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A.  Introduction 
 
 

Boulder is an outstanding place to be creative.  To be here is to be inspired: by the bold steps we have 
taken as a community, by the great places we have built, and by the inimitably beautiful natural 
backdrop to our city.  This environment of inspiration attracts, and is improved by, the creative people 
that call this place home.  We are further blessed by an innate drive of innovation and self-reliance that 
has fostered an incomparable marketplace for cultural organizations, venues, and businesses.  For many 
years, the community has pushed the practice and commerce of culture forward at a trendsetting pace.   
 
Now, from this advanced position, we find the community ready for a sophisticated perspective on the 
role of government in culture and the creative economy.  The Community Cultural Plan is the result of 
an inquiry into the thoughts and desires of our residents, students, visitors, and workforce about our 
collective aspirations for Boulder’s culture.  In this way, it tells the story of what we wish to become, and 
serves as a call to action for all levels of cultural participation.  It also tells the story of challenges: there 
are problems to solve.  Most of all, it narrates a communal understanding about the benefits of culture.  
If you make art, work for a creative business, attend a performance, take photographs as a hobby, or 
simply enjoy the beauty of our city, then you, too, have a stake in the success of the Community Cultural 
Plan.   
 
This document is also a toolbox for city government and describes the ways in which public art, 
economic tools, services for practicing artists, and support of cultural organizations, neighborhoods, and 
diverse communities all intersect with social resiliency, environmental sustainability, and economic 
prosperity to achieve a thriving and beautiful city.  The programs, capacities, and services that are 
recommended here are a network of support meant to encourage our advanced position, distribute 
accomplishment to all people, and facilitate remarkable successes of which we can all be proud.   
 
When you read this document you will see yourself in it.  We all have a role to play.  And, with effort and 
commitment, we can achieve the community’s vision: together, we will craft Boulder’s social, physical, 
and cultural environment to include creativity as an essential ingredient for the well being, prosperity, 
and joy of everyone in the community. 
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Reinvent Our Public Art Program 
 

Community Priority – Focus on the expression of culture and creativity in the public realm through 
public art, the urban landscape, culture in the neighborhoods, and serendipitous encounters with the 
arts. 
 
Goal – Many individuals, businesses, organizations, and developers will be encouraged to invest in 
improvements to public spaces through the addition of meaningful, innovative, and quality works of art.  
The municipal investment in public art will be a model, using a system of publicly transparent, 
sustainable, and innovative practices to commission artworks of enduring cultural value.   
 
Program Areas: 

 

A. Public Art Commissioning – a fully managed program to commission many 
permanent and temporary works of public art.  The program will govern public spending on art 
in public places across all city agencies and be considered strategically through a series of Public 
Art Implementation Plans. 
 

B. Maintenance and Conservation – asset management systems to maintain the 
permanent collection of public artworks as an enduring legacy for future generations. 
 

C. Interpretation, Communications, and Legacy Initiatives – a set of tools 
for staff to promote the public art collection as an important part of daily life in Boulder 
including tours, signs, online programs, and continuing relationships with artists. 
 

D. Mural Program / Facilitation of Urban Art and Design – partnerships and 
collaboration with private individuals, businesses, organizations, and state or Federal 
government agencies who wish to install art in public places. 

Priority Recommendations: 
 

A Sophisticated Program – In considering the full lifecycle of a public art project, the Office of Arts + 
Culture will build a high-performing public art program that is an industry leader.  In terms of 
process, this involves a thorough updating of practices, among them: a high standard of public 
inquiry, strategic and thoughtful selection processes, sustainable funding, and carefully executed 
design review.  In addition, the collection itself must meet the highest of standards and represent 
the most important developments in contemporary practice.  This pursuit of quality works of art 
implies variety and diversity, not necessarily popular taste.  It is important for the city to be 
confident in this measure of success; no work of art will be universally loved.  The ability to take risks 
is important to the program.  The public art program will actively seek temporary and permanent 
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public art in traditional media, yes.  And, also, in time-based media, performance, music, interactive 
projects, design, social practice, conceptual art, web-based art, and all emerging forms of public art.  
The collection of public artworks will be successful when it is diverse, thought-provoking, and 
vibrant.   

 
Sustainable Funding – After the initial launch of the public art program, the Office of Arts + Culture 
will explore a source and mechanism for permanent public art funding in the 2018 budget.   An 
important consideration will be the ability to create a robust program through commissioning 
several new works of art every year.  Public art needs to be considered in terms of decades, with a 
funding structure to achieve a vibrant public art program well after the time horizon of this plan.  To 
do this, a diverse portfolio of various sources of funding is needed.  It should be secure, flexible, and 
at an adequate level to acquire and maintain new works of art on a regular basis. 

 
Unified Approach – There have been substantial investments in public art over the years, 
particularly by the Transportation, Parks, and Parking Services divisions of the City of Boulder.  
However, a strategic and consistent process is needed to advance the investments in public art.  The 
Office of Arts + Culture will assume leadership in the public art process while maintaining close 
collaborations with those agencies that are most affected by the public art program. 

 
Allies: 

 
Boulder County – The State of Colorado – Regional Transportation District (RTD) – Federal 
Government Public Art Program – EcoArts Connections – Open Arts – &Art – City of Boulder Public 
Works-Transportation – City of Boulder Community Vitality – City of Boulder Parks & Recreation – 
City of Boulder Planning, Housing & Sustainability – City of Boulder Facilities & Asset Management – 
Civic Area team – and others 

 
Models of Success: 

 
The City of Denver has developed a sophisticated set of policies and procedures to complement the 
enforcement of their public art ordinance.  This stewardship has been carefully utilized over several 
decades of activity, and has translated not only into a quality collection of public art, but also has led 
to community engagement.  The people of Denver love their public art, and respect the process 
through which it is acquired. 
http://artsandvenuesdenver.com/public-art  

 

 
 

Detailed recommendations 
for the Reinvent our Public Art Program strategy 

can be found on page 55. 
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Reinvent our Public Art Program, Programmatic Structure: 
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A. Public Art Commissioning   

 Public Art Policy – The drafting and maintenance of a functional policy will govern how public 
funds are stewarded, how the selection process is administered, steps for approval, procedures 
regarding donated or loaned artwork, and commitments to maintenance and other legacy 
issues.  This document has a long time-horizon, and must be conceived with future generations 
in mind.  Thus, it must be carefully written to be a strong tool.  However, it must also be a 
flexible instrument, providing staff the right amount of leverage to ensure that individual 
projects are successful.  This will best be done with thorough research into model programs and 
consultation with experts in public art at the drafting phase. 

 
 Public Art Implementation Plans – Known in many communities as Public Art Master Plans, 

these Implementation Plans will govern the use of public art funds with specificity: the sites, 
selection processes, funding levels, schedules, and the detailed goals for each project. The goal 
of the Public Art Implementation Plans are to properly steward the public trust and complete 
successful projects for the community. 

 
The Implementation Plans should be drafted in transitional years of the Community Cultural 
Plan.  However, in certain circumstances, specific projects or series may be best served with 
special documents.  This is certainly true for the Civic Area. 

  
 Commissioning – In addition to the above, a few considerations are critical when designing a 

program for the commissioning of public art: 
 

The scale of projects must be considered carefully.  It is easy to fall victim to a desire to 
spread the commissions out among many artists in the interest of broadcasting as much of 
the money as possible.  However, this is likely to diminish the quality and impact of 
individual commissions as well as of the collection as a whole.  Balance the scale of 
commissions, keeping in mind the goal of this strategy and the smart investment of public 
funds in these assets. 

 
Great public art programs are a balance between the process and the results.  Boulder must 
have a sophisticated program that addresses both.   Every public art project in Boulder will 
have a great process and guarantee a great product, or it will not proceed. 

 
Join in the regional and national conversation about the public art process.  The 
collaborative spirit amongst public art administrators, especially in Colorado with its 
numerous municipal programs, is a source for innovation and a sounding board for 
practices.   

 
The public inquiry should inform a sophisticated and careful selection panel process.  Finally, 
it is necessary to leverage the public inquiry process to build good will in the community.  
Residents who participate, even if they do not particularly like the artwork, will feel invested 
in the process and be advocates for the future of public art in Boulder. 

 
Maintain a consistent commissioning schedule.  The current interest in reinventing public 
art in Boulder reflects a desire for a level of vibrancy in the built environment.  Therefore, a 
high frequency of installations is an expectation of the public.  Consider all aspects of the 
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Implementation Plans, and especially the schedules and funding levels, to ensure that this 
can be achieved. 

 
Cultivate a diversity of artists and arts practices.  The value of the collection to residents is 
connected to the variety of experiences they find.  The public art program will actively seek 
to commission a wide variety of the most innovative approaches to contemporary practice 
in the arts.  People of many different backgrounds should be represented, and the variety of 
stories the art tells should be broad.  We must be open to new media and forms of 
expression that are not typically thought of for public art: digital media, performance, music, 
web-based art, and social interventions should be in the mix.  Temporary art should be 
deployed when possible and can be particularly useful for experimentation and risk.  The 
pursuit of variety and diversity in the representations of public art projects is consistent with 
building a public collection that has a breadth of quality.    It is important for the city to be 
confident in this measure of success.  No work of art will be universally loved.   

 
Keep in mind the ultimate purpose of any municipal public art program: to commission 
works of enduring value. 

 
 Coordination of Art in Public Places – A municipal public art program is but one aspect of a city’s 

portfolio of art in public places.  Private commissions of sculpture can be sited for public display; 
hospitals and schools often hire artists; cultural organizations should be encouraged to curate 
artworks for the community; other agencies such as the Regional Transportation District, the 
universities, the State of Colorado, and the federal government will commission public art.  It is 
recommended that staff stay highly active in tracking and providing leadership to ensure that a  
variety of projects are encouraged and coordinated strategically. 

 
There is great value in artists and creative members of the community being encouraged to 
express themselves through impacting the urban space.   The Pearl Street Mall, and its 
management company Downtown Boulder Inc., have proven the value of this exercise by 
allowing busking on the Pearl Street Mall without a permit.  This open access to creative 
expression has positively impacted the atmosphere of that retail district.  Yet, the public feels 
that this sense of openness is missing from the rest of Boulder14.  We are in need of  places and 
situations for people to chalk the sidewalk, sing or play music, dance or hold flash-mobs.  The 
Office of Arts + Culture will work with city agencies to provide these forums and clear the 
hurdles for creativity in the public realm.  Keeping in mind the value of the existing rules and the 
needs of public safety, the examination of the regulatory environment is a key first step.  Do the 
laws, regulations, and permitting processes have unintended consequences that stifle the 
community voice?  A next step is to provide actual places, like the Pearl Street Mall, where 
creativity is encouraged.  The Civic Area has much potential for this type of activity.   

 
 Oversight and Coordination – The Public Art Policy must define the approval process as 

described above.  The Boulder Arts Commission must be an approval body.  The commissioners, 
serving as they will on a variety of selection panels and given their responsibilities to the 
process, have a special role to play.  They need to have a profound knowledge of the collection, 
the public art implementation plans, and what commissions of new works of art might mean to 
the city as a whole.  This knowledge must be brought to each selection panel by the 

                                                           
14 Soul of the Community Study (Knight Foundation, 2010) – See appendix IV.8. 
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commissioner representative.  To do this, the commissioners will need special opportunities for 
training and facilitated conversations so that they are comfortable with this role.   

 
Coordination with a variety of City of Boulder agencies will be critical.  It is important to 
remember that the Transportation Division, Parks and Recreation Department, and Downtown 
and University Hill Management / Parking Services Department have all done significant work in 
building the existing collection over the decades.  These agencies will be key in executing the 
new public art strategy.  It should be the practice of the public art staff person to consult with 
these internal partners early in the process, include them in decision making, and ensure that 
their needs and suggestions are thoughtfully considered. 

 
Capacities – In the First Phase of the Community Cultural Plan, a fund will be established that 
can be easily mobilized and serve to begin the public art program.  The funds identified for 
public art in the Culture and Safety Tax, passed by voters in 2014, is ideal for this purpose.   A full 
study and plan to establish a sustainable source of funding will commence in 2017.   It is the 
recommendation of the Community Cultural Plan that a “percent-for-art” ordinance be 
passed.15   

 
Once established, it is estimated that a 1% of capital improvement projects (should that be the 
method enacted,) could generate as much as $300,000 per year.  Given the need for a robust 
program with a high frequency of installations, it is likely that this amount of money is not 
enough to successfully meet the goals of this program.  Therefore, it will be necessary to 
supplement a percent-for-art funding structure with other sources.  Investigate alternative 
funding sources such as dedicated tax or fee programs or mandates on private development. 

 
B. Maintenance and Conservation Program 

The Office of Arts + Culture will coordinate a program of asset management for the public art 
collection.  Clear roles will be established on who is responsible for regular maintenance as well 
as conservation or repair of works of art.  For instance, many cities have a policy to ensure that 
the agency responsible for the site is also responsible for regular maintenance for the art at that 
site, while special repair projects are a shared responsibility.  A condition inventory of the public 
art collection should be conducted by the Office of Arts + Culture regularly, and staff should 
assist the parties responsible for regular maintenance to track activity.  The neglect of public 
artwork reflects poorly on a community; it must be a directive of the program to efficiently and 
consistently maintain the collection. 

 
Consider the following when designing the maintenance program: 

 
A frequent challenge to the maintenance of public art begins before the artwork is even 
installed.  A thorough understanding of the artist’s intent of narrative and materials is 
important to ensuring that maintenance and conservation work is done properly.  Include a 
requirement in each public art commission to capture the artists intentions. 

 
Contracting with conservation and technical experts to produce maintenance and 
conservation recommendations for each work of art. 

                                                           
15 For more information, see appendix IV.6. 
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More so than in other program areas and strategies, the application of best practices in 
public art maintenance and conservation are technically complex.  It will require diligence 
and consistency to make sure this work is being done properly.  Ensure staff has a thorough 
and careful understanding of these practices.  In addition, Boulder is in a position to lead 
and innovate in maintenance and conservation.  Participate in the national dialogue.  It will 
be a great benefit to the program if staff creates a relationship with the programs at the 
University of Colorado and their programs that overlap the needs of the collection. 

 
 

C. Communications, Interpretation, and Legacy Projects 
 

 Communications – There are two needs in communicating about public art projects: a) 
promoting applications to commissions and b) public awareness about the process and 
collection.  The format and media for these communications must be thoughtfully considered.  
In the case of promoting applications, it is critical to the process that broad and competitive 
participation be encouraged.  The story that emerges from these different exchanges is 
important to consider; a personality that reflects the sophistication of Boulder’s public art 
program must be fostered among artists, other arts professionals, and the residents of Boulder. 

 
 Interpretation – The selection is complete, the artwork installed, and the ribbon cut.  After this 

initial phase is complete, the artwork now has a life within the larger collection of public art.  
This long-term relationship between the artwork, the collection, and the public is important and 
will not be neglected.  The Office of Arts + Culture will create programs to help the public 
understand the collection.  This can take the form of plaques, interpretive panels, guided tours, 
websites, audio, video and interactive assets.  Staff will also consider how social media and 
crowd sourcing can influence the interpretation of a work of art; perhaps there is a viral 
campaign or photo opportunity that can be encouraged around a particular artwork or site.  It is 
important to keep in mind that the opinions and conversations about the existing collection has 
a lasting impact on the public’s expectations about public art spending and their appetite for 
new commissions. 

 
 Legacy Projects – The Office of Arts + Culture will maintain strong and mutually collaborative 

relationships with artists who complete public commissions.  This is made necessary by ongoing 
issues of maintenance and copyright.  It is also a desirable act for the health of the program.  
Staff will keep track of the artist’s careers and celebrate their accomplishments.  The artists will 
get regular notes from staff on the status of their artwork and any press or community 
conversation their work produces.  Doing this is not mere good will; the continuing relationship 
with these artists is an asset to create a strong brand around the public art program.  Staff will 
be able to tell great stories about the work that Boulder’s alumni artists are doing around the 
world, and the artists themselves will carry forward the good message about Boulder’s program 
to their international network. 
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D. Mural Program  
 

Currently, the owners and tenants of private buildings who wish to commission publicly visible 
murals are asked to acquire municipal review through the Sign Code16 and the City of Boulder 
Design Review Committee.  Though these procedural entities do provide some public 
deliberation on issues of the built environment and visual questions, they are not equipped to 
provide expertise or guidance regarding art in public places.   

 
In order to resolve these gaps, the Office of Arts + Culture will develop a policy for publicly 
accessible murals.  The Boulder Arts Commission will play a role in the new review process, in 
addition to coordination with effected government agencies and their Boards & Commissions.  
In addition to an approval process, the policy should also contain standards for how the murals 
are maintained, address issues of ownership, and plan for the inevitable end of display. 

 
Several considerations are key for designing the program: 

 
Use caution in judging the aesthetic choices of private individuals.  It should not be the role 
of the Boulder Arts Commission to be the aesthetic court of Boulder.  At the same time, 
some evaluation of the quality and imagery must be established, as these works will be 
visible to the general public.  Clear and commonly accepted guidelines will be helpful, as will 
robust communications to solicit public input.   

 
The ultimate purpose of this program area is to encourage more art in public places.  
Construct the rules, procedures, and evaluation criteria with this in mind. 

 
 Oversight and Coordination – The mural policy will require that private organizations wishing to 

commission a mural on their property first apply to the Boulder Arts Commission.  The role of 
the commissioners’ review will be to determine if the mural qualifies as a “work of art”, or if it is 
a “sign or advertisement”.   Criteria should be established to codify this distinction.  Those 
determined to be works of art are then subject to a distinct set of performance standards.  
Those determined to be a sign or advertisement would go on to be reviewed through the 
standard sign code and design review processes. 

Strategy Challenges: 
 

Sustainable Funding – There is a strong level of community support for increased funding to support 
arts and culture, including public art.17  Immediate steps have already been taken to launch the 
public art program; voters approved the Community Culture and Safety temporary tax program, part 
of which will be used for this purpose. However, long term sustainable funding will require further 
investigation. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
16 City of Boulder Revised Code Chapter 9-9-21  
17 Boulder Community Cultural Plan Survey 2014 – See appendix IV.5 
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Measures – Success in the Reinvent our Public Art Program strategy will be measured against the strategic 
goal:  Many individuals, businesses, governments, organizations, and developers will be encouraged to 
invest in improvements to public spaces through the addition of meaningful, innovative, and quality works 
of art.  The municipal investment in public art will be a model, using a system of publicly transparent, 
sustainable, and innovative practices to robustly commission artworks of enduring cultural value.   

 
 In what ways, and to what degree, does the public art installed in the city impact the community?  

What is the impact of adding art to public spaces on issues of sustainability, livability, public 
health, and resilience? How does the commissioning of public art add value to the goals of other 
municipal priorities? 

 How do the funds for commissioning art get spent?  What is the direct economic impact of 
spending on public art? 

 How is public art, both in process and when installed, perceived in the community?  What is the 
perception of Boulder’s program outside of Boulder: among visitors, the media, and across the 
country? 

 In what ways does public art play a role in the business of being an artist in Boulder? 
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