History of the Village Arts Coalition

Founding

The Village Arts Coalition (VAC) was founded in 1989.  The organizing principle is that VAC is an umbrella organization that serves and supports the Folk Arts activities of other organizations as well as individuals.  The VAC is a non-profit Colorado corporation and qualifies under section 501(c)(3) of the federal Internal Revenue Code as a tax-exempt charitable organization.

Mission

The mission of the VAC is to be a unifying force among the many groups that constitute the Folk Arts community – to provide a forum for cooperative interaction between these groups – and to provide a bridge to the larger communities in which they operate.  From the original dozen-or-so groups that constituted its beginning membership, the VAC has grown to its present membership of 33 organizations.  It is headquartered in Boulder but has member groups scattered along the Front Range from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins.

Public Relations

An immediate and continuing priority of the VAC is publishing a newspaper concerning the activities of the Folk Arts community.  The bi-monthly newspaper “STOMP!” has been continuously published by the VAC since April 1990.  It presents a description and complete schedule of the Folk Arts events presented in the Boulder and Front Range area.  Activities of non-member organizations are included as well as those of members.  Each issue also includes articles and photographs about our community and its activities.  STOMP is distributed at dances and other folk arts events and also in other locations as a means of publicizing our events in the wider community.  The VAC also maintains a web page at www.villageartscoalition.org with the same information.

Community Activities

A principal method by which the VAC pursues its overall mission is through community service.  The community activities of the VAC achieve a threefold objective: (a) they provide an exciting forum where the people of our own groups can have fun and show others how much fun these activities are, (b) they bring our activities to the notice of citizens at large, and (c) they serve the wider communities in which they are carried out. 

In 1990 the city of Boulder asked the VAC to create an event for the Boulder Creek Festival.  The VAC responded by creating the Folk Life Fair at the Creek Festival that presented two days of folk activities surrounded by booths of vendors selling wares having an international flavor.  

Beginning in 1998 the VAC transformed these activities into our own International Festival that is held on a June weekend on the Boulder Pearl Street Mall.  The VAC International Festival features a dance floor erected beneath a 30x50 foot tent on the Mall in front of the county courthouse.  It presents two full days of folk dancing and folk music activities and features live performance of international folk music on Saturday evening.  Emphasis is always placed on creating activities in which spectators – those just walking along the Mall - can join in as participants if they choose. Vendors offering international food and other wares from around the world have their booths nearby.  This festival has become an increasingly popular event and constitutes one of the major events in the panoply of summer activities on the Boulder mall.  

Folk Arts Facilities

A key challenge of the Village Arts Coalition is to address the continuing and critical problem of having places for folk arts activities.  The organizations in the VAC are concerned with participatory dance and music activities – their members do the dances, play the music, and sing the songs rather than merely watch others do so.  Unfortunately, arts facilities are typically available for exhibits and performances, not for do-it-yourself events.  Consequently, there is a critical shortage of participatory arts facilities, especially in Boulder.  Many exciting events simply do not come to this area because of lack of facilities.  Many events that are held take place in venues inadequate for the purpose.

The VAC responds to this challenge and from its very beginning has led the effort to create facilities for participatory folk arts activities.  In 1991 the VAC leased a 2000 square foot dance studio on Pearl Street in downtown Boulder, managed its operations, and made it available to dance and other organizations for their activities.  The “Pearl Street Studio” immediately became a place that these organizations, for the first time, could rely on to be available for their use.

But even this continuity proved to be illusive – property owners might have more profitable uses for such property – and it soon became apparent that property ownership was the only way to guarantee certainty of usage.  Consequently, the VAC spearheaded an effort to create such ownership by organizing a group of 21 investors from the folk-arts community that, in August of 1997, purchased the property.  Although the VAC does not control the Pearl Street Studio, it is the single largest investor and was instrumental in creating the sympathetic group that now has control.  Since the purchase, it has truly become the “home” for the folk arts community.

However, the Studio is not a permanent solution to the space problem. Large events and exciting special activities such as elegant balls and workshops featuring national and international teachers cannot be accommodated in this facility - it is simply too small.  Consequently, the VAC now moves on to larger goals.

The 9th and Canyon Project

In 1999 a further opportunity for the VAC to create a facility in Boulder arose in the form of the “9th and Canyon” project.  The core of this project is the construction of a parking garage and hotel on the last undeveloped land in downtown Boulder.  It also includes the creation of a “Civic Use Building” to accommodate activities of civic and cultural organizations.  The VAC expressed in interest in participating in this project, and, along with Collage Children’s Museum, was chosen by the city of Boulder to construct this building.  

For the VAC this is both an exciting and challenging opportunity.  It holds the promise of creating - for the first time - a place that will accommodate all of the activities of the participatory folk arts community.  For the past three years the VAC has been heavily engaged in creating the framework for our participation.  Legal agreements describing our participation have been drafted and agreed upon.  The conceptual design of the proposed building has been completed and has been approved by the Boulder Planning Board.  The principal feature of the design of our portion of the building is a 4000 square foot ballroom that will accommodate our largest activities!!  Also included is a 2000 square foot dance studio for medium sized events, a 750 square foot rehearsal studio plus ancillary areas such as a catering kitchen, a lounge and lobby, and a small office.

The VAC share of construction costs of this project will be approximately $3 million.  A member of our community has offered to provide the VAC with a $2 million low interest rate loan.  The VAC therefore has a solid base for mounting this project but still faces the task of generating $1 million of additional funding.  Our overall approach is to seek a substantial portion of these funds from donations within our own community and use this demonstration of support as a basis for seeking grants from other institutions.

The experience gained by the VAC in relation to the Pearl Street Studio mentioned above has been invaluable in establishing the financial feasibility of this project for us.  It enables us to forecast revenue and expenses from operating the new facility and to create a realistic business plan.  This experience gives us the confidence to proceed with this ambitious project.

Leadership and Cooperation

In the midst of the turmoil of this exciting development project the VAC continues its basic role of unifying the folk arts community.  It sponsors a liability insurance program that provides a modicum of protection to its member organizations and their leaders against accidental occurrences at their events.  This has enabled some organizations to participate in festivals and programs in communities that require insurance coverage for participation.  The VAC sponsors an annual “First of Fall” folk dance and party to kick off the beginning of the yearly social dance activities.  With its annual membership meeting it provides a useful and lively forum for the sharing of ideas amongst its member organizations.  With its organizational structure of a board of directors elected for staggered three years terms by its member organizations it provides a continuity of existence that enhances the protection of assets.  It maintains individual as well as group memberships to also allow individuals to participate in its activities.  And lastly - by its continued existence and growth over its thirteen years history – the VAC demonstrates an ability to be a potent agent in the foreseeable future for the participatory Folk Arts community and also in the wider communities in which it operates. 

