing:

Film on the Rocks 

The Film on the Rock series has been happening for 15 years. DAV manages the event, 
but pays the Denver Film Society to program it. There are 9 events throughout the summer 
in which there is a movie screening preceded by live music and a comedian. Admission is 
$12.25, and more than 60,000 people attended these events in 2012.

Yoga on the Rocks

Yoga on the Rocks is programmed in partnership with yoga instructors from around the city. 
It is a series of yoga classes held in the Red Rocks Amphitheatre over 4 weekends in the 
summer and has up to 1,600 attendees per year. Admission is $12.

Red Rocks Fitness Challenge 

Red Rocks Fitness Challenge is a public fitness program that includes fitness training, 
along with nutrition and lifestyle coaching. It happens every Saturday from May-July. Most 
events are led by Denver Parks and Recreation Department in partnership with local trainers. 
Admission is $12.

Is the majority of the programming free, or ticketed?

Nearly all programming is ticketed. The only exception is the venue itself, which is open-to-
the-public daily from 8am-7pm from May-September and 9am-4pm from October-April or until 
the soundcheck for a show begins. (In the event that this happens,  announcements are made 
and visitors are moved out by early afternoon. They never experience much of a problem with 
this.)

How does weather affect the programming?

Red Rocks hosts 115 to to 120 events per year, despite being essentially dark during all of the 
cold months, (November-February).

What is the funding model?

A majority of their income comes from rent, food & beverage, and parking (although they 
contract with Aramark for the foodservice, they retain profit from sales). All revenue from 
Red Rocks then goes into the larger Denver Arts and Venues budget, which allows them 
to subsidize operations for some of the less profitable, but more accessible venues they 
manage, such as the McNichols Building.

As part of the City and County of Denver, DAV has a SRF (Special Revenue Fund) of 10% on 
all ticket sales in the city/county of Denver, which goes to fund capital improvements at all of 
their facilities. 

Since most of their income relies on an active venue, they have a rebate program to 
encourage repeat use by large events promoters like AEG and Live Nation. The rebate is 
~$500,000 for reaching a threshold of ticket sales during the year.
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Do they utilize sponsorships?

Yes, sponsorships bring in about 1.5 million a year for DAV. Most of those sponsorship 
opportunities are for events at Red Rocks, such as Whole Food’s sponsorship of the Yoga on 
the Rocks program. 

Is there philanthropic support?

They have a trust, and a foundation called Preserve the Rocks, both of which they very rarely 
use. There is little to no private contribution.

What are the technical specifications?

Currently, the maximum capacity is 9,525 (General Admission) with no obstructed sight lines. 

Stage

The stage is 60ft wide and 70ft deep, with a weight capacity of 125lbs per square foot. It has 
two 10ft wide access ramps on upstage and center stage left. There’s a full-coverage roof 
above it that’s 40 ft tall with a 100mph wind load and can support 

Lighting

The house lighting is standard incandescent for egress, and there are also four 2.5kw 
spotlights (for an additional fee). The stage roof can support 38,000 pounds of lighting & 
fixtures. 

Power

On stage there are a total of 5 400amp hookups and one 200 amp hookup - all with isolated 
grounding. Additionally, there are two 200amp hookups for shore power (for tour buses, 
etc.)

Other

Because of the precarious load-in arrangement, they have their own shuttle trucks available 
for rental. There is some below-ground support, including three dressing rooms, a dining 
hall, kitchen, pantry and production office - all located just below backstage. They also 
provide dedicated high speed internet.

What are the technical limitations?

The backstage access road is too narrow and winding for semi-trailers to get to the stage. 
So there is a separate loading area part-way up where equipment is transferred to shuttles, 
flatbed trucks or box carts. This is prohibitive in that tech crews find it difficult and frustrating 
to set up, but it doesn’t impact overall use of the venue by artists and promoters because 
the venue is otherwise incomparable.

The venue also relies on an underground aquifer for water, a source that is relatively 
uncertain in the long-term. However, they are in the process of getting connected to the 
municipal water supply.
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Pritzker Pavillion at Millenium Park
Pritzker Pavillion is a bandshell venue located at Millennium Park in Chicago, Illinois - with 
4,000 fixed seats, and a flexible lawn capacity of 7-11,000. Our report was gathered 
through email and phone conversations, with Matthew Nielson, Deputy Commissioner at the 
Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events in Chicago.  

How did Pritzker Pavillion come into being?

The original idea for Pritzker Pavillion came from a vision to replace the aging Petrillo Music 
Shell in nearby Grant Park, which formerly hosted the Grant Park Symphony Orchestra and 
Chorus and the Grant Park Music Festival.

In 1997, the land where Millenium Park is now located was made available for development 
and planning for the greater park afforded the opportunity to realize that vision.

What was the timeline for development?

The original design plan for the pavillion was substantially more modest. However, 
a significant contribution from the Pritzker family mandated a redesign, and by 1999 
negotiations began with Frank Gehry to design the proscenium arch and orchestra enclosure.

The pavillion broke ground in 2002, and opened in July, 2004. 

How was that initial development paid for?

It cost a total of 61 million to build. 15 million of which (one quarter) came from the Pritzker 
family, and afforded them naming rights. An additional 20.5 million came from other private 
donors, and 25.5 million was allocated from the City of Chicago. 

Who manages the venue?

The pavilion is managed by the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events 
(DCASE), a city department. DCASE also handles programming for the rest of Millenium Park.

How is staff support structured?

DCASE has a staff of 75, and because they work across spaces, it’s difficult to assess precise 
staff dedication to the Pritzker Pavillion and Millenium Park programs. Contracted staff 
varies from 40 in the winter to 150 in the summer. These include: security, production staff, 
concessions, ice skating attendants, and event operations staff.

What is the programming model?

DCASE is the lead entity, actively programming the space and managing a small amount of 
space brokering. The Grant Park Orchestra is also allotted programming rights for Friday, 
Wednesday, and Saturday throughout the summer concert season. DCASE programs the 
rest of the season both with one-off and recurring programs. For example, they collaborate 
with a local jazz advocacy organization for Jazz on Thursdays, over 6 weekend nights every 
summer. 

Is the majority of the programming free, or ticketed?

Nearly all of the programming at Pritzker Pavillion is free. Out of 80 or 90 events per season, 
only one or two are ticketed, and this model aligns with the desires of donors. The greater 
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park was even awarded for its accessibility at a ceremony in 2005.

How does weather affect the programming?

The programming season spans from May-September, and programming is designed to 
maximize the affability of weather in that season by utilizing as many days as possible. Within 
the prime programming season, there has only ever been one weather-related cancellation, 
though delays and interruptions are somewhat more common. Because the bandshell portion 
of the venue can be closed off, small indoor events such as mayoral addresses can occur in 
the cold season.

What is the funding model?

Most of the funding for Millenium Park and the Pritzker Pavillion comes from the City of 
Chicago, through a hotel/motel tax, which goes directly to fund park programming and 
DCASE operations. They also bring in around 1 million a year in earned income, from things 
like rentals and concessions. 

Do they utilize sponsorships?

Yes. Sponsorship recognition continues to be a draw and is thoughtfully managed, accounting 
for almost half of the budget. They avoid things like hand-outs, fliers and plastering of 
banners. Opting instead for subtle recognition, such as on printed materials. They have also 
engaged in experimentation with more creative and artistic alternatives, such as embedding 
or projecting on the ice rink, using reflections off of the cloudgate or projecting into the 
fountain.

Is there philanthropic support?

Yes. There is significant philanthropic support for both the pavillion and the larger park. Some 
of that comes through the Millenium Park Foundation to directly support programming, and 
some is independently sought. An ordinance allows them to seek funding from outside the 
city.  

What are the technical specifications?

The pavillion shares backstage facilities with the adjoining (but independent) Harris Theatre, 
which was completed in 2003 as part of the greater Millenium Park project. 

Sound

The built structure of the pavillion was designed to provide sound optimization. Additionally, 
the trellis above the great lawn serves as support infrastructure for sound equipment, 
including their own thoughtfully designed LARES sound system, which includes details like 
directional sound that help to replicate the acoustics of a concert hall. 

What are the technical limitations?

For the greater park, more permanent infrastructure would have helped to ameliorate high 
production costs for multi-stage events. They particularly wish they had built more permanent 
vending infrastructure.


