Programs & Services Committee Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Wednesday, January 7, 2026
Present: Councilors Krintzman (Chair), Malakie, Farrell, Charm, Micley, Oliver, Bixby, Baker
Also Present: Councilors Wright and Gordon

City Staff: Chief Community Service Officer John Rice, Assistant City Solicitor Jonah Temple,
Director of Cultural Development Paula Ganon, Director of Economic Development Lauren
Berman, Deputy Director of Economic Development Cheryl Lappin, Mayor’s Chief of Staff Dana
Hanson

All agendas and reports, both past and present can be found at the following link:
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-
committees/programs-services-committee

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following
link: https://youtu.be/dgKfeSFxWtc?si=ykeUfvkggRbazMBf

#32-26 Reorganization plan to create a new Arts and Culture Department
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting, pursuant to Section 6-2 of the City Charter,
a reorganization plan for the establishment of a new Arts and Culture
Department. The proposed reorganization includes ordinance amendments to
Chapter 2 to insert a new Article VII, beginning at Section 2-249, to create the
department and set forth its functions and structure, as well as amendments
throughout the Revised Ordinances to rename the Department of Parks,
Recreation and Culture to the Department of Parks and Recreation

Action: Programs & Services Approved 7-0 (Councilor Baker not voting)

Note: The Chair opened the meeting by explaining that, under the City Charter, the
reorganization to establish a new Arts & Culture Department requires the Programs & Services
Committee to allow public comment on the proposal.

Chief Community Service Officer (CSSO) John Rice emphasized the value of creating a
standalone Arts & Culture Department to better support cultural organizations, local
businesses, and community engagement. He noted that discussions with cultural groups
during Mayor Laredo’s time as Council President informed the administration’s decision to
establish the department early in Laredo’s mayoral term. The department aligns with Mayor
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Laredo’s priorities of fostering a vibrant community and supporting local businesses, with
successful models found in cities like Boston, Cambridge, and Lowell.

Meryl Kessler, as Mayor Laredo’s appointee for Director of Arts & Culture, spoke about her
experience with community groups in the city such as Newton Community Pride/Spark
Newton. Ms. Kessler shared with the committee a memo of priorities for a new Arts & Culture
Department. The priorities were organized into six categories: to support, promote, and
leverage our deep bench of local talent; develop a local, creative economy; build
organizational capacity; broaden range of programs offered; identify, explore and pursue
additional funding sources for arts and culture; and celebrate Newton’s arts and cultural
heritage. Ms. Kessler listed several ways in which the City can support and encourage cultural
engagement through concerted efforts. Ms. Kessler also mentioned coordination with
members of the Economic Development Commission to create synergy between Newton’s
cultural and economic potential.

The Chair opened the meeting to public comment at this time on the creation of an Arts &
Culture Department.

Gloria Garvis, Chair of Spark Newton, supported the creation of an Arts & Culture Department.
Ms. Garvis spoke about the long history of an independent culture department in Newton that
existed for several decades before cultural responsibilities were placed in the Parks and Rec
Department during Mayor Fuller’s administration. Ms. Garvis also voiced her support for Ms.
Kessler’s nomination as Director.

Anne Marie Stein, Co-Chair of the Newton Cultural Council, spoke about integrating and
sharing resources more effectively for art-based and cultural programming. Ms. Stein
supported Ms. Kessler’s nomination and expressed excitement that Newton’s strong cultural
environment could receive increased support.

Julie Fox, member of the Newton Cultural Council, spoke about difficulties that artists face
when looking for information on grants and connecting with other members in the artistic
community. Ms. Fox was in favor of the reorganization and said she believed it would alleviate
many issues facing Newton'’s artists.

Christopher Pitts, member of the Waban Area Council, and was in support of more focused
support of the arts in Newton and suggested looking at other municipalities for examples of
how to generate new streams of revenue.

Sachiko Isihara, Executive Director of Suzuki School of Newton, spoke about integration of
economic development between city villages and was in support of creating an Arts & Culture
Department and Ms. Kessler’s nomination.
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Joan Belle Isle, President of the Newton Council on Aging, talked about loneliness and isolation
facing Newton’s aging population. Ms. Isle was in support of efforts that would develop more
community events which would be easily accessible for older residents.

President Oliver motioned to end the public comment which passed by a voice vote.

A councilor asked about funding and staffing for the proposed department. CSSO Rice stated
that the Director position would be the only cost through the City’s FY2027 budget discussions,
ending July 1, at a cost of $65,000. He added that the department is expected to include one
to three employees.

In response to a question about funding, CSSO Rice said the funds would come from Parks &
Recreation and would be requested by the Administration upon approval of the Arts & Culture
Department. The $65,000 would cover Ms. Kessler’s salary through July 1.

A councilor expressed interest in developing a 501(c)(3) organization for arts and culture in
Newton and raised questions about compliance requirements in funding agreements with
cultural organizations. The councilor also inquired about the amount of City funding, including
Community Preservation Act funds, allocated to local arts and cultural groups in recent years,
and emphasized the importance of arts education in Newton’s schools as a key component of
an Arts & Culture priority list.

A Councilor spoke about the support of creating a new department, such as utilizing grant
funding, non-profit partnerships, and creation of metrics to measure economic impact of
cultural programming. Ms. Kessler replied that her efforts will result in measurable outcomes
and Arts & Culture would be conscious of the economic reality of the department budget.

A Councilor asked Deputy City Solicitor Jonah Temple about the proposed ordinance language
to create the Arts & Culture Department and its ability to accept gifts and donations. Attorney
Temple replied that the City can accept gifts and the proposed ordinance language should
satisfy the new department’s functions but would investigate clarifying the ability to accept
gifts at the departmental level.

A Councilor highlighted successful cultural investments in Newton and stressed that the new
department should build on past investments and pursue new funding with a positive return
for the City. CSSO Rice cited Friday night events in Newton Highlands that tripled business at a
nearby pizza restaurant and noted that pairing economic development resources with an Arts
& Culture Department could better connect local programming to economic growth.

A Councilor asked about receiving an update on potential funding sources for an Arts & Culture
Department before the City’s budget season begins. CSSO Rice responded that the Laredo
Administration could examine the financial plans of the department after its official creation
and transfer of funds from Parks & Rec.
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President Oliver motioned to approve which passed 7-0 with Councilor Baker not voting.

#25-26 Appointment of Meryl Kessler as the Director of Newton's Arts and Culture
Department
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR appointing Meryl Kessler as the Director of Newton's
Arts and Culture Department pursuant to Section 3-3 of the City Charter. (30
Days: 01/31/2026)

Action: Programs & Services Approved 8-0

Note: Appointee Meryl Kessler talked about her pedigree in arts and cultural
programming and experience in organizing community events.

Councilors offered Ms. Kessler more opportunity to discuss her appointment, but she declined
and referred back to her statements from the previous agenda item to express herself on the
topic.

President Oliver motioned to approve which passed unanimously.

The Chair asked Committee members on a preference in planning future Programs & Services
meetings as it relates to in-person, hybrid, or virtual modes of participation. The Committee
agreed to try and maintain a physical presence for Committee meetings moving forward with
the Chair planning to review the topic at a future date.

The committee adjourned at 8:10pm.

Respectfully Submitted,
Josh Krintzman, Chair











