Municipal Museum?

Question:
The Whistler Museum is currently considering the possibility of becoming a municipal museum, under the auspices of the ‘Resort Municipality of Whistler.’ Given the current funding climate for cultural institutions across the country, we feel such direction might offer increased financial stability. We are looking for feedback from other museums and

archives in BC that have faced a similar decision and pros and cons of each direction as well as the long-term implications. Any and all advice is appreciated.

Kerry Clark, March 15, 2004.

Curator, Whistler Museum & Archives
Responses:

1. I came to Burnaby Village Museum (BVM) as Curator in 1986 and they made this move from museum society governance to municipal museum in 1990. BVM, along with the Burnaby Art Gallery and Shadbolt Centre for the Arts, is now within the Cultural Services Division of the Parks, Recreation and Culture Department. The Burnaby Public Library, Heritage Planning and the recently created official city archives are all in other City departments.

There are pros and cons to moving a museum into a municipal system. Most issues, of course, have both pro and con aspects to them ex. more help/money available, but more rules and bureaucracy to follow.

The following are observations meant to help others be aware of issues. These points are not meant to criticize my employer. 

PROS:

· More stable funding;

· Probably a more businesslike approach by governing authorities as commissions, committees and councils are used to working with professional staff;

· MAY be able to tap into more civic funding;

· Should be able to tap into capital funding;

· Should be able to access some city resources ex. legal services, big trucks & work crews (a cost is involved usually), print shop (may or may not be cheaper than commercial printers), city alarm service, insurance (warning - may be self insured with a large deductible), etc…;

· MAY tap into more money for conferences and travel;

· Access to in-house training with municipality (ex. on computer programs, first aid, etc.);

· Access to Human Resources staff for advice and help in staffing;

· Higher pay for staff due to union, more benefits probably (higher pay means the museum can attract more job applicants, which gives a better choice during staffing.

CONS:

· Your museum becomes a little fish in a big pond. You won't likely get a "museum department" so they will put you in with someone. You should ask where they would put the museum in their structure. In our case, the museum/art gallery/arts centre are in under parks/sports. Most of the Parks Commission are sports oriented. Possible allies include the library, parks (though often they are sports oriented), municipal clerk (responsible for city records, so if you have or want an archives, this can be a good alliance), and heritage planning (responsible for designated heritage buildings). An independent museum has a board made up of people who CARE (usually) about the museum, to the exclusion of family, business, church, etc. (OK, perhaps I am exaggerating here) whereas a governing body in a municipality responsible for a museum will likely be non-museum people. Try to get them to visit the museum, but don't expect to get them for a "board training weekend";

· Subject to political whim (on Council, committees, commissions, etc.) 

· Subject to municipality's policies that can restrict the museum (for ex. MAY not be allowed to have own web page, but rather have yours be buried deep within municipality's web site;

· Possible loss of identity as an independent organization. Instead of your own museum's signs on the highway, etc. you MAY end up as a line in a municipal sign indicating parks, library, museum, etc.;

· More red tape. We had 3 budgets per year, now reduced to two, but also have fiscal reporting periods (which equal mini-budgets for amount of work involved). Museum's purchasing procedures would have to be brought in line with municipality's procedures and these can be very bureaucratic (ex. don't use a discount card and, therefore, pay full price at a store or don't buy items on sale at a stationary store as the municipality deals this year with the competition);

· Budget cuts in the municipality, sometimes due to factors totally outside the museum's control. A fictitious example - heavy snow one winter pushes municipal snow removal budget through the roof, so all municipal services, including museum, are trimmed to bring overall budget under control;

· Strike risk. If a municipal union goes on strike, museum is vulnerable to being behind picket lines. Thus, it needs at least one exempt (from union) senior staff member (usually the director/curator) to monitor alarms, deal with flooding etc. in the event of a strike;

· Probably have to adhere to municipal standards on computer programs. Fro example, Burnaby still uses Wordperfect and Quattro Pro (spreadsheet) and All-in-1 mainframe accounting system. Only a few staff have Microsoft WORD which is the defacto business standard these days;

· Getting approval for anything MAY take a lot longer.

NO CHANGE

· Tax receipts (from municipality rather than from Society).

????

· Union staff wages are nice for staff on payday, etc. But, museum's staff costs go up;

· Grant staff now have to be paid union wages, so this means topping up the grant wages, possibly even doubling them. Use of volunteers should be in a manner agreeable to the union. 

Colin Macgregor Stevens

Curator, Burnaby Village Museum

2. The ‘Penticton Museum & Archives’ is a division of the ‘City of Penticton’s Parks Recreation and Culture Department’. Staff is part of the bargaining unit, and the Director's position is non-union. The museum is responsible to the Parks, Rec., and Culture committee. There is a "Friends of the Museum" group that assists in events and fund raising for projects as set out in discussions with the director and staff and set out in the year to year plan as well as long range planning (such as being involved with a new museum location and building within the next five years). There is also a large volunteer contingent. One has to negotiate with the bargaining unit what jobs volunteers can or cannot due, so there is not the perception of having union staff being denied work. This has not been a problem in the 18 years I have been here. The Volunteers and Friends generate several thousand dollars a year by their various activities. Grants for summer students are still available, and there is a student rate of $13.64 per hour. Depending on projects to be worked on two to four students are hired. They generally start in the first week of May. With a municipal operation, most time is spent on museum and archival work, not on fundraising. I would suggest that a non-government funded museum/archives operation would spend the equivalent of 25 hours per week on fundraising and grant writing to run the operation. Funds from donations at the door (we do not charge an entry fee), some events, gift shop purchases and specific archive research fees goes to offset the cost of the museum/archives operations, both operationally and capital. Specific monetary donations go to where the donor directs the funds. If there are any other questions, please ask. 

Randy Manuel

Director, Penticton Museum and Archives. 
