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Creative Zoning to Protect & Expand Art Spaces
A practitioner tip sheet
Taken from the Creative Space Development Network Accelerator (DNA) Session in June 2026
This session examines how municipal zoning tools – including explicit use definitions, targeted overlay districts, and tight set-aside requirements – can establish baseline protections and prevent the displacement of creative spaces. Planning experts illustrate how pairing proactive zoning strategies with Community Benefits Agreements, cultural trusts, and broad community coalitions creates durable leverage to preserve and expand arts infrastructure.
Presenters: Annis Sengupta, Director of Arts & Culture Metropolitan Area Planning Council and Greg Jenkins, Former Executive Director Somerville Arts Council.
Zoning sets the rules, not the outcome: Zoning alone cannot build or force arts space to exist; it creates incentives or disincentives for development.
Name Your Arts Uses Before You Can Protect Them: Arts activity is often scattered across unrelated zoning categories — museums under "Educational Use," studios under "Business," dance under "Commercial Recreation."  Makerspaces and co-op studios frequently don't fit any category at all. Define creative uses explicitly so they can be tracked, protected, and incentivized.
Use Overlays & Text Amendments for targeted changes: Full citywide zoning overhauls are rare and take years. Overlay districts (adding a new layer of rules to a specific area) and Zoning Text Amendments (narrow adjustments to existing rules) are faster, surgical tools to resolve specific issues.
These more surgical approaches allow you to fix one specific definitional problem, without reopening the whole code. For example: high parking minimums and strict change-of-use rules often kill projects before they start. Relaxing parking requirements for creative spaces in commercial or industrial corridors is a proven way to activate vacant space.
Proactively Assess Risk: Monitor commercial development pipelines, transit expansions, and allowable floor-area ratios (FAR) to identify vulnerable artist hubs before displacement happens.
Designing & Refining Set-Asides: If you pass an arts set-aside (e.g., requiring 5% of new large developments to go toward creative use), ensure the definition is tight. Broad terms like "innovation," "co-working," or "makerspace" can give developers a loophole to fulfill arts requirements with generic office space. Split true Arts/Artisanal uses from Innovation/Design Services so only genuine arts uses qualify.
Somerville's 2025 fix split ACE into three separate categories – Arts, Artisanal, and Innovation – and excluded Innovation from counting toward the requirement.
Zoning gaps create negotiating power: When a developer asks for a zoning variance or density relief (e.g., asking to build 16 stories in a 4-story zone), the community gains major leverage.
Secure Community Benefits Agreements (CBAs): Use development review processes to negotiate legally binding, privately enforced CBAs. This can secure below-market spaces, dedicated music venues, or specific facility commitments directly from developers.
Build broad coalitions: Successful space preservation links arts advocates with neighborhood councils, housing activists, land trusts, and labor groups.
Case Study Snapshot: Somerville, MA
2009 (Union Square Overlay): Defined artist studio space as a home occupation and eliminated parking minimums for arts-related changes of use.
2019 (Citywide Overhaul): Created Fabrication Districts and a 5% Arts & Creative Enterprise (ACE) set-aside for commercial developments over 50k sq ft.
2025 (ACE Refinement): Fixed a loophole by splitting ACE into Arts, Artisanal, and Innovation – disqualifying generic co-working/office space from meeting the 5% requirement.
Zoning Alone Won't Solve Displacement – Layer in Other Tools
Community Benefits Agreements (privately negotiated and enforced, separate from zoning)
Cultural trusts to hold funding and real property 
Tax deferrals in exchange for affordability commitments
Linkage fees on large commercial development
In-lieu cash payments pooled across small, hard-to-fill set-asides (one modeled example: $1.7M pooled over 10 years from four sub-1,000-sq-ft set-asides)
Arts-space preservation is following in the footsteps of affordable housing policy. To prevent displacement, communities must combine clear zoning definitions and set-asides with proactive advocacy, Community Benefits Agreements and municipal trust models. In many cases, the legal and political groundwork has often already been laid.
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