Programs & Services Committee Budget Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Thursday, May 14, 2026
Present: Councilors Krintzman (Chair), Malakie (Vice Chair), Farrell, Charm, Bixby, and Oliver
Absent: Councilors Baker and Micley
Also Present: Councilor Leary

City Staff: Greg Ansaldi, Chief Information Officer; Rachel Sherman, Deputy Director of IT; Marc
Welch, Acting Commissioner of Parks & Rec; Mark Kelly, Director of Special Needs & Deputy
Director of Parks & Rec; Seth Bai, Director of Veterans; Meryl Kessler, Director of Arts & Culture;
Michelle Buglio, Acting Director of Newton Public Library; John Rice, Chief Community Service
Officer; Josh Morse, Chief Operating Officer; Dana Hanson, Chief of Staff; Miles Starkey,
Committee Clerk

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://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sPaCD 6wuss

Please Note: Budget materials can be found on the City's website at the following link:
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/comptroller/budget.

Referred to Finance and Appropriate Committees

#1-26 Submittal of the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement Plan
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the FY27-FY31 Capital Improvement Plan
pursuant to section 5-3 of the Newton City Charter.

#154-26 Submittal of the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of
Newton Charter, the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan.

#155-26 Submittal of the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget


https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/programs-services-committee
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/programs-services-committee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sPaCD_6wuss
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/comptroller/budget
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HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of
Newton Charter the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget, passage of
which shall be concurrent with the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement Program
(#1-26). EFFECTIVE DATE OF SUBMISSION 04/21/26; LAST DATE TO PASS THE
BUDGET 06/05/26.

Arts & Culture

Meryl Kessler, Director of Arts & Culture, joined the committee to deliver the department
presentation. Cultural programming previously was the responsibility of the Parks & Rec
department, formerly known as Parks, Recreation, and Culture. The new department of Arts &
Culture was reorganized as its own city department for a more focused effort in cultural
programming, supporting and promoting local talent, and developing Newton’s creative
economy. Priorities for the new department include the identification of new funding sources,
building internal capacity for growth, and developing Newton’s creative economy. Mrs. Kessler
has worked closely with Economic Development to strengthen the connection between arts and
culture with the business community. One of the biggest goals for the department is continue
work with Economic Development staff to create a creative economy through arts and cultural
activities in village centers and business-arts partnerships. Mrs. Kessler listed some
accomplishments the department has achieved in its first few months, which include:

e Over 50 meetings held with artists, art groups, and art advocates

e Created an interactive map of Newton’s cultural assets

e Developed communication like newsletters, social media, and webpages

e Established Newton Poet Laurete (to launch in summer 2027)

e Organized the Festival of the Arts alongside Spark Newton

e Developing a creative economy

The FY27 budget requests an additional staff member to serve as Associate Director and a half-
time position to serve as Program Manager.

A councilor asked about collaboration with Economic Development and connecting with the
business community in various village centers. Mrs. Kessler said she has had meetings in places
such as West Newton and Newton Highlands to connect arts organizations and business leaders,
which has already led to vacant storefronts being utilized for gallery space and advertising for
arts and culture. Mrs. Kessler noted that creation of a tourism website for Newton is a long-term
goal for the department that may be incorporated into future proposed budgets.

A councilor asked about the department’s desire to evaluate permitting requirements. Mrs.
Kessler said that groups that offer programming in the city can offer significant economic
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benefits and had requested that the permit and fee structure be re-evaluated to reduce
obstacles for groups that want to use city property to stage events.

A councilor asked about the $50,000 line item for special events and what programming would
be prioritized with that funding. Mrs. Kessler spoke about an event known as “River of Light”
held in Watertown that she’d like to replicate in Newton that offers lantern-making workshops
in the winter, which is followed by a parade during one of the darkest days of the year. This is an
example of interactive programming that connects members of the community, one of the goals
for the department. Mrs. Kessler also mentioned a community-wide photography project that
would celebrate Newton’s diversity. The councilor also suggested the department could focus on
beautifying physical infrastructure across the city.

The committee took a straw vote to approve the recommended Arts & Culture Department
budget of $409,570, the supplemental CIP, and the CIP, which passed unanimously.

The committee adjourned at 10:03 p.m.

Respectfully Submitted,
Josh Krintzman, Chair
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LET’S CREATE NEWTON.

Meryl Kessler,
Newton Director of Arts and Culture
Programs and Services Committee
May 14, 2026




Department of Arts and Culture Priorities
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i Build community through arts and culture

Support and promote local talent

Develop Newton’s creative economy

Expand City arts and culture programming

|dentify new funding sources

Celebrate Newton’s cultural heritage(s)
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Selected Achievements to Date

Held over 50 meetings with arts groups, artists, arts advocates (ongoing)
Created interactive map of Newton’s cultural assets
Established Newton Poet Laureate (launch summer 2027)
Organized Festival of the Arts (with Spark Newton)
Posted 3 calls for art for Cooper Center and City Hall galleries (ongoing)
Creative economy (coordinated with Economic Development):
* Held business/arts community meetings to discuss programs to generate foot
traffic in West Newton and Newton Centre
* Launching Plaza Tuesdays weekly performances in Newton Centre
* Filled W. Newton vacant storefront with art
* Created summer internship w/Harvard to write creative economy report
Applied for MCC grant for community-building winter program (“Brighter United”)
Took over Newton Arts Calendar
Transitioning Newton Cultural Council to Arts and Culture
Established robust communications (e-newsletter, social media, web pages)



;%f) FY27 Art and Culture Goals

Continue to build community connections in arts and culture
community (lunch series, Arts Summit); provide more resources
to arts community; better promote arts and culture activities
Continue to work closely with Economic Development to grow
creative economy through arts and culture activities in village
centers, placemaking, business-arts partnerships

Continue to expand arts and culture programming (with emphasis
on interactive, community-building programs)

Refresh Arts and Culture Strategic Plan

|dentify additional funding sources



FY27 Staffing and Budget

Newpositions . Arts & Culture as a % of All
* Associate Director (internal e
transfer) Municipal Depts

* .5 FTE Program Manager Arts & Culture,
(possible internal transfer?) $409,570 , 0%

Municipal
Departments,
$162,748,405 ,
100%
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