Case Study: Portland, Maine
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With 35+ galleries, over 100 dining establishments, along with shops, historical markers, “squares”, “corners”, and plazas and a monthly art-walk event, Portland Maine’s Artist District may be the most successful example of a mid-sized city art area.  

More about Portland: With a greater metro area population of 513,000 (U.S. Census Bureau) and close proximity to the Boston and New York City metro areas, Portland as developed into a mid-sized city getaway destination for over 3.5 million annual visitors from the Northeast.   The climate is predominantly cool and damp (Peterson associates, 2009).

The Congress Street area has gradually seen renewed life since the mid-1990s, when the Maine College of Art moved into a vacant department store building there; the area is now referred to as the Arts District. 

City officials created a number of short- and long-term strategies to kick-start redevelopment, including acquiring land, making Portland's regulatory process more business-friendly, and building new housing.  A non-profit company was later set up to award micro loans to independent and artist related businesses and has been hugely successful.  (DPC, 2009)  Later, a sales tax redevelopment fund was set up to spur public-private projects for urban renewal. (Creative Economy TIF district).
Portland Today:  Creative industry jobs (arts, culture, entertainment) has spurred increased tourism development within Portland.  In 2008, 34% of all out of state overnight visitors cite “shopping in downtown” as an intended activity to their vacation to Maine.  Also, “exciting nightlife and entertainment” and “friendliness of businesses” are reasons for return visitor ship. (Davidson, 2009).  Portland is notably ranked #1 as America’s Most Livable City by Forbes 2009, and #1 for the Strongest Small Business Sector by American Business Journal 2005.

Conclusion of Study: Overall, Portland’s success of the Downtown Arts District seems to come from several key factors: 

1. Concentration: Many art related businesses, along with entertainment and dining in a smaller walk able area that creates a district naturally 

2. Independent local vibe of small businesses that attracts an “experience-driven” consumer audience not served by traditional big-box and chain store retailers  

3. Events such as the monthly Art walk 

4. Public-private investment for business development, entrepreneurship and redevelopment

5. Anchors such as the arts school, museum and port

Notes and Resources Cited

Types of businesses: Interactive businesses including sculpture, framing, photography workshops, oil-paints, and music instruction, remain a large proportion of the “attraction” to the district.  Fine art galleries play a major role, especially for the monthly art walk events.  Niche dining establishments have developed over time that are now a major attraction. Lastly, various genre’s of nightlife related businesses including hip hop venues, blues bars, dance clubs and lounges provide an attraction for young-adults.  

American City Business Journals in January 2005 found that the Portland metropolitan area has the strongest small-business sector (defined as companies with 100 or fewer employees) of any large metropolitan area in the United States.  Catering mostly to pedestrian shoppers.  Portland draws nearly 3.5 million most visitors mostly from the New York-Boston areas.  

More information can be obtained at: http://www.portlandmaine.com/index.php?sec=3
DPC, More information of Downtown Portland Corporation at http://www.portlandmaine.gov/downtown.htm
Long-term example: Downtown Portland Corporation

(Creative Economy TIF district)

 example: http://www.growsmartmaine.org/blog/?p=453
Interesting studies about independent businesses vs. national chain impacts on the local economy.  Some are not academic but show the impact of this small business development.: http://portlandbuylocal.org/content/view/14/28/
top 25 art destinations by American Style
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