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To: Center City Development Corporation (CCDC) Board of Directors
From: DMC Staff
Date:  March 18, 2026

RE: Funding Request — Main Street Sounds Busking Program (Version 3.0)

Background:
Busking, defined here as performing music or similar artistic endeavors in public spaces for

voluntary donations, is currently legal and allowed along the Main Street Pedestrian Mall with a
permit. To encourage participation, the DMC offers a free busking permit, keeping the barrier to
entry intentionally low.

Despite this accessibility, busking has not yet become a consistent part of the Downtown Memphis
experience. DMC staff believes music is a core ingredient of vibrant public spaces. In a city
globally recognized for its musical heritage, live outdoor performances present a meaningful
opportunity to strengthen place identity, activate the street, and enhance the everyday Downtown
experience. Memphis’ musical culture is one of its greatest competitive advantages. Institutions
such as Stax Records and Sun Studio helped shape American music, and destinations like Beale
Street draw visitors from around the world. While music is central to the city’s brand and history,
there is still room to more intentionally use live outdoor performance as a tool for placemaking
and economic development.

The Main Street Sounds busking program was first launched by the DMC in 2017 with initial
support from a small grant from the International Downtown Association (IDA). In May 2025, the
CCDC approved $30,000 to relaunch the initiative as Version 2.0. The program proved successful,
with more than 42 individual musicians delivering a total of over 475 hours of live music along
the Main Street Pedestrian Mall from June 25, 2025 to December 22, 2025. Participating musicians
received an incentive of $50 per hour for a two-hour set, in addition to any tips received. Feedback
from musicians, nearby businesses, and the public was overwhelmingly positive, reinforcing the
program’s value as a tool for improving the overall experience of Main Street Pedestrian Mall.

In 2025, Version 2.0 program expenses included:
o $24,845 spent directly with musicians & performers as a busking incentive ($50/hour)
o $820 spent on equipment & materials (portable sound system, battery pack, signage)
o $3,200 on branding & marketing

An active busking program aligns closely with the DMC’s adopted plans and priorities. The
Downtown Retail Strategy identified busking as a way to increase pedestrian activity and support
ground floor businesses. The Downtown Safety Plan highlights positive outdoor activation as a
contributor to perceived safety in public spaces. Most recently, the Downtown Action Plan,
adopted by the DMC Board in 2025, identifies busking as a useful strategy to drive renewed energy
and vibrancy along the Main Street Pedestrian Mall.
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2026 Main Street Sounds Program (Version 3.0):

This year, DMC staff is requesting budget approval from the CCDC to fund and relaunch the Main
Street Sounds program from mid-April through early October, with a focus on the Main Street
Pedestrian Mall. Building on lessons learned from the previous version of the program, staff
proposes the following framework for implementation:

o DMC will contract with an Artist Curator to lead artist outreach, recruitment, coordination,
and scheduling.

o While the Artist Curator is expected to identify a significant portion of participating
performers, an open application process will also be available for interested musicians.

o To maximize program impact, performances will be scheduled at locations and times with
the highest visibility and foot traffic. This may include weekday lunch hours and weekend
evenings, subject to performer availability. Adjustments will be made throughout the
season based on weather conditions, artist availability, and feedback from artists, business
owners, and the public.

o Care will be taken to ensure that music volume, location, and instrumentation are
appropriate to the specific setting and time of day.

The program will deliver 500 total hours of live outdoor performances along the Main Street Mall
between April 2026 and October 2026. This will be achieved through around 250 individual two-
hour performances. The program may temporarily pause during the hottest portions of July and
August to account for extreme temperatures and the impact on performers and instruments.

The Artist Curator will aim to include somewhere between 35-50 different artists or performers in
the lineup. Buskers who are well received will be invited to perform multiple two-hour sets
throughout the program period.

Proposed Budget - 2026:
Staff recommends a total budget of $35,000 to include the following:

Musician/busker incentive* $25,000 (78%)
Professional fee for Artist Curator $3,500 (11%)
Marketing & misc. supplies/materials $3.500 (11%)
Subtotal $32,000 (100%)

TOTAL (including $3,000 contingency)  $35,000

*Calculated as 350 per hour for 500 total performance hours.

Staff Request & Next Steps:
Staff respectfully requests approval of a total budget not to exceed $35,000 to continue the
Main Street Sounds Busking Program in 2026.

Contingent upon approval by the CCDC Board, DMC staff will immediately engage an Artist
Curator to begin identifying and recruiting musicians, with the goal of launching performances in
April 2026.
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