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Executive Summary 
 
 

Themes of the Plan:  

1. Embedding Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Access (IDEA) as the core values of Agency 
grantmaking and every aspect of its programs, governance and operations 

2. Leading the post-pandemic recovery of the District’s arts and culture sector and beyond 

3. Improving the Agency’s alignment with the Executive and Legislative branches of District 
Government; improving CAH governance and organizational culture 

 
 

Since 1968, the DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities (the Commission, CAH, or the Agency) has 

supported and advanced the arts and cultural life of the District of Columbia.  

 

With the onset of the Covid pandemic in 2020 and the coincident national protests and conversations 

around historical and systemic racism, inequities, and injustices, CAH has undergone a period of intense 

reexamination of its programs and practices. See further discussion of the Task Force on Equity, 

Inclusion and Belonging (the Task Force) relating to Goal One.  

 

While this plan builds on the historical activity of the Commission providing grants to the nonprofit arts 

community and to individual artists, it cannot be overemphasized that the goals and strategies outlined 

here to be pursued in the 2021-23 period have been profoundly affected by the events of the last two 

years. Though challenges abound, as they do for every arts grantmaker across the country, the 

Commission is now in a strong position to further develop its toolkits, programs, capacities, and 

relationships in order to have even greater impact in its diverse communities, in the arts sector, and 

more broadly affecting the social and economic recovery of the District post-pandemic. 

 

In addition to the IDEA and pandemic context of this plan, another factor affecting CAH is the fact of its 

becoming an independent agency of District Government in 2019. While the Mayor continues to 

appoint the Chair and all Commissioners, the Commission now has direct authority to hire the Executive 

Director, with consent of the Council. As is the case with other District Government agencies, the 
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Commission budget continues to be allocated by the Mayor and Council (a legislated percentage of sales 

tax, which is subject to change), and agency performance continues to be evaluated on an annual basis 

by the Council. The Agency is thus not fully independent. Rather, it is interdependent. It is critical to the 

success of the Agency to build relationships with other sectors and branches of District Government.  

 

This plan was developed in large part through consultation with the Agency’s key stakeholders from 

February through May 2021, solicited directly through a comprehensive series of 55 confidential 

interviews (listed in Appendix A) and two public meetings conducted virtually due to Covid restrictions. 

Stakeholders included the Agency’s grantees, i.e., individual artists and other nonprofit arts and cultural 

organizations. Also interviewed were stakeholders inside District government — the Mayor’s Office and 

City Councilmembers, agency heads, and senior staff—and community stakeholders, such as 

community development organizations, Business Improvement Districts, and others whose work 

intersects with the District’s cultural life in some way. Also included were interviews with several 

Commissioners, Task Force Members, and the Agency’s senior staff leaders.  

 
As a next step in the planning process, Agency staff will be responsible for developing implementation 

steps and workplans (including timelines, costs and persons responsible) based on the goals and 

strategies outlined here. As an example, Agency staff will align the Task Force Recommendations 

attached hereto as Appendix A (many already in the form of implementation steps) with each of these 

goals and strategies.  

 

Progress against the goals of this Plan will require significant financial and human capital investment. 

Agency staff will quantify and prioritize these investments in the implementation planning process. One 

of the most important implementation steps will be the requirement that the CAH Executive Director 

report at least annually to the Commission on progress against the goals of this Plan. 

 

The list of stakeholders interviewed appears as Appendix B. 
 
 
The research component of the planning process involved examination of the following: 
  

1. 2012-2020 CAH Strategic Plan 
2. CAH enabling legislation 
3. NEA State Partnership Guidelines 
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4. DC Cultural Plan 
5. DC Creative Economy Strategy 
6. Task Force on Equity, Inclusion and Belonging 

a. Findings and Recommendations 
b. Surveys 
c. Focus groups 
d. Verbatims 
e. Benchmarking study 

7. CAH budget and organizational chart 
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Key Issues 
 
 
 
 
Resolving these key challenges by implementing the strategies of this plan will put CAH on track 

to greater success. 

 

1. How will CAH implement and measure the success of its recent IDEA initiative (Task 

Force Recommendations)? 

 

2. How will CAH lead the recovery of the nonprofit arts and culture sector in the District 

and position the arts as an important contributor to the District’s broader economic and 

social recovery efforts? 

 

3. How will CAH improve communications and strengthen community connections in order 

to close the gap between internal and external stakeholders’ perception of its work? 

 

4. How will CAH bring itself into greater alignment with both the Executive and Legislative 

branches of District Government? 

 

5. How will CAH rethink its governance protocols to improve Commissioner and staff 

relationships and morale and improve the CAH brand within District Government and in 

the broader community? 
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Key Findings 
 
Stakeholders provided remarkably consistent messages to the Commission – on the priority of 

IDEA and arts sector pandemic recovery efforts, as well as the need to more fully embrace 

proactive communications strategies that will more tightly knit the Commission to the diverse 

communities it serves, as well as foster collaboration in the sector. Stakeholders also were 

candid in their assessment that the current level of discord among Commissioners is a 

distraction from the Agency’s work. Stakeholders believe that overcoming these challenges – 

including the frequent and destabilizing turnover in the Executive Director position – is an 

essential prerequisite to the Commission’s success with every element of this plan. 

 

Stakeholders are eager for the Commission to expand its leadership role as an advocate for 

cultural development in the District. They strongly urged the Commission to take on a larger, 

visionary and more proactive leadership role. They describe an arts and culture sector that is 

large, creatively vital, and too often overlooked, especially in all its diverse manifestations. 

The field has long been beleaguered by the forces of gentrification, increasing social and 

economic disparity, and the stresses of sustaining a nonprofit organization or an artistic 

career. These challenges underscore the need for proactive leadership on the part of the 

Agency. There is widespread acknowledgment of the leadership platform the Commission 

possesses, particularly as it sits at the center of a web of relationships with other District 

Government agencies that can be more fully developed for the benefit of the arts and culture 

sector as well as the broader community in post-pandemic context.  

 

Stakeholders from other units of District Government observed that while every agency has the 

responsibility to do the substantive work with which it is charged, every agency also has the 

responsibility to develop a diverse and committed constituency for its work – together with a 

broad awareness of the benefits of its work – among District residents and taxpayers. As a 

possible model for the Commission, comparisons were made to the Friends of the DC Public 

Library, a citizens advocacy organization with ties to every neighborhood library throughout the 

District. 
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The Plan: Goals and Strategies 
 
 

There are five focus areas and goals of the plan, each with a set of accompanying 
strategies: 

 

1. IDEA – Commit to Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Access (IDEA) in every aspect of 
Agency grantmaking and other programs and operations, including governance and 
administration 
 

2. Pandemic Recovery – Lead the post-pandemic recovery of the nonprofit arts and culture 
sector in the District and play an important role in the District’s broader economic and 
social recovery efforts 
 

3. Community Awareness and Connectedness – Improve communications, raise awareness 
of CAH programs, strengthen community connections and networks between and 
among stakeholders in the field, and elevate the role of the arts and humanities 
throughout the District 
 

4. District Government Alignment – Strengthen alignment with both the Executive and 
Legislative branches of District Government 
 

5. Governance and Organizational Culture – Rethink governance and administrative 
protocols to improve Commissioner and staff relationships and morale and improve the 
CAH brand within District Government and in the broader community 

 
 
PUBLIC ART 
 
In a parallel planning process, the Public Art Program is developing a Public Art Master Plan 
whose results will be reported on the same timeline as this plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Following is a summary of each area of focus and the strategies pertaining to each area that 
will guide the work of the Agency for the next three years. 
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GOAL ONE – Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Access (IDEA)  
 
Commit to Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Access (IDEA) in every aspect of grantmaking and 
other programs and operations, including governance and administration 
 
As reflected in prior strategic plans, the Agency has long aspired to equitably serve and 
provide equitable access to cultural programs among the District’s diverse population. These 
are values as well as goals that have been expressed in a variety of programs and initiatives 
over the decades, including its Arts Education and Public Art Programs. The members and 
staff of the Commission reflect the diversity of the District of Columbia. 
 
That said, the increasing awareness of fundamental social inequities and the events of 2020 
forced a reckoning at CAH – as well as nationwide and worldwide – around gaps between 
aspirations and outcomes regarding IDEA. 
 
In response to these gaps, CAH formed the Task Force on Equity, Inclusion and Belonging (the 
Task Force) composed of Commissioners, community members, and staff. From June to 
December 2020, the Task Force met weekly for two hours to discuss ways in which the 
Agency could become more accessible and equitable in its work. The result of this six-month 
process was a slate of 44 Recommendations developed by the Task Force that were 
subsequently formally adopted by the Commission.  
 
The work of the Task Force included both a view of past Commission work as well as a focus 
on how to improve IDEA practices in the future. In reviewing the past, the Task Force 
identified opportunities to improve on past shortcomings around the equitable distribution of 
funding, for example with the National Capital Arts Cohort (NCAC), which provided non-
competitive funds to organizations with budgets exceeding $1 million. This excluded and 
disadvantaged smaller organizations. Though NCAC was not a CAH initiative – it was a 
mandate of the DC Council – this is to acknowledge that CAH, as with many other American 
institutions, contributed to these inequities. At its April 19, 2021 meeting, the Commission 
passed a resolution asking the Council to repeal the NCAC mandate. 
 
The Task Force Recommendations are hereby incorporated by reference into this 2021-23 
Strategic Plan, and they appear in full in the Appendix. These Recommendations are to be 
integrated into the implementation planning undertaken by the Agency staff to fulfill the 
goals and strategies of this Plan. Additionally, because IDEA values must figure in all 
operations of the Commission, many of these Recommendations are woven throughout this 
Plan. 
 
The Recommendations are the strategies and specific implementation steps (timeline, cost, 
person/group responsible) the Agency commits to undertake in furtherance of this goal. 

Progress against these implementation steps will be overseen by the Executive Director and by 
the Commission’s newly constituted IDEA Committee (its formation was one of the Task Force 
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Recommendations), which reports to the full Commission. The Executive Director and the 
IDEA Committee Chair will make progress reports to the full Commission at least quarterly and 
will share this progress publicly. 
 
Understanding that equity in contemporary America is better described as an ongoing quest, 
rather than a final destination, the Task Force employed the following definition of equity in 
its surveys and focus groups: 
 
EQUITY is giving everyone what they need to be successful. Equity is not the same as treating 
everyone the same. Equity is operating from the understanding that individuals arrive in a given 
situation from very different starting points. These starting points are determined by certain 
social hierarchies often involving race, class, gender, age, sexual identity, disability, etc. An 
equitable framework centers on awareness of these hierarchies, and creates systems that are 
actively anti-racist, anti-classist, anti-sexist, anti-ageist, and anti-
homophobic/transphobic/queerphobic, anti-ableist, etc.  
 

1. Review and align current grantmaking policies with Task Force Recommendations 

2. Develop and implement a metrics-based IDEA system for grant scoring 

a. Require demographic data relating to the diversity of organizations’ programs, 
boards, staff, public communications, and audience 

b. Give extra consideration to organizations that demonstrate commitment to 
IDEA  

3. Strengthen data collection efforts and utilize such data to analyze the efficacy and 
impact of grant programs 

4. Ensure a diverse group of grant review panelists and train them in accordance with 
Task Force Recommendations; pay panelists to ensure greater diversity in the panelist 
pool 

5. Create mentorship opportunities whereby larger organizations can assist smaller 
organizations by sharing knowledge, resources, and program collaborations 
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GOAL TWO – Pandemic recovery efforts in the arts and culture sector and beyond 
 
Lead the pandemic recovery of the nonprofit arts and culture sector in the District and play 
an important role in the District’s broader economic and social recovery efforts 

 

1. Update grantmaking procedures to: 

a. Increase the efficiency of program delivery and adapt to evolution in the field 
such as increasing multi-disciplinarity 

b. Simplify the application process (and provide technical assistance) consistent 
with Task Force Recommendations, including multilingualism 

 
2. Focus on capacity building for organizations so they can scale successfully and over time 

become more self-sustaining and less dependent on a concentrated number of donors, 
including CAH, recognizing that corporate and foundation donations to the arts and 
humanities in DC are dwindling 
 

3. With the state arts agencies of Maryland and Virginia, explore the benefits of 
coordinating policies and programs and cultivating shared resources that address the 
needs of resident artists and arts organizations that draw audiences from all three of the 
jurisdictions comprising the DC Metropolitan Area  
 

4. Make multi-year funding available in as many grant programs as appropriate, helping 
to stabilize funding that is key to the sustainability of the cultural sector 

 
5. When grants are announced, proactively set up meeting times with named grant 

managers for those who did not succeed, offering constructive feedback and technical 
assistance with future applications  

6. Advocate and explore financial incentives for arts and cultural uses of vacant and 
underused commercial real estate as a means of neighborhood revitalization – creative 
placemaking – in the altered post-pandemic urban landscape  
 

7. In the Arts Education Program, promote sequential programming and filling gaps in 
arts instruction; provide professional development, capacity building, and a community 
of practice among arts education providers; expand existing partnerships to improve 
arts education delivery 
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GOAL THREE – Community Awareness and Connectedness 
 
Improve communications, raise awareness of CAH programs, strengthen community 
connections between and among stakeholders in the field, and elevate the role of the arts 
and humanities throughout the District 
 
 

1. Build a powerful social media presence, forging stronger connections with younger 
audiences  
 

2. Ensure the new website facilitates easy uploading, interfaces smoothly with social 
media and mobile applications, and is friendly to all users, e.g., by using ALT-text for the 
visually impaired 

3. Explore the possibility of developing or acquiring a website, possibly with non-
governmental partners, that would serve as a calendar of local arts and cultural events, 
heavily marketed to both residents and visitors, on the model of Philadelphia’s 
Uwishunu; in the alternative, explore an online partnership with The Washington Post 
to similar ends 

4. Strengthen connections between and among stakeholders in the field to elevate the 
arts and humanities and connect them to other sectors including education, real estate 
and neighborhoods, e.g., building more active partnerships with Business Improvement 
Districts and District Government initiatives such as Art All Night 

5. Proactively expand the audience of people who are notified about agency 
opportunities using DC creative agencies representing Minority- and Women- Owned 
Business Enterprises; Black, Brown, and other historically marginalized groups; and by 
placing ads in Councilmembers' communications, ANCs, community organizations, and 
neighborhood newspapers; close the gap between internal and external stakeholders’ 
perception of Agency work 
 

6. Continue offering professional development opportunities for arts workers through the 
agency’s ‘Business of the Arts’ series and sponsor participation in similar programs 
offered by other organizations; explore the possibility of developing a professional 
development internship program or an advanced certificate program in association with 
the University of the District of Columbia 

7. Promote the agency’s technical assistance in grant writing programs, utilizing the new 
social media and other functions of the website to a greater degree, as well as in-
person workshops offered periodically in the community year-round, e.g., by compiling 
and circulating lists of pay-for-hire grant-writers, considering ways to specially fund this 
capacity-building activity, etc. 

8. Consider a program offering technical assistance to artists and arts organizations that 
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need help growing earned income or better utilizing new technologies for audience 
engagement and program development 

9. Quantify costs to achieve the above objectives and prioritize communications 
investments in budget and human resource planning 

 
 
 
GOAL FOUR – Alignment with District Government 
 
Strengthen alignment with both the Executive and Legislative branches of District 
Government 
 

1. Ensure that a senior member of CAH staff is tasked with responsibility for governmental 
relations – the newly established Chief of Staff position; create clear success metrics and 
funding requirements for this role 
 

2. Utilize Commissioners to help improve relations with other branches of government, 
enhancing the position of the CAH arts and culture agenda at senior levels of District 
Government, e.g., by spearheading annual arts constituent visits with Councilmembers 
in each of the District’s Wards 
 

3. Leverage the Chief of Staff position and the existing Legislative and Community Affairs 
Office to support and coordinate Commissioner activity in identifying critical arts and 
cultural development issues and in the pursuit of policy initiatives and partnerships 
across departmental and agency lines 

 
4. Build better relationships with other sectors of District government to address key 

needs for arts and humanities practitioners, such as: 
 

a. Affordable housing 
b. Affordable studio, rehearsal, and performance spaces 
c. Healthcare  
d. Pandemic recovery in all sectors, including creative placemaking and 

neighborhood revitalization throughout the District that will re-enliven civic 
spaces 

 
Since existing CAH resources are insufficient for these purposes, such efforts must be 
funded through partnering units of government. 

 
5. Actively soliciting the Mayor’s support, deepen and expand partnerships with other 

DC Government agencies: 
 

a. Department of Housing and Community Development  
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b. DC Public Library 
c. Department of Parks and Recreation 
d. Office of the State Superintendent  

1)  DC Public Schools 
2)  Public Charter School Board 

e. Department of Public Works  
f. Office of Zoning 
g. Office of Planning  
h. Mayor’s Office of Talent and 

Appointments 
i. Mayor’s Office of Community Affairs 

1) Mayor’s Office on African Affairs 
2) Mayor’s Office on African American Affairs 
3) Mayor’s Office on Asian and Pacific Islander Affairs  
4) Mayor’s Office on Latino Affairs 
5) Mayor’s Office of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and 

Questioning Affairs 
j. Department of Aging and Community Living 
k. Office of the Deputy Mayor for Planning and 

Economic Development - DMPED 
l. Office of Disability Rights 
m. Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement 
n. DC Youth Advisory Commission 
o. Office of Cable Television, Film, Music and Entertainment (OCTFME)  

 
and, though not DC Government agencies: 

 
p. DC Housing Authority  
q. Coalition for Nonprofit Housing & Economic Development 
r. Chamber of Commerce 
s. Greater Washington Board of Trade 

  
6. Assemble the Steering Committee (per D.C. Official Code) to proactively suggest next 

steps for the Cultural Plan, e.g.: 
 

a. Better align the District’s support for both the for-profit and nonprofit arts 
sectors, focusing on entrepreneurship and the creative community served, 
rather than on tax status, e.g., street, hip hop, and guerilla artists who also 
pursue their work in the commercial pop culture market 
 

7. Better align arts and culture with the District’s economic development goals  
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GOAL FIVE – Governance and organizational culture  
 
Rethink governance and administrative protocols to improve Commissioner and staff 
relationships and morale and improve the CAH brand within District Government and in the 
broader community 
 

1. As necessary, pursue legislation to clarify the role of the Commission, and individual 
Commissioners, in the oversight of the Agency, resolving any ambiguities that blur the 
lines of authority between Commission oversight and day-to-day operations of the 
agency that are the responsibility of the Executive Director and staff reporting to the 
Executive Director, conforming D.C. Code with NEA requirements for state arts agencies 

 
2. Revise CAH By-laws to clarify that: 

 
a. Only the Chair and Executive Director have authority to commit or represent the 

agency in communication with the public or other units of DC Government 
b. The Executive Director reports to the Commission in the person of its Chair 
c. Committees of the Commission report to the full Commission  
d. Agency staff report to the Executive Director, who is responsible and 

accountable for managing all day-to-day operations and performance of the 
agency, including its staff and budget 

e. A Governance and Nominating Committee should be formed to facilitate 
communication among Commissioners on governance matters and to confer 
with the Mayor’s Office of Talent and Appointments regarding appointments to 
the Commission. Commissioner appointments should be based on the current 
mix of Commissioner skills and an assessment of the attributes and skills 
desirable in new Commissioners, balancing the need for experienced 
Commissioners with the need to add new energies and skills to the Commission 

f. Commissioners should be limited in the number of consecutive terms they can 
serve before a forced rotation, and a maximum length of service should be 
established 

 
3. Augment and clarify conflict-of-interest policies and procedures to help Commissioners 

avoid any appearance of impropriety or the exercise of undue personal influence over 
the agency’s day-to-day operations, grants, policies or governmental affairs  

 
4. Undertake an annual retreat/program of orientation and onboarding for all new 

Commission members, led by the Governance Committee with CAH staff assistance  
 

5. Reduce the number of Commission meetings from monthly to bi-monthly or fewer 
 

6. Substantially reduce the number of Commissioners  
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7. Provide professional training in respectful confrontation and board development for all 
Commissioners, as a group, to promote a culture of dialogue and collaboration; provide 
professional IDEA training for all Commissioners and staff 

8. Require all grant managers and agency leadership to complete grants management 
training through the Office of the City Administrator, and plan for a regular review of 
agency grantmaking processes with the OCA in order to ensure compliance with 
applicable laws, regulations, and best practices 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PUBLIC ART 
 
The Public Art Program is a discreetly funded and integral element of agency work. In a parallel 
planning process, the Public Art Program is developing a multi-year Public Art Master Plan 
whose results will be reported on the same timeline as this plan. The Public Art Master Plan will 
utilize these specific lenses for considering Public Art and creative placemaking:  
 

1. Artists and Curators  
2. Arts and Community Organizations 
3. Agency Partnerships  
4. Public Audiences  
5. Urban Design Legacy  
6. Artistic Legacy 

 
The Public Art Master Plan will guide the agency’s decision-making and focus resource 
allocation. IDEA values will be embedded into all proposed outcomes specified by the Public Art 
Master Plan.  
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Appendix A – Recommendations of the Task Force on Equity, Inclusion and Belonging 
 
 
 
Task Force Members 
 
Reginald Van Lee, Task Force Chair 
Kay Kendall, Task Force Co-Chair and CAH Chair 
Cora Masters Barry, Task Force Co-Chair and CAH Commissioner 
Heran Sereke-Brhan, CAH Executive Director 
Rhona Wolfe Friedman, CAH Commissioner 
Natalie Hopkinson, CAH Commissioner 
Jose Alberto Ucles, CAH Commissioner 
Gretchen Wharton, CAH Commissioner 
Maggie Fitzpatrick, CAH Commissioner 
Quanice Floyd, CAH Commissioner 
Monica Ray, Community Member 
Davey Yarborough, Community Member 
 
Elaine Harris, Consultant, Golden Rule Technology 
goldenruletechnology.com 
 
Bryan Dumont, Consultant 
bryangeorgedumont@outlook.com 
 
 
Brian Allende, CAH Resource Allocation Analyst 
Lauren Dugas Glover, CAH Public Art Manager 
David Markey, CAH Deputy Director 
Khalid Randolph, CAH Grants Programs Manager 
Jeffrey Scott, CAH Chief of External Affairs 
J. Carl Wilson, Jr., CAH General Counsel 
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