
November 5, 2018  
 
DC Council 
Committee on Finance and Revenue 
Committee Chair Councilmember Jack Evans 
1350 Pennsylvania Ave NW, Room 120 
Washington DC 20004 
 
CC: Mayor Muriel Bowser, Chairman Phil Mendelson, Councilmembers: Robert White, Trayon 
White., Brianne K Nadeau, Elissa Silverman, David Grosso, Kenyon McDuffie, Brandon Todd, 
Mary Cheh, Anita Bonds, Vincent Gray 
 
Re: Testimony of Listen Local First DC on B22-577 - Performing Arts Amendment Act of 
2017. 
 
Dear Members of the Council, 
 
Listen Local First (LLF) was established a little over seven years ago for the purpose of creating 
alternate avenues for local music exploration and to raise the profile of working musicians living 
within the District.  The initiative aimed at creating connections between locally owned 
businesses, local artists, cultural institutions and government officials to better navigate our own 
music economy and create greater opportunities for musicians to have a say in their own 
success in this city.  Since its inception LLF has hosted three local music policy conferences in 
coordination with the Music Policy Forum and Georgetown University, created connections 
between hundreds of local businesses and musicians, released quarterly playlist showcasing 
rising talent in all genres across the district, facilitated dozens of meetings between musicians 
and local government officials, produced over 50 smaller local events and panel discussions, 
co-produced the Kingman Island Bluegrass and Folk Festival and co-founded DC’s largest all 
local music festival, Funk Parade. 
 
Thank you DC Council for holding this hearing on Bill 22-577 the Performing Arts Amendment 
Act of 2017 and understanding the value that this legislation can bring to our DC Music 
ecosystem.  We believe small music venues are essential to the local music industry, they are 
crucial to the cultural preservation of jazz and other specific genres throughout the city and they 
have significant additional costs not shared by other small businesses nightclubs and 
restaurants. We are strong supporters of this bill but have also included some additional 
suggestions and recommendations that we believe can make this legislation even stronger.  

 
Last weekend Listen Local First DC (LLF) co hosted the Music Policy Forum Summit at 
Georgetown University. This proposed legislation made its way into discussions on many of the 
panels.  Mark Davyd Founder of the Music Venue Trust in England, Erin Benjamin, Executive 
Director of Music Canada Live (Canada’s live music venue association) and representatives 
from cities around the country though that the current draft was an excellent start.  



Over the past couple years, there have been discussions and studies about the impact of small 
music venues in cities all around the country. As mentioned by some of our other witnesses the 
recent 2017 study by the NYC’s Office of Media and Entertainment “Economic Impact, Trends 
and Opportunities of Music in New York City”  concludes that small venues act as incubators for 1

the local music ecosystem and account for about 20% of the local music ecosystem jobs.  The 
2015 Austin Music Census  highlights how low the profit margin is for establishments that host 2

live music and how vulnerable they are to increases in rent or changing community dynamics.  
 
Value of Smaller Spaces for Music  
 
Small venues and rooms that host live music are the life-blood of our music ecosystem.  They 
provide the space for artists to develop and hone their skills to be able to grow their audience 
and grow their own business.  Small rooms like Songbyrd Music House, Pearl Street 
Warehouse, Slash Run, Jo Jo’s and Dew Drop Inn act as neighborhood gathering places for 
local musicians to play and develop strong relationships with their communities and future fans.  
 
These small businesses also form the foundation of our community “venue ladder” which allow 
artists to develop and work their way up through a series of rooms so that they can eventually 
perform at the 9:30 Club, Howard Theatre and The Anthem. The larger venues and venue 
owners themselves very much rely on these small rooms. Larger venues need rooms to develop 
artists and introduce them to new audiences in cities so that those artists can grow their fan 
bases and move up through the larger venues.  
 
Cultural Significance 

 
Small venues like Twins, Blues Alley, Sotto, Mr. Henry’s, Bin 1301 and even now Marvin have 
great cultural significance in Washington DC because they host a majority of our esteemed jazz 
musicians and help carry on the jazz traditions of our city.  Additional small rooms like 
Tropicalia, Bossa, Takoma Station, The Pinch and Rhizome are acclaimed hosts for the thriving 
World Music, Go Go, Punk and Experimental Music communities.  Our city’s music scene would 
not be as vibrant and diverse if it wasn't for small venues.  
 
Every venue in this city and every small business that hosts live music has their unique feel and 
caters to a unique set of musicians and audience.  Everytime we lose a music venue in this 
ecosystem there is a detrimental impact of on a significant portion of the music community. 
 
Additional Costs of Hosting Live Music Realized 

  
We applaud the council for realizing that when a business decides to host live music and give 
an opportunity to artists, they are taking on significant additional business cost.  These costs 

1 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/mome/pdf/MOME_Music_Report_2017_DIGITAL.pdf 
2 https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Austin_Music_Census_Interactive_PDF_53115.pdf 



often include the the payment of the artists, hospitality in the form of compensated food or drink 
for the performer, the cost of a sound system, the cost of a sound engineer and even additional 
cost of promotion.  
 
While LLF has not owned or managed a venue, we have hosted regular events at venues all 
over town. Years ago we adopted a Fair Trade Music standard that we try to employ every time 
we work with musicians and venues.  The Fair Trade Music standard was developed by 
collecting feedback on best practices throughout the community when hosting live music.  Fair 
Trade Music best practices suggest that venues and organizations hosting live music should try 
to incorporate as many of the following as possible to be deemed a Fair Trade Music space: 1) 
pay artist at least minimum fees based on local music economy standards 2) provide a working 
sound system with mixer stands and monitors 3) provide professional sound engineering staff 4) 
provide designated loading zones for musicians 5) provide some form of food and beverage as 
hospitality for the talent and 6) share the costs associated with the promotion of live 
entertainment.  
 
Revisions to the Current Legislation 
 
As stated earlier, while we feel that the current legislation is an excellent start, there are a 
couple changes that can be made to make the legislation more inclusive and effective.  
 
To begin we ask that the council clarify “host live performance by performing artist.”  If the 
council does not plan to define a Fair Trade Music Standard for live performance, then we ask 
that the phrase in Section (b)(1) be accompanied by the language “that adheres to best 
community practices, rates and standards for hosting live music in Washington DC” 

 
Second, we ask that the Council eliminate section (b)(3) from the legislation.   This section just 
penalizes a small venue for being successful and making over $750,000 gross income in one 
year. A cap on gross income is not per se a cap on size and does not seem to fit the genuine 
purpose of this legislation.  

 
Third, the Council should considering raising the seating capacity under section (b)(2).  Small 
venues generally range from the 40 seat capacity to 300 seat capacity. The Pittsburgh and 
Austin Music Census define small venue as venues under 350 person capacity.  We believe 
that the 150 cap, unless imposed for a specific reason places an arbitrary distinction between 
sizes of small music venues that all share similar struggles. 

 
Finally we ask the council to re-evaluate the credit cap of $10,000 in section (c) . The costs 
alone of hosting live music 48 hours/ mo for a whole year are significantly higher that the 
$10,000 cap. While we do not believe that the credit should fully cover the cost of live music, in 
order for the credit to act as an incentive to host live music, we believe data should be collected 
from local business owners to explore average costs of meeting the hours requirement against 



the 10% gross receipts of food, drink and alcohol during those times. We believe the credit 
should be tailored to provide maximum economic impact within the districts financial constraints. 
 
This past weekend the Office of Cable Television Film Music and Entertainment announced that 
they will be partnering with Georgetown University and members of the music community to 
fund the first ever DC Music Census.  The data collected from this census could provide council 
with the financial information and economic impact needed to determine the level of the credit 
cap proposed in the legislation. 
 
Potential Additions to the Legislation 
 
There were a couple statements from other witnesses who testified at the hearing on October 
30th that we would like to throw our support behind.  
 
Since many venue owners do not own their real estate and profit margins for spaces that host 
live music are so slim that a slight increase in rent can make a venue unprofitable, we agree 
with the witnesses who suggested that this Bill consider providing tax breaks for the property 
owners who lease to live music establishments.  Any incentive for for the property owner to not 
have to raise the rent on a music venue is helpful to the music community.  
 
Also we agree with the witnesses who suggested that venues that charge a cover for live music 
should get an additional credit.  If a venue has a ticketing system or charges a cover, there are 
additional costs required for staff and the backend system but it is also generally an indicator 
that they are taking on an additional risk in this “everything for free” environment and are 
hopefully passing on that additional revenue to the artist themselves. One of the big hurdles the 
music community needs to address is how promote the understanding that music is not free, 
especially live music.  By supporting those that charge cover to pay musicians we are 
supporting an infrastructure to grow the music economy.  
 
Finally LLF submitted over 30 pages of comments filled with suggestions that might benefit the 
local music economy as part of the DC Cultural Plan back in February.  We would be happy to 
share those with the Council again and would be happy to schedule follow up meetings to talk 
about additional legislation we believe is very important for sustaining our vibrant music scene.  
 
Thank you for your time, 
 
Christopher Naoum 
Founder of Listen Local First DC 
Co-Founder of Funk Parade 
Co-Programmer of Kingman Island Bluegrass & Folk Festival 


