
Places in  
the Making:
How placemaking builds  
places and communities



|    Places in the Making35

shreveport is louisiana’s third largest city 
and an economic, educational, health-
care, gambling, and cultural center for 
the region where arkansas, louisiana, 
and texas meet. once an economic hub, a 
downturn in the area’s oil and gas industry 
caused the city to suffer from disinvest-
ment and neglect; the area west of down-
town known as ledbetter heights lost 90% 
of its population between 1980 and 2010.30 
despite a series of regeneration strategies 
including festivals, special development 
districts, and the attraction of two major 
casinos, the area continued to slide into 
disrepair. in 2009 the City used the 
tragic arson of the office of the shreveport 
regional arts Council (sraC) to spark 
the revitalization of this area. bypassing 
standard routes for redevelopment, the 
mayor charged sraC with leading the 
revitalization of the area, relocating them 
to a historic fire station in this crumbling 
area of downtown. sraC was already well 
loved for throwing festivals and delivering 
high-quality arts education curriculum, 
and this trust helped them lead a coali-
tion, called shreveport Common, that has 
become the city’s de facto redevelopment 

5.8 Shreveport Common: Shreveport, LA
Tenacity from tragedy: using arts and culture as a driver of placemaking

Key TaKeaWayS

•	Arts	and	culture	strategies	have	great	power	to	activate	an	area	while	brick-and-mortar	invest-

ments are being planned and financed

•	 Strong	mayoral	leadership	can	break	through	institutional	boundaries	to	create	powerful	task	forc-

es with a unique set of participants that cut through red tape and get things done

•	Creative	placemaking	working	at	the	intersection	of	culture,	urban	development,	transit,	and	hous-

ing, allows it to leverage a huge array of funding sources

•	 Placemaking	doesn’t	need	hot-market	cities	and	young	urban	professionals	to	be	successful:	it	

just needs committed leaders and an enthusiastic community

authority. this public-private coalition 
is working on a plan for the revitalization 
of the nine-block district west of down-
town anchored by and themed around the 
arts. this well-organized entity wields 
an uncommonly wide range of powers; in 
addition to organizing monthly arts festi-
vals, shreveport Common has the power 
to make neighborhood planning decisions 
and works closely with the City to achieve 
good outcomes for all. 

Shreveport Common’s ambitious plan 
has been successful where others have 
failed primarily due to the tenacity of 
SRAC’s leadership and the manage-
ment team’s stalwart efforts to bring 
every last stakeholder to the table. 
The planning process began with a 
nine-month listening campaign, the 
assembly of a 55-person advisory 
board made up of property owners, 
neighbors, city department heads, and 

Shreveport Common, Aseana Festival, Shreveport, LA
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directors of non-profits, and eight task 
forces, who developed a vision plan for 
the area. After the plan was approved, 
the mayor appointed a thirteen-person 
management team to provide oversight 
in the advancement of implementa-
tion. The team includes government 
and non-profit officials, with repre-
sentation from the North Louisiana 
Council of Governments; the parish; 
the city council; the City departments 
of public assembly and recreation and 
community development; the Down-
town Development Authority; SRAC’s 
president; a creative placemaking con-
sultant; an architect; and liaison to the 
artist community. The management 
team also has strategic alliances with 
the city’s public transit system and 
development community. 

These unique partnerships give the 
Shreveport Common coalition broad 
powers: Caddo parish finances public 
realm improvements, while the head of 
public assembly acquires land, clears 
title on fractured real estate parcels 
and packages them for developers. The 
manager of the City’s federally desig-
nated Choice Neighborhoods program 
acquires funds for redevelopment, 
and the North Louisiana Council of 
Governments obtains federal transit 
funding that will finance new bicycle 
and pedestrian routes. Meanwhile, 
SRAC calls meetings, builds rela-
tionships, does public relations, and 
provides interim cultural program-
ming. SRAC’s meetings are notoriously 
fun and fueled by food and drink. “This 
is the south, we have to have a good 
time,” says Gregory Free, member of 
the management team.

Shreveport Common has created a stra-
tegic geographic focus through which 

to fulfill its management team’s goals: 
the parish can help grow population; 
the development authority can help put 
abandoned parcels back on city tax rolls; 
the downtown development authority 
and the arts council can bring cultural 
vitality to downtown. Realizing these 
shared goals was essential to bringing 
together this diverse group of stake-
holders. “We knew if we wanted to be 
successful we would have to start from 
a place of shared vision and shared val-
ues,” says Wendy Benscoter, a member 
of the management team. 

Shreveport’s all-in approach to com-
munity development is demonstrated 
in their embrace of the local social 
service clients in the area. Although a 
large downtown homeless population 
had been an issue in the past, Shreve-
port Common has a new strategy. As 
Executive Director Pam Atchison says, 
“We embrace the diversity of Shreve-
port Common and our eclectic mix of 
neighbors. A great deal of effort has been 
invested in working with the existing 
cultural, social services, and faith based 
groups, including several organizations 
that provide services to the homeless 
to keep everyone here. Our goal: no 
one leaves!” Much of the harmony in 
Shreveport Common’s coalition is due 
to Atchison’s tenacity. “Pam could sell 
anything to anybody. I bet she could 
even broker the Middle East peace,” 
says Free, “When Pam says something, 
people listen.” 

The Shreveport Common plan charts 
the course for a revitalized arts district 
centered around the area’s historic and 
cultural assets. The plan includes a 
reconfigured public realm, including a 
new 1.3-acre park, space for art markets 
and festivals, a public art program, and 

enhanced transit connectivity. A signif-
icant element of the plan rebuilds the 
Common at moderate density through 
renovated residential, commercial, 
retail, and anchor historic properties. 
The Common seeks to attract artists 
and others to live and work downtown, 
hopefully enticing some of the artists 
in the region to live in planned mar-
ket rate and affordable housing. One 
of the explicit goals of the Shreveport 
Common plan is to drive population 
growth in the area. Whereas this goal 
might raise red flags of gentrification 
in more expensive cities, as Gregory 
Free explains, Shreveport doesn’t deal 
with these issues. “Gentrification is the 
longest four letter world in the English 
language—but it doesn’t really apply to 
Shreveport. Because this neighborhood 
has been blighted for so long, we don’t 
have the G-word that haunts us the same 
way that makes it difficult to maneuver.” 
Transit improvements include empha-
sizing the I-20 highway off ramp that 
would redirect downtown-bound traffic 
to the district, a new bike and pedestrian 
network, and the creation of an inter-
modal bus station, which would drive 
foot traffic to the area.

The diverse management team has been 
helpful in acquiring unique funding 
sources to move the plan forward. The 
plan received early funding through the 
Mayors’ Institute on City Design 25th 
Anniversary Initiative, which awarded 
Shreveport funding for its vision process 
in 2010. The plan and related program-
ming also received a National Endow-
ment for the Arts Our Town grant two 
years in a row, for a total of $250,000, 
and was a recipient of a $240,000 
Creative Placemaking grant through 
ArtPlace. The Shreveport Regional 
Arts Council has received $1,280,000 in 
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national grant awards; and has matched 
this with an additional $2,400,000 for 
the Common (plus nearly $3 million 
to renovate the central fire station). 
As part of Shreveport`s H.U.D. Choice 
Neighborhood program the area is 
poised to receive millions more to 
revitalize the area. The management 
team has also been successful in 
working with the Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization in securing federal 
transportation enhancement funds for 
implementation of bicycle and pedes-
trian improvements. State support has 
come from Louisiana’s cultural district 
program, which holds up Shreveport 
as a model. Under the state cultural 
districts plan, sales by artists in the 
district are exempt from sales tax and 
developers may access historic preser-
vation tax credits (a privilege normally 
only allowed in historic districts).

Today, the physical environment of 
Shreveport Common looks similar to 
what it looked like in 2009, with some 
notable exceptions. The central fire 
station has been rehabilitated and 
SRAC relocated there in February 2013, 

the area is dotted with public art, and 
the historic cemetery at the north has 
begun bond-financed renovations. 
However, while earth has yet to be 
turned, there is a sea change amongst 
leaders in the city. City leadership is 
excited about the project, and as many 
as 600 people participated in a recent 
community design charrette. Already 
three new businesses have opened 
in the Common in long-abandoned 
storefronts, and in 2013 the area added 
50 retail/service/support/creative jobs. 
The cultural District Zoning Ordinance 
was also approved this year, which 
paves the way for developers to take 
advantage of tax credits, and artists to 
sell work tax-free.

While the slow process of develop-
ment takes place, SRAC has planned 
an extensive program of events to 
invigorate the Common with street 
life. SRAC hopes this regular anima-
tion of the district will keep spirits up 
as the development process contin-
ues. “Sustained programming is the 
key to sustained development,” says 
Atchison. As part of a program called 

UNSCENE!, each month from October 
2013-April 2014, national artists will 
come to Shreveport to mentor five 
local artists, culminating in an exhibi-
tion. In addition, SRAC has launched 
several arts programs that infuse the 
neighborhood with art, artists, and col-
laboration. This year SRAC launched 
an Arts Entrepreneurial Training 
program, a food truck pilot, and a new 
temporary public art program. They 
also launched Pay it Forward, a unique 
program that provides space to artists 
in exchange for their service to local 
social service organizations. 

Shreveport Common has been touted as 
a premier example of Creative Place-
making, which forwards the perspective 
that putting creativity and culture at 
the core of neighborhood development 
fulfills both artistic and livability goals. 
Designating a regional arts council 
to lead a neighborhood development 
process is an unusual tactic, but one that 
SRAC believes is vital, “The Common is 
a testing ground, and also the crow bar 
to open the door to future changes at a 
broader scale,” says Atchsion. 

Shreveport Common, CommonLink design charrette, Shreveport, LA
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