
REVITALIZING
HACKENSACK

Through Arts, Creativity and Culture 
Creative Placemaking for City Growth and Renewal

An initiative of the Hackensack Main Street Business Alliance



Creative Placemaking is an evolving 
field of practice that intentionally 
leverages the power of the arts, culture 
and creativity to serve a community’s 
interest while driving a broader agenda 
for change, growth and transformation 
in a way that also builds character and 
quality of place.
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Destination: 
Hackensack

H
ackensack is in an ideal position 
to become an arts and cultural 
destination in Bergen County, 
NJ – or even the arts and cultur-

al destination of Bergen County.

The most successful arts and cultural 
destinations have four key elements: 

1
Political, civic and business 

leadership that share  
goals and values.

2
A large and visible number 
of creative entrepreneurs, 

professionals and individuals.

3
The capacity to attract and 

accommodate visitors while 
respecting the privacy of 
neighborhoods and the  

needs of residents.

4
Central locations to bring 

together people, exhibit creative 
works, and inspire creativity.
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Hackensack has all of these elements in 
abundance. Consider the following: 

Hackensack has one of the largest concentrations 
of creative sector businesses and organizations in 
Bergen County. The National Consortium for Cre-
ative Placemaking counted more than 200 cre-
ative sector establishments. These are more than 
art galleries and theaters. They include 
restaurants and businesses, such 
as printers, that serve creative 
entrepreneurs. Hackensack 
also has several resident 
theater companies. In 
fact, the city has an 
unusually large con-
centration of creative 
entrepreneurs for a 
community that is 
not already known 
as an arts and culture 
destination.

Moreover, Hackensack’s 
Main Street Business Alli-
ance (MSBA), which oversees 
its redevelopment district, has en-
couraged the arts as a means of drawing 
new residents and businesses to the downtown.

Hackensack has an established downtown with a 
large number of open spaces for visual arts, per-
formances, and events. In a number of locations 
along and around Main Street, the sidewalk be-
comes wide enough to allow street performances 
and displays of visual art without interfering with 
pedestrian traffic flow. Alleyways that would other-
wise serve only as pass-through spaces can easily 
become open-air plazas. The existing diversity of 
restaurants (which are part of the creative econ-
omy) helps to enhance the experience of visitors.

The city has one of the largest weekday popula-
tions in north Jersey, plus a growing urban down-
town population. On weekdays, more than 100,000 
people are in the city. With a greater presence of 
arts activities, such as those at the soon-to-open 
Hackensack Performing Arts Center, more people 
may stay, come to, or come back to the city after 

work. The growing downtown population 
will help sustain local business-

es (especially those that are 
meant to serve the neigh-

borhood). The presence 
of more people and 

active businesses in 
the downtown area 
should promote a 
virtual cycle that 
will attract more 
visitors, residents, 
and businesses.

Hackensack is rich in 
cultural diversity and 

history. It has a distin-
guished legacy as a center 

for jazz and blues as well. This 
can help establish Hackensack as 

a distinct historic destination in the area.

The Main Street 
Business Alliance
Founded in 2004, the Hackensack Main Street 
Business Alliance (MSBA) was formed to support 
the economic development of the downtown area. 
Creative Hackensack and the Hackensack CAT 
was established by MSBA in order to promote 
that development through the arts.
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The Hackensack Creative 
Arts Team (CAT)

I
n 2014 the Northern New Jersey Community Foundation (NNJCF), through its re-
gional arts initiative ArtsBergen, introduced the city and the Main Street Business 
Alliance to the work of the National Consortium for Creative Placemaking (NCCP). 
A year later MSBA, in conjunction with the city’s Mayor and City Council, estab-

lished a crucial community initiative: Creative Hackensack and the Hackensack CAT.

This group was charged with developing a clear vision and plan that would inform plan-
ning for a city rich in arts. The Team began by identifying Hackensack’s cultural assets 
and the key issues affecting quality of life and economic opportunity for residents, 
organizations, and visitors. With this information, the Team explored how arts and cul-
ture could address the issues, using existing assets to increase the vibrancy of the city.

Each member of the Hackensack CAT, which was comprised of more than 50 people, 
reflected the diversity of arts, culture, and educational interests of our city. The team 
represented a number of neighborhoods, as well as arts organizations, communi-
ty-based organizations, businesses, and city government.
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Make art more accessible  
to more people 

Engage the community  
for input and feedback

Build cross-organizational 
partnerships, especially  

between merchants  
and artists

 Encourage more Hackensack  
residents to want to spend  

more time and money in town

Engage Bergen County 
as a partner in involving 

Hackensack’s youth

Make use of existing  
parks and venues

Promote the  
Hackensack River

Showcase Hackensack as  
an arts destination and  

“music-friendly city”

Offer an arts experience  
that can’t be found  

elsewhere in Bergen County

Between January and August of 2015, under the exceptional coaching of the NCCP 
and NNJCF’s ArtsBergen, team members met every three to four weeks and began 
to establish guiding principles. In its efforts, the Hackensack CAT strove to:

Over the course of several months, the Hackensack CAT performed an in-depth 
exploration of key arts and cultural issues and opportunities for the city. It con-
ducted a survey of creative professionals to elicit their thoughts on Hackensack 
(77 respondents). The team held two community visioning sessions at the Johnson 
Public Library that attracted 60 residents. It created a clear vision statement and 

identified a list of specific projects, events, and activities that would invigorate 
the arts in Hackensack.
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The future of Hackensack.

THE VISION
STATEMENT
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The Hackensack Creative Arts 
Team Vision Statement

O
ver the next decade, Hacken-
sack will be more walkable, saf-
er, healthier, greener, cleaner 
and more fun. Residents and 

visitors will have many choices of ac-
tivities and find it easier to get around. 
Hackensack will feature new attractions 
and attributes that will target its diverse 
population and visitors.

Hackensack will continue to be unique 
and eclectic; a diverse, inclusive and af-
fordable place where people are friendly 
and have a strong sense of pride in their 
community. Hackensack will do more to 

honor its diverse histories, from the time 
of the Lenni Lenape through the colonial 
period through its time as a business 
center to today.  But it will also be mod-
ern and futuristic.

It will be a more vibrant, engaging and 
accessible city that offers good experi-
ences day and night for families, college 
students, and young adults (or mature 
adults who are young at heart). Hacken-
sack residents and visitors will have 
stronger connections to the Hackensack 
River as well.

The creation of 
a Vision Statement was 

designed to inspire strategic 
decision-making going forward 

and serve as a springboard for many 
exciting ideas and projects. The vision 

is shared by the Creative Arts Team, 
those who participated in the survey 

and two visioning sessions, and, 
we believe, all those who seek 

a better Hackensack.
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How will we get to 
this place?  

I
f the goal is more arts in the city—this includes public 
art, art walks, live music, nightlife, and ethnic restau-
rants that cater to diverse cuisines—here’s what we’ll 
need to provide:

A better Main Street corridor, with cafes open at night, 
open spaces, outdoor seating, and more downtown res-
idents.

More transportation options, including a jitney, bike 
lanes, ridesharing or rentable transportation (such as 
bikes), plus new parking options. 

More recreation near the Hackensack River, including 
a completed small boat launch and designated fishing 
and swimming areas. 

More connections to the city’s history and diverse 
cultures through historic markers, a small museum, and 
events that evoke its colonial history and diverse roots 
(such as its jazz history). 

An eco-friendly environment, with more trees, green 
roofs, better storm water management, and other infra-
structure aimed at reducing downtown’s environmental 
footprint.

Better activities for children, teens, and young adults, 
including a youth center and bike events.

The map on the following page shows key concepts 
developed by members of the Hackensack CAT.

©Bob Leafe
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Bergen County Court House

Hackensack YMCA

US Post Office

Johnson Free Public Library

 City Hall

Anderson Street

Cultural Arts Center

New Arts Center

Essex Street

Paterson / Hawthorne

Weehawken

Promote and expand creative culture
and activities within walking distance of 
existing cultural assets

Create subzones for arts and creative
activities within the city to promote local 
business 

Create temporary and permanent 
art displays at key locations to promote 
Hackensack sense of identity
Capitalize on city’s recreational network 
to promote arts and cultural activities 
and develop Hackensack’s identity  
 

Create a ‘dinner theater’ corridor as the 
core for cultural activities 

Use greenway as canvas for 
environmental arts and education, 
arts displays and cultural activities 

Expand connections within and 
outside Hackensack 

CONCEPTSCONCEPTSCONCEPTSCONCEPTSCONCEPTS

Sept 29,  2015

750 Feet

1/4 Mile

1500 Feet
1/2 Mile

DRAFT 

Detail from the Main Gateway 
Mural Project: General Lafayette.
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Key Initiatives

T
he Hackensack Creative Arts Team has developed a clear vision for a greener, 
cleaner, healthier, and more vibrant city. In moving this vision forward, it is 
committed to ensuring that residents benefit from these efforts. Here are 
several new and ambitious initiatives the CAT has accomplished:

•  Creating a shared calendar of arts 
and cultural events in Hackensack

•  Scheduling open mic nights at the 
Johnson Public Library

•  Developing murals and other public 
art projects/installations

•  Creating pop-up parklets on Main 
Street during the Street Festival

•  Organizing Culinary Arts shows,  
with improv comedy and dinner  
at Eastwick College

•  Developing “art happenings,” where 
different forms of art are brought 
together to enhance the quality  
of life and inspire creativity
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Battle of the Bands

Encourage local 
bands to perform 

downtown

Friday Night  
Art Walks

Encourage more 
activity at night in 

downtown

Public Art Displays

Have public art 
downtown and 

around city

Scavenger Hunt

Encourage  
residents and 

visitors to explore 
the city and its 

businesses/assets

Arts Incubator

Provide 
opportunities for 
artists to produce 

and thrive in 
Hackensack

Connect 
Businesses  
and Artists

Encourage more 
mutual support and 

cross-promotion

Communication 
Strategy

Promote and 
support Creative  

Placemaking efforts 
in Hackensack

Skate Park

Promote and 
support skating 

culture

Small Museum

Commemorate 
and celebrate 
Hackensack’s 

history and culture

The Hackensack CAT has already started making things happen, linking existing 
groups in new ways. For instance, the improv comedy troupe, Howdy Stranger, now 
partners with Eastwick College to produce a monthly event with comedy and dinner, 
showcasing the college’s culinary arts program. Howdy Stranger also hosts Open 
Mic nights at the Johnson Public Library. In partnership, the Hackensack CAT and 
the Northern NJ Community Foundation’s ArtsBergen produced the Main 
Gateway Mural Project, a set of portable murals created by five artists on a 
wooden construction fence at 76 Main Street. Also, the Johnson Public 
Library, Demarest Place, and Banta Place have been sites for the 
public art installation, Art on a Stick, individually crafted frames 
and anthropomorphic raccoons designed to engage com-
munity members and transform public spaces. 

Other initiatives the Creative Arts Team is exploring include:

CREATIVE ARTS TEAM 13



The CAT Walk  

T
he Hackensack CAT Walk Art 
Exhibition is a pop-up outdoor 
art show celebrating local 
and regional artists. Each CAT 

Walk brings a section of downtown 
Hackensack to life with art demos, 
live music, and displays of original 
drawings, mixed media, paintings, and 
prints.

Through such events, the CAT is 
able to produce interactive projects, 
such as “Art on a Stick,” a public art 
installation by artist Damien Mitchell 
in collaboration with the Northern NJ 
Community Foundation’s ArtsBergen.

Mitchell’s “Hackensack is Creative” 
Art Gallery, a series of colorful frames 
mounted on wooden stakes, invites 
participants to write or draw their 
own messages and images. Visitors 
make their mark to create a colorful 
profusion of community art!
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The Hackensack Main Street 
Business Alliance (MSBA)

E
stablished in January 2004, Hackensack’s Main Street Business Alliance is a 
public-private partnership between the business community and the City of 
Hackensack. Its mission is to address the issues facing the downtown commu-
nity with the goal of helping the local economy and the overall business climate 

in Hackensack. MSBA aims to improve Main Street’s retail environment by marketing 
the district, attracting new merchants, and stimulating interest among potential retail 
merchants, residents, and visitors.

Annual Street Fair

Annual Holiday Tree Lighting

Launch of Meet the
Merchants program, with 
profiles highlighting local 

businesses

Zoning changes that have 
attracted developers, includ-

ing one that built the first 
residential property, Metro/

Merida, in January 2016

Sponsorship of creative 
place-making team

Initiative to acquire more 
liquor permits for local 

restaurants 

Fundraising gala that 
raised $400,000 for new 
Performing Arts Center

Creation of open space 
downtown, which doubles as 
outdoor venue for the arts

Art shows and installations

Façade and signage 
grant program

Branding initiative for Main 
Street redevelopment zone

Conversion of Main Street 
to two-way

Working with the city and 
county on developing sites

Among MSBA’s accomplishments:
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The Hackensack Performing 
Arts Center (HACPAC)

T
he new Hackensack Performing Arts Center 
will provide a dynamic space for the arts in 
the redeveloping downtown. The former Ma-
sonic Hall site at 102 State Street is being 

renovated for a 224-seat theater and stage with new 
audio, video, and lighting systems, plus marquee, 
lobby with concession stand, gallery space, and 
dressing rooms. The City of Hackensack bonded $1.5 
million to cover basic construction with the remain-
der of the funds being raised from private sourc-
es. The Main Street Business Alliance helped raise 
some of those funds at a benefit event in May 2016. 
 
Local businesses have also rallied around the 
cause, with substantial contributions from law 
firms, banks, construction companies, real estate 
firms, and other large and small businesses. These 
companies understand that the presence of a per-
forming arts center in the heart of Hackensack 
will help revitalize the downtown, drawing peo-
ple both for performances and for associat-
ed services such as restaurants, bars, and 
taxis. As the county seat, Hackensack’s 
population increases greatly on week-
days, and the HACPAC is expected 
to attract many of those workers 
to linger for entertainment and 
dining in the evening.
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The City’s Commitment

T
hough Hackensack has a lot of assets, no successful arts destination relies 
solely on the private market to sustain itself. Just as investing in schools, 
roads and transportation leads to rippling waves of benefits for the communi-
ty, so does investment in arts and culture. The city has shown its commitment 

to the arts as a tool for urban renewal and city enhancement by investing in the Per-
forming Arts Center through a 1.4 billion bond initiative.

The new Hackensack Performing Arts Center is well-positioned to be a hub for Hack-
ensack’s communities and for creative people from around the county. Unlike the 
current Cultural Arts Center, the new center is in a visible location near a major down-
town intersection and is easy to walk to. It also provides a central anchor to better 
connect Main Street and the train station. This could help spur new housing and en-
hance businesses on and to the west of the Main Street corridor.

And one does not have to be an arts lover to benefit from the presence of the new 
center. Its first floor space is well-suited for small community gatherings, and the 
beautiful new Atlantic Street Park will serve as an oasis of peace and nature in the 
midst of the business district, offering more greenery and a quiet space for workers 
and residents.

How much  
can the Hackensack  

Creative Arts Team do?  
It depends on how many people get 

involved. One ongoing initiative is to bring 
more people and more ideas into the fold, 

as to how to make Hackensack a better 
place through arts, culture and creativ-

ity. More information on how to get 
involved with Creative Hacken-

sack is on Page 20.

©Bob Leafe
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Opportunities and Questions
As Hackensack pursues this vision, planners and leaders should keep these questions in mind:

•  How does Hackensack continue 
to distinguish itself and express 
its unique identity in Bergen 
County, capitalizing on its indi-
vidual assets?

•  How can Hackensack best work 
with nearby communities, so 
that all can benefit from the 
large market for arts and cul-
ture in New Jersey and the New 
York metropolitan area?

•  What more can be done to 
make it more likely that even 
people who don’t enjoy arts  
or cultural activities bene-
fit from the city’s investment  
in creative placemaking?

•  What should Hackensack do  
to stabilize businesses and 
residents along and/or near  
Main Street who risk being 
displaced as the corridor  
continues to revitalize?

•  How can Hackensack make it 
more likely that lower-income 
and disadvantaged residents 
of the city get opportunities for 
the new jobs or business oppor-
tunities that will happen with 
the growth in arts, culture and 
tourism-related organizations?

Stone Soup
Stone Soup is a European fable about sharing and openness. It goes 
like this… 

A 
hungry young man who has only a stone and a magic pot 
goes to the center of a village. There he finds some water and 
firewood and starts a fire. People ask him what he is making. 
“Stone soup,” he says. The first person who tastes the soup 

says, “It could use some carrots,” and she brings some to put into 
the soup. Other villagers offer and bring other foods. Soon the soup 
becomes a delicious mix of flavors, and there is enough to feed the 
village.

The Hackensack CAT invites you to make stone soup with us. We wel-
come your involvement in any capacity. If you are a Hackensack resi-
dent, artist, developer, or business owner, we invite you to join us. We 
meet every other month and are focused on enhancing community, 
cultural and economic development throughout Hackensack. We are 
always looking for more partners and volunteers.

To learn more, visit us at:  
www.DowntownHackensackNJ.com/CAT

To get involved, contact the Main Street Business Alliance: 
info@uppermain.org or 201-498-1690
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Michael Shannon
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Bob Suede
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www.DowntownHackensackNJ.com/CAT
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