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The idea for an arts center in the Town Center has gone beyond just being a dream.

Spurred on by the closure of Youth Theatre Northwest’s old location to make room for a new
elementary school, the idea to have a space for the arts in the Town Center is taking shape. Already
more than $4 million has been raised. The design for the 23,000-square-foot Mercer Island Center for
the Arts, or MICA, is well underway. Designers, contractors and architects have been invited to
submit ideas and bids.

Much of this activity was set in motion by a letter of understanding from City Manager Noel Treat,
directed by a vote of the City Council, that essentially sets aside the property in the Town Center for
two years, for the theater to begin construction.

The land will include the Bicentennial Park land, the recycling center space and a triangle of city land
adjacent to the park’s circular path, known as the native garden.

MICA, incorporated last December, recently gained its 501-C3 status as a non profit. YTN is no longer
taking the lead on the project but is expected to be a major tenant and user of the new facility.

Islander John Gordon Hill, the president of the organization, said the group is moving ahead on the
design. And over the next 18 months, it is hoping to collect at least $12 million in donations from
private sources. Its goal is have the funding in place by 2016 to begin construction by mid-year. But
the group will need $20 million in total to develop the site and its programs.

To that end, MICA has hired a development professional, Louise Kincaid, who worked for Issaquah's
highly successful Village Theatre. Also added is theater design consultant, Katie Oman, whose clients
included the renowned Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts and the Seattle Repertory Theatre.
Oman’s work has what MICA materials describe as “a special emphasis on ecologically sustainable
building for arts and culture.”

The goal of course, is to make the theater sustainable in more ways than environmental. Much of the
income will come from renting space to other tenants and users, which will include private events
expected to take place in the theatre’s expansive lobby and public area. The public area will include
a gallery and a cafe. The space will accommodate 120 people.

“We expect that it will become a major hub for arts and music,” Hill said. “We also went into this,
with MICA, determined to make it a stimulus for the Town Center.”

Yet despite the excitement about the project, others still ask about the impact of such a building on
the surrounding streets.

There are three major gathering places within the structure. Beyond the lobby-reception area, there
is a 350-seat mainstage and a smaller 100-seat ‘black box’ theater.

Hill said he is always asked about parking.

He has answers. During the day when there are lessons and rehearsals, there will be tra!ic as
parents drop o! children, but no extra parking will be needed, he explained. In the evenings when
many businesses are closed, parking will be spread throughout the business district — something
that has worked for the Village Theatre in Issaquah, Kincaid said. The group has spoken with nearby
property owners about a"er hours parking but has yet to finalize any arrangements.

But what about other theaters and performance spaces on the Island such as the newly renovated
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theater space at the Stroum Jewish Community Center?

“The MICA venue will not compete with the new theater at the SJCC,” Hill said. “We see both as two
halves of the same coin.”

Each will complement the other, he added, noting that an event such as a film festival could involve
both. The two shouldn't overlap at all, he said.

The marketing materials prepared for the project emphasize that the building will o!er an array of
artistic and entertainment experiences. Supporters also hope the place will attract people from
throughout the Puget Sound area.

Kincaid, hired just a few weeks ago, said that she was overwhelmed and impressed by what has
already been accomplished.

“There is a lot of experience and commitment by board members on this,” she said.

There are 11 boardmembers so far.

As an experienced development o!icer, Kincaid feels that the environment is favorable for a
successful capital campaign.

Due to the now-recovering economy, the work done so far, the demographics of the Island
population and the type of project, MICA is well positioned to get funding, she said.

Hill is passionate.

“We feel that this is one of those once in a lifetime opportunity,” he said. “It (MICA) will define
cultural life here for decades. We feel we can make a di!erence with this.”

For more go to www.mercerislandarts.org.
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