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May 24, 2010 

Dear Mayor-Rawlings Blake:

 

I am writing to follow up my request for an opportunity to meet with you, Deputy Mayor Parthemos and Kumasi Vines to discuss The Senator Theatre and its uncertain future. I believe it’s imperative to do so before formal steps are taken to endorse a specific course of action. 
 

I’m a third-generation theatre operator, and my family has illuminated, entertained and employed the citizens of Baltimore for over a century. In the process, we built and operated over 50 “neighborhood” theatres in Baltimore City, employing  thousands of city residents for over a hundred years, and contributing millions to the city coffers. 

 

The Senator Theatre was designed for my family by noted architect John J. Zink, Jr. in 1939, the golden year of Hollywood's golden age, and it was operated in an award-winning manner for over 70 years until its acquisition by Baltimore City at foreclosure. Throughout seven decades of day to day operation, The Senator has often been referred to as "The People's Theatre It is therefore gratifying that The Senator has achieved its destiny and become a citizen-owned, national landmark building. Concerns do remain however, regarding the impetus and the manner by which Baltimore City acquired The Senator Theatre, 

 

I have stayed on the sidelines for over a year while the BDC planned and administered the Senator RFP process, and remained dedicated to the present challenge of keeping the historic facility operating by offering a wide array of films and special events, in collaboration with area non profits and the all-volunteer Friends of The Senator (FOTS) group.  I share the FOTS concerns regarding the egregious irregularities and lack of transparency surrounding the flawed Senator RFP process. I also share the FOTS position that achieving an optimal, vibrant future for "The People's Theatre" and its surrounding commercial district can benefit from the active guidance of historic theatre redevelopment professionals in the process.
 

In the past month following the abrupt withdrawal of the multipurpose Towson University RFP, we have been approached by an increasing number of concerned area business owners and managers who are angry and confused over the results and legitimacy of the BDC's RFP process. Many of the Belvedere Square merchants and the Govanstowne Business Association (GBA) members are bewildered. They've been excluded from active input in the RFP process as was expressed by outgoing GBA President Rick Swanson in a protest letter to your office and the BDC. I have also been excluded from consultation about The Senator Theatre’s future.       
 

Incredulity and misinformation are running rampant amid upsetting revelations of what the Cusack RFP entails.   An alarming aspect of the BDC-endorsed RFP plan that was approved without the inclusion of the GBA and other area business owners, requires The Senator to be shuttered from nine months to a year. That onerous element alone is seen as a threat to the surrounding businesses, which are already struggling in our down economy. 
 

The business owners and operators are also alarmed by the BDC's intension to significantly increase the city's million dollar investment to date, by advancing additional taxpayer funds, and making grants  to fund interior demolition of The Senator's unique and irreplaceable men's and ladies' suites. The area merchants also oppose the regressive plan, because many of them have already noted the impact of steadily waning film attendance in the past decade. Patrons have been steadily migrating away from the large, single-screen theatres like The Senator in Baltimore and The Uptown Theatre in DC, towards the popular mega-plexes that have proliferated. It’s a national industry trend that's been noted with concern by many of the businesses within our commercial district. The Senator continued to license the top hit films in release throughout the waning years, but fickle consumers have opted for the modern multiplexes and without expert industry guidance, the BDC is seemingly unaware of these troubling national trends in relation to the first-run RFP plan they selected as The Senator’s future.      

Our area business owners, however, witnessed firsthand the incremental declines in first-run film attendance over the years and as a result, they are very concerned. Through their representative organizations and as individuals they wish to better understand the big picture ramifications of what may lie ahead for The Senator as the district’s key institutional anchor and foot-traffic generator. As The League of Historic American Theatres (LHAT)can attest, there are scores of beneficial models nationwide of historic venues like The Senator that have been optimally redeveloped with a synergies that supercharge the economy of the retail districts they anchor.  
 

It has been suggested to us by Nelson Carey of Grand Cru, and his fellow business owners at Belvedere Square, as well as Cafe Zen and Zen West owners Po and Jo Chang, and many others within the business and residential districts, that they be afforded a timely opportunity to make inquiries and be brought up to speed about the road ahead. Many members of the business community need to better understand the pros and cons of the single-screen, for-profit, first-run film plan, and the ramifications of the lengthy shut down period. They also want to explore potential alternatives that may be more advantageous than the plan designated the BDC. 
 

The business community has requested an open, informational session at The Senator or perhaps at the nearby Weinberg Center to inform and advise all concerned. The intension is to inform those who are most directly affected who need to better understand the basic parameters and logistics of the BDC plan along with expert input and analysis from objective professional(s) in the specialized field of historic theatre redevelopment. The FOTS has apparently obtained a small grant to help meet the cost of expert historic theatre consultation.
During my tenure as the theatre’s owner / operator, many of our goals were achieved, and our skilled management team elevated The Senator's brand of excellence to national renown. Over the years, The Senator has been consistently celebrated across America as one of our nation's honored historic venues as noted by: The Wall Street Journal, Entertainment Weekly, US News and World Report, Us Magazine, Newsweek, USA Today, The New York Times, the Utne Reader, Forbes Small Business, People, CBS Sunday Morning, Fast Company, Rolling Stone, Interview, The History Channel, E!, CBS Sunday Morning, ABC News, and Entertainment Tonight. 
 

In 2001 The Senator was selected by The National Trust for Historic Preservation as a remarkably intact historic venue, representing America's vanishing Main Street theatres on The Trust’s annual "Eleven Most Endangered Historic Sites in America" list. In 2003, I was the recipient of the National Business Leadership Award designated by The National Trust for Historic Preservation and The National Main Street Center. I received two historic preservation awards from Baltimore Heritage, the "Creating Theatre History" award from the Theatre Historical Society of America, and the "Acorn Award" from the Baltimore City Chamber of Commerce. I also served on the board of the League for Historic American Theatres (LHAT), The Royal Theater and Community Heritage Corporation, The Govanstowne Business Association (GBA), The Baltimore City Chamber of Commerce, The Baltimore City Historical Society, The Junior League, Women in Film and Video of MD, United Community Access Media (UCAM), The Producer's Club of Maryland, and The Maryland Film Festival. 
 

I cite these accomplishments and honors to support my assertion that I have sufficient objective credentials, professional experience and career achievements to justify and reiterate my request to meet with you and your staff for a timely, candid discussion at your earliest convenience, in the best interests of all concerned.
Regards,

 Tom Kiefaber 
 410.960.9941                                    

Cc: Kaliope Parthemos
       Kumasi Vines
