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Un lugar para todos   Là où nous avons tous notre place   Nơi Tất cả Chúng ta Đều Gắn bó

我們共同的歸屬   ሁላችንም የተካተትንበት ቦታ   우리가 함께 하는 곳

BUILDING AND SUSTAINING OUR COMMUNITY THROUGH ARTS, CULTURE, AND THE HUMANITIES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
DRAFT
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LETTER FROM 
THE CEO
To truly understand the heartbeat of a place, I’ve learned that one must keep an ear to the ground,  
listening closely to the vibrations of the people and the land they inhabit.

Since October 2024, I have been doing just that, 
leading the Arts and Humanities Council of Montgomery 
County through a community-centered research 
process that will serve as the foundation for a new plan 
for arts, culture, and the humanities in the county. Our 
mission has been to learn from residents over the last year 
about how arts, culture, and the humanities are important 
to your lives; to learn from artists, organizations, and 
creative businesses about your visions and your practical 
challenges; and to learn from our civic leadership how 
their work can support, and be supported by, our county’s 
creative resources.

We have been preparing for this moment for years, 
evolving our work to ensure our support is as expansive 
as our community, while underpinning our ongoing 
commitment to traditional arts and humanities 
organizations, artists, and scholars with a deep focus on 
racial equity and the lived experiences of all our neighbors.

I am profoundly grateful to every resident who shared 
their time and stories with us, especially during these 
challenging times. Altogether, we connected with nearly 
2,500 people. I recognize that many of you participated 
while navigating deep anxieties: the impacts of federal 
upheavals, financial uncertainty, and the economic 
instability that uniquely affects our county’s high number 
of federal workers. We also recognize the pressing issues 
related to making literal space for the arts, in a community 
where bureaucratic red tape and a lack of affordable venues 
can stifle the creative expression of our local practitioners.

We arrive at this moment in a world that feels increasingly 
fractured. In a county where one-third of us were born 
outside the United States, our multicultural fabric is 
our greatest strength, yet it is currently under threat. 
We have heard clearly from our residents that anti-
immigrant sentiment and immigration enforcement 
raids have created a climate of fear and instability. This 
uncertainty has even led to the cancellation of some of 
our community’s essential cultural festivals, depriving our 

neighbors of the shared spaces where they feel they truly 
belong.

Because we kept our ears to the ground, we learned that 
belonging is not a luxury; it is a fundamental human need. 
You told us—through our 91 engagements and through 
our multilingual community survey—that belonging in 
Montgomery County happens through cultural affirmation 
and cultural sharing, preserving and celebrating one’s 
own traditions, and learning from the vibrant heritage of 
our neighbors. You want to see art interwoven into your 
daily lives—in your workplaces, parks, and schools—rather 
than confined to particular times and places commonly 
associated with formal arts and culture experiences.

This Cultural Plan is a visionary roadmap for addressing 
deep-seated gaps in County policy while leveraging the 
strategic opportunities presented by Thrive 2050, the 
County’s recently updated General Plan. Crucially, this 
plan considers the equity strides noted in the 2025 Office 
of Legislative Oversight report, Investing in the Art: How 
County Government Funds Cultural Organizations and 
Public Arts Venues. It builds our trajectory toward holistic 
and equitable funding that serves a wider range of cultural 
practitioners across the county. 

This plan is more than a document—it is a collective act of 
imagination by our collective community, for our collective 
community. It provides legislators, residents, artists, and 
organizations with a platform for moving forward together 
over the next 10 years.

Just as the earth vibrates with the power of the voices 
that inhabit it, this plan is our response to the call for a 
commitment to a future where we all belong. I invite you to 
join us in making this vision a reality.

Suzan Jenkins, CEO 
Arts and Humanities Council of Montgomery County

Photo courtesy of AHCMC, 2026

Cover Photo by Marleen Van den Neste/City of Gaithersburg, 2016. City of Gaithersburg Labor Day Parade
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
MONTGOMERY COUNTY IN 2026
Montgomery County is home to more than a million people from a diverse array of cultures 
and backgrounds, spread across more than 507 square miles that range from dense urban 
centers to rolling farmland, with suburbs, cities, and small towns in between. Art, culture, 
and creativity provide a common thread that can unite people across the county by 
accentuating what we share and showing us the beauty in different perspectives. County 
residents strongly believe in the power of art and culture to enhance personal well-being 
and community connections. They engage in an impressively broad range of creative 
and cultural expression. Activities as diverse as writing poetry, cooking traditional meals, 
dancing with friends, and attending comic conventions all help us feel like part of a larger 
community, express who we are, and envision who we can be in the future.
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“Seeds of Hope” by Liliane Bloom. Photo courtesy of AHCMC, 2025. 
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VISION

1.  The text of the plan pivots from the term “intersectionality” to “intersection and connection” to distinguish between and honor the definition 
of intersectionality first coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989: a lens for understanding how power dynamics come together and affect people 
in different ways according to the intersections of an individual’s racial and ethnic background, gender identity, disability status, socioeco-
nomic status, and other facets of identity.

This plan’s vision for Montgomery County is to harness the power of art and culture 
to foster our well-being, strengthen our connections to one another, and create a 
county where we all belong.

WE ENVISION MONTGOMERY COUNTY AS A PLACE WHERE …
… Creative community hubs welcome artists and scholars of all ages and abilities and  
provide space for them to create and display their work and connect with other artists  
and scholars

… Newcomers and existing residents all find a welcoming community, where sharing their 
culture helps build bonds between them

… Artists and scholars work side-by-side with County government to help agencies achieve 
their missions and help agencies and residents communicate with one another

… Artists, scholars, and cultural nonprofits are connected to one another in an expansive 
and supportive network of peers and receive support from the County that helps them make 
a living and serve the community doing what they love

… Local government support for the cultural sector serves as a model for other counties 
seeking innovative ways to lift up, honor, and benefit from art and culture in our lives

Our vision is to integrate art into the life and work of the county, ensure everyone has 
equitable access to opportunities to experience and participate in creativity, and to connect 
people through arts and cultural strategies. Therefore, the first three goals of this plan are: 

ARTS  
IN EVERYTHING 

ARTS  
FOR EVERYONE 

CULTURE  
CONNECTING COMMUNITY 

The success of the first three goals depends on a healthy and active cultural sector. The  
final three goals of our plan, therefore, focus on providing support to the artists, scholars, 
organizations, and cultural workers who deliver art, culture, and creativity to the county and 
its residents:

PLACES AND SPACES  
FOR CULTURE

STRONG CREATIVE 
 ENGINE 

RECOGNITION FOR  
ART AND ARTISTS

This vision rests on three important pillars that framed our inquiry, analysis, and 
recommendations. These are belonging—creating a community where everyone belongs and 
can lead culturally rich lives; intersection and connection1—using arts, culture, heritage, and 
creative expression to support the missions of County agencies and help them connect with 
the community; and cultural sector resilience—helping our artists and cultural communities 
thrive. Each of our goals drives toward the achievement of one or more of these core pillars.
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HOW WE ARRIVED HERE

2.  Trombka, A. (2025). Montgomery County Then and Now: A Survey of Demographic, Economic, Social, and Community Data Trends Over the Past Two Decades. Montgomery County Office of 
Legislative Oversight. https://assets.montgomerycountymd.gov/files/survey-demographic-twodecades.pdf 

Montgomery County’s last cultural plan, Creative  
Montgomery, was completed 25 years ago. Since then, 
the county has grown significantly, from a quarter 
million to more than a million in population, and become 
far more culturally and racially diverse, with people of 
color now a significant majority.2

Reflecting these changing demographics and a growing 
recognition that some organizations have had more 
difficulty accessing funds than others, the Arts and 
Humanities Council of Montgomery County (AHCMC) 
has refined its grantmaking to support a wider range of 
organizations. Over the past decade, AHCMC has funded 
more operating support for smaller cultural nonprofits 
and those led by or serving Black, Indigenous, and people 
of color (BIPOC), alongside the larger and higher-profile 
institutions in the county’s creative sector. In 2018, both the 
County and AHCMC adopted new frameworks prioritizing 
racial equity and social justice. 

At the same time, the cultural sector itself has been 
evolving. Many municipalities and practitioners embraced 
creative placemaking and other intentional efforts to 
leverage the power of art and culture to meet a range 
of civic goals, including cultivating stronger social 
connections, sharing voice and power with historically 
marginalized groups, increasing economic empowerment 
and opportunity, and improving quality of life for residents.  

In 2022, Montgomery County’s 30-year general plan, Thrive 
2050, called for the development of a new cultural plan 
for the county. AHCMC set the stage for the new plan in 
2022–2023 with a series of research projects, including 
cultural asset mapping and conversations with community 
members about what “art and culture” mean to people in 
Montgomery County.

 We formally embarked on this cultural planning process 
in the fall 2024, and our work has been timely. The residual 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic; upheavals in federal 
employment, policies, and programs; and fiscal uncertainty 
for state and local governments continue to affect us 
in Montgomery County. These conditions make it more 
important than ever to bring people together and foster 
creative expression that can connect, invigorate, and heal.

WHY CREATE A CULTURAL PLAN?

Because art, culture, and the humanities:

	> Improve quality of life  

	> Support our well-being 

	> Contribute to our economic engine 

	> Foster community and belonging  

	> Lead to creative solutions  

	> Strengthen youth development

Lucy Kalantari and the Jazz Cats, Live from the Lawn 2025, Strathmore Campus. Photo by David Stuck, 2025
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COMMUNITY-CENTERED RESEARCH
Our cultural plan is the result of years of research, 
including 15 months of active community engagement 
focused on developing the priorities, goals, and 
strategies included in this plan. Our process included 
outreach to high-influence stakeholders such as County 
government and nonprofit leaders, as well as intentional 
efforts to reach groups that are underrepresented in 
typical community input processes. 

We began our engagement by analyzing stakeholder 
groups in terms of their level of interest and their 
ability to influence the cultural planning process. We 
worked with advisors representing County agencies, 
cultural organizations, and individual artists to identify 
stakeholders who should be asked to give input into the 
plan, and to determine the levels of interest and influence 
each stakeholder group might have in the planning process. 
Advisors identified dozens of individual stakeholders and 
stakeholder groups. Given Montgomery County’s diverse 
population, advisors focused on the ways that the plan 
could interest and affect culturally specific groups such 
as immigrant communities, youth, and residents with 
disabilities. The advisors broadly agreed that these groups 
could benefit from cultural planning but often do not have 
the platform to contribute to creating it. The advisors also 
identified high-influence stakeholders, such as elected 
officials, who may not view the plan as a top priority but 
must be involved in shaping it.

We used seven different outreach and engagement modes, 
each tailored to reach specific stakeholder groups. In our 
community-centered research, we:

	> Conducted interviews with 26 County agency and 
department staff and high-influence stakeholders to 
learn how Montgomery County government intersects 
with arts and culture 

	> Facilitated seven focus groups with 63 representatives 
from the cultural sector to explore their support systems 
in the county and those systems’ opportunities and gaps 

	> Collected more than 1,300 responses to a community 
survey to ascertain residents’ engagement with art and 
culture in the county, their level of satisfaction, and what 
they would like to see 

	> Conducted nine “Cultural Preserves” pop-up 
engagement events at festivals and community events, 
inviting people to record their thoughts about art, 
culture, and belonging in the county 

	> Delivered presentations about the cultural plan 
concept to 37 boards, commissions, and classrooms 
throughout the county, including County boards and 
citizen advisory groups 

	> Recruited and trained grassroots community leaders 
to convene 21 small-group Community Conversations 
to understand how different communities view art and 
culture and the County’s role in it 

	> Hosted more than 100 middle and high schoolers at a 
Youth Town Hall to reflect on how they experience art 
and culture, and how creative approaches could help 
their communities FROM 2024 THROUGH EARLY 2026,  

OUR OUTREACH TOUCHED MORE THAN 

2,425 PEOPLE

"Cultural Preserves" by Holly Bass. Photos by Sed Gary, Dream Story Productions, 2025 “Cultural Preserves” by Holly Bass. Photo by Metris Arts Consulting, 2025 
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KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS
Several strong themes emerged from our research. We heard from artists, residents, 
County leaders, and others about how they experience art and culture in the county, 
how they believe art and culture benefit them and their communities, and their 
hopes and visions for the future. Here are the dominant themes that surfaced in our 
community-centered research:

	> People see a direct line between access to art and culture and their own quality of life. 
They cited benefits such as improved mental and physical health, greater insights into 
history and other cultures, and expanded friendships and community connections.

	> Belonging is an important and valued concept. There is strong community support for 
using art and culture to advance belonging.

	> Belonging in the county happens through cultural affirmation—celebrating one’s own 
culture with those who share it, and cultural sharing—learning about and experiencing 
the cultures of others in the community.

	> There is no distinct Montgomery County identity. People belong to their geographic,  
cultural, or identity-based communities first, and the county second.

	> Residents are proud of the county’s diversity and want to learn more about one  
another’s cultures.

	> The real value of art and culture for county residents is in their own ability to participate 
in creative expression.

	> Residents personally define creativity very broadly, including a range of activities from 
visual art to cultural dance traditions and from comic conventions to culinary arts.

	> Some County agencies use art and cultural approaches to advance their agendas, but art is 
typically an afterthought in government work and the first thing cut when budgets are tight.

	> People see disparities in access to art and cultural opportunities related to geographic 
location, age, ability, and belonging to specific cultural groups.

	> The county’s cultural sector has several pressing capacity issues, including a lack of  
funding, available space to create/display, and necessary business skills. 

	> Arts and culture in the county need a higher profile with residents and decision-makers, 
and greater connections within the sector.

BlackRock Center for the Arts' Open House. Photo by Third Act Images, 2024
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
Through the goals and objectives included in this plan, we propose incorporating the 
arts into everything, increasing access to the arts for everyone, supporting culture’s 
role in connecting community everywhere, and strengthening the cultural sector by 
meeting its needs for space, investment, and recognition. Our goals and objectives 
illustrate how Montgomery County can accomplish those aims and support the broader 
goals of County government through its agencies and departments. DR
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Advisory group session. Photo by Metris Arts Consulting, 2025 
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GOAL 1: ARTS IN EVERYTHING
Vision: County government elevates art and culture to the same status as other critical 
priorities, such as climate and equity, and integrates art- and culture-based strategies 
into the work of County agencies.

	> Objective 1.1: Embed art and culture in County government by establishing a Creative 
Officer position in the Office of the County Executive that functions as an ombudsperson 
and a connector representing art and culture 

	> Objective 1.2: Incorporate artists into the work of Montgomery County government by 
employing artists as staff member “cultural strategists in residence” in County agencies/
departments and launching an “artist service corps” to lead discrete projects that support 
County priorities

	> Objective 1.3: Invest in arts and cultural strategies to advance County agency missions 
around priorities such as health and well-being, climate resilience, and education

	> Objective 1.4: Reimagine the County’s approach to public art by updating the Public 
Art Roadmap, revising the County statute to reflect modern definitions of public art, and 
allocating additional funding

GOAL 2: ARTS FOR EVERYONE
Vision: Montgomery County residents participate in art and culture throughout their 
lives, regardless of age, income, ability, geography, or cultural background. 

	> Objective 2.1: Build an ecosystem that supports lifelong creative participation 
opportunities for all groups by partnering with Montgomery County Public Schools and 
expanding library and Recreation Center programming

	> Objective 2.2: Make arts and cultural resources available throughout the county 
by supporting the growth of Upcounty and East County offerings and holding more 
neighborhood-scale events

	> Objective 2.3: Engage communities in planning for and co-creating arts and culture 
infrastructure by supporting artists to facilitate community participation, planning, and 
program cocreation

Advisory group session. Photos by Metris Arts Consulting, 2025 
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GOAL 3: CULTURE CONNECTING COMMUNITY
Vision: Art and culture bring people together, deepen mutual understanding, and 
confirm that all are welcome in Montgomery County.  

	> Objective 3.1: Celebrate, highlight, and affirm Montgomery County’s cultural diversity by 
protecting, sustaining, and increasing public cultural celebrations

	> Objective 3.2: Foster cross-cultural connections and understanding among communities 
by supporting and expanding County initiatives that bring different cultures together

GOAL 4: PLACES AND SPACES FOR CULTURE 
Vision: Abundant cultural spaces bring vibrancy to communities throughout the county 
and provide artists, scholars, and cultural organizations with places to create, produce, 
present, and manage their work. 

	> Objective 4.1: Understand the need and availability of creative space by conducting an 
inventory of potentially suitable spaces

	> Objective 4.2: Connect creative practitioners and organizations with the spaces they 
need by creating a central broker to match vacant spaces with artists and cultural sector 
organizations according to their specific needs

	> Objective 4.3: Expand the inventory of cultural spaces by offering more incentives and 
reducing red tape

	> Objective 4.4: Strengthen the impact of Arts & Entertainment Districts by expanding the 
districts’ footprints and introducing local incentives that better meet the needs of artists, 
creative organizations, and businesses

 

“Resonance” by Kalanidhi Dance Company. Photo by Siva SottalLu photography, 2026
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Youth Town Hall graphic recording by Renatta Algalarrondo, See in Colors. Photo by Sed Gary, Dream Story Productions, 2025

GOAL 5: STRONG CREATIVE ENGINE 
Vision: Montgomery County’s thriving cultural sector will be connected to resources, 
power, and one another. 

	> Objective 5.1: Standardize and streamline County grant processes for art, culture, and 
the humanities by channeling all grant funding through the Arts and Humanities Council 
and fully meeting funding demand for approved applications

	> Objective 5.2: Strengthen County funding resources and strategies by investigating new 
revenue sources and reducing barriers for external grant funding of County projects 

	> Objective 5.3: Cultivate private philanthropy by engaging the County’s business 
community and potential patrons of the arts

	> Objective 5.4: Launch a County Arts Accelerator program by creating and delivering an 
“Arts 101” curriculum to teach the business side of art and cultural work, piloting incubator/
mentor programming, and creating standard templates and tools for cultural projects

GOAL 6: RECOGNITION FOR ART AND ARTISTS
Vision: Art and culture hold a prominent position in county life. 

	> Objective 6.1: Make the case for arts and culture by creating and sharing language on the 
importance of art and culture, and collecting regular data on their impact

	> Objective 6.2: Incorporate arts into civic life by establishing a Poet Laureate position and 
engaging artists to enliven  civic gatherings with art

	> Objective 6.3: Promote the county’s art and culture resources by working with the arts 
community and identifying updated best practices for public outreach

	> Objective 6.4: Build the county’s reputation as a culturally vibrant place by working with 
Visit Montgomery to promote county venues and cultural assets widely
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IMPLEMENTATION
Our vision for Arts in Everything is ambitious and reflects the priorities we heard from 
residents, the cultural sector, and County staff. Many efforts must come together to 
make it a reality.

Some of the goals and objectives in this plan will depend on the leadership of Montgomery 
County’s elected officials to pass visionary policies in support of art and culture. Others will 
be the domain of staff in the County’s departments and agencies, and many of them will 
be AHCMC’s responsibility to carry out as the designated local arts agency. We will need to 
collaborate closely as we implement the plan. We know it won’t happen all at once, so we 
must work together throughout the life of the plan to map out implementation activities in 
phases, coordinate roles and responsibilities, gather and track key data, and ensure the  
policies, knowledge, and resources are in place for us all to be successful. 

Some early tasks will be to gather key information, address some of the most pressing 
needs, and create structures that will guide implementation for the rest of the plan. 

They include: 

	> Creating stronger connections between County agencies and the cultural sector through 
an Art and Culture Officer position within the government

	> Performing deeper and more specific analysis of topics such access gaps for people in  
different geographic, income, ability, and other groups

	> Improving communication about art and culture opportunities in the county

Cultural Plan Kickoff. Photo by Sed Gary, Dream Story Productions, 2024
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CONCLUSION
Montgomery County artists and residents sent a humbling, gratifying, and inspirational 
message in this planning process. They believe arts and culture are essential to their 
own well-being, and to that of their families and the groups they belong to. They 
believe that arts and culture are essential for forging connections across time and 
place, from generation to generation, and among the County’s diverse communities. 
They seek opportunities through arts and culture to conserve and celebrate their 
traditions, to express their creative and civic voices, and to explore, repair, invigorate, 
and enrich the world around them.

We hope this plan inspires artists, cultural workers, County staff, community members, and 
others to help collectively bring this vision for our County to life. Everyone can contribute 
to realizing this vision, through acts as simple as meeting neighbors, creating something 
meaningful, expressing themselves, lending a hand, celebrating their own culture and 
learning about others, and making their voices heard on what matters to them. 

This plan, however, focuses on how County government can develop a clarity of purpose, 
coordinate critical resources, and honor and elevate the artists and organizations that are 
essential to the County’s creative life. It offers an opportunity for County government, the 
cultural sector, and the community to chart a new course together, so that we may thrive in 
every way we can imagine, and in ways we have not yet imagined.

ARTS AND CULTURE ARE ESSENTIAL FOR FORGING CONNECTIONS ACROSS TIME AND 
PLACE, FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION, AND AMONG THE COUNTY’S DIVERSE COMMUNITIES

St. Patrick's Day Parade. Photo by Daniel Martinez/City of Gaithersburg, 2026
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Create. Inspire. Connect. Belong.
Crear. Inspirar. Conectar. Pertenecer.
ይፍጠሩ። ይነሳሱ። ይገናኙ። ይካተቱ።
Créer. Inspirer. Connecter. Appartenir.
創造. 啟發. 連結. 歸屬.
Sáng tạo. Truyền cảm hứng. Kết nối. Gắn bó.

창조. 영감. 연결. 소속.  

www.creativemoco.com/cultural-plan/

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS AND FEEDBACK  
ON THE PROPOSED MONTGOMERY COUNTY  
CULTURAL PLAN TO HELP SHAPE THE FUTURE 
OF CULTURE IN OUR COMMUNITY.


