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Preserving Merriweather for Future Generations

Despite its inauspicious beginning, Merriweather grew to become a 
respected concert venue in the Baltimore-Washington area. My 
mother took us to see symphonies and ballets when we were younger. 
I was inspired to become a ballerina there, but somewhere along the 
way for me, Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake gave way to Jackson Browne’s 
"Running on Empty". I can vividly remember being in the audience in 
1977 when the latter was recorded for Browne’s live album. Attending 
concerts at Merriweather was the thing to do for young adults in the 
summer. It was where Howard County kids from all over came 
together, whether inside on the lawn or outside of the fence in 
Symphony Woods. Acts like the Eagles, Chicago, Bread, The Who, 
Led Zeppelin, Marshall Tucker Band and the Grateful Dead performed. 
Jimmy Buffett was a regular July weekend act. It wasn’t just a music 
venue to us; most of the graduating high school classes in Howard 
County marched down the pavilion aisles to "Pomp and 
Circumstance" to receive their diplomas.

In 2003 Merriweather faced a crisis as the owner, General Growth 
Properties (GGP) prepared to build hundreds of homes and offices on 
Merriweather’s parking lots. The plan was to sell the pavilion property 
or turn it into a small indoor theater. Howard County citizens Ian 
Kennedy and Justin Carlson stepped in to form a grassroots effort 
called Save Merriweather that sought to preserve the pavilion. County 
Council Member Ken Ulman joined the effort and helped the new 
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Merriweather Post Pavilion advocates navigate the legislative process.

In 2005, GGP decided not to sell the pavilion and County Executive 
Jim Robey, at the urging of County Council Member Ken Ulman, 
established a public process to start a master plan for downtown 
Columbia including a charrette that was attended by hundreds of 
citizens. The downtown Columbia redevelopment plan was eventually 
passed in 2010 by the current County Council working in conjunction 
with the Howard Hughes Corporation, the new owner of Merriweather.

The downtown Columbia redevelopment plan required Howard 
Hughes to renovate Merriweather Post Pavilion while still developing 
the surrounding land. It also required Howard Hughes to eventually 
turn over the ownership of Merriweather to a newly established 
nonprofit called the Downtown Columbia Arts and Culture 
Commission (DCACC).

Meanwhile, I.M.P. Productions, which operates other concert venues 
including the 9:30 Club, took over the operation of Merriweather in 
2004 and began making innovative programming changes including 
the introduction of music festivals which brought new crowds to the 
pavilion.

In 2010 Merriweather was recognized as the second best 
amphitheater in the country by Billboard Magazine and in 2013 it was 
named the best outdoor amphitheater on the East Coast by Rolling 
Stone Magazine: but its fate remained uncertain because renovations 
to the pavilion were not happening as soon as anticipated.

In May 2014, County Executive Ken Ulman found a way to accelerate 



Merriweather’s renovation by proposing a $9.5 million grant to the 
DCACC, which could then be loaned to Howard Hughes to assist with 
the renovation process.

Under the agreement reached between the County Council and the 
County Executive for the 2015 budget, Howard County will transfer 
$10 million to the Downtown Columbia Arts and Culture Commission 
(DCACC). The DCACC will use $500,000 for local arts programming 
and extend $9.5 million to Howard Hughes as a loan for needed 
renovations. The agreement specifies that it is a priority of all the 
parties to determine a long-term parking solution for Merriweather 
within the next five years.

We received testimony and expert advice through two lengthy public 
work sessions and a public hearing which helped us craft our 
amendments and secure the following conditions:

The County’s $10 million in funding will be placed in a third-party 
trust and can only be dispersed when all conditions are met. 
Howard Hughes is required to invest $9.5 million of their own 
funds in renovations before accessing the funds from the trust. If 
conditions are unmet the funds revert to the county in 2019.

Five phases of renovations will be completed. The work will 
include; increasing accessibility; renovations to bathrooms, 
concession stands and dressing rooms; and ultimately raising the 
roof of Merriweather so that the venue can be more competitive.

Once all renovations are completed Howard Hughes will turn over 
ownership of Merriweather to the DCACC who will use 



Merriweather revenues to pay off any existing renovation loans 
and as a sustainable source of funding for arts programming.

Merriweather will be available forever for Howard County 
graduations and new community events. I.M.P. Productions has 
worked generously with us in the past to accommodate our 
graduations, but this ensures cooperation for future generations.

The DCACC will submit an annual report to the County Council 
and the County Executive on the status of the redevelopment, 
satisfaction of the terms of the agreement, expenditure of funds 
and the activities of the DCACC towards its mission.

The operators of Merriweather Post Pavilion, members of DCACC, 
representatives of Howard Hughes, all five County Councilmembers, 
the County Executive, the County Solicitor, and the Departments of 
Finance, Budget, and Planning and Zoning, all played a role in making 
sure Merriweather continues to thrive in the future. Our combined 
efforts recognize that this center of music and culture in Columbia is 
essential to the success of a revitalized downtown area and therefore, 
to all of Howard County.

Most of all, County Executive, Ken Ulman has made saving 
Merriweather Post Pavilion a priority since before he was in public 
office. Ken recognized the unique opportunity of using county surplus 
funds to ensure Merriweather’s future for generations to come.

This most recent chapter in the life of Merriweather Post Pavilion is 
especially meaningful to me as I will watch my own son cross the 
stage at Merriweather Post Pavilion this week to receive his high 



school diploma.


