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TO: Standing Committee on City Services and Budgets 

FROM: Managing Director of Cultural Services 

SUBJECT: Vancouver Museum − Annual Review & 2005 Operating Grant Request 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

THAT an operating grant of $689,700 be approved to the Vancouver Museum 
Commission; source of funds to be the 2005 "Other" Grants budget. 

GENERAL MANAGERS’ COMMENTS 

The General Managers of Community and Corporate Services RECOMMEND approval of the 
foregoing. 

COUNCIL POLICY 

Council has approved annual operating grants to the Vancouver Museum to support ongoing 
operations since its formation as an independent non-profit society in 1971. 
 
Approval of grants requires eight affirmative votes of Council. 

PURPOSE 

This report provides a review of the organization’s 2004 activities and recommends a 2005 
Operating Grant for Council’s consideration. 

Supports Item No. 3 
CS&B Committee Agenda 
July 14, 2005 
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BACKGROUND 

The Vancouver Museum has been the keeper and interpreter of the City’s history since 1894, 
and since inception, has held the City’s collections in trust for the citizens of Vancouver.  The 
Vancouver Museum collects, preserves, researches and exhibits artifacts and specimens that 
illuminate the human and natural history of Vancouver. The Museum is an independent not-
for-profit society governed by the Vancouver Museum Commission, employs 13 full-time staff 
and 20 part-time/seasonal staff, with over 150 volunteers providing 5,800 hours of service to 
visitors and the organization.  
 
The Museum occupies a City-owned building in Vanier Park that it shares with the H.R. 
MacMillan Space Centre. The Museum’s relationship with the City is generally outlined in 
lease terms approved by Council in 2002. The lease discussions have been complex and 
required working through the relationship between the two institutions sharing the building 
and the City. Good progress has been made and the final lease agreements have been sent to 
both institutions for execution. The City anticipates that the lease will be executed by the 
fall of 2005, and upon execution, the lease terms and operating agreement will be 
implemented.  
 
In addition to capital and operating support through grants to the Vancouver Museum 
Commission, the City currently provides occupancy of the facility at a nominal rent, property 
tax exemption, utilities, janitorial services, and grounds and building maintenance through 
the City’s Facilities Design and Management department. Table 1 reflects the Museum’s 
sources of revenue, including City support (63% of revenues from all sources). 

 

Table 1: Vancouver Museum 
2004 Revenue Sources (%)
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The revitalization of the Museum and the retelling of The Vancouver Story is a ten-year $8.9 
million project that began in 1996/97. The City’s capital contribution of $3 million supports 
upgrading the facility to current building codes and museum standards, improving the lay-out 
and accessibility of the museum, and to provide current and relevant exhibits necessary to 
attract new and repeat visitors. In addition to the City’s investment, the Museum has 
received $500,000 from the Department of Canadian Heritage through the Cultural Spaces 
Canada Program, and $150,000 from the Vancouver Foundation. The first three phases of the 
capital project are complete − improvements to the public areas of the museum, a new 
orientation gallery, upgrades to ‘A’ wing, and the opening of the Joyce Walley Learning 
Centre (‘Walley wing’). 
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2004 Year in Review 
 
The focus for the Museum this year has been to deliver programs and sustain operations 
within a balanced budget, and simultaneously, to continue with its capital revitalization 
program. The Museum received $2 million in Canada/BC Infrastructure support, and together 
with the remaining City funds and private fund raising, has $3 million in place for the next 
phase. This phase of construction includes mechanical, sprinkler and seismic upgrades to ‘B’ 
wing, as well as the rejuvenation of four permanent galleries which tell The Vancouver Story. 
Exhibit content and design has been developed for the next two galleries and the Museum 
must raise $1.3 million from the private sector to complete the capital project. 
 
While the capital program progressed on refurbishing the permanent galleries, several 
temporary exhibitions were mounted in 2004 including: 
 

• Skateboarding in Vancouver − provided an in-depth look at the history of 
skateboarding and stories of the skateboarding culture in Vancouver; 

• Meet the Sasquatch − explored the evidence for and against the existence of the 
Sasquatch through original documents, plaster casts and film; 

• By Herta − featured a distinctive line of ceramics ware that was developed in 
Vancouver from 1955-1967; and 

• Lost Nuke − documented the first nuclear accident to take place in BC in 1952. 
 
Collection management is a significant responsibility of the Museum and during the past year, 
the Museum has been acquiring works in the course of developing the new 60’s & 70’s gallery 
largely through donations. Also in 2004, approximately 2,000 collection items were de-
installed in preparation for the renovation of the galleries in ‘B’ wing, and were subsequently 
condition reported, received conservation treatment and cataloguing as required. 
 
The Museum also began highlighting the range and quality of the City’s collection in a project 
that will ultimately display several thousand objects that would otherwise remain in storage. 
“Treasures” is a long-term exhibition that will also enable the Museum to carry out important 
work on the collection, as research, documentation, condition reports and conservation will 
be completed on each artifact before it goes on exhibition. 
 
2005 Plans 
 
The Museum is currently in the midst of the final phase of renovations and opened the first of 
these galleries − You Say You Want a Revolution − in April. To date, the Museum estimates 
that the renewal of the permanent exhibits has increased the number of collection items on 
public display from 4% to nearly 30%. Collection activity continues as part of developing the 
next two galleries which span the 1920’s to the 1950’s. The design of the next two galleries is 
complete and the Museum anticipates opening these two galleries in the spring of 2006. 
 
Travelling exhibitions have been supplementing in-house temporary exhibitions to allow staff 
to focus on the development of the new permanent galleries. New temporary and travelling 
exhibitions scheduled in 2005 include: 
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• Mail, Rail & Retail − organized and funded by the Canadian Pacific Railway, Canada 

Post Corp. and Hudson’s Bay Co., in partnership with the Canadian Postal Museum.  
• No Place for a Lady − an exhibit based on the 2002 book of the same name by Barbara 

Hodgson, features artifacts and images that re-create exotic lands that attracted 
women travellers and writers in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

• Reflecting Identities − examines the wealth of objects created by cultures from 
around the world for the tourist trade. 

 
The last two exhibitions have received federal Museum Assistance Program (MAP) funding and 
together will feature over 500 objects from the collection. The Museum also offers space for 
several community-based exhibitions. In 2005, the Kitsilano Centennial will be featured in a 
display of photographs and artifacts that highlight the past 100 years of the growth and 
development of this Vancouver neighbourhood. 

DISCUSSION 

The Museum experienced both successes and challenges in 2004. The new 60’s & 70’s gallery 
continues to revitalize the Museum’s permanent exhibits, and efforts to display more of the 
collection in temporary exhibitions has increased public access to collection artifacts that 
have been in storage. The Museum continues to face the challenge of expanding resources to 
keep pace with operational requirements, and at the same time execute the capital program. 
 
Developing audiences and growing attendance has been an ongoing challenge for the Museum 
ever since it re-opened in 1996. In the late 1980’s-early 90’s, total Museum attendance 
ranged from 72,000 to 98,000 visitors. Table 2 provides a 10 year history and indicates that 
attendance has not recovered to the pre-1994 levels.  
 

Table 2: Vancouver Museum Attendance 1995-2004 
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The capital revitalization was intended to address declining attendance by providing 
refreshed permanent exhibits to attract new and repeat visitors. As experienced with the 
construction of the Walley wing, many challenges arise from being open to the public while 
under construction. The revitalization of the Museum has taken longer than anticipated, and 
as seen in Table 2, attendance increases and then decreases on a two-year cycle beginning in 
1998. This cycle may be a result of the multi-year capital project, which completes 
construction in phases and affects the Museum’s ability to generate consistent increases in 
attendance and operating revenues. While the downward cycle in 2004 (several of the 
permanent galleries closed in late summer to begin renovations) was less severe than in 2002 
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(construction of Walley wing), the projected 13% increase in attendance for 2004 did not 
materialize, as the emphasis shifted from operations to capital once again. Total attendance 
was down 12% to 47,067. While there is a summer joint admission program between the 
Museum, the Maritime Museum and the H.R. MacMillan Space Centre, there are likely other 
partnership opportunities to increase attendance. 
 
Capital revitalization has had an impact on other areas of the Museum’s operations. The 
Museum’s attention has been diverted away from implementing an annual fund raising 
campaign to support its ongoing operations, as most of the funds raised are related to the 
capital project and are not available to offset the considerable overhead required to operate 
the Museum. In 2004, operational fund raising and donations were $11,589, and while slightly 
higher than 2003, continue to be very low relative to other comparable organizations. While 
private sector donations have been low, the new Walley wing has generated some operational 
support, with rentals up by 61% over the previous year. The Museum has also received funds 
from Department of Canadian Heritage to conduct a market research project to assist the 
organization in identifying donors and increase fund raising revenues.  
 
The Museum concluded 2004 with an annual deficit of ($900) on a budget of $1.5 million, with 
an accumulated surplus of $3,335. The Museum’s financial statements for the year ending 
December 31, 2003 are attached to this report as Appendix A. The Museum’s accumulated 
surplus has been eroding and, in addition to depleting cash reserves, will not be available to 
maintain the Museum’s positive financial position. Staff are concerned that this pattern is the 
reverse to what needs to occur, as the Museum is not in a position to reduce expenditures 
further without compromising operations. 
 
The Museum has projected a 4.4% increase in revenues and a 2.7% increase in expenditures 
for 2005 which are reasonable, provided that the Museum can meet the 5.5% increase in 
admission revenue projections given that several of the permanent galleries are closed for 
renovation. The Museum has been approached by both the H.R. MacMillan Space Centre and 
the Maritime Museum to discuss a variety of potential collaborations that may lead to greater 
efficiencies and public service. While the three institutions have had several discussions and 
implemented some joint programming and marketing initiatives, staff encourage the 
institutions to follow up on these discussions with actions that will increase admissions, 
revenues and sustainability. Staff will monitor and report back to Council on their progress. 
 
The Museum is also facing a change in leadership, as the current CEO has resigned effective 
the end of August. The search for a new CEO is underway and it is anticipated that the 
position will be filled prior to the end of August. The current CEO has agreed to continue 
under contract to manage the capital project which will provide continuity, although care will 
be needed to clarify roles and responsibilities between the two positions. 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Staff recommend a 2005 operating grant in the amount of $689,700 based on a general 
inflationary increase of 2.0% over the 2004 grant as approved by Council in the 2005 
Operating Budget. Source of funds is the “Other” Grants allocation in the 2005 Operating 
Budget. 
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CONCLUSION 

Throughout construction, the Museum has provided basic service to the public through a range 
of exhibits and public programs that celebrate the diversity of our City. However, the Museum 
faces multiple challenges as it continues operations while executing the capital revitalization 
project, including increasing attendance and fund raising revenues. Implementing marketing 
strategies, building on its successes with newly opened galleries, capitalizing on potential 
partnerships with sister institutions, and having Commissioners and staff actively engaged in 
both annual and capital campaigns will be key to meeting the organization’s operational and 
capital commitments. 
 
 
 
 
 

* * * * * 


























