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P a r t  O n e :  

[ Introduction ] 
 
 

This research project has been funded by the Scottish Arts Council 

Professional Development Fund and supported by HI~Arts. 
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Part One:  [  Background to the Project ]  
 

In November 2008, after having worked for eight years with HI~Arts, the arts 

development agency for the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, I became eligible for a 

month-long sabbatical. 

HI~Arts runs a scheme whereby employees who have been with the organisation for 

more than five consecutive years can take a month’s paid leave to pursue a project 

which is of some benefit to the organisation.  This could involve training in a new skill, 

a placement within another cultural organisation or, in my case, a research project. 

Having worked in rural arts and audience development for the best part of a decade, I 

was keen to find out how other similarly rural parts of the world approached this work.  

However, I did not want to conduct my study in areas that have been somewhat over-

researched in terms of their existing linkages to the Highlands, such as Nova Scotia and 

Cape Breton. 

The idea of travelling to rural Arizona for my research study arose after some Googling 

of terms such as “rural arts development” and “rural arts marketing”, and after U.S. 

arts consultant Alan Brown of WolfBrown Associates put me in touch with some of his 

contacts across North America. 

At first glance, Arizona may not seem to have obvious connections with Scotland and 

the Highlands and Islands.  However, there are a number of factors that, in my mind, 

made it worthy of closer consideration: 

o Both Scotland and Arizona have populations of around 5 million; 

o Both have a large proportion of their population based in and around two large 

central urban centres; 

o Both have challenges with geography and rurality - whether that is the deserts 

of sourthern Arizona, or the Highlands and Islands of northern Scotland; 

o Both have strong cultural heritage including a minority language - the Gaelic of 

the Scots or the Native Indian language of the south western States. 

So I began to see some similar context and challenges, which persuaded me that this 

could be a rich area for research.  I later found that there are also interesting parallels 

between the landscapes of Arizona and the Highlands and Islands.  The mountain 
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formations of the two regions can be strikingly similar although, whilst in Scotland 

these mountains are divided by glens and lochs, in Arizona it is the desert inbetween.  

Indeed, the best of the contemporary landscape artists' work in Arizona has a strong 

resonance with the the work of Scottish artists – the quality of light being a focus of 

both. 

From spring 2008, I began to build up contacts in Arizona, and made plans as to which 

organisations and projects I might visit on my sabbatical.  One project that was 

brought to my attention by Julie Peeler of Americans for the Arts early on in my desk 

research was the Curley School artisan residence in an ex-mining town called Ajo 

(pronounced ar-ho) in Sonoran Desert.  Here, it seemed that arts were being used as a 

tool for community redevelopment and healing in an old mining community that had 

historically been much divided by ethnicity. 

However, it quickly became apparent that there were many other projects, arts 

organisations and clusters of cultural activity across the State worthy of investigation –

the town of Tubac (where art meets history) with its scores of galleries and artists studios; 

the new cultural centre for the people of the Tohono O’odham tribe in the Sonoran 

desert at Sells; the city of Yuma where a new arts centre has been key to the 

regeneration of the downtown area; and the fine and thoughtful work of the Tucson 

Pima Arts Council in public art development in urban Tucson and in showcasing and 

making sense of the diverse cultural roots of Native Americans, Mexican Americans 

and Anglo Americans across rural Pima County. 

Over the months leading up to my trip, I made many contacts and identified many 

cultural projects to study within Arizona – not all of which I managed to visit during 

my month in the State. 

I would like to thank all of those people who gave their time and shared their thoughts 

and practice with me so generously during my trip.  To this day, I am humbled by the 

warmth and graciousness of those I met across Arizona. 

In particular I would like to thank Tracy Taft and Nick Francis of the International 

Sonoran Desert Alliance; Jewel Clearwater of the Curley School, Ajo; Matt Lehrman of 

Alliance for Audience and his family; Robert Booker, Jaime Dempsey and Mitch 

Menchaca of the Arizona Commission on the Arts; Roberto Bedoya, David Hoyt Johnson 
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and Leia Maahs of the Tucson Pima Arts Council; Allison Francisco of the Tohono O'odham 

Native Cultural Center and Museum; Debbie Paine of the Arts & Business Council of Greater 

Phoenix; Rex Ijams of the Yuma Arts Center; and all of the wonderful people at Diamond 

Mountain where I took part in a short retreat during my sabbatical. 

I'm greatly indebted to HI-Arts and the Scottish Arts Council for their support that 

helped to make this sabbatical possible.  They should be encouraged to know that a 

number of the organisations that I visited now intend to put similar policies in place to 

allow their staff to take research sabbaticals.  What's more, some are considering 

coming to Scotland to do their research! 

Since returning from my sabbatical, I have been able to make introductions between 

various arts administrators in Scotland and Arizona, some of which are now leading to 

practical projects and collaboration.  I hope that the ripples and connections from the 

sabbatical will continue. 

In these days when Social Enterprises and Cultural Entrepreneurship are the key emerging 

phrases in arts policy across Scotland, I feel that the U.S. has models of good practice 

to offer us. 

It is my hope and intention to return to southern Arizona in the future to track the 

progress of the ambitious and visionary projects that I was fortunate enough to 

encounter on my travels, and to visit some of the good friends that I made during my 

sabbatical. 
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[ My Journey ] 

My travels took me some 2,500 miles across Arizona and briefly into California.  I 

began in Phoenix, the State capital, where many of the cultural support and 

development agencies are based, moving south to Tucson, the second largest city in 

Arizona and a hub for much of the rural southern State. 

From there, I travelled across rural southern Arizona and the reservations of the 

Sonoran Desert, visiting cultural organisations in Bisbee, Tubac, Sells, Ajo, and finally 

Yuma, the westernmost city in the State.  I spent my final days in the U.S. in California 

before returning to Phoenix. 

 

(A) Phoenix AZ 

(B) Tucson AZ 

(C) Bisbee AZ 

(D) Bowie AZ 

(E) Tubac AZ 

(F) Sells AZ 

(G) Ajo AZ 

(H) Yuma AZ 

(I) San Diego CA 

(J) Los Angeles CA 

(K) Scottsdale AZ 

(L) Phoenix AZ

 

  

[ Blog ] 

A more informal and personal record of my Arizonan research trip is available as an 

online Blog from the HI~Arts website. 

Visit www.hi-arts.co.uk/blog. 
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P a r t  T w o :  

[ Context & Comparators ] 
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Part Two: [  Context  & Comparators ]  

 

In this section, I will deal with my main observations from my investigations into the 

cultural sector of Arizona, both in terms of the context in which the cultural sector 

operates in the State, and how this compares with the situation in Scotland. 

In particular, I intend to explore areas where cultural and audience development 

practices in Arizona diverge from current practice in Scotland, or where I feel that they 

have a potential application within the Scottish context. 

 
 

(i) The Historic Context 

Much of the current landscape of the arts in the United States has been shaped by the 

National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), an independent agency of the United States 

federal government created by an act of the U.S. Congress in 1965. 

The NEA is "dedicated to supporting excellence in the arts, both new and established; 

bringing the arts to all Americans; and providing leadership in arts education”. 

The NEA has provided funding for artists and art groups, including symphony 

orchestras, opera companies, theatres and ballet troupes.  New works of poetry, 

painting, drama, music, literature and film have been created through NEA grants.  

Through NEA support the number of local arts councils has grown from 160 in 1965 

to more than 3,000 today, inspired by the model offered by U.K. Arts Councils. 

From the mid-1980s to the mid-90s, Congress granted the NEA an annual funding of 

between $160 and $180 million.  In 1996, however, Congress cut the NEA funding to 

$99.5 million as a result of pressure from conservative groups, including the American 

Family Association, who criticised the agency for using tax dollars to fund highly 

controversial artists such as Robert Clark Young, Barbara Degenevieve, Andres 

Serrano and Robert Mapplethorpe. 

These were the so-called “Art Wars” of the late 1980s and 90s, and took their toll on 

the ambitions of the NEA. 

Since 1996, the NEA has partially rebounded with a 2008 budget of $144.7 million, 

however it has not been unscathed.  Academic Michael J Lewis writes: “the NEA has 

withered in a matter of decades from a self-styled instrument of world peace to a 
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cautious dispenser of largesse whose one inflexible principle is that no grant must ever 

rebound to the administration’s embarrassment.  Whether it can regain its early 

ambition – or whether it should try to – is an open question.  But nobody 

contemplating a reform of this institution should begin without a clear and 

unsentimental understanding of America’s peculiarly fitful relationship to the arts, 

particularly the visual arts.” 

So, whilst the NEA moved towards the funding of ‘safer’ and uncontroversial art and 

education programmes, there is a sense that artform development suffered through a 

lack of funding support for more experimental work or for artists taking greater risks. 

I met with Robert Booker and his colleagues at the Arizona Commission on the Arts – one 

of the local arts councils to have been established through funding from the NEA.  

Robert was of the opinion that things have improved significantly since the end of the 

Art Wars, and that risks again could be taken. 

Most arts organisations in the U.S. have nonprofit status.  U.S. nonprofit corporations 

exist solely to provide programs and services that are of public benefit and not 

otherwise provided by local, state, or federal agencies.  While they are able to earn a 

profit, more accurately called a 'surplus', such earnings must be retained by the 

organisation for its future provision of programs and services - and earnings may not 

benefit individuals or stakeholders 

Many U.S. nonprofits are charities, and may be organised as a not-for-profit 

corporation or as a trust, a cooperative, or they may be purely informal.  This non-

profit status is very important to cultural organisations as it entitles them to many 

benefits from the Government, public and commercial sectors. 

 

(ii) Support infrastructure and funding 

Whilst the NEA’s annual budget looks vast on paper, it equates to less than a quarter 

of that of the Scottish Arts Council when calculated on a per capita basis. 

Indeed, the most obvious difference between the cultural sector in the U.K. and U.S. 

revolves around the reliance on public sector funding for the arts. 
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For the vast majority of the cultural organisations that I visited in Arizona, funding 

support from public subsidy contributed less than 10% of their annual costs. 

Interestingly, the comparative lack of investment of public funds in arts organisations 

in Arizona has positive and negative outcomes. 

On the positive side, it leads to great entrepreneurship in fundraising and a more 

market- and audience-focused approach, and arts organisations here are inevitably 

much more focused on securing funds from private and commercial sources.  By 

spreading their income across a range of sources (ticket sales, donations, memberships, 

advertising space), these arts organisations become less susceptible to loss of any one 

major funding source.  By contrast, the loss of any one major public sector funder in 

the U.K. can mean the end for an arts organisation. 

On the negative side, the lack of public investment in market failure across the U.S. 

arts sector leads to obvious gaps in provision.  For instance, outside of the major urban 

centres in central Arizona, there is not the density of audience to support the costs of 

touring performing arts companies, and no access to touring funds.  As a result, where 

smaller communities have some provision for drama and dance, this tends to be in the 

form of amateur groups, which do not necessarily have local access to professional 

touring product to drive ambitions and standards. 

In other cases, semi-professional companies are able to survive, which has the benefit 

of exposing amateur practitioners to professional practice at a local level, but in turn 

can serve to limit the development of the artform amongst professionals. 

Supporting artists and arts organisations across the U.S. are the many aforementioned 

arts councils and agencies.  However, whilst many grant-giving arts councils and other 

cultural development agencies have been established across the States through NEA 

funding, there is an inequity in the spread of this provision and, whilst some counties 

and jurisdictions are well served by such organisations, others have little or no 

provision. 

This is because many such councils and agencies sprang up where there were motivated 

and well-organised groups and individuals in a position to take advantage of the 

opportunity afforded by the funds. 
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Patagonia Creative Arts –  
community arts centre at Tin Shed Theater 

Where such local agencies exist – under-resourced as they may be – good practice 

emerges.  Behind much of the rich arts development work in Tucson and rural Pima 

county is the Tucson Pima Arts Council, which is possibly the organisation in Arizona 

with most similarities to HI~Arts – although their remit is limited to a small part of the 

State.  I met with Director Roberto Bedoya and his colleagues David Hoyt Johnson 

and Leia Maahs. 

The Tucson Pima Arts Council was 

established in the early 1980s – one of 

the many regional councils across the 

U.S. set up with funding from the 

NEA.  The fruits of this agency’s 

work in the region are tangible in 

downtown Tucson, which teems with 

galleries, craft shops, delightful public 

artworks, and a diverse variety of 

small and mid-scale venues – much of 

the infrastructure brokered, nurtured 

and supported by the council. 

The bulk of the work of Tucson Pima Arts Council involves the grant support of other 

non-profit arts organisations and creative individuals, but they also have a strong 

programme of projects linking the arts with communities and the social issues in rural 

Pima county on the Mexican border. 

The agency’s strategic planning is highly impressive, and centres on the shared 

experience and values of their diverse community - which includes a number of Indian 

reservations.  Being an arts administrator here requires huge sensitivity towards social 

and cultural issues. 

However, the Tucson Pima Arts Council are also strong on art delivery - curating and 

showcasing the work of rurally-based artists in Tucson’s impressive modern library 

space, or organising Open Studio Weekends in Tucson and Pima County featuring 

over 155 artists' studios. 



 

 13 [ HI~Arts – Arizona Research Sabbatical ] 

 

The council has also produced a 114-page guidebook entitled “Cultural Corridors of 

Pima County”, taking travelers off-the-beaten-path and into the hinterlands of rural 

southern Arizona and celebrating some of the area's most unique communities and 

attractions.  All of this work is achieved by a team of just seven staff. 

Whilst such agencies exist and do some great work at a local level, it is the exception 

rather than the rule for a small region within a State to have access to such resources.  I 

was also struck by the lack of broader networks for arts organisations, arts councils and 

other agencies and arts practitioners across Arizona. 

I was surprised at the number of arts administrators and artists that I spoke to who 

knew little about what other arts initiatives were going on in their own State – 

sometimes just thirty or forty miles up the road.  There also appears to be limited use 

of online opportunities to provide virtual networking for the sector through web 

portals and the like. 

Without the connections and overview that an agency like HI~Arts can provide, the 

scale and diverse work of the arts sector can be hidden from itself, and best practice 

can be lost to the sector.  Indeed, after four weeks traveling across Arizona and seeing 

the infrastructure for myself, I feel as though I have more of an overview of the arts 

sector in southern Arizona than many in the industry there. 

 

(iii) Organisational Structures 

The relatively low levels of public funding for the arts and the broader exposure to 

market forces experienced by cultural sector in the U.S. inevitably shape both the 

structure of arts organisations and their approach to fundraising. 

As a result, the structure of these organisations often looks very different in the U.S., 

with an emphasis placed on PR.  Media coverage is all-important in the States for any 

organisation.  An example of this is Alliance for Audience in greater Phoenix (see Case 

Study 2).  Whilst this small organisation has grown and shrunk over the years, it has 

always retained a media specialist on the core team.  The Alliance’s Director, Matt 

Lehrman, told me that he presents three regular slots on public TV each week to 

promote the arts events sold through their online portal (www.showup.com).  
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In addition, there is a tendency for U.S. cultural organisations to franchise out specialist 

work rather than committing to taking on additional staff or specialist services in-

house.  That is, greater ties to the marketplace also appear to result in U.S. cultural 

organisations becoming more realistic and focused in what they take on, and 

structuring themselves internally in leaner ways that their U.K. counterparts. 

In the States, many cultural organisations limit themselves to a small core team of 

focused strategists and project leaders, tendering out specialist functions and project 

delivery to other contractors.  This can mean some loss of control of the delivery of 

product, but has benefits in terms of broadening audiences and engagement with the 

arts. 

This leads to lighter-weight organisations that are more ready to weather turbulence of 

changing times by either shedding areas of activity, or quickly changing focus, without 

necessarily having to shed staff. 

It also ties U.S. cultural organisations into a much broader network of skills and 

market-facing providers, who act to legitimise, endorse and “commoditise” the artistic 

product.  Whatever one feels about this approach, it can help to reorient arts 

organisations towards their marketplace. 

In comparison, in the U.K., there is a tendency for cultural organisations to take on 

many functions in-house – both administrative and specialist.  For instance, many have 

marketing departments, large box office teams, in-house designers, in-house IT staff, 

web managers, press officers, etc., and those that do not often try to develop these 

skills in-house within existing staff rather than contracting them out. 

However, this in turn spreads the focus of existing staff increasingly thinly and, given 

the comparatively low salaries in the U.K. arts sector, further serves to mask the true 

costs of operating a cultural organisation.  This, in turn, leads to a larger economic 

divide between the publicly funded arts sector and the commercial service providers, 

making it increasingly difficult for the cultural sector to contract out to professional 

specialist service providers in the future. 

Even in Arizonan venues, I was struck by the preparedness of arts organisations here 

to outsource, franchise or delegate services and roles.  In comparison, in the U.K., 
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many arts organisations try to do everything themselves - taking on catering and 

retailing operations on top of marketing, ticketing, programming, front of house, etc. 

I often hear it said that small, under-resourced arts teams cannot afford to outsource 

work, or cannot afford to franchise potentially prosperous income streams to third-

parties.  However, neither can small teams expect to have the time, energy or skills to 

take on such a diverse range of tasks in-house.  Indeed, such multi-tasking can seriously 

limit an arts organisation's ability to make significant developments in any one area. 

Perhaps U.S. organisations are more realistic in this respect.  For instance, the Yuma 

Arts Center in south west Arizona outsources programming of both the centre's main 

gallery and running of their commercial retail space to a local arts group, Yuma Fine 

Arts.   So whilst, the arts centre in Yuma doesn't have the income of a retail outlet 

itself, it also does not have the significant expense or distraction of staffing, stocking 

and developing a retail outlet (which often involve many unrecorded costs which can 

wipe out any on-paper profits from such an outlet). 

On the other hand, outsourcing doesn't always work out the way one would hope.  For 

instance, many large-scale theatres outsource all their ticketing operation to commercial 

ticketing agents, rather than relying on an in-house Box Office.  My experience of such 

agents whilst purchasing theatre tickets in Arizona was infuriating.  It is disheartening 

to think that, in the country of great customer care, arts organisations would put such 

questionable levels of service between themselves and their customer. 

In addition, this contracting out can lead larger cultural venues in the U.S. to feel very 

empty once devoid of the vibrancy that a large in-house team (i.e. box office staff, etc.) 

can bring. 

 

(iv) Fundraising and philanthropy 

Of course, individual giving and other philanthropic activity are of huge importance to 

the arts in the U.S. 

The arts sector in the U.K. has often been urged to take on this model of securing 

much higher proportions of their income from private donors, memberships, bequests, 
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etc.  However, there are a number of reasons why the U.S. model is not wholly 

transferable, and not altogether desirable. 

Firstly, Americans pay proportionally far less in taxes than we do in the U.K., and there 

is awareness amongst U.S. taxpayers that their tax dollars do not currently go towards 

the broad subsidy of healthcare, arts, etc.  This, in turn, leads to a much greater 

tradition of philanthropy and investment into one’s local community in the U.S. 

That is, in the knowledge that theatres, galleries, public art, are unlikely to become a 

reality, or unlikely to be sustainable, without their help, people do donate – and they, in 

turn, become widely recognised within the communities as benefactors. 

U.S. cultural organisations are also very good at giving recognition and a sense of 

ownership to such patrons.  However, such recognition might well be harder to 

achieve in the U.K. where benefactors often receive little credit in comparison to the 

funder’s logo emblazoned across every piece of marketing material. 

In terms of commercial sponsorship, as in the U.K., Arts and Business exists in the U.S. 

to encourage engagement and forge mutually beneficial relationships between the 

commercial world and the non-profit arts sector. 

I met with Arts and Business Phoenix – an American cousin of our own Arts and Business 

Scotland. 

Debbie Paine and her small team manage to run an impressive range of services, 

focusing on training business leaders to mentor and sit on the boards of cultural sector 

non-profit organisations.  Arts and Business also plays an extremely important role in 

encouraging business sponsorship of the arts in a State where the cultural sector is so 

reliant on support from the commercial sector. 

However, the names of a small number of large businesses – such as American Express 

and Wells Fargo – seem to come up time and again as major supporters of the arts 

infrastructure here, and Arts and Business is much less successful at identifying and 

stimulating arts support from the smaller businesses based in rural regions.  As a result, 

Arts and Business in Arizona currently limits its activity to greater Phoenix, although it is 

currently looking at Tucson as a potential new area for activity. 
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However, despite a general lack of access to public subsidy, there are a few cases in 

Arizona where public funding for cultural activity is alive and well, and accounts for a 

large proportion of an arts venue’s income. 

These are the cases where a local city government chooses to invest public funds 

strategically into an arts initiative that satisfies wider social and economic objectives for 

the area. 

An example of this would be in Yuma, where the new Yuma Arts Center complex is seen 

by City Hall as key to the rejuvenation of the city’s downtown area.  Such high-level 

financial interventions, however, come with strings attached, and community 

engagement and education are key to the work at this centre over and above any issues 

of artform development. 

These instances of local subsidy are, however, the exception rather than the rule. 

Without the reliance on regular public subsidy, and with most cultural organisations in 

the U.S. assuming the status of “non-profits” rather than charities, there is a greater 

willingness by arts organisations to take on other strategic assets – in particular, a 

willingness to invest in property. 

These investments are often designed to contribute to the core strategic arts 

development work for the organisation (i.e. securing affordable housing and studio 

provision for artists), or contribute financially to supporting the arts activities of the 

organisation (i.e. where rental from properties are used to fund community arts 

education).  See Case Study 3 on the Curley School in Ajo for examples of both of these types of 

strategic development. 

Such assets have long term commitments (for instance, 25 year mortages) and thereby 

force cultural organisations to think and plan in terms of decades and generational 

change.  This stands in sharp contrast to the short-termism that can come with 

organisations that receive the majority of their funding from bodies where three to five 

year revenue funding is the maximum commitment. 

In addition, with a lack of direct public subsidy for “arts for arts’ sake”, cultural 

organisations in Arizona have turned to other funding portfolios and priorities for 
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support – community development being the remit most productive area of activity for 

many. 

On the other hand, this focus on the use of arts as a tool in social, community and 

tourism development has limited activity at the other end of the spectrum – that of 

development of the artform itself, which seems very much at the mercy of market 

forces in the U.S. 

This can lead to a divide between urban and rural centres, when only the larger cities 

have a critical mass of arts patronage that can support the artistic community 

commercially to the extent that it underpin the development of artform. 

 

(v) Artistic clustering, critical mass, cooperation and collaboration 

Given the economic context in which the arts exists in the States, one often sees the 

phenomena of artistic clustering at work – particularly where a critical mass of visual 

artists and craft makers have come together in rural areas to form communities in 

order to survive and thrive. 

Bisbee was founded as a copper, gold, and silver mining town in 1880.  Since the 

1950s, however, mining has been in decline.  The subsequent crash in housing prices, 

coupled with an attractive climate and picturesque scenery, led to Bisbee's rebirth as an 

artists' colony. 

Today, the original city of Bisbee is known 

as "Old Bisbee," and is home to a thriving 

downtown cultural scene.  It is not 

dissimilar to Tobermory on the Isle of 

Mull, but set up in the desert hills - a lazy, 

sunburnt town brimming with colourful 

galleries, crafts outlets and bric-a-brac 

shops.  The town is now a major cultural 

tourism destination within Arizona. Bisbee AZ, with the town’s mines in the background 
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Mariachi sculptures in Tubac 

A similar town in southern Arizona is Tubac, 

renowned as the town "where art and history 

meet”.  Tubac was founded in 1752 as the first 

Spanish colonial garrison in what is now Arizona, 

although things started long before that (it's 

believed that the Tubac area has been inhabited 

for over 11,000 years).  

However, Tubac didn't really come into its own 

until the twentieth century, when artists started 

to flock to the town from across the U.S., 

inspired by the incredible light that illuminates 

that part of southern Arizona.   

In 1948, noted painter Dale Nichols moved to the town from Nebraska and set up an 

arts school in five adobe buildings.  Whilst the school closed within a year (apparently 

the local ranchers and recruits from Tucson hadn't been so serious about pursuing an 

arts education after all!), by the end of the 1940s a small artists' colony had been 

established. 

The town now has a population of around 1,000, and its commercial centre consists of 

around 90 outlets of which 80 are galleries, craft shops and artists' studios.  I've never 

seen such a concentration of arts facilities in one place.  It's as if Maslow's hierarchy of 

needs had been turned upside down.  Everywhere you look there's another creative and 

commercially-viable business - Galleria Tubac, Clay Hands Studios, Creative Coyote, Sunrise 

Jewellers, Designs in Copper, Tubac Art Exchange, Karin Newby Sculpture Gardens, to name but 

a few.  

Far from seeing themselves in 

competition, many of the artists and 

makers running these businesses share 

and pool their skills, as well as producing 

regular arts newsletters and brochures to 

promote the small town. 

Tubac: ‘Where art and history meet’ 
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Right at the heart of all this is the Tubac Center of the Arts, a combined visual and 

performing arts venue and the only not-for-profit organisation in town.  Like many 

non-profit cultural organisations in the U.S., they received less than 10% of their 

income from public subsidy, and rely heavily on donations and earned income to 

programme their gallery and performing arts series. 

The arts centre sees itself as a hub to signpost the other creative businesses in the town.  

However, their small public subsidy also allows them to programme exhibitions and 

events that would not be financially viable in the other commercial outlets in the town. 
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The modern art centre at the  
heart of Yuma’s Main Street 

(vi) The arts in community development and regeneration 

As mentioned above, the cultural sector in the U.S. has become highly successful – 

partly through necessity – at securing public funding for the arts from a variety of non-

arts portfolios.  These include areas such as eduction, affordable housing, health care, 

community development, etc. 

In particular, there is widespread acknowledgement of the role that the arts can play in 

the urban and rural regeneration, with many community planners now using the arts as 

a key tool in their community development work. 

Throughout my travels in Arizona, I was shocked by the number of downtown areas in 

the centre of towns and cities that had failed commercially, and gone to ruin – often 

due to the popularity of out-of-town shopping malls.  In many cases, communities had 

had their hearts ripped out through the loss of this central meeting place – there was 

no longer a focal point or a recognisable ‘centre’ of community life. 

In some cases, as a natural result of these downtown areas becoming vacant and rents 

falling, artists were often seen to move into these neighbourhoods.  The creative 

vibrancy and creative entrepreneurship that these artists brought with them was seen to 

be a key factor in stimulating community regeneration in a number of these downtown 

areas.  This phenomenon is explored in detail in Case Study 1: First Fridays.  

As a result, following the lead of towns like Bisbee and 

Tubac, other communities across Arizona have made very 

deliberate attempts to regenerate communities through 

arts facilities and activities.  A key example is the work of 

the International Sonoran Desert Alliance in rural Ajo, which 

is showcased in Case Study 3 later in this report.  Another 

such community is Yuma. 

The city of Yuma is a similar size to Inverness in the 

Highlands, and I visited the city during my sabbatical to 

study the Yuma Art Center. 

Yuma seems to have a robust economy – like Inverness, it is the largest settlement in a 

predominantly rural region, and provides services for many smaller communities.  It is 



 

 22 [ HI~Arts – Arizona Research Sabbatical ] 

 

Historic Yuma Theatre 

Yuma Art Center at the heart of community life  
as a wedding venue 

well connected on the Arizona/California state line, with Interstate 8 and a major 

railroad route running through the city.  As a result, Yuma is growing fast. 

Unlike many arts organisations in the state, Yuma Art Center is funded predominantly 

from public sources.  In a very deliberate attempt by Yuma City Council to revitalise the 

downtown area, funding was made available for both the capital development and 

revenue costs of the centre. 

The newer building of the centre includes a 

modern and spacious gallery, workshop and 

administrative office space, built in 2002.  This 

is attached to the town's historic Yuma Theatre 

- a 650 capacity venue built in 1912 with a track 

record for performing arts and cinema. 

The arts centre is fostering strong links to the 

community through an intensive and high-

profile education program – giving over large 

and prominent gallery space to displays of work 

by local school pupils who have regular art 

classes within the centre.  The centre is also 

working to develop public arts projects on 

Yuma's Main Street. 

Yuma Art Center works closely with 

the local visitor bureau, heritage 

organisations, festivals, cultural 

councils and the Yuma Chamber of 

Commerce, and the centre is certainly 

having an impact on the downtown 

area.  A number of new shops and 

cafés have appeared over the last few 

years.   
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Even a new multiplex cinema has also opened at the other end of the street, purchased 

by the Native Indian community using profits made from their desert casino 

operations. 

Yuma is also home to an impressive array of arts groups, including two semi-

professional ballet companies, two visual arts groups and a community theatre 

company, for which the Yuma Arts Center provides a natural home and focus for 

performances. 

 

(vii) The arts in social development and cultural identity 

The town of Sells at the heart of the Sonoran desert in southern Arizona is home to the 

new Tohono O'odham Native Cultural Center and Museum.  

 

 

 

28,000 Tohono O'odham Native Americans live in communities spread out across the 

Sonoran desert in southern Arizona and northern Mexico.  The establishment of the 

cultural centre with its museum, archive, conference centre, artists' studios and 

genealogy research research facilities is the fulfilment of a fifty-year-old dream for the 

Community rooms at the Tohono O’odham Native Cultural Center and Museum 
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Nation.  Indeed, the Nation's first council wrote of the pressing need for such a focal 

point for the community and its cultural heritage as far back as the 1950s. 

The centre is comprised of a number of spacious, modern buildings, set out in the 

desert on the outskirts of the town, close to one of the Nation's most sacred 

mountains. 

I met with Allison Francisco, the centre's Artistic Services Manager, who gave me a tour of 

the building and provided a thoughtful and eloquent insight into the importance of the 

centre to the community. 

A member of the Tohono O'odham Nation and an artist herself, Allison explained that 

the opportunity that the centre and similar forward-looking initiatives offer the Nation 

is helping to keep younger people in the community within their native lands.  Allison 

confesses that if it hadn't been for the post at the centre, she would have had to 

relocate outside of the reservation in order to achieve her full potential. 

On the other hand, she remains rooted in, and committed to, her community and 

stresses the importance of showcasing the lives, achievements and values of those that 

have gone before for the new generation – a generation ever more exposed to the 

often negative influences of youth culture from the wider U.S. 

There is an inevitable friction between traditional values and new opportunities here, 

but the centre is not averse to exploring creative self-expression in their contemporary 

gallery space.  Allison's ambition is for traditional culture and contemporary art "to 

dance with each other" at the centre.  Indeed, whilst I was there, artists working with 

the University of Arizona were assembling a sand sculpture in the museum grounds as 

part of a forthcoming symposium entitled "The Desert in between us". 

This presentation of art within the museum is proving particularly challenging for the 

Nation.  During my wanderings, I had a particularly interesting conversation with 

Gerald Dawavendewa, owner of Tohono Village Enterprise - a gallery and gift shop 

dedicated to the promotion of work by the local native Tohono O'odham community.  

The quality of craftmanship of their work is consistently high. 

However, Gerald pointed out that, until very recently, the Native Americans had only 

created this work as part of their religion or as "decoration".  It is only the last couple 
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of generations that have created "art" as a means of self-expression, rather than to 

reinforce the identity of the group – and this has proved controversial within some 

Native Americans, where the communities have not taken kindly to their traditional 

crafts being corrupted or being expressed in a more contemporary way.  Indeed, many 

of the elders see the creation of arts as a self-indulgent pursuit that threatens the 

cohesion of the wider group. 

Gerald, himself a descendent of the Hopi tribes, explained that according to his lineage 

weaving is traditionally a man's craft.  Such taboos are still in the process of being 

challenged. 

Alongside these challenging issues of identity, the Tohono O'odham Native Cultural Center 

and Museum is also confronting other key issues with displays on land, leadership, food 

(diabetes has been a growing challenge for the Nation, and the centre plays an 

educational role here) and language. 

The O'odham Ni'oki language has seven dialects, but the primary language of the 

Nation is now English.  Many natives feel that if their language is lost, that will signal 

the end of the native culture.  That is, they believe that the stories and lessons of their 

Nation can only be expressed in their native tongue.  Crowbarring these stories into 

English words can only destroy the nuances and resonance that these tales have for the 

Tohono O'odham. 

I left the centre saddened by the prospect of such a loss, but encouraged by the work 

of the centre to preserve and advance the culture of the Nation, and further 

encouraged by the engagement of the new generation of the Nation in shaping this 

work. 
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P a r t     T h r e e :  

[ Case Studies ] 
 
1. First Fridays 
 
2. Alliance for Audience 
 
3. The Curley School, Ajo 
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Case Study 1:  

First Fridays 

Reclaiming Downtown through the Visual Arts 

I stumbled upon First Fridays in both Phoenix and Tucson.  However, the concept is not unique to 

Arizona, and has potential applications in many towns and cities both in the US and in Scotland. 

First Friday events were first established in the US by visual arts communities.  As the populartity and 

convenience of the out-of-town shopping mall has risen over the past few decades, many consumers 

have stopped shopping in their local communities with independent traders.   This has decimated 

downtown areas across the States, and ripped the heart out of many communities, often leaving towns 

and cities with no discernable centre or natural gathering point for their citizens. 

Evidence of this loss of downtown was obvious in both towns and cities across Arizona.  However, 

some communities have gone some way towards repairing the damage done to their downtown areas, 

and much of that development work has been achieved through the arts and artists. 

As downtown areas fail, businesses close, shop units become vacant and property prices fall.  

Neighbourhoods quickly lose their buzz and appeal and, without a community to sustain them, can 

become quite dangerous area. 

On the other hand, as rents fall in these areas, a downtown area can become appealing to young artists 

looking for affordable housing, studio and retail space.  As a result, communities of artists and craft 

makers have developed in the downtown areas of a number of cities – most notably in Tucson, and in 

neighbourhoods of downtown Phoenix.  This has brought a vibrancy and focus back to these 

neighbourhoods. 

The concept of First Fridays was initiated primarily by visual artists as a vehicle to further reclaim and 

rejuvenate these failing downtown neighbourhoods.  Whilst artists had reinhabited some downtown 

neighbourhoods, these areas were still seen as dangerous places to be – especially in the evenings.  The 

idea of First Friday was that, on the first Friday of every month, galleries would stay open late, and 

artists and makers would throw their studio doors open to the public.  By inviting the general public en 

masse into these areas, it was hoped that the community would feel comfortable and safe enough to 

venture downtown in the evening, thus further reclaiming downtown areas. 

Whilst artists took a lead in these developments, soon other independent commercial traders were 

attracted to join in, and restaurants, cafes, book shops, etc., soon followed suit by either staying open 

late or doing something additional or special on the first Friday of the month.  Restaurants would put 

on live music, food stores would have tasting evenings, local theatres would stage special 

performances, etc.   

In some cases, local Chambers of Commerce became actively involved in the planning or sponsorshop 

of First Friday.  It became clear that First Friday, whilst providing a promotional and sales tool for the 

arts, could provide the ‘sizzle’ to a broader movement to revitalise communities – from downtown 

areas in cities to main street in smaller communities. 
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In Tucson, the organisation Tucson Young Professionals takes a lead on presenting the monthly themed 

events that make up First Fridays.  They have the following mission statement for the events:  

“It is the mission of First Fridays to enrich the lives of individuals through exposure to arts and culture.  We aim to 

educate, stimulate and inspire people to actively invest in the Tucson community, especially downtown, in keeping with the 

mission of TYP to ‘promote, attract, and retain’ young professionals in Tucson.”  

 

www.typfirstfridays.com  

Indeed, the First Friday ‘offer’ to the public is often framed in ethical terms.  For instance, it is said that 

for every dollar that a consumer spends at an out-of-town shopping mall or chain store, an average of 

15 cents stays within the community.  However, when a consumer spends a dollar with a local 

independent trader, 65 cents in every dollar stay in the community. 

Nowadays, First Fridays can include parades, street entertainers and, in larger cities, buses are provided 

to transport audiences from gallery to gallery, studio to studio. 

One danger of such an artistic movement in downtown areas is that artists become the unwitting 

victims of their own success.  That is, when downtowns become so successfully rejuvenated through 

the dynamism of artists and entrepreneurs that they become attractive again for high street chains to 

move back into the neighbourhood, quickly pricing artists out of the property market again. 

Therefore, to sustain the benefits of such an artistic community, it is essential that artists are helped to 

retain some ownership within these communities through affordable housing schemes or other 

mechanisms, otherwise much of the good work can be undermined, and the process of downtown 

failure can start all over again. 

It isn’t difficult to see how a concept such as First Friday might be transferable to failing high streets in 

cities, towns and even rural locations in Scotland and the UK.  More generally, an ethically-framed 

awareness-raising campaign pitching the benefits of shopping locally could be timely at this time of 

global recession, and would help local communities to survive and thrive, balancing out the pull of 

globalisation, and strengthening local identity and collaboration. 

In the north east of Scotland, there is already discussion within the arts sector of a “Go Local” 

campaign to promote attendance at local and community arts events.  How much further reaching and 

persuasive such a campaign might be if were to win the broader support, endorsement and 

collaboration of local non-arts traders.  Then it could form a more visible movement that recognises 

the arts as being integral to a community’s development. 
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Case Study 2:  

Alliance for Audience 

Forging new Digital Models for Audience Development 

During his career, Matt Lehrman had worked in marketing with a range of Phoenix cultural 

organisations, and had been frustrated by the failure of the cultural sector to come together to pursue a 

more collaborative approach to audience development.  In 2003, Matt took the initiative himself, and 

established Alliance for Audience as a small but dedicated audience development agency for the arts in 

greater Phoenix. 

Matt’s first move was to establish an online portal for arts information at www.showup.com. 

Showup.com was the first arts portal to base itself upon the Artsopolis Content Management System that 

was developed initially by techies in Silicon Valley for their local cultural sector, and has subsequently 

been franchised to provide regional arts portals across a number of U.S. States. 

 

Whilst trusts and foundations regularly fund into major capital developments, organisations need to 

adopt business models that will underwrite ongoing costs.  This has led Alliance for Audience to 

subcontract services in order to keep the organisation administratively light, to monetise any value to 

be found in the Showup.com service, and to forge partnerships with a range of businesses to reach the 

marketplace. 

Most notably, rather than setting up a team to collate event listings information in-house, Matt decided 

to keep Alliance for Audience staff team small and its outgoings lows, and so franchised out the 

collection of data to a commercial sector provider on the understanding that the cost of data collection 

would be underwritten through the commercial exploitation of the same data through the on sale of 

listings to third-party listings portals and publishers. 

Whilst this reduced Alliance for Audience’ own ability to use the events data as a commercial asset, it 

ensured its wider distribution through a dedicated team with experience in this area with a greater 

financial imperative to distribute the data as far and wide as possible.  

 



 

 30 [ HI~Arts – Arizona Research Sabbatical ] 

 

Primarily an events listings hub, Matt quickly developed Showup.com to incorporate a Ticket 

Marketplace, with sponsorship from Chase banking corporation. 

Unlike other city portals, which seek to distribute live ticket inventory from a range of venues either at 

face value or with a mark up, Alliance for Audience has positioned its Ticket Marketplace as a portal for 

the sale of discounted or special-offer ticket inventory. 

Working with simple unreserved allocations supplied and managed online by the ticket seller, the 

technical solution required for the website was also very simple and inexpensive to implement – 

costing Alliance for Audience in the region of $15,000 to establish. 

The online business works on a ticketing model whereby arts venues supply allocations of tickets to 

the portal at a reduced rate on a sale-or-return basis.  Alliance for Audience then add their per-ticket 

commission to the ticket price, which still keeps the price under the face value of the ticket, allowing 

them to promote the tickets at a discounted rate. 

With data collection, Content Management and ticketing contracted to third parties, the sole focus of 

the small team at Alliance for Audience is the promotion of their own services and, by extension, the 

products of arts organisations that they serve, and the distribution of ticket inventory through 

commercial partnerships. 

Alliance for Audience’s contracts with large corporations such as American Express have a range of 

benefits for both parties.  The corporation pays an annual fee to cover the bulk costs of Alliance for 

Audience’s mark up on tickets, bringing the ticket price down even further.  These further-discounted 

tickets are then offered to employees of the corporation through a discrete, stand alone portal, 

promoted through the corporation’s own intranets and email systems.  As a result, Alliance for Audience 

get a guaranteed annual income rather than having to rely on individual ticket sales, plus they get direct 

access to thousands of the corporation’s employees to advertise their product.  The corporation, on 

the other hand, gets to offer its staff significant discounts on entertainment across the city as a benefit 

of employment. 

Alliance for Audience now has five staff, 160 member arts organisations around Phoenix, and is looking 

to extend this model of sponsored discounting of ticket stock to the education sector.  It has mailing 

lists for over 15,000 customers, and now runs a host of other schemes such as the Show Up Now 

Museums and Attractions Pass. 

The organisation is now also leading on Project Audience, the aim of which is to identify the next 

generation of technology and practices for collaborative, community-level audience development 

work. 

 

Further reading: 

www.projectaudience.org  

www.allianceforaudience.org  
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Case Study 3:  

Curley School Artisan Studios  

Reinventing Community Life in the Sonoran Desert 

Ajo is a small town in south western Arizona.  It began life as a copper mining town in the late 1800s.  

Over the years Native Americans, Spaniards and Americans have all extracted the town's mineral 

wealth, but it wasn't until 1911 that copper began being mined on an industrial scale.  In 1921, Phelps 

Dodge, the nation's largest copper company, took over mining in Ajo and became the town’s main 

employer.  Ajo boomed during this period, and Phelps poured money into the downtown infrastructure 

- cinemas, recreation halls, schools, etc.  However, whilst education, amenities and housing were good, 

the town was established on segretation – the mining company having created three areas for the the 

town’s three main ethnic communities which, at the time, was seen as conducive to harmonious living. 

By the mid 1980s, with depressed copper prices, Phelps Dodge moved out of Ajo and the copper 

mines closed.  Without work, two-thirds of the town's population moved away from Ajo.  The railways 

closed, along with many of the town's amenities - essentially, the heart was ripped out of the town.  

From over 10,000, the population fell to under 4,000.  However, the town remains the largest 

community to be found in the US half of the Sonoran desert 

By the mid nineties, the town's original secondary, middle, primary and elementary schools had closed.  

The cinema and other key retail units in the town’s main plaza failed and became empty.  Soon, only 

46% of Ajo's working-age population was in employment - and only half of those workers were in full-

time employment.  This combined with a history of segregation of communities in the town meant 

that, by the turn of the millennia, Ajo was struggling with a range of social and economic challenges. 

Alongside the historic segregation of the three communities within the town, Ajo now has distinct 

groups of long-term inhabitants, including ‘snowbirds’ (so called because they come down from the 

northern U.S. and Canada during the winter months to escape the cold), and a more recent incoming 

population (mainly retirees). 

The International Sonoran Desert Alliance (ISDA) is a non-profit organisation established to preserve and 

enrich the environment, culture and economy of the Sonoran Desert, and to foster communication, 

understanding and cooperation among the diverse cultures residing in the area.  The organisation is 

based in Ajo, and is tasked with turning around the decline in the town – and is using the arts and 

heritage as tools to accomplish that mission 

Whilst ISDA’s staff members are not primarily artists – they are specialists in marketing, education and 

community planning – the Alliance recognises the transformative power of arts in community 

development.  Indeed, ISDA’s vision is: “to establish the region as a showcase for environmental 

excellence and an international centre for arts and culture with a prosperous and sustainable 

economy offering opportunities for all its residents”. 

Recently, Tracy Taft and her team at ISDA bought up the Curley School - the beautiful old secondary 

school that sits in the heart of the old town.  Using affordable housing tax credits from corporations, 

heritage restoration funds and a $200,000 bank loan, they were able to turn the old classrooms into 20 
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workshops and residences for artists. The school corridors provide exhibition space, and a further 10 

units were renovated in the former middle school in the square behind the Curley School.   

Whilst in other towns of Arizona (Tubac, Bisbee), this immigration of artists has happened organically 

over decades, ISDA is engaged in an experiment to see if such growth can be manufactured 

intentionally.  Free adverts were placed on social websites across States in the U.S. (the equivalent of 

the UK’s ’Gum Tree’ websites) to encourage artists to relocate to these affordable apartments/studios.    

And it seems that it may work - in the Curley School's first year of operation, 26 units have been filled, 

the majority by artists from other States. 

However, the ambitions of ISDA don't stop there.  They have also purchased the old primary school 

and turned it into a community arts space, where young people excluded from school can work 

towards an equivalent to a school leavers' diploma, through a programme of arts and ICT studies.  

Recently, they have been teaching the students how to create mosaics from waste tile fragments - the 

resulting colourful mosaics have been sold to local businesses as signage, bringing funds back into the 

programme and building confidence in the young artists.  Indeed, the money raised through rents from 

the Curley school is helping to underwrite the costs of this community arts education, whilst the artists 

in residence at the Curley school are finding gainful employment as tutors on such courses. 

ISDA proposes to complete the school redevelopment by turning the town's old elementary school 

into a retreat and conference space for international artists - bringing fresh perspectives and talents 

into the region and spreading the word about Ajo globally. 

 

Satellite image of central Ajo:  The Curley School complex buildings are the red-roofed buildings at the foot of the image,  
which look down the street to Ajo Plaza at the top of the image.  The plaza and white-roofed buildings on either side of 

it are also now owned and run by ISDA. 
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And that's not all.  The Alliance is now turning its attention to the town's main plaza.  Along with the 

schools, the plaza forms the heart of the old town.  Once a bustling and elegant centrepiece to the 

town, the square is now all-but deserted.  Nick Francis, who is managing the plaza project, gave me a 

walking tour of the dozen or so units on either side of the plaza, which include two sizeable 

abandoned venues - a cinema and recreation hall.  ISDA sees the plaza as a more commercial 

opportunity, and Nick proposes to turn some of the units into affordable office space, prime location 

apartments, and retail/catering outlets.  By doing this, he hopes to be able to afford to save one of the 

performance spaces, and to fund back into ISDA's community development work. 

The challenge for ISDA is now how the new artistic community in Ajo can work with the established 

communities to bring these groups closer together - rather than just becoming another segregated 

community within the town.  After all, Ajo is a community with no real historical tradition or reference 

points in the arts. 

I have been saddened to see the number of communities in Arizona which have lost their downtown 

due to the establishment of out-of-town shopping malls.  In a few cases - as with Tucson - the 

depopulation of downtown has made rent in these areas affordable enough for artists to move in, 

bringing vibrancy back to the neighbourhoods.  In time, however, this vibrancy can then lead to the 

return of big business into downtown, pushing the prices back up and forcing artists out. 

One artist explained this effect as follows: "They get pest control to chase the rats out of downtown to 

make it habitable for artists.  When the artists make the place vibrant, they get the developers to chase 

the artists out again." 

Nick suggests that the way to avoid this recurring pattern is to ensure that artists can take ownership of 

their premises - or, at least, that affordable rents are safeguarded over a sustained period.  This seems 

possible under the affordable housing tax credit system in the U.S. 

Whilst their mines may have closed, their influence is still palpable in Ajo.  Old shift patterns worked 

at the mines still dictate the rhythm of the community.  Many miners would start early (5am), and 

shifts would end at 9pm.  To this day, if cultural events are programmed beyond 9pm, many audience 

members will walk out before the end.  Also, the mining company funded a lot of the entertainment in 

the town, and ISDA still finds it hard to get audiences to part with money for events. 

Recently, mining companies have started to reconsider the viability of the Ajo's old mines.  However, a 

feasibility study that was planned this year has been shelved due to the global economic crisis.  It 

seems that Ajo cannot count on their old industry coming back to save the town.  Perhaps it will be 

the arts that play that important role. 

Ajo is at a defining moment in its history.  Will decline continue, or will the efforts that are being made 

by the dynamic team at ISDA and others turn things around?  Having met the team here, I feel very 

optimistic and excited about the town's future. 

Further reading:  

www.isdanet.org  
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[ Appendices ] 
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