Dear Senator RFP Panel Members, 

It is my responsibility as the sole representative of the Friends of The Senator [FOTS] group on the RFP panel to reflect the concerns and sensibilities of the members. It’s a critical responsibility and privilege that I approached with some trepidation and concern and have vowed to fulfill to the best of my ability.    
In that light, I have invested considerable time, energy and resources to research the complex issues involved with The Senator’s status as an endangered, historic landmark facility in order to contribute my best representative assessment of the two RFP’s in a sincere and informed manner.  
It has become apparent, based on numerous discussions with film exhibition industry professionals and historic theatre redevelopment experts, that the manner in which the Senator Theatre RFP selection process is being conducted is fundamentally flawed and must be corrected if the results are to have any objective validity.
My primary concern at this point in the process is that the BDC hasn’t to date engaged at least one qualified historic theatre redevelopment consultant to actively assist the panel and the BDC in the professional evaluation of the two RFPs under consideration. One of these RFPs will ultimately become the sole new operator designated by the City of Baltimore to bring the landmark Senator Theatre’s future potential to fruition. 

The BDC has of late made a start on bringing in some expert opinions by sending questions to John Bell of the Tampa Theatre, whose responses to the questions asked of him were illuminating and in alignment with what I have heard from several other film and historic theatre industry professionals. Marty Azola of Azola & Associates will lend his expertise in design and adaptive reuse of historic buildings to the discussion, and this is also encouraging news. It will be interesting to hear what he has to say about aspects of the project related to preservation and restoration. 

It must be stressed, however, that neither of these people is a qualified historic theatre redevelopment consultant who has experience in the overall management of the transition of an old movie theatre from an outdated single-screen first-run model to a restored, thriving entertainment venue that brings economic and cultural benefits to its community. Such a transition has many aspects to consider, including film industry dynamics, historic theatre preservation concerns and historic tax credit issues, evolution in programming models, ways to derive economic benefits for the community, and models for non-profit structure and fundraising for historic theatres. It is vitally important that someone who has successfully managed similar projects be brought on board, and since there has been no comparable project in Baltimore to date, we must look outside Baltimore. 

Tom Kiefaber previously brought in John Lind of Venuetech from California as a consultant, and his insights were invaluable. Mr. Lind is one person who has the kind of experience the BDC should be seeking, although he is certainly not the only option. My research in the past year has led to me to conclude that failure to recognize the need to involve an industry expert to actively participate invalidates the entire process and may place the future of The Senator Theatre in great jeopardy. 
The Senator is not merely a Baltimore City landmark, or limited to being a State of Maryland historic structure, it is a revered and celebrated national historic monument and a source of national pride and public concern about its uncertain future.  As the sole RFP panel member representing FOTS, I must encourage the BDC to fulfill their clear responsibility in this instance. A consultant with credible expertise in the field of historic theatre redevelopment would bring validity to the process and help substantiate the reasons for the final decision to a public that may be divided over the outcome. The BDC must make all reasonable efforts to ensure that the final recommendation they make to Mayor Rawlings-Blake has been decided in the most credible and informed manner possible. That isn’t what is taking place so far. Until a qualified historic theatre redevelopment professional is brought into the mix in earnest, I cannot in good conscience engage in further participation in the evaluation process.

The Friends of The Senator Theatre group will disseminate an online petition to garner as much support as possible nationwide to help encourage Mayor Rawlings-Blake, the city council and the BDC to do the right thing by engaging experienced and well-respected industry professionals in the process of evaluation.  
We hope that WTMD’s proposal is selected, because of the two RFPs under consideration, it is the only one that makes any sense based on the research we’ve already done. Nevertheless, we have concerns about WTMD’s proposal, and believe that even if WTMD is chosen, a historic theatre redevelopment professional should be consulted during the BDC’s exclusive negotiating period with them, to ensure that flaws in the proposal will be minimized and its full potential can be realized.

Regards,

Laura Perkins
Friends of The Senator Theatre

