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Handout Supporters hope the Walker School for the Performing Arts will be a boost for St. Catharines, Ont. 
ST. CATHERINES, ONT. -- The Canada Hair Cloth building was clearly handsome before it was derelict. Red brick with white-trimmed windows and scuffed wooden floors, the factory made fabric for train seats, parachute silk and men's suit linings over the course of its 123-year history. It closed in 2007 and, if one wanted an emblem for flagging manufacturing towns, the old factory would be a good choice. 

Bought by a French company in the 1990s and killed by overseas competition, its story would likely resonate from Windsor to Syracuse, N.Y., to Erie, Pa. But rather than be left to linger as a reminder of failed industry, St. Catharines wants the building to become an example of economic renewal.

The city's Brock University intends to refurbish the factory as a home for its school of fine and performing arts. If the $97-million plan comes to fruition, a 900-seat concert hall, a dance venue, a studio theatre, cinema and cabaret hall would all join the school in an arts district for a city of just 132,000 people.

The project is ambitious, but it is not unique. Cities and towns across North America are attempting to replace manufacturing with galleries, theatre festivals and concert halls - using artists to burnish the Rust Belt. It is not as if civic leaders think they can save their communities through expanding their musical theatre offerings. Rather, they view the arts as a way to spur a sea change in their economies as a whole.

But whether the arts offer an economic remedy to these industrial towns remains an open question.

The Overture Center for the Arts, a $205-million project in Madison, Wis., opened in 2004, boasting a 2,250-seat concert hall and $1-million organ. It now struggles under a lingering $28-million construction debt. Meanwhile, efforts to use arts districts to spur urban renewal in communities ranging from Johnstown, Pa., to Evansville, Ind., have met with limited success. The closing of two galleries in Evansville's district last week prompted questions about its very survival. (Officials say they have a multi-million-dollar plan to save the two-year-old project).

While these troubled projects suggest some risk in St. Catharines' plans, there are also examples that suggest it could reap considerable rewards. Twenty-five years ago, Jack Heinz, the ketchup magnate, founded an arts district in downtown Pittsburgh that now sprawls for 14 blocks. The Gordon Square Arts District in Cleveland, Ohio, has grown from a single theatre company into a neighbourhood that supports more than a dozen businesses.

"There is one fundamental mistake we see all the time, which is saying ‘If it works in Boston, then it's got to work in Vancouver.' That isn't how it works," said Thomas Schorgel, the president and CEO of the Community Partnership for Arts and Culture, a non-profit group based in Cleveland. "The Gordon Square district works because it identified that its important assets are its theatres ... and so their focus is building that asset. You have to start out by finding the arts and culture in your community. And it may not be classical music - it may be carving or dancing or any number of other things."

St. Catharines does boast a vibrant arts community. The Brock Centre for the Arts has attracted thousands of theatre goers to the university's campus over the past four decades, while the Niagara Symphony has also had great success in the community.

Currently, the proposed site for the Niagara Centre for the Arts, as the new theatre complex will been known, and the Marilyn I. Walker School for the Performing Arts, named after a donor who gave $15-million, offers potential but little else. 

The Canada Hair Cloth building lies at the bottom of one of St. Catharines' many hills, squeezed between a highway and the city's main drag. Along the street itself, an empty clothing store, an out-of-business laundromat and a used-book store occupy the space where the concert hall's glass marquee might someday stand. Under the proposal, the refurbished factory would be used as the arts school while the run-down storefronts would be bulldozed to make room for additional theatres, which would likely be owned by the city itself. A series of paths and bridges would connect the buildings, creating a multi-tiered sector marked by old masonry and new glass. "I'm sure there are people who initially thought we were dreaming in technicolour, but we've been very cautious and careful," said Rosemary Hale, Brock's dean of humanities. "This is doable."

Getting the project done, however, will require more than $60-million in funding from the provincial and federal governments. The university itself will contribute roughly $18-million and the city will give $17-million. In return, a feasibility study suggests a $16-million annual boost to the local economy. 

The simple act of moving the faculty's 500 students downtown from Brock's campus on the city's edge would have an immediate effect on the city, says Jack Lightstone, the university's president. 

"What you want is the student and faculty life, and the life of the people coming to the performances, to flow along the main street," he said. "That's where you'll get your cafés and businesses to cater to students. It will be a catalyst for sparking other businesses."

For more than two centuries, it was industry that drew people to St. Catharines. From the opening of its first mill in 1786, the city and its neighbouring communities became home to textile makers, steel plants, and pulp and paper operations. General Motors Canada opened one of its first plants in the city in 1954. 

GM remains a major employer in the area, but layoffs over the past decade have winnowed its workforce to a fraction of its former size. Civic leaders intend to use the new arts district as part of their pitch to woo companies in growing fields such as digital and nano-technology. 

"It's more than just the theatre," said Brian McMullan, the Mayor of St. Catharines. "The theatre will bring plenty of patrons, but it's the spin-offs that make this a real opportunity. Having a nightlife, a film house - these are the kinds of amenities that attract people in the industries with growth potential." 

Artists "are part of the creative workforce, just like people in biotechnology or information technology," Mr. Schorgel said. "And you can see a clustering of people who work in these knowledge-based economies where they come together and feed off each other."

It may seem overly naive to believe the young guns of Canada's creative industries will flock to a small city simply because it offers a new cinema and decent coffee bars. But those pushing the project see it as a realistic attempt to confront the issues facing their community, to meet the challenge with creativity. 

There's no easy answer, Mr. Lightstone said, " but the vast majority of people have come to realize we have to diversify if we're going to survive."
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