From Newark 350
to America 250

What municipal leaders can learn and use
In their own communities

Katryna Peart, Former Marketing and Communications Coordinator, NC350

ilestone anniversaries are often A

treated as symbolic moments,

but Newark’s 350th anniversary K
demonstrated that large-scale civic ;
commemorations can produce measurable, J & 2o
citywide impacts when they are designed
as participatory public programs rather l666- | =02

than one-time celebrations. 2016 3y

During 2016, Newark Celebration 350 (NC350) coordi- | Ward captains were appointed to maintain connection
nated and supported hundreds of resident-driven events ’ between NC350 and their communities throughout
across all five wards, activating schools, cultural institutions, [ the year.
neighborhood organizations, and city agencies in a year- | The result was programming that reached across
long effort to reflect Newark’s history and identity back to | neighborhoods and constituencies—arts festivals, historical
its residents. The initiative was not a single festival or | exhibits, oral history projects, youth performances, and

neighborhood-led commemorations—each contributing
to a broader civic story.

marketing campaign. It was a distributed civic project—one
that offers concrete lessons for New Jersey municipalities
preparing for the nation’s 250th anniversary.

This reflection draws on my experience working on Youth Engagement That Endured
Newark’s 350th anniversary celebration. | One of the most significant outcomes of Newark 350
was its integration into Newark Public Schools.
Thousands of students participated in anniversary-related
projects, including writing, performance, and oral history

A Citywide Effort by Design

NC350 was intentionally built to scale participation.

More than 300 project proposals were submitted by initiatives tied directly to Newark’s past and present.
community groups, artists, educators, and nonprofits. More than 3,000 students submitted Happy Birthday
106 projects received direct support through grants, letters to the city, many of which were publicly displayed
logistical assistance, and coordinated marketing, resulting through partnerships with civic and cultural institutions.
in more than 350 events held throughout the year. | In addition, a Newark-focused history curriculum was
Before the anniversary year began, town halls were held | piloted during the anniversary year, with the intention that
in all five wards to solicit resident input. The guiding it remain part of high school coursework beyond 2016.
question was simple: How do you want to celebrate Newark? These efforts treated local history not as an abstract

subject, but as lived experience—connecting students to
their city while preserving stories that might otherwise
have been lost.

Those conversations directly informed programming
decisions and funding priorities, ensuring the celebration
reflected local voices rather than a centralized narrative.

Above: Newark 350 print.
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Malcolm X Shabazz High School 7marching band.

Investing in Lasting
Civic Assets

NC350 also emphasized legacy over
spectacle. Several initiatives were
explicitly designed to outlast the
anniversary year.

Among them:

e The planting of 350 street trees
across all five wards, linking the
celebration to environmental health
and neighborhood investment.

e The restoration and reinstallation

Newark 350

of Gutzon Borglum’s First Landing
Party of the Founders of Newark
monument, originally commis-
sioned for Newark’s 250th
anniversary in 1916.

® The creation of the Newark

350 College Success Fund, which
provided small emergency grants
to Newark students to help prevent
college attrition.

These projects reinforced a core
principle: milestone celebrations can
and should leave behind tangible
benefits that continue to serve
residents long after the banners
come down.

What Was Challenging
and Why It Matters

Coordinating a yearlong celebration
at this scale surfaced predictable
municipal challenges but also
revealed deeper questions about
equity and capacity in civic work.

Reaching everyone required parallel
systems. Newark’s residents span
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Newark 350

generations, languages, and levels of
digital access. That meant running
simultaneous campaigns across radio,
local public access networks, direct
mail, flyers, email, social media, and
press releases—not because it was
efficient, but because it was necessary.
Leaving out any single channel meant
leaving people out. Language access
added another layer: materials needed
translation, and outreach needed to
happen in multiple linguistic commu-
nities simultaneously.

It required resources and coordina-
tion that ‘are easy to underestimate in
the planning phase.

Capacity gaps were structural, not
individual. Many of the community
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A Day in Newarks 350th Year Celebration commemorative print launch eafur{hghe artist,

Faith Ringgold..

Newark 350’s “Animodule History Project” artist Malik Whitaker and High School students.
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organizations best positioned to lead
neighborhood-level programming
were also the most under-resourced.
Applying for grants, managing
timelines, producing documentation,
these administrative expectations
assumed capacity that didn’t exist.

A one-size-fits-all approach to
support didn’t work. What groups
needed wasn't always money. Some-
times it was staff time, logistical help,
translation services, or someone to
navigate permitting. The challenge
was recognizing that gap early and
building flexible support around it, \
rather than waiting for groups to
struggle with a process designed for
institutions with full-time staff.

Grant amounts ranged from under
$5,000 to $37,500, not because of
arbitrary tiers but because different
projects required different levels of
support. Some groups needed
funding. Others needed coordination,
technical assistance, or access to
city services.

What to do differently: Start the
planning earlier. Identify partners
and build relationships before the
anniversary year begins. Understand
what community groups actually
need to participate successfully, and
provide it, whether that’s monetary,
technical, or logistical. Secure com-
mitments and clarify scope with staff
and volunteers well in advance, so
the work doesn’t outpace the people
doing it. An estimated 400 volunteers
helped make NC350 possible, but that



capacity didn’t materialize overnight,
it was cultivated through deliberate
outreach and relationship-building.

None of these challenges were
unique to Newark. They are common
in large, multi-year civic efforts and
they become more acute as projects
grow in size and visibility. As munic-
ipalities begin planning for America’s
250th anniversary, these coordination,
communication, and capacity issues
will be magnified.

The lesson is not that such efforts
are unmanageable, but that they
require deliberate structures and
adequate resources to support collab-
oration, equitable participation, and
institutional learning.

Looking Ahead to
America 250

The nation’s 250th anniversary
will bring increased public attention,
broader participation, and higher
expectations. Municipalities will be
asked not only to host events, but to
steward complex narratives about
history, inclusion, and civic identity.

That raises practical questions for
local leaders:

e How do we coordinate across
departments and partners over
multiple years?

e How do we preserve decisions,
materials, and lessons as staff and
leadership change?

e How do we ensure accessibility
and participation at scale?

¢ How do we build support
structures that match the capacity
of our community partners?

Civic Memory s

Infrastructure

Newark 350 showed what is possible
when a city treats civic memory as
shared work rather than ceremonial
display. The celebration activated
residents, strengthened institutions,
and left behind physical, educational,
and cultural assets that continue to
shape Newark today.

With $2.73 million in funding from
public and private partners, NC350

Newark 350

demonstrated that inclusive civic
celebrations require real investment,
not just in events but in the infra-
structure that makes participation
possible.

As New Jersey’s municipalities
prepare for America’s 250th anni-
versary, the takeaway is clear: large-
scale civic commemorations succeed
when they are inclusive by design,
resourced for coordination, built to
leave something lasting behind, and
structured to support the communities
doing the work.

Milestones pass. Civic memory—
when tended deliberately—endures. §

Note: Figures referenced in this article are based on
Newark Celebration 350: Reflections, End of Year
Report (2016), https://eimpactconsulting.com/
wp-content/uploads/2017/02/NC350_Reflections_
YearEnd_Report.pdf.

Katryna Peart is a communications strategist
whose work spans public-sector communications,
civic engagement initiatives, and emerging
technology governance. She has supported large-
scale civic initiatives, including Newark’s 350th.
anniversary commemoration.
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