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TO: Standing Committee on City Services and Budgets 

FROM: Assistant Director, Office of Cultural Affairs 

SUBJECT: Vancouver Maritime Museum - Annual Review & 2006 Operating Grant 
Request 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

 THAT an operating grant of $387,000 be approved to the Vancouver Maritime Museum 
Society under the terms and conditions outlined in this report; source of funds to be 
the 2006 "Other" Grants budget.  

GENERAL MANAGERS’ COMMENTS 

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

COUNCIL POLICY 

Council has approved annual operating grants to the Vancouver Maritime Museum (VMM) to 
support its 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 2005 activities and recommends a 2006 
Operating Grant for Council’s consideration.  
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BACKGROUND 

The Vancouver Maritime Museum Society (VMM) occupies a City-owned building north of 
Hadden Park in Kits Point and has operated in its current location on Kits Point since 1958. 
The VMM was operated as a department of the City until 1971, when it became part of the 
Vancouver Museums and Planetarium Association (VMPA).  In 1987, the VMPA dissolved and 
became three separate organizations: the Vancouver Maritime Museum Society, the 
Vancouver Museum Association (now the Vancouver Museum Commission) and the BC Space 
Sciences Society (now the H.R. MacMillan Space Centre Society). 
 
The VMM is an independent not-for-profit society governed by a volunteer Board of Directors 
and has 4 full time staff, 10 part-time and 17 seasonal staff. 114 volunteers contributed 
approximately 5,200 hours to VMM’s programming and activities. 
 
The VMM holds the City’s collections of maritime art and artifacts in trust for the citizens of 
Vancouver. The St. Roch, which is the premier attraction at the VMM, is also owned by the 
City of Vancouver and housed in a City-owned structure attached to the VMM. The VMM also 
manages Heritage Harbour which is home to several historic vessels.  
 
The Museum’s relationship with the City is generally outlined in lease terms approved by 
Council in 2002. However, as the Society’s attention has been focused on long-range planning 
which may include a relocation, lease discussions have been postponed pending a decision by 
the VMM Board. The City expects to resume discussions either for a short-term or long-term 
agreement with the Society, once the Society determines its future direction. 
 
In addition to an annual operating grant, the City currently provides occupancy of the facility 
at nominal rent, property tax exemption, utilities, janitorial services, and grounds and 
building maintenance through the City’s Facilities Design & Management department. Table 1 
reflects a breakdown of the VMM’s sources of revenue, including total support from the City 
(49% of revenue from all sources). 
 

Table 1: Vancouver Maritime Museum
2005 Sources of Revenue (%)

Fundraising 
17.9%

Other govts. 
9.5%

COV In-kind 
support 
17.7%

COV 
Operating 

31.3%

Earned 
23.5%

 
 
2005 Year in Review 
 
The major focus in 2005 was planning for a proposed new National Maritime Centre and at the 
same time, working to stabilize and sustain the organization’s day-to-day operations and 
programs. The major temporary exhibition, On the Waterfront: Forgotten Images, 
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Remembered Stories, explored how Vancouver is linked with the Fraser River. Two other 
exhibitions included Tall Ship Voyage and A Sailing Life, and an archival exhibit that 
highlighted the history of coastal shipping in BC with artifacts from the collection. Late in the 
year, the VMM received a donation of a large collection from Dr. Wallace Chung of over 9,000 
marine-related art works, posters, books and ephemera.  
 
Programs for 2005 include co-hosting the second annual Vancouver Regional Historica Fair 
with the Vancouver Museum and a new joint initiative with the Vancouver Museum and the 
H.R. MacMillan Space Centre called Explore Sundays was launched. The VMM was one of 
several Vancouver institutions to participate in the Think Vancouver: Think Waterfront multi-
media project.  
 
The VMM implemented several changes in the organization and reduced staff hours in 2005 to 
maintain a balanced budget without reducing public hours, programs or exhibitions. The VMM 
concluded the year with a surplus of $18,382 on a total operating budget of $978,083, and 
this surplus was applied to deficit reduction. Notwithstanding this, the VMM still is carrying an 
accumulated deficit of $238,242. The VMM’s financial statements for the year ending 
December 31, 2005 are attached to this report as Appendix A. 
 
Work in 2005 continued on the VMM’s visioning for a new museum. A report commissioned by 
the VMM Board and funded by Western Economic Diversification (WED) and the Province 
concluded that maintaining the status quo was not sustainable and recommended a 
reinvention of the VMM to a new National Maritime Centre, which went beyond the concept of 
a museum. Initial site options were reviewed and the VMM received additional funding from 
the federal government and the Province to review two of the options in more depth, 
including a collaborative option in Vanier Park with the Vancouver Museum and/or the H.R 
MacMillan Space Centre.  
 
The additional options study was completed in November.  At that time, the VMM Board’s 
stated preference was to pursue a site in North Vancouver.  On December 12, 2005 North 
Vancouver Council approved the following motions: 
 

THAT the concept of a National Maritime Centre to be located at the site of “The 
Pier” (Historic Shipyards precinct), in the City of North Vancouver, as set forth in the 
Western Economic Partnership Report (Attachment No. 1 of the December 7, 2005 
report), be endorsed; 

 
AND THAT staff be authorized to enter into partnership with a newly created National 
Maritime Centre Society to obtain funding for the development of the design concept 
for this Centre. 
  

2006 Plans 
 
Notwithstanding the proposal in development in North Vancouver, the VMM continues to 
explore a partnership with the Vancouver Museum and/or the HR MacMillan Space Centre in 
Vanier Park. The institutions have applied the Department of Canadian Heritage’s (DCH) 
Organizational Capacity Building program for funds to identify ways in which they the can 
share resources, develop a business plan and a strategic framework for implementing 
operational collaborations that will strengthen the organizations. It will be in this context 
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that the VMM will be reviewing its organizational structure and conducting its search to 
replace the outgoing Executive Director. 
 
The VMM is planning two major exhibitions which feature artifacts from the collection. Tales 
from the Vault: Incredible Treasures and Stories grew out of the digital access project that 
featured 100 of the most significant objects from the collection. Highlights from the W.B. 
Chung Collection will feature significant images and documents from this newly acquired 
collection. The VMM will also be developing a new collection storage plan to accommodate 
the growth of the collection through this acquisition. Both of these exhibitions will enable the 
VMM to carry out needed work on the collection, as cataloguing, research, and documentation 
will be completed on each artifact when it is accessioned into the collection and before it 
goes on exhibit.  

DISCUSSION 

The Maritime Museum is in transition and continues to face the challenge of running day-to-
day operations, and at the same time, planning for a sustainable future. Over the past few 
years, the VMM has been averaging one new major temporary exhibit a year, due to its 
limited resources. Two new temporary exhibitions are planned for 2006 with a modest 
increase in the exhibitions budget, and while the VMM has recently added a series of 
community art exhibits to its schedule, the lack of several major changing exhibits annually 
has had an effect on paid attendance. 
 

Table 2: Van. Maritime Museum Total Attendance History
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TOTAL 88,204 118,046 97,782 84,718 95,411 86,545 98,311 95,970 84,759 82,929 89,959

Paid Public 25,746 33,909 29,011 26,308 30,601 29,918 36,499 16,663 16,252 15,761 14,401

Other Paid Activities 6,262 11,296 8,074 7,201 15,663 8,134 9,021 9,490 9,149 8,994 2,482

Paid School 5,093 9,513 7,585 7,167 4,811 5,012 8,897 7,160 5,597 6,595 6,116

Free Attendance 51,103 63,328 53,112 44,042 44,336 43,481 43,894 62,657 53,761 51,579 66,960
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As illustrated in Table 2, developing audiences has been an ongoing challenge for the VMM. 
Attendance at the VMM has decreased since 1996, with a 58% drop in paid public attendance 
since 2001.  While the VMM has reported a total attendance of approximately 90,000 for 2005, 
67,000 of these were free admissions at the Heritage Harbour, community festivals and 
outdoor events.  
 
Two other major challenges for VMM have been its building and its accumulated deficit. The 
building that currently houses the VMM needs major renovation to meet current museum 
standards and has been the impetus for the vision of relocating/building a new museum. The 
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VMM also has a significant accumulated deficit, much of which was incurred in the early 
1990’s but continues to be a significant detriment to operations and fund raising.  
 
In an effort to address the deficit, the VMM utilized strategies developed with the assistance 
of the Vancouver Foundation. As a result, operational fund raising and donations over the past 
two years increased, but so did expenditures resulting in lower than expected surpluses. 
While the VMM did post a surplus this past year and is projecting a surplus in 2006, the VMM’s 
current deficit reduction plan is to budget for annual operating surpluses which would pay 
down the debt at a rate of $35,000 per annum. This strategy did not significantly reduce the 
deficit in the past and the VMM will need to identify other strategies to eliminate its debt. It 
is critical that the VMM address the long-outstanding deficit issue so that the organization can 
re-engage the public and potential funders with a renewed vision and role in the maritime 
community. 
 
The initiative to explore collaborations with the Vancouver Museum and/or the Space Centre 
may also assist these organizations in implementing strategies that lead to greater 
efficiencies and public service. City staff encourage the institutions to follow up their 
discussions with actions that will increase attendance, revenues and organizational 
sustainability for all of the institutions. 
 
In summary, the organization is in the midst of a significant transition, including a change in 
leadership, and faces the ongoing challenges of the accumulated deficit and the ability to 
deliver exhibits and programs that will attract new and repeat visitors. Staff are therefore 
recommending an operating grant subject to the conditions that by the end of the year, the 
Society: 
 

• reports back to the City on its organizational structure and operational plans; 
• provides a Business Plan which includes balanced annual operating budgets based on 

the existing City grant support; and  
• provides an update on deficit reduction to date and a revised plan that demonstrates 

how the balance of the accumulated deficit will be eliminated within five years. 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Staff are recommending a 2006 operating grant of $387,000 based on a general inflationary 
increase of 2.0% over the 2005 grant as approved by Council in the 2006 Operating Budget. 
The source of funds is the “Other” Grants allocation in the 2006 Operating Budget. 
 
Staff note that the VMM is in a period of transition and change.  The City grant is paid on a bi-
weekly basis.  Staff will monitor the VMM’s operations and report back to Council should there 
be significant changes in the organization that would affect the grant awarded. 

CONCLUSION 

The Vancouver Maritime Museum continues to work to address its current operational 
challenges and seek a new and more sustainable future.  The organization is in the midst of a 
significant transition and will need to clarify its role and vision within the community, and 
with the other institutions in Vanier Park, as well as reduce its accumulated deficit. Staff 
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emphasize the need for the VMM to stabilize its organizational and financial capacity so that 
it is best able to realise its opportunities and options. Staff are recommending an operating 
grant of $387,000 to the Vancouver Maritime Museum Society under the terms and conditions 
outlined in this report. 
 

* * * * *
 


































