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I. Scope of Work 
The Rutherford County Recreation, Culture, and Heritage Commission engaged Georgann Eubanks, a consultant from Carrboro, NC, to conduct the first phase of work toward the creation of a first-ever, county-wide cultural plan.  The work performed includes the development of an overall methodology for creating such a plan and an initial assessment of the county's cultural assets and liabilities.  The Commission also aimed to determine the general public's overall opinion and support for the arts.  

Specifically, the consultant has:

1. Met with a committee twice to develop a list of key population centers, opinion leaders, and arts and cultural organizations that became part of the assessment, and to frame the questions that the assessment sought to answer. In collaboration with the Commission, the consultant also suggested a plan of work with an eye toward future steps in the creation of an overall cultural plan for the county.   


2. Conducted 25 interviews with opinion leaders in the county, including government officials, business owners, executive directors, and key volunteers in nonprofit arts and cultural organizations, media representatives, philanthropists, artists, and public school personnel.  The leaders were selected to represent the diverse geographic regions, demographic groups, and both longtime residents and newcomers to the county. The interviewees were told their remarks might be quoted in this study but not attributed to them unless they requested otherwise.   (See Appendix for the list of interview subjects.)

3. Conducted four public meetings targeting different regions of the county, inviting public input and insight about the cultural distinctions and shortcomings in Rutherford County with focus on the most promising areas of cultural enhancement that will contribute to the overall vitality, artistic richness, and economic health of the county.  (See appendix for a complete transcription of flip chart notes taken by the consultant at these meetings.)

This report is the culmination of these activities and findings by the consultant on behalf of the committee, though all members were not present at the meetings with the consultant:
Sandy Fox, President, Rutherford County Visual Artists Guild

Gordon Pendarvis, Arts Representative, Rutherford County Recreation, Culture & 

Heritage Commission

Frankie McWhorter, Tourism Development Officer, N.C. Division of Tourism, Film, 



and Sports Development

John McWhorter, Planning and Development Director, Town of Rutherfordton

Danielle Withrow, Town Planner and Downtown Development Director, Town of 

Forest City

Russell Wicker, Director, Foundation Performing Arts Center

Mathew McEnnerney, President, Rutherford County Arts Council

Ed Dittmer, Chairman, Lake Lure Parks & Recreation Commission

Natasha Hayes,  President, Rutherford Community Theater

Nancy Womack, Treasurer, Symphony of Rutherford County

Melanie Greenway, Actor

Jamie Spratt, Traditional Musician

Ritchie Garland, Rutherford County Board of Education

Amos Gilliam, Community Development Planner, Town of Lake Lure

Jerry Stensland, Recreation, Culture & Heritage Planner, Rutherford County

Lynne Tanner, Artist and Past Chair, Rutherford County Arts Council

Vernon Hoyle, Chairman, Rutherford County Arts Council
II. Executive Summary

"The arts and culture in North Carolina are the fiber of economic development."


--Keith Crisco, Secretary of Commerce under Governor Beverly Perdue, 


speaking at Arts Day in Raleigh, May 2009
This report is a call to action.  It is a call for the citizens of Rutherford County to claim the cultural riches of their county and its distinctive heritage.  It is a call for residents to recognize more fully the promise of Rutherford County as a destination for new residents, tourists, retirees, and for business owners interested in the small town life and extraordinary natural resources the county has to offer. 
It is a call for the citizens and government leaders of Rutherford to support its creative community--the painters, sculptors, woodworkers, metal smiths, glass artists, potters, musicians, novelists, actors, storytellers, playwrights, arts teachers, and would-be artists--who contribute significantly to the cultural and economic vitality of the county.  With more studio, rehearsal, and performance space, commercial venues selling their art, and additional classes in local arts and historic crafts, these individuals can prosper and contribute even more to the local economy.  

It is a call to the arts and cultural organizations of the county to dispense with the long-held mentality of scarcity and competition with one another, to communicate more intentionally, to operate with transparency, to come together to promote and support each other more effectively, and to foster additional cultural opportunities throughout the county for residents and visitors alike.
It is time for Rutherford County to enhance its standing as a cultural destination by investing in the full range of individuals and organizations in its creative community, to encourage the arts to flourish here for the sake of all citizens young and old--regardless of economic status or educational attainment.

The Current Environment

A decade ago, Rutherford County was unfortunately ahead of the curve in sustaining significant job losses as textile manufacturing began moving offshore.  In the year 2002, unemployment in the county hit 14 percent, while in North Carolina overall unemployment was only four percent.  Now the entire state is facing the possibility (if not yet the reality) of record unemployment as a result of the dramatic  economic downturn largely brought on by the financial meltdown on Wall Street.  Unemployment in Rutherford County during the course of this study has now reportedly hit 16 percent.
Some might suggest that this environment presents the worst possible time to turn to our cultural assets as a means to economic growth and community well-being.  However, in North Carolina at large and in the western part of the state in particular, our indigenous cultural assets along with the outstanding beauty of the mountains and foothills continue to bring people to the region to live, work or visit.  This growth is thanks in part to visionary investments in the arts made at the local, state, and federal level over many years.  The Blue Ridge Heritage Initiative and the Grassroots Program of the North Carolina Arts Council are among these investments, along with the innovative work of Handmade in America, a regional nonprofit.
Investing in the arts can pay big dividends in a small county, first in providing the quality of life that is attractive to small scale entrepreneurs and to larger businesses and their employees.  (For example, one of the key motivating factors for Google's recent decision to locate its server farm in Caldwell County is the county's fascinating cultural heritage, the beauty and history of the foothills, and the strength of the Caldwell Arts Council.)  Today, North Carolina's Commerce Secretary Keith Crisco is repeatedly and publicly emphasizing the importance of arts and culture in communities.  As state officials engage in business recruitment activities, North Carolina's longstanding investments in the arts will be front and center during the current administration.
And yet, as one interview subject for this study said, "We have an arts-are-not-for-me mentality in this county.  Arts are not even on the radar screen with the Economic Development Commission, though there is some movement afoot to change that."  
A number of interview subjects said they believe that arts should become more of a priority in Rutherford County, linking entrepreneurship to tourism and recreation to the arts. "We want folks to come spend a day, a night, or a lifetime here," said one businessman.

Another opinion leader suggested that Rutherford needs "more marketing for arts as economic development.  We need to make the case for support and develop messaging that includes the dollar impact of the arts.  We need to involve officials at the state and federal level to move arts forward as a community-wide project.  We should put together a branding and messaging program."

Tourism is another dimension that is benefitted by a strong cultural infrastructure, particularly in places with the natural beauty of Rutherford County. Tourism is strongest when there are multiple reasons to visit a particular destination.  Only natural beauty or the presence of a single museum is not nearly as compelling as when these kinds of assets exist in conjunction with crafts vendors, galleries, festivals, music venues, street musicians, and "boutique" lodging (such as the Firehouse Inn.)  Statistics show that cultural tourists stay longer and spend more than regular tourists.  
Rutherford County's proximity to the population centers of Asheville, Hickory,  Charlotte, Spartanburg, and Greenville make this area an easy getaway destination for urban dwellers.  The relatively inexpensive, mostly rural real estate here may also be a draw to artists who can live in Rutherford and still offer their works regionally in the larger population centers and in the county itself. "We are in the middle of nowhere and an hour from everything," as one interview subject described Rutherford County.

The pastoral eastern side of Rutherford County offers a robust health care facility and a slow-paced, safe, and peaceful small-town lifestyle.  "A time gone by that hasn't stopped here," as one interview subject put it.  The Bennett Classics Antique Auto Museum in Forest City speaks to the nostalgia for an earlier era that visitors can experience here.  Forest City also can claim recent success in small business recruitment downtown (Fireside Bookstore) and a neighborhood revitalization project ($1 million grant to Grahamtown's G-Team). In Rutherfordton and Spindale several new establishments--The Rowdy Rib, M2, and Barley's Tap Room--have added to the mix of dining and entertainment opportunities.  In the current economy, such gains are likely to be incremental, but they suggest the possibility for further aggressive recruitment of entrepreneurs and visitors to the county. 

KidSenses Museum, established in recent years, is proof that a well-run, start-up non-profit can draw both local residents and visitors to participate in an interactive, educational experience located in the middle of a downtown area in the county.  According to executive director Steve Saucier, KidSenses draws some 50,000 visitors a year--45 percent from Rutherford County, 55 percent from outside the county.  Some 60 to 65 percent are coming specifically to the museum as a destination, including visitors from Lake Lure, Isothermal Community College, and Rutherford Hospital.  
Rutherford County is home to two historic tourist destinations--Lake Lure and Chimney Rock, the latter having first opened to the public in 1885.  Today, these sites carry a high profile among North Carolina's western attractions and offer a nostalgic experience for return visitors and a glimpse of fascinating history to first-time guests.  With the transformation of Hickory Nut Gorge into a state park and Chimney Rock as its centerpiece, the western end of Rutherford County is on the cusp of further growth as a destination for environmental enthusiasts--hikers, rock climbers, and mountain bikers--who will likely skew the guest population toward a younger group. The probable approval of a charter school for the western end of the county may also translate into more and younger residents and different sorts of entrepreneurial ventures.
The Future 

Moreso than in many other counties in North Carolina at the present moment, the cultural history, heritage, artists, and natural aesthetic of Rutherford define much of what makes the county special. These distinctive assets--Rutherford's cultural gold--could be further mined to supply a major part of the county's brand and image. Arts, culture, history, and heritage already contribute to the local economy, but with additional government and philanthropic support, these activities can become a growing force for economic vitality. 
The creation of additional cultural activities must not be seen as providing less for each existing arts organization.  The county's resources are not a finite pie to be divided into ever smaller pieces.  Rather, each part can contribute to a greater whole.  Partnerships are key.  Collaboration to stretch resources will be essential. Unity of vision and clarity of message are the first steps. "There is no one trying to pull this all together," said one interviewee.  "None of our leaders are seen as unifiers."
Now is the moment for leadership, for a collective vision, for coordinated action, and additional investment.  Toward that end, a community-driven, publicly vetted, cultural plan is needed.  The assessment outlined in the next section of this report is intended to inform the development of such a plan.  
The next steps--as recommended in the final section of this report--should include a gathering of individuals willing to serve in the development of a strategic cultural plan and who are willing to become the core board members for a new nonprofit, 
501{c} 3 organization constituted to provide arts advocacy, marketing, "product" development, fundraising, and grant development for cultural activities in the county.  As envisioned, this umbrella group would also seek to become the Designated County Partner (DCP) for the regranting of funds from the North Carolina Arts Council's Grassroots Arts Program.  DCP status will require a three-year approval process. (Currently, grassroots funds are administered by the county on a provisional basis through a single staff member and grants panels constituted annually by the office of the Rutherford County Recreation, Culture, and Heritage Commission.  Local government management of these grant funds is the exception rather than the rule in the grassroots program across the state.)
Further, it is strongly recommended that this new, non-governmental organization, tentatively titled the Rutherford Cultural Partnership be a sizeable group--from 18 to 25 individuals who are geographically representative of the county and who have an expressed interest in the cultural future of Rutherford.  Rather than build a new organization solely from designated representatives of existing arts, history, and heritage groups, the group would be well served to include artists, historians, librarians, and those with expertise in entrepreneurship, nonprofit management, adult education, public K-12 education, economic development, financial accounting, architecture/construction, media, marketing, public relations, the hospitality industry, and fundraising. 
The rationale for these recommendations follows in the next two sections of this report.
III. Cultural Assets and Needs
Interestingly, no single arts discipline emerged as a signature strength in Rutherford County based on the opinion leader interviews and the public meetings conducted for this study.  In the one-on-one interviews, subjects were specifically asked to name the single strongest art form present in the county.  In answer, one individual echoed the current focus in many communities on homegrown, sustainable arts activities.  He said, "We've got to stay local [with our art] as opposed to being in competition with Charlotte.  Our strongest local art form could be Southern gospel music.  The Carolina Gospel Association gives seven concerts per year from September to May at RS Central High.  Fundraisers and benefits succeed with gospel groups.  Bluegrass music can also fill an auditorium."  
Another interview subject commented, "We have really good artists in Lake Lure working in glass, bronze, watercolors, and oils."  A third suugested that "the unusually good performing arts groups under [Matthew] McEnnerney are the core arts in Rutherford County"--an opinion shared by a number of speakers in both interviews and public meetings. Another suggested that for Rutherford citizens, "native and heritage crafts are number one because people aren't that far removed from the utility of it."  Another interviewee refused to pick a single art form, saying, "We are blessed with diversity in the arts." Other comments were equally wide-ranging.
Given this array of comments, it seems useful to offer a snapshot of the present environment for individual discipline groups, based on the conversations conducted across the county for this study:
Visual Arts

Tremendous excitement and some concern about long-term sustainability characterized comments about the recent opening of the Visual Art Center sponsored by the Rutherford County Artists Guild on Main Street in Rutherfordton.  This new storefront gallery was mentioned in a majority of interviews and was a frequent point of discussion in the public meetings.  Already, say the Guild's leaders, the operation is bursting at the seams.  Space for instruction at the site is small, though participation in  classes has been strong.  Meeting the monthly rent is demanding.  Volunteer staffing is the only option at present.
An expressed need for more visual arts classes and studio space in which to house them was a prominent topic among the various artists that attended the public meetings.  Individual interview subjects also brought up the idea.  "This community needs to find a building, get a good kiln, a furnace, and make spaces for artists to do their work," said one interviewee.  
The idea of available buildings came up several times in public meetings. One participant explained how the painting classes she has taught over the years at Isothermal Community College have experienced a decline in participation as ICC tuition has risen, perhaps suggesting the need for another, more economical source for classes.  

Citizens also noted that some among the county's roster of visual artists--including those who work in three dimensions with clay, metal, fabric, and other materials--might be content to stay out of the public eye and do their work at home, but the possibility of rehabilitating one or more abandoned buildings in the county could be a means to attract artists both within and outside the county, since the cost of living here is more reasonable than in nearby urban areas. (Investigating the successful launch of a studio incubator in Siler City in Chatham County in conjunction with Central Carolina Community College might be a source of useful information about this concept.)
A few interview subjects also noted the absence of public art in the county.  "We have no public art at all," said one person, "and no thought process along those lines.  We have artsy craftsy type retailers in Rutherfordton.  We have the Art Hop that showcases local artists, but why no public art?"  The idea of public art was brought to the table in the public meetings as something that other communities have used to draw attention to themselves and to present a specifically homegrown image to the public.  A long-ago effort by the Rutherford Arts Council to seek funding for public art through the North Carolina Arts Council reportedly ended in a dispute over whether and how community input would be allowed to shape the selection of an artist and the art to be installed.
On the western side of the county, the Lake Lure Artists Group is a volunteer body of serious practicing and emerging artists who hold regular meetings and participate in classes.  The group has also initiated a recent relationship to the Visual Artists Guild--a promising development to help overcome the east-west divide in Rutherford County, with potential benefits to both groups.  However, given the present size of the year-round population in Lake Lure, "a gallery is a good way to go broke here" according to  one town resident.

Performing Arts
Rutherford County is home to a community theater and to numerous dramas and musical theater productions developed by the Rutherford County Arts Council. Since 1967, the Rutherford Community Theater has produced several plays each year in various venues including, most recently, the newly renovated Union Mills Learning Center in the northeast quadrant of the county.
Since its first theater production in 1971, the Rutherford County Arts Council (RCAC) has earned a reputation for excellence on stage.  Its annual productions have ranged from Shakespeare to locally written plays to musical theater. RCAC engages local actors of all ages.  Popular, large-scale productions involving students are regularly offered at The Foundation, the performance venue on the Isothermal Community College campus. Interview subjects were also quick to point to the popularity of Esmeralda--a musical written by Diane McEnnerney based on the 1881 Broadway play by Frances Hodgson Burnett (author of Little Lord Fauntleroy and The Secret Garden).  RCAC produced the musical in a tent theater at Lake Lure in 2007.  RCAC also works extensively in the schools on a contract basis and provides a popular after-school arts program along with summer drama camps for young people.  The McEnnerney family's work with young artists is without parallel in the county and was cited by many interviewees and participants at public meetings as a great asset in the county.
The popularity of gospel music in the county has already been noted, and the historic significance of the county's traditional bluegrass and old time music cannot be underestimated.  Earl Scruggs and Snuffy Jenkins are among the most prominent names in the region for this type of music, and discussions are underway to create an annual music festival to celebrate their legacy.  "Tuesday night music at Becky's Convenience Store and the Ellenboro Fiddler's Convention are not advertised at all, but are real treasures," one interview subject added.
In the realm of classical music, several citizens noted the unusual good fortune of the county in having a symphony, given the small population base.  At one of the public meetings, two young professional musicians who had recently moved to the area said they had found it difficult to find out how to offer their talents in the schools, to find private students, and to connect with other musicians.  One of these musicians is now active in the Rutherford Consort--a chamber group that is seeking funding for a performance series.  
A lack of centralized information on all arts activities and groups was a frequent thread throughout these conversations, despite the presence of an on-line registry for artists and performers created by the Rutherford County Arts Council.  (Only 23 individual artists and performing groups have listed themselves at this site, despite a much larger number in the county.)
Throughout all discussions of performing arts, there was a strong desire for affordable rehearsal and performance space. Many noted that school auditoriums can be tricky to schedule and inadequate in certain technical aspects for some productions.
Literary Arts

A number of published authors are residents of Rutherford County, though none is probably more prominent than Kay Hooper, the bestselling author of some 100 crime, suspense, and romance novels.  Hooper is now co-owner with her sister of Fireside Books with ambitious plans to renovate a building and move the store from the Tri-City Mall to an historic building in downtown Forest City. At the new location, Fireside plans to do extensive programming for young readers on weekends and to bring nationally-known writers on a regular basis through the store for readings and workshops.  As the number of independent bookstores in North Carolina is declining, this literary development is a signal event.  Hooper's combination of philanthropy and entrepreneurship offers a significant foundation for expanded literary activity in the county.  
The county's several libraries also offer literary programming, including book clubs,  summer reading programs, and guest speakers and workshops.  The public meetings  for this study were well attended by representatives of several libraries who spoke to the critical need for larger public meeting spaces in their facilities and the potential for collaboration with arts groups to open these venues for performances and exhibitions if the libraries could raise sufficient support to build a multipurpose room.  The need for such space in Lake Lure and in Rutherfordton was expressed at the public meetings.  The need for greater coordination across libraries and the possibility of blanket affiliation with the state library system was discussed.  The lack of coordination across libraries, said one speaker, has resulted in a fragmentation of genealogical resources which might serve the public better by being located centrally in one library in the county. 

History and Heritage

"The Bechtler Mint is a great story from a tourism perspective," said one interview subject.  This notion was echoed among many of those interviewed as having potential, though there is currently "nothing to see," as one person explained. "The town should purchase the Bechtler House if it becomes available and create an interactive museum in cooperation with KidSenses.  Let kids manufacture their own Bechtler dollar, use the story to talk about finance, the gold standard, make it relevant to today." To date, some $25,000 has been raised (half of the amount needed) for The North Carolina Center for Public Television (UNC-TV) to produce a documentary on the Bechtler story.
The Washburn General Store in Bostic was mentioned by one interview subject as another local historical treasure to be marketed.  
The Overmountain Victory Trail is another key element in the county's history.  Re-enactments of the stories surrounding this event have brought together history and the arts.  Musicians, actors, and storytellers often participate in the delivery of historical commemorations and educational experiences.  One participant noted the success of a play about the story of Lincoln's possible birthplace in Rutherford County and hoped that the show might be mounted again on a regular basis.  Others wished for an annual presentation of Esmeralda, the musical that dramatizes a story from the Lake Lure area and also brings to light the history of literary figures who visited the county in the nineteenth century. At one public meeting, participants discussed the idea of storytelling as a means to emphasize the common history of the county and to create greater unity from east to west and among the different municipalities.
Festivals

The May FESTival in Rutherfordton, the annual Art Hop, the new Multicultural Festival in Forest City, the Spindale Heritage Festival,  the Foothills Antique and Artisan Show, the Hot Summer Nights Street Dances, and the weekly Fresh Local Art and Produce Market in Lake Lure are among the regular events with an arts component that have been successful for the county.  However, as one participant at a public meeting put it: "We have many small events throughout the year, but no real signature county events, though some may evolve that way.  We need to take the events to a higher level."  The Tri-Local Campaign initiated by Forest City, Rutherfordton, and Spindale to combat the "retail leakage" to other markets and to brand the three towns together for retail activity might well be a player in the development of a signature festival for all three municipalities and the county itself.

Facilities

Clearly the presence of The Foundation as a premier performance venue is a very welcome asset in the county.  The Foundation is primarily a presenting organization, not a producing entity, but there is yet room for collaboration with arts groups in this venue, such as the proposed traditional music festival. "It's a world class facility," said one community leader, "the acoustics are wonderful, but it doesn't always draw well. It could use a more diverse roster of artists, though I think [director] Russell Wicker is doing a great job." 
The presence of WNCW radio station on the Isothermal campus is another phenomenal asset in the county's arts portfolio.  As one interview subject noted, "WNCW is a real jewel that is unappreciated locally but known regionally for the music of the Southern Appalachians." By its webcast presence, the station is actually known internationally for its rich presentations of Americana music and its live, deejay-driven format--a rarity in radio in the United States today. WNCW has made Spindale, North Carolina better known than many citizens might imagine.  Singer/songwriter Emmy Lou Harris declared WNCW "the best station in the country," as one interviewee noted.  Collaborations with the station to assist in the branding and marketing of the county's arts, music, history, and environmental attractions are another key area for further investigation.
Consideration of the establishment of a performing arts venue in Lake Lure is ongoing, though George Wittmer, owner of the Lake Lure Inn and Spa, went on the record to declare his intention to create such a facility with community and county support.  Several sites are under consideration, and town officials have also declared their interest in the project.  One interview subject suggested that the development of an arts/performance/meeting center in Lake Lure needs to happen in conjunction with the development of additional lodging to make it viable and argued that the state's development of Hickory Nut Gorge Park is likely to prompt new hotel development but not immediately.
The rural community centers at Green Hill, Dunbar, Gilkey and Union Mills are venues for additional arts presentations and classes appropriate to the scale and capacity of the sites.  Countywide support of the arts depends on reaching into the rural communities and providing programming that does not necessarily require travel to the larger towns in the county.  Consideration of these facilities is also essential in any cultural planning effort, especially if more county tax dollars are deployed in support of cultural activities.
Plans for an amphitheater at the Daniel Road recreation site was also welcomed by those who are aware of the initiative, though some were skeptical of its completion.  "I wish we could see more music.  Any outdoor concerts would be great," said one interviewee. "Why go to Charlotte?"

IV. Next Steps
One participant at a public meeting put the overall challenge suggested by these collective comments very directly: "We don't showcase what we have.  We need someone willing to make the contacts with the media and grant makers.  Funding and a physical presence would help all these arts organizations. We have no mid-sized or small venues for theater except in the schools, and we need rehearsal space.  We need a name and a presence."

Another participant echoed the sentiment: "Arts and crafts groups are splintered. Rutherford Arts Council only does performing arts.  Visual art is not tended to as much—not enough resources. We need a county-level, centralized organization that can help all interested groups across all the arts."
Many voices spoke to the county's assets and needs:  "We have many special historical stories—Esmeralda, the Abe Lincoln story."  "The setting is inspiring with contrasts from one end of the county to the other."  "We already have the Blue Ridge National Heritage designation."  "Films have been made here and more are underway." "Our automotive heritage and culture is also part of the arts."  "We need cross marketing."  "Where is the money coming from to connect these assets?"  "Groups need to talk to each other." "We need better communication to the public."  "Our arts organizations need capacity building—best practices, financial development, audience development."  "A central place for information exists but is not always used."  "We do not have full access to funding sources--a lack of cohesion."  "We need to prove the arts can mean bricks and mortar and jobs."  
Ultimately, this cascade of passionate comments makes a persuasive case for an umbrella organization to serve the arts, history, heritage, and libraries of Rutherford County.  A government-appointed commission to administer arts funds and advise on programming is the exception rather than the rule in North Carolina, and in the opinion of the consultant, a less desirable form of cultural infrastructure.  The energy and passion tapped in the public meetings could more be effectively channeled into a nonprofit body charged with communication, marketing, fundraising, and public education on the value of the arts and culture. 
According to many of those interviewed in this study, the Rutherford County Arts Council and its founder and president, Matthew McEnnerney, have performed and continue to perform a remarkable service, particularly to the youth of the county through the council's drama programs.  The impact of the arts council programming with at-risk students is legendary and was repeatedly affirmed in the comments of many interview subjects and public meeting participants, as in this comment: "Kids have to be encouraged, especially when they don't have parents who encourage them.  I witnessed a student who started studying drama with Matthew McEnnerney and ended up on the debate team.  It changed her life."

Theater, however, is an expensive undertaking, especially on the scale of productions mounted by the Arts Council.  Thanks to the support of philanthropic families and individuals who have funded the Arts Council over the years, RCAC has averaged an annual budget of around $300,000 in recent years--all without local government or state arts council support for most of the last decade--an admirable achievement.  RCAC is a nonprofit entity that operates with a very small board (nine individuals including the President) and provides its services solely by work-for-hire contracts and without salaried staff.  As such, the capacity of the organization is sharply limited in the context of the present range of cultural activities and aspirations in the county.  The Arts Council's large land holdings and small facility outside Forest City lack signage, and are not particularly welcoming to the public.  Dated material on the Art's Council's website also suggests an under-resourced organization attempting to embrace programming ambitions that are simply beyond its human, physical, and financial resources. 
While the RCAC has, over the years, addressed many needs, a broader based organization, embracing, history, heritage, libraries, and the arts is needed.  The new organization proposed would not be a programming or presenting entity.  It would, instead, serve as a clearinghouse for information, coordination, and collaboration across the various cultural groups, and most importantly work to obtain additional resources to apply to existing and emerging cultural groups through a competitive grants process.  

The cultural sector in Rutherford County is under-resourced overall. At present the arts have a very low level of local government support and an over-reliance on a few generous families and businesses. If cultural funding is to grow, as it must, the pool of donors must be expanded. Current economic challenges to philanthropy are undeniable; but the potential for future expansion cannot be dismissed. 
According to interviewees, county and municipal support in Rutherford for the arts at one time topped out at $100,000 per year.  Tax dollars deployed to create cultural infrastructure for the purposes of community vitality and economic development have helped to create many success stories across North Carolina. State grant funds may also be available to the county from the North Carolina Arts Council in such categories as arts in education, public art implementation projects, and arts facility construction or renovation planning.  Adding historical sites and libraries to the mix of cultural entities to be served by this umbrella organization makes sense in a county of Rutherford's size.

The need for a centralized source of information about cultural groups and events was noted throughout the interviews and public meetings.  The present website calendar maintained by the Rutherford County Recreation, Culture, and Heritage Commission was not well known by those interviewed.  The site itself, while offering a promising start, has not attracted submissions by the full range of cultural groups operating here.  The information listed in some cases presumes a familiarity with the county and the various locations of events. which may leave the first time visitor unsure about destinations. 

Despite the remarkable contributions of many individuals and families over the years on behalf of specific cultural institutions and initiatives in Rutherford, there has been a lack of focus on the county as a whole.  The divide between east and west in Rutherford County is a challenge.  The historic pride and competition among individual municipalities is yet a double-edged sword. Elected and citizen leaders have not yet been able to forge an alliance to speak boldly and plan collectively for the arts and cultural future of the county.  However, the public meetings conducted as a part of this study suggest that a dedicated group of passionate individuals could marshal the support and attention of local citizens at every level to advocate for arts and culture.

The cultural aspirations of the county as indicated in this study cannot be realized without effective coordination. A single designated agency (recognized by both government and the private sector) could provide advocacy, information, visibility, and help to identify and obtain funding for a bold cultural plan.  Through such a planning process--conducted with transparency and a goal of inclusion across differences in geography and disciplines--the cultural community can be brought closer to speaking with a unified voice on important county issues and to find a seat at the table when such issues are discussed in the larger context of economic growth and public policy.  
To these ends, the umbrella organization, composed of some 18 to 25 members, must bring a range of skills and talents to this work.  It is suggested that this group be charged with addressing the following key issues that have surfaced through this study.  These issues (and any others identified in the planning process) might be prioritized over a three- to ten-year period in the cultural plan: 
· The expressed need for studio/rehearsal/performance space and the possibility of locating this facility in an abandoned building or library addition

· The development of a public art project(s) to enhance county identity

· Pursuit of grant funding from sources outside the county for cultural activities, collaborative promotion and marketing, and job creation in arts/history/heritage

· Creation of a comprehensive artist registry and centralized source of information about cultural organizations and events in the county with sufficient detail to serve local residents and visitors alike

· Collaboration among arts, history, and library advocates in support of a Bechtler museum or public site

· A professional staff member for the nonprofit Rutherford Cultural Partnership to execute these functions
As one participant suggested, "If we can lift our own morale as arts groups, we will lift the whole county’s attitude."  There is yet gold to be mined in Rutherford County if a committed group, broadly representative of the county, will tackle the task.
Appendix
Interview subjects

Pat Allen--Union Mills Lifelong Learning Center
Fred Bayley--consultant and former dean of Continuing Education at Isothermal CC 
Jim Bishop--owner, WCAB radio

John Condrey--Rutherford County Manager

Jim Cowan--businessman and philanthropist, Stonecutter Foundation

Jim Edwards--executive director, Isothermal Planning and Development Commission

Bill Frykberg--Lake Lure businessman and chairman, Economic Development Commission

Mike Gavin--Public Information Officer, Isothermal Community College

Jackie Hampton--former principal and Rutherford County School Board member

Vernon Hoyle--Board Chair, Rutherford County Arts Council

Sally Lesher--Mayor, Town of Rutherfordton

Keven McCammon--business owner, Blueridge Design, Firehouse Inn, on boards of EDC and TDA

Wilfred McDowell--Chairman, G Team, Grahamtown

Matthew McEnnerney--president, Rutherford County Arts Council 

Peter O'Leary--former mayor and business owner, Chimney Rock Village

Linda Parks--owner, Fireside Books in Forest City

Russ Pitts--Lake Lure Town Councilman

Gale Roller--Physician Recruiter, Rutherford Hospital

Steve Saucier--executive director, KidSenses Museum

Mike Tanner--businessman and philanthropist, Tanner Foundation, Tanner Companies

Lynne Tanner--artist and board member, Rutherford Arts Council

Nancy Trovillion--Deputy Director, North Carolina Arts Council

Michelle Whitaker--Communications Manager, Rutherford Tourism Development Authority

Janie Wilson--Arts in Communities Director, North Carolina Arts Council

George Wittmer--owner, Lake Lure Inn and Spa

FIRST PUBLIC MEETING NOTES

5 May 2009  noon

The Foundation

20 attendees, 10 identified themselves as artists

ASSETS

· The Arts Council productions (theater) and their work with children in the schools

· The Foundation

· Classes through Isothermal Community College in art, pottery, photography, stained glass, sewing (for youth and adults age 16 and above)

· Traditional artists are many but not fully recognized

· Visual Arts Guild is growing

· Arts and crafts groups are splintered. Rutherford Arts Council only does performing arts.  Visual arts is not tended to as much—not enough resources. We need a county-level, centralized organization that can help all interested groups across all the arts

· Strong musical traditions in bluegrass.

· Strong traditions in pottery

· Many private dance teachers

· Proud citizens who are hard-working and support the arts and believe in them.  Very approachable people.
· Historically this county has been home to many writers and artists from its earliest days

· The county has a lot of affordable property that could attract artists (inexpensive still) but we are close to major markets—Asheville, Charlotte

· Buildings are plentiful and available for reuse with proper incentives

· We have a great independent bookstore that brings in writers

· Large number of tourists coming to area who are interested in art and culture

· Kid Senses Museum

· The arts brought me to NC

· We have many special historical stories—Esmerelda, Abe Lincoln

· The setting is inspiring with contrasts from one end of the county to the other

· Blue Ridge National Heritage designation

· Films made here and more underway

· Automotive heritage and culture is part of the arts

· Unique subject matter in history/heritage

· Financial support behind the Foundation has been phenomenal

· We have interesting foodways (kudzu)

· Lots of venues throughout county including Union Mills Learning Center, Cool Springs, RS Central

· Music programs in churches are strong and varied

· Have a 40-year-old community theater

· We have a symphony and many other participatory arts organizations, not just for spectators

WHAT ARE THE THREADS THAT CONNECT THESE ASSETS?

· The attitude here embraces art and wants it for our kids

· We have the best of both worlds—traditional arts and fine arts

· We have something for everyone

NEEDS 

· We need cross marketing

· Where is the money coming from to connect these assets?

· Groups need to talk to each other

· We need better communication to the public

· Capacity building—best practices, financial development, audience development

· Central place for information exists but is not always used

· Audience is fragmented and we are not developing future audiences, building our audiences (at the Foundation, the audiences change from show to show)

· We do not have full access to funding sources.  Lack of cohesion

· We need to prove the arts can mean bricks and mortar and jobs

· How do we recruit business and jobs and what are the amenities that knowledge workers expect?  Arts are part of that but not sure our officials know that

· We must have better budgeting and professional business practices in arts groups to get grants.  Private dollars need to come first

· People could use the TDA’s advertising resources more as an asset

· We have many small events throughout the year, but no real signature county events, though some may evolve that way—we need to take the events to a higher level 

· Hard to do one county event given the division between east and west

· Tour de Pumpkin, Mayfest, Dragon Boat Races on Lake Lure, Christmas in Forest City all have potential.  Rowdy Rib is booking major groups.

· To bring the arts forward and get more funding, we need to be a little bigger than the naysayers

· If we can lift our own morale as arts groups, we will lift the whole county’s attitude

· Cultural Partnership is the umbrella organization we need 

SECONG PUBLIC MEETING NOTES

5 May 2009 evening

The Foundation

10 attendees, 4 identified themselves as artists

ASSETS

· Our craftspeople--potters, fiddlemaker, welder, etc.

· The Art Hop introduces artists to the public

· The arts facilities, especially The Foundation, drew me to move here

· The Rowdy Rib demonstrates that people will come and spend money here but the locals can't necessarily afford this venue

This group quickly moved to NEEDS

NEEDS

· We need a physical place or website to pull it all together--a web connection or something at the library where we could find out about arts.

· We have several theater groups that need rehearsal space--could that be an economic development activity?

· We have many empty buildings that could be rehabilitated and put to good use for the arts

· We have so many talented people in so many ways but the arts exposure to all this is just not there in the schools.  We need a place where kids and families could go--a central place

· The Spindale County Library does not have a meeting room big enough for children's programming--a serious deficit

· Spaces at ICC and in the schools are limited. (The Ruth School could be a county place.)

· We have too many organizations trying to do the same thing.  We need to get one big idea and get everyone behind it.

· We need the full spectrum of the arts coordinated not competitive

· Each individual group has their audiences, how can we share?  Or maybe the audiences don't cross over in their interests

· We need more local focus stories on WNCW

· We need to marry entertainment with lodging for tourists

· We have to have a cohesive plan

· Location for a facility is tricky--it can't be "my way or the highway"

· We need Economic Development Authority to buy in to the importance of the arts

· We need to get people excited

· We need an arts person on the Economic Development board

· We need greater efficiencies across cultural groups and organizations; for example we need all the genealogical materials in one place for heritage researchers

· Need better communication among us

· This coming together must be a county effort to overcome municipalities' competition.  We need to play nice together

· Maybe we can use the bad economy to force collaboration on a multiuse facility

· We need to increase communication across all these groups

· Could we get a community development block grant?

· What is the chamber's involvement in the arts?  Rutherfordevents.com is the county's calendar--many were not aware of it.`

THIRD PUBLIC MEETING NOTES

14 May 2009 noon 

Lake Lure Town Hall

12 attendees, 4 identified themselves as artists


ASSETS

· Great local musicians--wish we had a place to hear them practice and for visitors to the area to hear them

· We have a great group of artists here in Lake Lure-though it is not easy to find out about them if you are a newcomer

· Strong performing arts--what Matthew McEnnerney has done, drawing on local talent, the murder mystery theater, Esmerelda

· Writers are here in Lake Lure and there is a strong interest in writing.  There is lots to write about in terms of local history

· Most of us have come here from areas where the arts are vibrant and we go to Asheville, the Sandburg House, the Foundation in Rutherfordton.  We also enjoy local arts and crafts--love the FLAP Fresh Local Art and Produce market

· The Rec Department in local communities has done a lot with music and dances--Saluda, Black Mountain, Swannanoa that we attend

· We have an environment that inspires creativity in Lake Lure and people who support it.

· The population of Lake Lure is not from here and has expectations for cultural activity

· I love the local pottery and have been impressed by our local memoirist

NEEDS

· The library needs greater support at county level--it is underfunded and undersized for community use.  We have limited meeting space and now with budget cuts at state and county level, things are worse.  Arts provide mental stimulation that helps us through hard times.  We have a strong friends group and we'd like to display more art, photography and host writers.  We have a strong book club.

· We moved here because the place is so beautiful and stimulating.  Why aren't we promoting it?  We have such a beautiful backdrop for a summer concert series--something like the bandstands in small towns in New England

· We need an arts and cultural center to manage events, plays, classes, film, guest speakers, including the environmental aspects of the area surrounding Lake Lure.  Lake Lure is a stage!

· We need greater awareness among county leaders of the value of an arts facility. Could it be located in a place that would bring east and west (Rutherford County) together, e.g. Green Hill?

· We need a school in Lake Lure.  We are retirees and have time, but a Charter School would bring younger folks to live here.

· We don't know each other--east and west parts of county--and we need to overcome our assumptions.  (For example the concert series at Rutherford Central HS was supported by Lake Lure folks who attended.)

· We need to do more for our kids--Henderson County had music lessons in school without charge for kids (except instrument rental)

· Why not consider an approach to cultural activities that goes beyond county boundaries?

· I have heard divisions between east and west expressed through Art Guild members--a standoffishness--but we need to move forward together

· Need to familiarize ourselves in both directions--east and west

· We could use history to bridge east and west--more storytelling about our heritage

· Is there a central location on web for events besides the Hickory Nut Gorge Newsletter?

· 75% of homes in Lake Lure are not used year round which makes year round programming challenging

· We need more for visitors to do, especially in the evenings--more arts and entertainment in the county

· Hickory Nut Gorge is going to draw more young people.  We need Esmerelda to be produced regularly as a signature arts event

· Young people moving to Asheville will use the state park as their play ground.  What do we have for them?

· We could program more for kids, including rock climbing, arts classes, storytelling.


HOW CAN LAKE LURE RESIDENTS HELP MEET THESE NEEDS? 

· Perhaps the churches are a good way to reach year round residents

· We need a town meeting to talk about the arts

· Communication is poor--we need a telephone tree (Several people were troubled that they did not think many folks knew about this meeting.)

· Officials in the county do not seem to understand the draw of cultural activities
· We could do a mass mailing to property owners
· We need a slogan, a branding campaign that would make Lake Lure a cultural destination of national significance as the Rutherford Arts Council has said.
· TDA changed the name to Lake Lure and the Blue Ridge
· If Rutherfordton had a main street like Hendersonville, I'd go there
· We could send a postcard to everyone that would drive them to the website or the library for more information
· "We need all of it."
· We need a multipurpose room in the library--we could have music lessons at the library. We show movies at the end of the our summer reading program, and we'd love to have family night and show movies once a week if we had space at the library.
· We need a Community Meeting House--the library might be a good kernel for this
· Lake Lure is 20% of the county tax base but we do not get comparable services
· The need is locally documented in the Lake Lure master plan.  What we need is organization to make it happen.
· We need a local nonprofit or council for the arts in Lake Lure
· We have more affinity with the towns west of us.
· Perhaps we could think of working with Mills Creek, Bat Cave, Chimney Rock and Hickory Nut Gorge
· We need something similar to the Blue Ridge Heritage Initiative for the arts
· The Olympiad and Dragon Boat Races have been successful
· We could use an event as an organizing principle.
· The Rutherford County Arts Council has brought things to Lake Lure but we don't have a venue
· Why not an October Festival?
FOURTH PUBLIC MEETING

14 May 2009

Rutherford County Building, Rutherfordton

17 attendees, 13 identified themselves as artists

Because this meeting was largely attended by artists, the discussion centered around what each person needed as an artist to thrive in Rutherford County.

· My work is woodturning--making something useful.  We have so many small arts groups all over the county.  We need an umbrella group to bring them together.  We need to overcome the east-west split in the county.  We need centralized funding and advertising to be recognized as a county with something to offer.

· I am an orchestra director and freelance musician.  I need more students.  I am also a member of the chamber group, the Rutherford Consort and we need funding for a chamber group series.  In the schools there is no orchestra program which is also a deficit.

· I am a pianist new to the area.  The schools seem very separate from the arts groups.  As a newcomer I don't know how to get in.  I would love to start a children's choir.  Where do I go?

· I do watercolor, pen and ink, acrylics, copper etching, drawing, and painting. I see a need for drawing classes perhaps through the Art Guild.

· I am an oil painter,  I taught and had a studio for 40 years in New York State.  I now teach at ICC.  Unfortunately the rising tuition there is resulting in fewer students.  We need art classes outside the community college system. I have also had terrible communication issues with the Green Hill School and have never managed to teach there.

· I am a potter and knitter.  Keeping our new visual arts center going is a challenge with an all volunteer group.  Not all of our group has equal skills or enthusiasm and we have very little funding.  We are paying the rent at least.  We had a good response at the Art Hop.  We are also selling supplies.  We'd love a part time executive director.  Marketing is a challenge.  E-mail and newspaper advertising about the gallery seems not to work.  We'd love to joint venture some projects and advance networking in the county.  We want to help put the county on the map for visual arts.

· Where do you go as an artist in this county?  I went to a class, joined the guild, participated in the teacher/student show at ICC.  I am a painter, watercolorist, piano player and singer.   I like the new Guild space but to pull in all the visual arts, we have already outgrown the building.  We need funding, advertising.  It is important to do these classes here in the county not go outside.  Not outsource.  I'd like to see the Guild spread to Lake Lure.

· I am a painter, illustrator and theater person.  I find it difficult to find resources.  We don't market the heritage of the arts in this county.  Our State magazine and WNC magazine is not about us.

· We don't showcase what we have.  We need someone willing to make the contacts.  Funding and a physical presence would help all these arts organizations. No mid-sized or small venues for theater except in the schools but we need rehearsal space.  We need a name and a presence.

· I am excited about the Guild.  We have made amazing strides and a lot of people are excited about classes.  We have momentum.

· I am from the Lake Lure Art Group and missed the earlier meeting.  I have done shows at LL in watercolors and oils.  I was involved in creating children's murals in Cleveland, OH.  I think of Asheville's Riverfront.  It is nice to see what can be done with space.  I would love to help with children's arts.  We need funding and space to make it happen.

· I make traditional old-time music.  I have taken classes at the Swannanoa Gathering. Now play for contra dances and Civil War reenactments  I need to connect more with other musicians.  Wish we had a website registry.

· I am a playwright.  Wrote the Ballad of Nancy Hanks which was talked about as a possible annual event.  We need space to perform.  The Foundation is very expensive to rent and school buildings are hard to get to.  I think we suffer from a historic argument against the arts in this county.

· I am a pianist.  I see a lack of cohesion among artists.  There is not a place where we can come together and pool our resources between the visual and performing arts.  This is a huge need.  The Foundation is the best, but very expensive.  Lighting and sound are inadequate in the school facilities we have. We have a tremendous number of talented musicians and visual artists here. But the talent among our young people is not being noticed.  High School Musical was great but we must showcase our young people more.  (Youth Arts Festival is scheduled for March 20, 2010 says Matthew.)

· I would love for us to have a Junior Appalachian Music program (funded through NC Arts Council) and to do more in general with our traditional artists, but as of now we don't have a vehicle to receive these funds.

· We need someone with grantwriting experience.

· The county has not stepped up to anything.  Are the arts economic development? The Economic Development Commission needs to look at it.

· I need a place to go find mentors--facility and supplies.

· We need cohesion.

· We need to go to our legislators and get their support.

· We need to go to the NC Rural Center, Golden Leaf and local banks for their support.

· Is film production part of the arts?  Could we engage film students in promotion of the arts? 

· Thomas Street in Forest City may become studio space.
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