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The 204 Cultural Arts Municipal 

Building

204 Sisson Rd.
Harwich, MA 02645

www.204sisson.com

All images courtesy of The 204.

Since 2006, Mass Cultural Council has been committed 

to supporting the development of vibrant creative spaces 

through consultation services and Cultural Facilities Fund 

grants. Our hope is that this report provides guidance for 

other arts organizations and municipalities who may be 

considering a similar adaptive reuse of space within their 

communities. 



Adapting Public Spaces for Creative Use: The 204  -  Mass Cultural Council    3

Origin Story
Middle School Returned 

to Town 
In 2011, the Town of Harwich was 
notifi ed by the school system that 
the Harwich Middle School would 
be returning to municipal control 
as part of a regionalization eff ort. 
This advance notice gave town 
offi  cials valuable time to begin 
contemplating the building’s future. 
The following year the Select Board 
formally voted to accept the prop-
erty as surplus, though the school 
remained operational until its clo-
sure in 2014. 

Key Dates

1937: School Built 

2011: Notice of Closure 

2012-17: Assessment Period 

2017: Reopened as Art Center

Introduction
When schools consolidate or close, 
communities are often left with 
large, vacant buildings that can 
quickly become fi nancial burdens 
and maintenance challenges. How-
ever, these same buildings can 
represent tremendous opportuni-
ties when approached with vision 
and strategic planning. The story of 
Harwich’s journey from school clo-
sure to cultural center off ers valu-
able insights for other municipali-
ties facing similar circumstances. 

The 204 Cultural Arts Municipal 
Building stands as a testament to 
thoughtful adaptive reuse. 

Once a middle school, The 204 
Cultural Arts Municipal Building 
has been re-imagined as a vibrant 
hub for artists and creative pro-
fessionals. This summary exam-
ines how Harwich, Massachusetts 
successfully converted a surplus 
municipal building into a thriving 
cultural center that not only pro-
vides much-needed workspace for 
artists but also strengthens com-
munity bonds and contributes to 
the region’s identity and economic 
growth. 

Archival image of the school printed on an old postcard
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5-Year Assessment Period
The town entered a deliberative period of assessment and community 
consultation in 2014. Rather than rushing to a decision about the build-
ing’s future, town offi  cials recognized the importance of gathering input 
and evaluating options. This thoughtful approach would prove crucial to 
the project’s ultimate success.

Key Dates

2014
Town Meeting 

Decision to Keep 

Property 

2016 
Non-Binding  
Ballot Question

• $125,000 
   Annual 
   Overhead 
   Expense 
   Allocation 

• Ballot Outcome    
   Arts/Culture
   (Housing Not 
   Feasible)

Decision Making Process
At the Annual Town Meeting in 2014, Article 61 (aff ordable housing con-
sideration) was introduced to decide whether the town would maintain 
control of the property or pursue a sale or lease. The decision at that time 
was to postpone indefi nitely, allowing for a more thorough consideration 
of options. In 2016, the town gauged community preferences more for-
mally. At that year’s annual town meeting, a non-binding ballot question 
was presented regarding repurpose options, including housing, a cultural 
center, or other municipal administrative uses. The ballot information in-
cluded the fact that the building carried approximately $125,000 in annu-
al overhead expenses—a transparent acknowledgment of the fi nancial 
implications of any decision. 

Non-Binding Ballot Outcome 
The outcome for the highest number of votes went to housing, refl ecting 
Cape Cod’s persistent housing challenges—however, this option was lat-
er disqualifi ed due to signifi cant property restrictions. The shared septic 
system with the adjacent elementary school presented a major obstacle, 
as did the close proximity to the school, which raised concerns about 
residential use. The town decided to pursue the direction with the second 
highest votes and establish a mixed-use municipal building with culture 
and art components.

Exterior of the The 204’s Campus
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Planning
Baseline Building Conditions 
A building condition assessment conducted by the 
school in 2011 provided valuable baseline information 
about the facility’s condition and needs. A renovation 
done in 1990 included asbestos abatement, remov-
ing a potential obstacle that frequently complicates 
school building conversions. Responsibility for iden-
tifying code compliance requirements fell to a team 
including the facility manager for the town, fi re in-
spector, and building commissioner. These offi  cials es-
tablished principles and practices under various codes 
and compliance eff orts, ensuring that the re-purpos-
ing would meet all necessary regulations. 

The construction and renovation approach has been 
characterized by pragmatic prioritization rather than 
comprehensive redevelopment. Projects are evaluated 
based on “greatest need with highest risk, versus the 
lowest needs with lowest risk,” focusing on must-have 
improvements rather than “nice-to-have” enhance-
ments. This evaluation process involved collaboration 
between the Department of Cultural Aff airs and the 
facilities manager to determine the best approach for 
implementing necessary projects. 

Between 2014 and 2017, the town allocated $125,000 
to cover operating costs, but they also made some 
capital investments and raised grant money to get 
the building physically ready for the artists 
to move in. Key Dates

1990: Asbestos Abatement

2011: Conditions Assessed

2017: Revolving Account Est. 

2022: Dept. of Cultural Aff airs Est.

Detail of an artist’s studio at The 204
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Market AnalysisMarket Analysis
The decision to focus on artistic 
and cultural reuse was infl uenced 
by several factors beyond the prop-
erty restrictions that limited the 
housing option. Cape Cod’s em-
phasis on arts and culture created 
a natural alignment, and there was 
a signifi cant regional need for artist 
studio spaces. A marketing analysis 
conducted in 2021 compared the 
studio off erings in the region. This 
not only looked at square footage 
of studio spaces, fee structures, 
amenities, and demand, but also 
analyzed which towns and facilities 
were seeing the highest request 
levels. 

Cultural Development Planning 
Town offi  cials had begun working in 2018 with Mass 
Cultural Council to pilot a “Cultural Compact” pro-
gram, creating a framework for partnerships between 
local governments and cultural leaders, that eventually 
led to Cultural District designation for both Harwich 
Port and Harwich Center in 2022. The combination 
of community support, regional need, and strategic 
municipal goals made the cultural center concept in-
creasingly compelling and realistic. The facility would 
play a signifi cant role in Harwich’s broader cultural 
and economic development strategy. Today it serves 
as a bridge between the town’s two cultural districts 
and functions as the main focus for all town-managed 
cultural programs and events. 

Key Dates 

2018 
Cultural Compact with State 

2018-2022 
Cultural Economic Development 

Planning 

2021 
Market Demand Business Plan 

Analysis

2022 
Cultural Districts 

Designation

Performance by Appalachia to China at The 204

Artwork for Harwich Cultural Districts’ signs
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Operations
RFPs - Licenses - Rental Agreements 
The town’s approach to tenant selection evolved over time. Initially, under 
the direction of the town administrator, annual lease agreements were 
used. By 2024, a more formal request for proposals (RFP) process was 
introduced for license agreements for use of the artist studios. 

The current RFP model focuses on identifying artists who will contribute 
to the facility’s broader mission. Under the direction of the Department of 
Cultural Aff airs, the town seeks participants who will aid in program de-
velopment, community-focused activities, and generating foot traffi  c for 
the facility. Active involvement is considered a crucial criterion in evaluat-
ing potential artist tenants. 

These criteria helped ensure that the facility would serve its intended 
purpose of supporting the local creative community while fostering ac-
tive engagement. 

The rental rates are structured based on square footage, with an addition-
al charge of $50 applied if water is available in the room. This straightfor-
ward approach provides transparency for tenants while acknowledging 
the additional utility costs associated with water access. 

Tenants are required to maintain insurance coverage with a $1M/$2M 
general aggregate policy, ensuring appropriate risk management. 

Three-year terms for rental studios are established per the licensing 
agreement, and commercial general liability insurance in the amount of 
$1M is required for each studio.

Detail of an artist’s studio at The 204
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Confi guration of Spaces
Today, The 204 Cultural Arts Municipal Building has 
36 artist studios, which maintain an impressive 98% 
occupancy rate—a clear indicator of both the facili-
ty’s appeal and the regional demand for such spaces. 
These studios are complemented by three shared 
artist studios designed for collaborative use, and a 
dedicated maker studio operated by a nonprofi t 
organization. 

Beyond the working spaces, the facility off ers signif-
icant community resources. The 239-seat auditorium 
provides a venue for performances and presenta-
tions, while a multipurpose room equipped with a 
kitchen enables classes, workshops, and culinary arts 
programs. 

The former library has been repurposed as a mul-
tipurpose room that serves as an art gallery, and a 
Creative Suite off ers common shared space for small 
groups, programs, and meetings. Even the hallways 
have been activated as gallery space, maximizing the 
building’s potential for displaying and celebrating 
creative work.

Shared Spaces

• Artist Studios

• Maker Space

• Kitchen

• Galleries

• Gymnasium

• Courtyard

36 ARTIST STUDIOS

239 SEAT AUDITORIUM

Screenshot from an Instagram post marking 
The 204’s ribbon-cutting



Adapting Public Spaces for Creative Use: The 204  -  Mass Cultural Council    9

The 204 Cultural Arts Center Floorplans
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Operating Budget 
In 2017, a budget request of $145,000 was made to manage facilities 
maintenance and utilities. Rather than establishing a separate operating 
budget, the town created a revolving account where utilities and main-
tenance are paid from rental revenues. This self-sustaining approach 
has proven eff ective, with annual expenses estimated at $145,000 and 
annual revenues estimated at $165,000, creating a modest but important 
positive margin.

Staffi  ng 
The Department of Cultural Aff airs was eventually 
established by the town as a separate line item un-
der the operational budget with an annual budget of 
$92,000. This dual fi nancial structure—with the facili-
ty itself operating through a revolving account and the 
programming and administrative function supported 
through the municipal budget—has created a sustain-
able framework that balances fi scal responsibility with 
necessary support for the cultural mission. 

Oversight 
Yearly reports are presented to the Select Board, who 
oversee the facility. Through the board chair, questions 
are answered as to the program involvement and ac-
tive use of the building. The Select Board in turn looks 
at the revenues and determines if the model is still 
working for the town. 

“Artists have to be 
good citizens and 
team players in 
the building’s  
programs. 

– Kara Mewhinney, Harwich’s 
Cultural Aff airs Director

The 204 Library
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Management & Operations 
The management structure has evolved to support the 
operations. The establishment of a full-time Director 
of Cultural Aff airs position in 2022, supported by a 
part-time program aide, created dedicated profession-
al stewardship for the facility. This departmental struc-
ture provides the necessary administrative capacity 
to manage the diverse activities and relationships that 
make the center function eff ectively. 

The facility operates on an “as is” basis, with the un-
derstanding that certain artistic disciplines—such as 
wood turning or ceramics—cannot be accommodated 
due to the lack of specialized systems to support the 
machinery and type of work involved. This practical 
limitation acknowledges that accommodating all artis-
tic disciplines would require signifi cant investments in 
ventilation, power capacity, fi re protection, and alarm 
systems that are beyond the current scope of the proj-
ect. 

The facility’s operations are integrated with other mu-
nicipal functions. The Recreation Department utilizes 
the gymnasium for their programs, the Police Depart-
ment runs a seasonal indoor futsal league in the same 
space, and all municipal departments have access to 
the facility for meetings, programs, and workshops. 
There is also a municipal agreement between the town 
and the school for fi eld use behind the facility. This 
multi-departmental utilization maximizes the building’s 
value to the broader community while distributing the 
benefi ts across municipal services. 

Images taken from The 204’s social media 
promoting events like open mics, community 
fl ea markets, and found object art classes.
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The 204 Artist Directory - 1st Floor
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The 204 Artist Directory - 2nd Floor
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Recommendations to Others 
Taking on this Work

Gather community support and guidance 
by listening. Hold community information 
meetings or strategic planning sessions.

Be clear and decisive with the plan and 
intent for utilizing the property. 

Get Select Board and Administration 
support with initiatives and plans. 

Create and implement a brand.

Maintain forward thinking movement.

Performance by Maureen Hancock at The 204

Additional Resources for 

Adapting Buildings

• Cultural Facilities Fund

• Guide for Developing Artist

Space

https://massculturalcouncil.org/organizations/cultural-facilities-fund/
https://massculturalcouncil.org/artists-art/artist-space-resources/artist-space-guide/
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