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SCRIPT: from interviews by Duncan Smith at Museum Wharf on October 20, 2006, and Dan Prigmore at Museum Wharf on February 25, 2010, interviewed and selected by Mike Spock, videography by Carol Yourman [to be edited into YouTube movie]; KEYWORDS: real estate project as opposed to a joint museum venture, equity between partners, museum-grade facility, Fort Point Channel, take as much as each wants and can afford, rest is common ground, bank it for the future, rent it out to cover costs, equity in the venture but not in the real estate, sell it as a concept, structured differently, sign a lease, museum people are good at program but not running or expanding a building; American Society of Real Estate Counselors, have been a general contractor, developer, landlord, tenant, borrower, lender, construction or financing specialist.
MIKE:  They’re wonderful thoughts.  And I think you nailed it.  Both the analysis and the project.  And in a sense with, if you overreached, you overreached for good reasons.  And in the semi-failure of it, it was, again, for good reasons.  And I was thinking when you were talking of taking responsibility for getting everybody into the pickle, I don’t think you needed to take full responsibility for that.  You had plenty of company, including me, in that.  Talk about this business of –one of the things we talked about, I remember, during the planning and conceiving the thing at the very beginning, I think we both had this sense for it to be a true collaborative, we had to be equal partners.  It had to be 50/50.  We had to ante up the same amount even if we weren’t identical organizations in terms of mission, collections, audiences.  We felt that in terms of presenting to our funders, the outside world, and to ourselves, we had to feel that there was no senior and junior partner in the thing.  Is that right?

Yes, that was.  That was our assumption, and I think for a lot of people, that was actually how we presented it. I know that was true in the foundation pitches, and a couple of the joint solicitations of major donors.  

MIKE:  And the kind of questions they would pose to us:  “Why are you doing this?”

Duncan Smith pp 8-9 thinking about Museum Wharf as a real estate project where organization equity might not be so much of an issue. Well, you know, think about this for a moment.  I think it’s something that actually occurred to you earlier.  If this had been a real estate project as opposed to a joint museum project, then in a funny way we could have allowed each museum to run on its strengths without being caught in the dilemma of not meeting the common standard of equity between the partners.  So if we’d say, “Okay, we’re going to renovate a museum-grade facility on the Fort Point Channel, and you take as much as you want and can afford and we’ll take as much as we want and can afford, and we’ll put the rest into a common ground, bank it for the future or rent it out to cover the costs”, in other words, if we’d had a kind of equity in the venture without having an equity in the real estate, we might have structured it differently.  And I think if we were going to do this again, I’d be inclined to sell that as a concept.  You do the real estate, get that settled, and then worry about the distribution of space within the package, rather than saying that the project, real estate, is the reality of the two museums, which we came close to saying.  And I don’t know how we would have come to that as a premise, because I think I [it?] flies in the face of joint venturing things.  But in a funny way, the best – this is based on our experience – the best solution might have been to have gotten someone else to do the whole building. 
MIKE:  We talked about that, actually.

In other words, sign a lease.  Sign lease commitments to take space with certain facilities available.  So I don’t know.  If we were going to do it again today, I’m not sure what would be different, but I’m not sure that we would repeat what we did.  I think that unless you have institutions that are remarkably evenly matched in resource and potential, it’s very hard to get something like this to work out in the end without tensions that are not fully productive.  And the other thing is you really don’t know until you get into a project like this, how it’s going to break.   MOT actually raised a lot of money because it projected a vision.  And you did, too.  But that was hard to define going in.  As we went further and further into this project, it became easier and easier in a way to raise money.  We weren’t raising it as we thought we were going to.  I have this fantasy that somebody will walk in the door and say, like the president of Geico to Tom Kearns at the Guggenheim, “Go baby”, and drop $125 million on the table and say, “You want a museum in Bilbao?  Well, go do it.”  “You want a ten-story office building?  Do the building next to the [Wright] building in Manhattan?  Go baby.”   But those people exist.  That can happen.  In a funny way I’m surprised that it hasn’t happened to the Children's Museum.  Because it’s such a [inaudible] institution.  I mean, the whole institution of the Children's Museum should get a MacArthur Grant.  I mean, the whole joint.  Some thoughts. 

MIKE:  I can’t remember exactly how you put it and exactly when you said this, but you came fairly early in the thing, you kept talking about museums shouldn’t be in the real estate business.  They should run museums and there has to be some other way to create the real estate that you use.  And you could rent it, you could be given it, whatever it would be.  But that was a conflict of Talent and resources.

MIKE:  And I thought, why in the hell do you keep saying that?  I don’t understand that.  But I understand it completely now.  Completely.
Well, museums don’t do it.  Museum people may turn out to be real estate whizzes.  But the chances are reasonably low that that’s really what they’re good at.  They’re terribly good at program, and they’re terribly good in many cases at scholarship and educational activities that enrich enormously the [inaudible] life of the people that get near them.  But buildings?  Running a building?  Running a building?  Expanding a building?  It’s really a game for other people.  3:00 min

************************************************************************

Dan Prigmore p 11 who makes real estate decisions? And so here was just a fabulous staff, but again, organizations like the Children's Museum, almost all nonprofits, face a major real estate decision so seldom in their lives that there’s no reason for them to have anybody on staff who know what to do with it.  I’m going from here to spend the afternoon with another nonprofit that’s looking at $100 million building.  And they’re clueless, but there’s nothing wrong with that.  There’s no reason, I mean, they’re very good at what they do and they shouldn’t have on staff that kind of expertise
Dan Prigmore continues on pp 17-18 But I guess my point is, when an organization takes on a once-in-a-lifetime task, and I think that part of the shame of it is that they really are lambs and there’s a whole world of wolves who are very good at shearing those sheep.  And they, you know, you talk about this standard and that standard and, you know, it has to be gold plated in this way.  And I just watch money just go down the drain.  And yet it’s hard for an organization to put its trust in somebody and to say, “That person has my best interest at heart”.  And I wish there were a professional organization.  I mean, I belong to something called the American Society of Real Estate Counselors.  And the real estate counselors are different than kind of most everybody else in the profession in that they work for a fee.  They work for their clients for a fee to deal with real estate issues.  And in kind of when I wasn’t on a long-term assignment, you know, like Fidelity.  I came as a real estate counselor and ended up there for eight years.  And so I had a number of those.  But in between, I would have a number of assignments.  And whether it was Bolt, Beranek and Newman or Lotus or the Boston Gardens, I mean, so I’ve just had this cadre of clients that I’ve worked with over the years.  But again, I had an odd training.  I’ve been a general contractor, I’ve been a developer, I’ve been a landlord, I’ve been a tenant, I’ve been a borrower, I’ve been a lender.  And so to understand kind of the nature of the dilemma that you had, you couldn’t go to just a construction specialist or a financing specialist, that you really had a development problem.  And it’s too bad that we don’t have a cadre of real estate developers who will make their time available to nonprofits. 1:45 min//4:45 min
