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While the People’s Community Center programs have changed over the years, the advocacy and involvement of the community remain a key ingredient in this special place. As early as 1954 the Hilltop area was identified as needing additional recreation amenities. The first “Hilltop Youth Center” began in 1967, leased by the Park District to the Hilltop Multi-Service Center. In the first few years, this non-profit organization coordinated cultural and recreation programming with some park district-led recreation opportunities available in the summers. In 1970, the name was changed to the Malcom X Center.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  In 1970, the population was 70% Black in the Hilltop area.] 

It soon became apparent that the space needs for quality social and recreation programs were not being met by the former school district building, and in 1977, the City of Tacoma received a Community Development Block Grant to help build a new center. Parks Tacoma transferred the land to the City for the project, and the subsequent City-owned structure became known as the People’s Center.[footnoteRef:2] The gym opened in fall 1978 and the pool opened a few months later in 1979.[footnoteRef:3] Major remodels and additions were completed in 1983, with significant maintenance performed in the 1990s as well. The pool proved particularly challenging to maintain. In 2016, a new pool was built to replace the original, failing aquatic facility. People’s Center is currently managed by the Park District, under an operating agreement with the City of Tacoma. [2:  Community members voted on the new name in August of 1977 (groundbreaking was in May). According to the September newspaper report on the poll results, People’s Center was the favored name, receiving 127 votes. The second most popular name, Hilltop Community Center, came in at 24 votes, and the third and fourth choices of Martin Luther King Jr. Center and Malcom X Center ranked close together at 16 and 14 votes respectively.]  [3:  When the new building opened its doors in 1978 the lease was a three-way agreement, between a volunteer committee, City of Tacoma, and Park District. In 1987, the agreement was updated to clarify the Park District’s management and operations role, while still looking to the community advisory committee for support.] 
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In the 1990s, building on the aquatics and youth sports focus of the 1980s, additional family and youth programs were pursued through grants and City subsidies to encourage greater local participation. The center struggled to connect to users in the early 2000s, as fees and program structures sometimes acted as barriers. However, today’s strong focus on community, youth, cultural events, and emphasizing member drop-in experiences has grown local use to new heights. Membership at all Parks Tacoma community centers is free for everyone under age 18 and People’s Center experienced a 30% membership increase from 2024-2025. 
As much of the world shifts towards virtual social engagement, community centers are important physical spaces for people to connect. For arts, culture, recreation activities, or just hanging out, the needs of the Hilltop area have outpaced the usefulness of this nearly 50-year-old building. The overall structure fails to provide the minimum level of quality amenities and programming for the neighborhood amid a growing need for social connections between all people in Tacoma. Community centers are vital places for people to just be people with each other. A new People’s Center will be able to provide the safe, welcoming, high quality amenities that the neighborhood desires and deserves. 
