Waldron Study Group, January 8, 2010

The Waldron Study Group convened its second meeting at noon on Friday, January 8, 2010 in the McCloskey Room of City Hall. In attendance were group members John West – FC Tucker, Chair; Joni McGary – B-PAC; Sarah Rogers - First Financial Bank; Susan Sandberg – City of Bloomington Common Council; Lynn Schwartzberg – City of Bloomington Community Arts Commission; Ron Stanhouse – Bloomington Area Arts Council (BAAC); and A John Rose – Textillery Weavers. City staff present included Danise Alano and Miah Michaelsen – Economic and Sustainable Development, and Margie Rice, Legal.

West convened the meeting at noon.
West began the meeting pointing out that in light of recent developments, the mission of the Waldron Study Group may be in doubt.  The current situation, West pointed out, is an multi-page press release sent out by the Bloomington Area Arts Council (BAAC) on January 7th, 2010 that presents the Arts Council’s perspective of the current situation and states that the Arts Council may well disband, but will close the John Waldron Arts Center (JWAC) on March 1, 2010 if they are not able to raise $120,000.  The full press release from the Arts Council can be found at www.artlives.org.
West pointed out that Mayor Kruzan formed the Waldron Study Group specifically to find a way to keep the JWAC and the BAAC together to manage this building for  community benefit for the arts, but without the arts council as a player, that changes the whole situation.  West stated that this is not his opinion but rather counsel from the office of the mayor. 

West moved to place the study group in a holding pattern until March 1st.  He stated that it was not a suggestion that the group disband but rather suggested that there may be other avenues that the city may need to travel given the new developments.     
McGary asked for clarification from West as to whether the city plans to sit back until the March 1 deadline, pointing out that several performing arts groups will be immediately affected by the closing of the Waldron.  She pointed out that Cardinal Stage has performances of The Drawer Boy that open in February and extend into March.  Cardinal Stage also has an April performance scheduled and a summer performance scheduled at the JWAC.  She suggested that “cancelling these performances will cause Cardinal Stage to go under.”  McGary also referenced the economic impact of these arts groups to the downtown area pointing out that Cardinal Stage brings upwards of 12,000 to 15,000 people downtown over the course of a year.
McGary asked if the study group has the “responsibility to push an agenda, will the city stand by to let this arts council do this until March 1st and let everything hang in the balance?”
Rice stated that there “is no current right of reversion of the JWAC to the city.”  Rice also confirmed that “the city is in a holding pattern but the city is interested in hearing from all interested groups.”

Rose asked Rice to explain the term ‘reversion’.  Rice defined reversion as “when someone who has an interest in the building has a right to come back in if X, Y, and Z happen, they have a right to come back in and take possession of the building.  There was a right of reversion in the document early on.  It was kind of tied to if you did not rehab the building, or did not use it as an arts center for the first ten years, but after that the right of reversion went away.  All that is left is that the city is a mortgage holder for the BAAC until 2020.  But the city has no legal right to go back in and take possession of the building at this point.”
Alano stated that the city brought together the study group so as to “maintain (the JWAC) purpose as a community center and arts center as it is; we are here to figure out how it can stay open.”
Schwartzberg suggested that the group may still have a “purpose in assisting the BAAC in righting this ship and not closing their doors March 1 by getting more information.”
Sandberg agreed with Schwartzberg and pointed out that the study group had discussed the idea of a town hall meeting with the community regarding the current JWAC situation.  She is concerned that the community has not had a chance to weigh in on the situation.  
West pointed out that he does not disagree with these statements but restated that the group was never designed to analyze the BAAC and the way that they do business, they were called together to “analyze the direct correlation between the Arts Council and the Waldron and how to take care of that.”

Rose suggested that their mission was to “see a continuity of the Waldron, open for business.  As it relates to the BAAC is certainly a part of that, but more importantly, if we can continue our conversations as to how to keep the Waldron open.”
Sandberg pointed out that “as the BAAC is the stewards of the JWAC, the study group has the task of look(ing) into the BAAC in looking at their practices, how did they get here and what is going to happen if they are unsuccessful in this bid.”  

Sandberg, McGary, and Rose stated that they would be willing to continue the work of the study group in regards to “pursue(ing) the stewardship of the building.”   
West pointed out that the building belongs to the BAAC.
McGary replied that she understands that but “public pressure is important” and that “there are many untapped resources in the community that might be able to help”, and suggests “that there needs to be independent auditing of the information that the BAAC has made public to the community.”  

McGary asked to go on the record stating “I do not think that the city is well served by just letting that happen”, referring to a March 1 closing date of the JWAC.  “I am telling you, just from a performing arts standpoint, the impact to the performing arts community is great and I know that it is great to other community groups as well, but I can not speak for them.”
Rice chimed in that “she feels this discussion is very important and that the opinions will be shared with the Mayor” and points out that much of the current situation has only come to light in the last couple of days and that “there needs to be some time to digest the information.”

McGary asked West to confirm if the Mayor told him that the group was in a holding pattern.   Alano responded “we may need to rethink some of the things that you are focused on but I still think the analysis of the facility and the relationship between whatever entity manages the facility and the groups that us it are important to understand.”
McGary suggested that this current press release from the BAAC should not derail the study groups’ function.  McGary asked, if the BAAC shuts the doors on March 1, “Do we start all over again?”

Rice pointed out that “I was under the impression that we would wait and see what happens with their ability to raise funds to take care of the debts that they had – but – obviously this group wants to continue to meet.  It feels like they have some work to do.  I think that this message needs to be taken back.”  

Sandberg asked Stanhouse if this recent BAAC announcement was a way “to seek a financial solution from the city.”   Stanhouse replied “No.”

Sandberg asked Stanhouse, is there “discussion of the BAAC itself as an entity dissolving?”
Stanhouse responded “There has been some in-depth cost accounting, and it shows that the resources involved with maintaining the building are substantial and draw time and attention away from the other efforts of the Arts Council.  To the point where in a five year period, which is as far as we went back, there is substantial losses on operating the facility.”
Stanhouse suggested that there is a possibility of separating the operations of the BAAC and the JWAC or that the study group could suggest ways to restructure the BAAC revenues.  He also pointed out that the Indiana Arts Commission found the BAAC lacking solid management and finances for years, and that the new management which is trying to “clean up” is getting blamed for past problems.
Sandberg responded that part of the work that the study group is doing is to “talk to former staff and former directors about what happened (and) when.  I think that the massive turnover has certainly largely contributed to where we are now.  Maybe the people at the helm now do not have the historical perspective that would be useful to use in moving forward.  Where do we go from here?  It is clearly a problem, this is a crisis.  This is an opportunity for us to say who can be good stewards of this building and shepherd it through so that no other arts groups are hurt in the bargain.”
Schwartzberg pointed out that it is “very dangerous for us to accept these things stated as facts are facts.  Many of us know that some of these are not facts.”  “Or that they are out of context” stated West. 
McGary stated that this group should ask: “should this arts council, should any arts council, be the entity running this building.  It seems that this is a real opportunity to have another entity running it (the JWAC). We should be at the ready if they do not raise the money, and even if they do – suppose they come up with 120k – in the last couple of years, someone ponied up $150k in a year – the problems will not go away and then the further problem is that you want someone running this building that is in synch with what the community wants.”
Sandberg restated the value of having a town hall meeting.

Rose suggested that the current financial situation of the BAAC should not change the study groups’ mission.

West restated that the “group is authorized by the Mayor and that until the Mayor realigns the study group mission” he feels the group should be on hold.  
Sandberg pointed out that a town hall meeting will reveal important feedback for the city and the BAAC. 
West pledged to meet with the Mayor quickly to get direction.

It was agreed that the January 22nd meeting of the group will stay on the books.

Stanhouse added: “Something that I might weigh in on, certainly the problems in the financial statements provided go far beyond the performance groups and in the same respect, the pain that gets suffered from the possible outcomes goes far beyond the performance groups as well.  What those documents try to do is separate the operations of the arts council outside the management of the building.  It shows that that part is profitable, that part makes sense, and that part serves quite a few people.  But the operations that take place inside the building and those groups that come in to use the building for their art activity are not profitable.”

Stanhouse went on to state “again that separating the building and the arts council remains an option in going forward.” 

West pointed out again that “the arts council provides a lot of services, and our role though was not to analyze or micromanage any of that stuff.  It was only what relates to the building.  There are revenues and expenses attached to all of those activities and we are only charged with the limestone structure.”
West went on to state that “Without the arts council as an owner of the building, there could be a large paradigm shift and we are not prepared to address that yet. We may be next meeting, but right now we are not.  The fact that the arts council made this announcement, I suspect partly, because there has been so much discussion about the whole situation, it kind of brought things to a head.  We just found out about this 48 hours ago.  It just happened to be we were having a meeting today.  This is something that we have not had time to chew on or think about very long.  I am sure that we will read more about it in the paper in the next couple of days and when the dusts settle down and then we can get some work done.”
Rose asked Stanhouse for clarification that the BAAC is open to exploring the option of separating themselves from the JWAC.  Stanhouse confirms, “There is.”
West pointed out the BAAC has been very open but “that the board has never sought any counsel and that the BAAC is there to do the analysis that now the study group is being asked to do.”
West went on to state again that he feels the study group is “extending the scope of the mission beyond brick and mortar.”  Rose countered “that it makes sense to look at the larger picture and “analyze them in the context of where they impact the building.”
Rose pointed out that there is a historical passion for the Waldron and he feels that the passion is still there.  He went on to state that time is of the essence as “there are a lot of people whose futures are dependant upon that building”
McGary pointed out that B-PAC sent their letter to the BAAC in November and it is now January and it is just now that the BAAC has been willing to sit down with performance groups.

West committed again to meet quickly with the Mayor about the direction of the group.

Sandberg, McGary, and Rose stated their willingness to have an ad hoc meeting prior to the scheduled Jan 22 meeting.
Mr. West adjourned the meeting at 12:50 p.m.
