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Getting vocal about local: A case for local procurement in the arts

Buying local has become even more relevant in these political times. With the successful
launch of Uncommon Spaces last summer, we asked ourselves, what is the impact of buying
local in the arts?

With the support of Bloomberg Associates, the City of Oftawa and the Centretown BIA
activated three pilot “Street Seats”- branded as Uncommon Spaces - on MacLaren, Frank,
and Florence in 2025. You may have seen them: bright, pop-up seating, graffiti artists, yogis,
photography groups, a funky café, and more - condo residents meeting for the first time,
folks in suits taking a break, unhoused neighbours admiring the colours. These impacts
transformed the streetscape into places of connection and vibrancy. But what about the
impact behind the scenes?

With Street Seats, the City made an unusual (for them) decision to go local. Instead of
outsourcing animation of the sites to Toronto or Montreal - as, let’s face it, is too often the
case in Ottawa - at the urging of the Centretown BIA, the City contracted Urban Art
Collective, a local urban visual artist group, to develop and deliver programming throughout
the summer. The UAC designed walking tours, live street murals, miniature street art, art jams,
and hands-on workshops as part of their Disrupt summer series. What difference did the
decision to go in-house make for Oftawa businesses, artists, and residents?



Boosting the Local Economy

“Several nearby businesses shared anecdotal feedback that activation days brought more foot
traffic and kept people in the neighbourhood longer,” said Michael Wallack of Wallack’s Art
Supplies on Bank and the chair of the Centretown BIA. “We saw that at Wallack’s well.” Not
only did artists came in to purchase supplies, people stayed in the neighbourhood for
dinner, coffee, or to run errands. Over the course of the summer, reports of increased sales
helped transform reluctant business owners into active partners. Block leaders, such as
Wallacks, ensured coordination with other businesses and the site and made sure the space
was kept clean. In addition to supporting local businesses, local artists were able to raise their
profile. Several artists got commissions as a result of increased visibility related to Street
Seats, further reinvesting money in the local economy.

Building Capacity = Economic Growth

Beyond buying local, Street Seats demonstrates that hiring local is transformative on a
completely different scale: it builds capacity in the local community to take on larger
projects and scale up - becoming a self-perpetuating driver of local economic growth. Over
the summer, the Urban Art Collective increased and scaled their programming capacity. As a
result, they were able to expand into a second location and grow their footprint by 5,000 sq.
ft. The UAC now provides additional workshop space, an artist agency, print lab, a café, as well
as much-needed artist studio rental space at the corner of Bayswater and Somerset.
Uncommon Spaces proves that a Community Wealth Building model works. By keeping this
contract at home, Ottawa now has an additional 12 artist studios and expanded capacity to
support local arts, events and programming. Our city just got way cooler.

Creating community

Placemaking, belonging and social cohesion are difficult impacts to quantify, but evidence
suggests that Uncommon Spaces also increased a sense of community. Lindsay Machinski
from the Urban Art Collective says, local businesses and artists “actually understand the
heartbeat of our city. We understand the tone of our city. We understand the people, what
they need, because we're super connected with the community.” This bespoke approach is just
not possible with outside organizations.



The collaborative energy and networks that grew around Uncommon Spaces have a distinct
made-in-Ottawa feel. Executive Director of the Centretown BIA, Sabrina Lemay says:

“You could see an individual who was unhoused, sitting there with a
family, eating a sandwich with a businessman on his cell phone and
it was, like, wow, yeah, this is community. This is heart. Wallack’s
team is out there, sweeping. It really brought the community
together and worked to create place.”

Centretown, known for it’s gritty, scrappy vibe, embraced these vibrant communal spaces.
There were no reports of vandalism of the street seats infrastructure. Michael believes this
supported a real sense of community: “When the space was active and used, people seemed
more comfortable lingering, hanging out in the area, and moving between nearby businesses
and outdoor spaces.” Streets are safer when they are busier, more vibrant and more colourful.

Not only did Ottawa get cooler, Street Seats also designed kindness and community into urban
infrastructure. “To go into a space that is animated with art and beauty versus going into a
space where you feel your soul being sucked alive,” says Jessie Duffy of Arlington 5, a local café
known for its gallery wall, art markets, and community spirit, “It does, | believe, have some sort
of impact.” Creating accessible outdoor space with no barriers to entry signals that all are
welcome and that all neighbours are deserving of joy and beauty - contributing to a sense of
belonging.

The exponential spin-off effects of Uncommon Spaces in 2025 make a strong argument in
favour of continuing to hire local artists and organizations to activate our cultural economy:
investing in and expanding the local (creative) economy, building community and belonging,
and creating a sense of place. Arts Ottawa is advocating for a Community Wealth Building
framework in the

arts, specifically by growing our economy through keeping resources, capital reinvestment,
opportunities, capacity building, and decision-making power within the local community. The
Centretown BIA and Uncommon Spaces provide a simple, effective roadmap to get this done.
To the City of OHawa, the upcoming ACE district, all arts funders and cultural activators:
please take note.

This summer, Street Seats will return to Bank Street and is set to expand to Chinatown. |, for
one, will be watching to see who is hired this year. | look forward to seeing you there.
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