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Omaha Creative Institute 
Preliminary Case for Support 

 
Introduction: A Creativity Campus in North Downtown  Omaha 

 
“Creativity – ‘the ability to create meaningful new forms,’ as Webster’s dictionary 

puts it—is now the decisive source of competitive advantage.  In virtually every 
industry, from automobiles to fashion, food products, and information technology, 

the winners in the long run are those who can create and keep creating.” 

  -- Richard Florida 
Author 

RISE OF THE CREATIVE CLASS 
 

 “What turned us on to (Omaha) was the growth and the attention to making 
Omaha an appealing city to attract creative people.” 

-- Robert Frick 
Senior Editor 

KIPLINGER’S PERSONAL FINANCE 
 

When K IPLINGER’S PERSONAL FINANCE in May of 2008 ranked Omaha, Nebraska, as 
the nation’s third-best place to live, work and play, it became clear that the city’s edge 
over other communities springs in large part from its impressive cultural landscape. 
Which leads to the question: Why not make Omaha the nation’s leading city of the 
future? All it will take is a talented group of “cultural landscape artists” and some 
visionary investors who understand the vital role that culture and creativity play in 
economic development. 

The cultural landscape team, drawn from the ranks of Bellevue University’s 
faculty, the Hot Shops Art Foundation, and a group of collaborators, developed a plan for 
a creativity campus in North Downtown Omaha that will make our “innovation habitat” 
irresistible. Omaha Creative Institute (OCI) is our city’s answer to businesses that are 
hungry for an intellectually nimble professional workforce powered with creative 
problem-solving skills. It is our city’s answer to young professionals’ yearning for jobs, 
dollars, and quality of life. And it is our city’s answer to inspiration-starved students of 
all ages and backgrounds. 

There is an energizing spirit, a wonderful momentum, that stimulates the Omaha 
community. Businesses large and small are thriving in spite of national economic trends. 
Our physical infrastructure is being remade. Omaha visual art, theater, music, and film 
make national headlines. It is a perfect environment for an institution that will help us 
consolidate these strengths. Omaha Creative Institute, indeed, could be the international 
signature project desired by the city for creativity education. Total estimated cost of the 
project is $25 million. OCI now seeks to partner with individuals and organizations who 
wish to invest in Omaha’s 21st-Century promise as a leading city. 
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Background: Academic Innovation and Artistic Vigor 
 

“While students in art classes learn techniques specific to art, such as how to 
draw, how to mix paint, or how to center a pot, they're also taught a remarkable 

array of mental habits not emphasized elsewhere in school. Such skills include 
visual-spatial abilities, reflection, self-criticism, and the willingness to experiment 

and learn from mistakes. All are important to numerous careers, but are widely 
ignored by today's standardized tests.” 

-- “Art for our sake:  School arts classes matter more than ever - but not for the reasons you think” 
Article published Sept. 2, 2007 in THE BOSTON GLOBE 

 

RISE OF THE CREATIVE CLASS author Richard Florida, a professor and head of the 
Prosperity Institute at the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto, 
believes members of the “creative class” are a key driving force for economic 
development of post-industrial cities in the United States. 

The creative class is composed of scientists and engineers, university professors, 
artists and actors, poets and architects, health professionals and business managers, all 
whose work is knowledge intensive. Primarily, creative-class professionals think and 
create new approaches for fixing problems. Cities that prosper in the future will do so 
because they are home to large creative-class populations. 

A partnership including Hot Shops Art Foundation, Bellevue University, and a 
group of collaborators will help Omaha grow its own creative class by establishing OCI. 

Established in 1999, North Downtown Omaha’s Hot Shops Art Center is the first 
center of its kind in the area. The Art Center includes the four anchor Hot Shops (i.e. 
forge, foundry, glass, ceramics), 50 artist studios, four art galleries, and many publicly 
accessible exhibition spaces. The studio spaces, which occupy half a city block, are 
available to artists of all disciplines. 

Since its founding in 1966, Bellevue University has grown into one of the 
worldwide innovators in adult education, serving more than 11,000 students annually at 
12 locations in five states -- and everywhere online, through its Cyber-Active® Learning 
platform. Bellevue University was one of the first accredited institutions to offer online 
degree programs, in 1996, and the first to offer a Master of Business Administration 
degree online. It has offered Bachelor of Fine Arts degrees since its inception and 
continues to enhance its visual arts, graphic arts, and arts management programs. 

 Bellevue University has a demonstrated record of quickly developing academic 
programming that meets the changing needs of students and the Omaha business 
community. This, combined with Hot Shops Art Foundation’s experience in ground-
breaking artistic innovation, will make OCI vital and sustainable, ever at the service of 
the greater community. 
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The Project: A Great Partnership Opportunity  

 

“Experts around the nation are concluding that many of the most important 
factors in bringing jobs to a region are far removed from bottom-line concerns such 

as office availability and taxes. For models, they point to economic success stories 
like Seattle and Austin, metro regions that have lured companies and thousands of 

high-wage educated workers in the past 10 years largely because of the cultural 
advantages that the areas boast.” 

-- John M. Eger 
Executive Director 

The California Institute for Smart Communities 
San Diego State University 

 

 Hot Shops Art Foundation, a 501(c)(3) non-profit entity, will own and manage 
Omaha Creative Institute. The OCI campus (see Attachment A)1 would consist of the 
Mastercraft building, a former furniture factory (130,000 square feet on 12 acres) that 
will house the new development. Its proximity to the Hot Shops Art Center (90,000 
square feet) with its existing Hot Shops (Bruning Sculpture, Crystal Forge, Loken Forge, 
and T. Barry Ceramics), art galleries, and artist studios provides a great partnership 
opportunity. 

The OCI creativity educational facility in the former Mastercraft building (see 
Attachment B), will be accessible to the public for observation and participation and will 
help fill a void in Omaha’s cultural development. The space will house OCI’s creativity 
classes and workshops, Bellevue University’s College of Creativity and Design and its 
BFA and proposed MFA programs. Other opportunities include independently run 
enterprises of live theater companies, a digital technology/film studio, a professionally 
curated contemporary art exhibition space, and a mix of commercial shops, both food and 
beverage, and retail. This mix is used to create a sustainable revenue stream supporting 
the OCI non-profit cultural entities. 

The Hot Shops Art Foundation has a Board of Directors and will be led by an 
executive director with a professional staff. Their charge will be to secure the purchase of 
the Mastercraft building and to develop a plan for the physical, financial, and cultural 
sustainability of this grand vision. 

The OCI concept will be executed by creating a business model, raising the funds 
necessary for the purchase and build-out of the building through establishing an 
endowment. Implementing a plan of action will provide Omaha with one of the most 
unique and diversified cultural centers in the country. 

 

1. Attachment A illustrates a concept that is just one possible configuration of the area 
surrounding the current Mastercraft building. 
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OCI Mission Statement 
Omaha Creative Institute broadly fosters creative capital in youth, degree-seeking 
students, and adults through both curriculum and experientially based measures 

propelling Omaha forward as a cultural force. 
 

Omaha Creative Institute components would include: 

1. OCI CREATIVITY EDUCATION  

• After school and weekend programs for high school students:  Douglas-
Sarpy Learning Community 

• Interdisciplinary classes stressing the link between creativity and diverse 
career fields (e.g. medicine, business, city planning) 

• Art workshops with recognized masters for adults, marketed nationwide 
with an emphasis on cultural tourism 

2. BELLEVUE UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF CREATIVITY AND DESIGN 

• Existing BFA programs in studio art, graphic design, digital photography, 
and art management 

• Initiation of only MFA art management program in metro area 

• Creative studies (e.g. product development, decision making, instructional 
design, problem solving) 

• Studios for metals, woodworking, ceramics, painting, glass, and design 

• Private studios for graduate students 

• Opportunity for internships through OCI’s collaborating entities, with 
professional Hot Shops artists, and with industries housed in OCI 

• Transition from Metropolitan Community College associate degree 
programs to Bellevue University bachelor degree programs 

3. CONTEMPORARY ART EXHIBITION SPACE 

• Display space for renowned visiting exhibitions, professionally curated 

4. LIVE THEATER SPACE 

• Contemporary theater presentations, including new playwrights and 
productions 

• National professional touring company 

• Professional (Actors’ Equity) theater focusing on performance and 
education of the classical theater education 

5. DIGITAL/FILM TEST STUDIO 

• Beta test site for new Grass Valley products, for use in commercial 
broadcasting and training 

• Video program and internship possibility with BU and Metropolitan 
Community College 
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6. SUSTAINING RENTED SPACE 

• Small business incubator, such as design or architectural studios 

• Retail, such as an art supply store or relevant products 

• Food and beverage, such as a coffeehouse or bistro 

7.  METROPOLITAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE PARTNERSHIP 

• Tie-in with existing high school-to-career offerings 

• Internship and class opportunities with video and theater programs 

• Meaningful collaboration with existing culinary program 

8.   OMAHA CREATIVE INSTITUTE OFFICES 
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Benefits: Highly Skilled Workers and a Thriving Economy 
 

“ …  If America wants to remain competitive in the global markets of the 21st 
Century, creativity is not a luxury. America needs a workforce that is flexible, 

adaptable and highly creative; and it needs an education system that can develop 
these qualities in everyone.” 

-- Sir Ken Robinson 
Senior Adviser, Education Policy 

Getty Foundation 

 

“ … Researchers … watched teachers imparting techniques and introducing 
students to the world of the visual arts, and saw certain cognitive ‘dispositions’ 

being elicited by the interactions: persistence in tackling problems, observational 
acuity, expressive clarity, reflective capacity to question and judge, ability to 

envision alternative possibilities and openness to exploration.” 

-- “Drawing Lessons: What arts education can do, and can’t” 
Ann Hubert in the April 27, 2008 NEW YORK TIMES MAGAZINE, 

Citing research data published in 
STUDIO THINKING: THE REAL BENEFITS OF VISUAL ARTS EDUCATION 

 
 

 High earnings are not just associated with people who have high technical 
skills. In fact, mastery of the arts and humanities is just as closely correlated with 
high earnings. History, music, drawing, painting, and economics provide an edge 
just as surely as math and science will, according to the 2007 report, TOUGH 

CHOICES OR TOUGH TIMES: THE REPORT OF THE NEW COMMISSION ON THE SKILLS OF THE 

AMERICAN WORKFORCE. 

 Omaha economist Ernie Goss estimates that performing arts groups inject 
more than $100 million into the city’s economy each year, according to the Sept. 
24, 2007 OMAHA WORLD-HERALD. In a story about Omaha philanthropist Dick 
Holland’s desire to see more government and citizen support of the arts, the 
WORLD-HERALD said Goss’ study shows that the performing arts alone support 
2,100 jobs and generate $8.5 million in local tax revenue. 

 The impact of cultural arts on communities was established by the 2001 
study, ART AND ECONOMIC PROSPERITY,  that concluded that America's non-profit arts 
industry generated $134 billion in economic activity every year, including $53.2 
billion in spending by arts organizations, and an additional $80.8 billion in event-
related spending by arts audiences. 

 More significant was the economic impact of event-related spending by 
non-profit arts audiences. Attendance at arts events generates related business for 
hotels, restaurants, parking garages, and more. According to the study, attendees 
at a range of arts events spent an average of $22.87 per session, not including the 
price of admission. This spending nationally totaled $80.8 billion of revenue for 
local merchants and their communities. 

Your investment in Omaha Creative Institute will pay economic, cultural, and 
intellectual dividends to the entire community for years to come. 
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Attachment A 

 

 

Detail in 
Attachment B on 
following page. 
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Attachment B 

 

 


