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Adaptive Reuse of Public Buildings for Creative Uses
A practitioner tip sheet
Taken from the Creative Space Development Network Accelerator (DNA) Session in April 2026
This session examined how Massachusetts communities are converting surplus municipal buildings like town halls and schools into lasting homes for arts and culture.
Presenters: Burns Maxey, CitySpace (Easthampton), Erin Becker, Mother Brook Arts & Community Center (Dedham), Danielle Smida, Erin Padilla Cogswell Art Space (Haverhill), and Kara Mewhinney, The 204 Cultural Arts Municipal Building (Harwich).
Each project from this session has a case study that can be accessed on our Adaptive Reuse of Buildings webpage.

Ownership vs. Leasing
Municipal Lease Model: Long-term leases (10 to 99 years) provide the stability required to attract capital grant funding. Short leases (e.g. 3 years) can undermine a capital campaign's credibility. 
Nonprofit Ownership Model: Buying the building outright guarantees permanent mission protection against political shifts, but places the full carrying cost entirely on the nonprofit. 
Municipal Direct Operation: Towns can choose to retain ownership and direct operation, establishing a Department of Cultural Affairs to staff and program the space alongside other cultural economic development like cultural districts. 
Property taxes: every case study project pays none — either the building is municipally owned, or nonprofit ownership qualifies for exemption

Conduct Early Due Diligence & Conditions Assessments
Obtain technical assistance or feasibility grants (e.g., Mass Cultural Facilities Fund) before acquisition to assess code requirements, asbestos/environmental status, and structural needs. 
Address zoning and parking early by creating Arts Overlay Districts (Dedham) or adopting ordinances that exempt historic structures from some of the current requirements that may make the project less feasible (eg: waiving parking requirements in Easthampton). 

The Request for Proposal (RFP) Process Can Be Shaped
Work with Municipal Supporters: RFPs can be written to specify arts/performing-arts use, which narrowed the competitive field. Work with municipal champions to shape RFP language before it's issued. But check with your municipality first to ensure your participation/input is at a sufficient “arms length transaction” for the process.
Competition isn't inevitable: several projects succeeded simply because developer interest was low, or competing proposals failed on other grounds. Know your local development market before assuming you'll be outbid.
Avoiding the RFP entirely can be an option: At times space can be designated directly through town meeting and state approval specifically to avoid an open competition: This route depends on strong existing community relationships and good timing.



Structure Favorable On-Ramps & Lease Agreements
Negotiate supportive initial terms while the non-profit builds capacity. 
CitySpace (Easthampton): The City covered heat, light, and main building maintenance for the first 10-year lease, giving the non-profit room to grow before moving to a 44-year lease. 
Mother Brook Arts (Dedham): Rent was structured as a percentage of lease revenues rather than a high fixed cost and that percentage started lower than the ultimate agreed percentage allowing for the nonprofit to stabilize.  
Cogswell ArtSpace (Haverhill): Used a 3-year option-to-purchase lease agreement to raise funds without immediate debt. 
In lease situations, municipalities often retain structural insurance on the building shell, while the nonprofit handles general liability and interior programming. 

Phased Activation vs. All-at-Once Construction
Phased Activation: Generating income by activating the space as early as possible (CitySpace). This builds community momentum, proves demand, shows visible progress to donors, and creates rental revenue to fund operations and future fit out.
Pivoting from All-at-Once Construction: Fundraising realities may dictate a phased approach. Use your capital needs assessment and business plan to guide you. Most projects prioritize heavy infrastructure (electrical capacity, HVAC, plumbing) and accessibility (elevators, ADA ramps) over high-end interior finishes. 
Proof-of-Concept Space: Operating a small satellite or pop-up storefront location during long construction periods keeps the community engaged and demonstrates mission capacity to major funders. 



Fundraising Realities
Fundraise for Reserves in Parallel: In addition to raising capital for bricks-and-mortar try to create an operational runway raising 3 years of operating reserves 
Carrying Costs During Construction: Carrying insurance, security, and baseline utilities on a vacant or under-renovation building is a reality that can be underestimated, especially insurance on an unoccupied building which can cost more than when occupied.
Advocacy is Decisive: Accessing some state grants (such as MassDevelopment's Underutilized Properties Program) is more likely with active support from state representatives and senators. Grassroots postcard campaigns to legislators have proven effective at elevating project visibility and expect to apply more than once: the Underutilized Properties Grant took Cogswell four years and four rounds; Hudson Cultural Alliance is on its third attempt. Persistence is part of the process.
Upgraded systems are a long-term investment: choosing efficient but perhaps initially more expensive HVAC, plumbing, and electrical infrastructure reduces the maintenance capital needed during operations. Systems should be analyzed for multi-year operating savings.

Ongoing Stewardship
The 204 Building (Harwich): Created a self-sustaining municipal revolving fund where $165k in annual studio rents fully covers the $145k building overhead. 
Establish both operating reserves and long-term building maintenance reserves to handle unexpected capital repairs. 
Require artist tenants to actively participate in the community through open studios or classes. 
Maximize facility use by cross-programming with municipal departments (e.g., recreation/ community meetings) if possible. 
Partner with local vocational tech schools and civic groups for assistance with non-specialized tasks like demolition and basic carpentry. 
Maintain political relationships - leadership turnover at the city level can change everything — in some instances municipal support varied by who holds the mayor's office. Sustaining relationships across administrations is its own skill set.

Municipal Adaptive Reuse & Facility Governance
Evaluating Facility Management Options: When surplus civic buildings (town halls, schools, courthouses) are adapted for cultural use, evaluate three primary operating models: 
Partnering with an Established Cultural Non-Profit: Handing facility management to an experienced arts operator with industry knowledge provides operational stability while serving multiple community users. 
Forming a New Non-Profit Operator: Creating a dedicated 501(c)(3) entity to manage the facility; requires substantial initial board building, capacity development, and runway fundraising. 
Direct Municipal Management: Having town staff run programming and facility operations; often difficult to sustain because cultural space operations rarely align with core municipal functions. 
Issuing RFIs Before RFPs: Municipalities unsure of regional operator capacity can issue a preliminary Request for Information (RFI) or Request for Interest to identify interested non-profit operating partners before publishing formal disposition RFPs. 
Leveraging Pre-Development Grants & Regional Planning: Utilize state and regional resources for early due diligence, including MassDevelopment Technical Assistance rounds, the Cultural Facilities Fund, regional planning agency studies (e.g., MAPC), and Preservation Massachusetts pre-development grants. 
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