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Organizing, Advocacy & Preservation of Artist Workspace
A practitioner tip sheet
Taken from the Creative Space Development Network Accelerator (DNA) Session in March 2026
The inaugural DNA session featured ArtStaysHere Coalition’s grassroots organizing, policy advocacy, and developer negotiations preserving at-risk artist workspaces across Massachusetts. Insights were shared from the Charlestown Rehearsal Studios Tenants Association and Humphrey Street Studios campaigns.
Presenters: Ami Bennitt, Cristina Todesco, Ethan Dussault from the #ARTSTAYSHERE Coalition and Jesse Vengrove, Daniel Sussman and Emily Doran from the Charlestown Rehearsal Studios Tenants Association.

Organizing & Forming Tenants Associations
Form a Tenants Association Proactively (Before Crisis Hits): Do not wait for an eviction notice, building sale, or rent spike to organize. In most at-risk buildings, no organized tenant body exists when threats emerge. Establishing an association early creates a communication infrastructure, dispels rumors with verified facts, and provides immediate leverage if ownership changes. 
Speak with One Unified Voice: Internal consensus is the single most consistent factor in successful space preservation campaigns. Clear, collective bargaining allows tenants to present reasonable, unified demands to building owners, developers, and elected officials rather than fragmented individual appeals. 
Understand the Limits of "Hair-on-Fire" Mobilization: Acute emergencies effectively draw large crowds to hearings and city council meetings, but attendance drops once the immediate threat subsides. Long-term stability requires building steady, proactive structures rather than relying solely on crisis adrenaline. 
Recognize and Accommodate Artist Bandwidth: Municipal and landlord meetings frequently occur during 9-to-5 business hours, conflicting with day jobs. Organize and accommodate around realistic participation/capacity rather than ideal expectations, and having a core working steering committee is recommended.

Demonstrating Value to Municipalities & Neighborhoods
Survey and Quantify Local Economic Footprint: Before presenting to neighborhood councils or municipal bodies, survey tenants on their spending habits. Concrete data listing specific local businesses patronized by artists (restaurants, hardware stores, bodegas, print shops) turns contentious neighborhood meetings into unanimous votes of support. 
Open the Space and Build Relationships Early: Make the creative community’s presence visible long before asking for help. Host open studios, invite neighborhood residents in, and partner with local public schools or youth arts programs (e.g., Boston Public Schools via EdVestors) to establish goodwill and community value. 
Multi-Dimensional Framing: Tailor advocacy arguments to match the audience. While developers respond to financial predictability and reputational impact, municipal planners and elected officials care about neighborhood character, economic activity, public health, and cultural vibrancy. 

Leveraging Zoning, Policy & Public Process
Intervene at Change of Ownership & Change of Use: A proposed sale, zoning variance, or change of use triggers a public, visible regulatory process. Getting in front of planning boards and city officials early creates statutory leverage to negotiate artist protections or community benefit agreements. 
Utilize and Advocate for Arts Zoning Overlays (e.g., Somerville ACE Model): Zoning can proactively protect against displacement. Tools like Arts and Creative Enterprise (ACE) zoning and dedicated Fabrication Districts restrict predatory redevelopments (such as conversions to self-storage or luxury commercial uses) and create a legal baseline from which to negotiate affordable set-asides. 
Recognize Commercial Vulnerability (Lack of HUD/AMI Equivalence): Unlike residential housing, commercial artist workspaces lack federal affordability benchmarks (e.g., HUD, Area Median Income) or eviction protections. Establishing standardized municipal definitions for "affordable arts space" is critical for drafting binding local policies. 
Track Enabling Legislation: Monitor and support state-level policy tools, such as the Creative Space Act, which empowers municipalities to create dedicated cultural trusts and repurpose public buildings for creative workspace. 

Working with Private Owners & Developers
Stay Adaptable as Development Scenarios Shift: Initial closure threats or aggressive redevelopment proposals frequently change course over multi-year campaigns. Ongoing stakeholder engagement keeps alternative preservation solutions on the table as market conditions evolve. 
Use Public Scrutiny and Reputational Risk Strategically: Private owners and commercial real estate firms are sensitive to public perception. Combining community presence, media coverage, and city involvement establishes meaningful negotiating pressure even in the absence of explicit policy protections. 
Prepare for Post-Preservation Attrition: Securing a building against immediate closure is only the beginning. Commercial landlords operating on standard business models may continue imposing frequent rent increases, converting creative floors to more lucrative uses, or offering short-term, month-to-month leases. Long-term defense requires sustained coalition oversight. 


Structural Ownership & Long-Term Protections
Prioritize Mission-Driven Ownership: Without mission-driven ownership—by artists themselves, a nonprofit community development corporation (CDC), an arts trust, or a municipality—spaces remain vulnerable to commercial real estate cycles. Long-term ground leases and cooperative or nonprofit acquisition represent permanent protections against displacement. 
Build Multi-Sector Coalition Coalitions: Durable preservation requires cross-sector collaboration connecting artist organizing bodies, legal advisors, community development corporations, municipal arts offices, and regional planners. 
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