A shattered bond - Museum of Art loses city funds after letter says it seeks to end partnership 

By Al Rudis, Staff Writer

LONG BEACH - It was a kind of scarlet letter.

Written by Long Beach Museum of Art Foundation Board President Roberta Jenkins and Executive Director Ron Nelson, it seems to have Mayor Bob Foster seeing red and City Manager Pat West feeling betrayed. 

The letter, dated July 21 and first seen by the mayor this week, points out that according to official papers, the museum doesn't really owe the city $3million after all. 

As a result, West said, Foster recommended in Wednesday's budget meeting that the city eliminate any payments to the museum in next year's budget. For the past several years, the city has paid the museum $569,000. 

Until that letter, the city had been in discussion with museum officials about a $3million dollar bond issue that was floated by the city 10 years ago to pay for new construction at the museum. The Museum Foundation had agreed to reimburse the city, but it could not raise enough money and, with the full bond payment to investors coming due in September, it had only $419,000 on hand. 

The city and museum had been discussing how to handle the shortfall and also fiscal management suggestions for the museum by city management and the city auditor. 

Then in researching the agreement, Nelson found that while it obligated the museum to raise money to pay off the bonds, it also said that if the museum couldn't do so by the time the bonds were due, the city would fulfill the obligation and that would conclude the agreement. There was no mention of an ongoing obligation, according to Nelson, who said legal advisers who analyzed the contract confirmed this. 

His letter brought this to the attention of West, who said in a phone interview Friday that Nelson is probably right, but wondered why the museum director had thrown this lightning bolt into the middle of what he thought were fruitful discussions between museum officials and Assistant City Manager Suzanne Frick. 

"I know that we've been having very positive conversations with Mr. Nelson," West said. "And then all of a sudden, the letter showed up. And we tried to call Mr. Nelson. I know Suzanne Frick's been trading phone calls back and forth all day (Thursday). I sent him an e-mail a couple days ago and haven't heard back from him. So that's all we know right now." 

"I think it's a fair assessment that they are not legally bound to pay the $3million back, but we've always been going on the assumption that we were partners in this for over 10 years." He paused a long time, before adding, "and now we're not." 

Reached Friday afternoon, Nelson seemed to be as upset as West and Foster, but for a different reason. 

He said that his letter was not a case of giving up on negotiations with the city, but rather another attempt to carry forward the process. 

He said that the letter - the Press-Telegram received a copy from Foster's chief of staff, Becki Ames - was not intended for public release and was written because of his duty to represent the best interests of the museum. He pointed out that the opening words of the letter were "The purpose of this letter is to further discussions between the Long Beach Museum of Art Foundation and the City of Long Beach." 

Previously, he had written another letter with a plan to square the museum's debt by giving the city $419,000, plus the title to the new building, and to lower its funds request by 15percent. That idea was rejected by the city, he said. 

According to his interpretation of the agreement, when it expires in September, the museum will owe the city only $158,253, and once it pays that, its obligation will be satisfied. 

When asked about whether the city was still entitled to the entire $419,000 the foundation has on hand, Nelson didn't deny it and said he would like to discuss this with the city. 

If the mayor's recommendation that Long Beach eliminate all funds going to the museum becomes part of the final budget, it will affect maintenance of the city's art collection. 

Nelson said the entire $569,000 paid to the museum each of the last few years is used for the collection. 

If there are no funds to maintain the city-owned art, there would have to be discussions on what would be done with it. "We wouldn't put it out on the street," Nelson said. 

West hopes the issue raised in the letter can be resolved. "I would like to have the opportunity to talk to the president of the foundation or Mr. Nelson to see if there's some type of gross miscommunication based on the letter," he said. "Because we just received the correspondence, and no one has had an opportunity to discuss it yet. 

"I would certainly like to talk to them personally to see whether we're misreading the letter in any way."
