Visual Arts Ontario

NOTICE OF SPECIAL MEETING OF MEMBERS

Chair’s Address:

Good evening all. Welcome to this Special Meeting of Members of the Organization. I‘m Nelson French - Chair of the Board of Directors of Visual Arts Ontario. I want to assure everyone that the reason we’re here tonight together is to enable a course of action for Visual Arts Ontario that to the best of our collective ability, will be of benefit to all our members. Tonight, your Board is recommending that the membership endorse the Board’s decision to seek a partnership with another arts service organization, as well as strike a special Advisory Committee to both identify the right organization and work through the details of a partnership.  
I’d like to provide a clarification as to the current status of membership. Membership in good standing in July of 2009 was extended to date. If you were a member then, you are a member now. 
So, some background on the organization’s current situation:
Visual Arts Ontario has had a significant impact on the artists of Ontario through its many programs and special events over the past four decades. VAO has strived and been successful in making available to the artists of Ontario the kind of programming that provides important support throughout the development of their careers. 
There have also been many singular successes for VAO, exhibitions and events celebrating art in Ontario and Ontario artists. You might remember Triple X, a touring celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of Visual Arts Ontario with stops in Toronto, Thunder Bay and Sault Ste. Marie, a tremendous collection of works from over ninety Ontario artists. 
Organizing this exhibition involved community consultations throughout the province and personal meetings with local artists. As a result of this experience, we sensed it was time to tender a more thorough and organized consultative process to determine the real needs, wants and desires of artists in the province and inform the direction, operation and sustainability of Visual Arts Ontario.
VAO then applied for and received a multi-year grant from the Ontario Trillium Foundation that funded an organizational strategic planning process and province-wide environmental scan and assessment of the contemporary needs of artists, a process we felt would inform VAO’s next steps as an organization. 
Community consultations took place in ten locations throughout the province and involved local artists, consultants, VAO staff and Board members. It culminated with a summit of leaders and stakeholders in the arts in Toronto in January 2009. 
Significantly, the results of this effort suggested a more accessible and horizontal operational model. This direction was tested and supported by findings in the community consultations. 
VAO then developed a strategic plan, the heart of which was a kind of on-line arts ‘hub’ envisioned as an ‘organic’ and extensive communication conduit and knowledge sharing center. The plan was ambitious and exhilarating, the potential, seemingly limitless. 
Our excitement and enthusiasm at VAO over this prospect was tempered by the scale of the undertaking and the implementation timeline. The prospect of public agency funding seemed slim and VAO has no culture of private donor support. But the operational model that had served VAO members for so many years was no longer financially sustainable - we were running out of money - operating funds were being eroded at an alarming rate – and the model also wasn’t meeting the increasingly diverse and sophisticated needs of artists. 
The Board took measures to stem the erosion of funds. By the end of July 2009 almost all services and resources to members were interrupted and the organization began limited operations as a virtual office, one very restricted in the services it was able to offer its members. The physical office was given up, staff was released. Because of the impact, service delivery became extremely limited, so the Board ethically felt it would not be prudent to demand membership fees. That’s why, if you were a member in July 2009, you are a member now. 
Also around the same time VAO’s 2009-2010 operating grant was deferred, putting more financial pressure on the organization. Then we were asked to apply again with notice again delayed. Until March of this year it appeared that traditional support from any of VAO’s funding partners was ending.  A bare minimum of resources and support for the membership could be afforded and the precarious nature of VAO finances became the preoccupation of the Interim ED and all Board members. 
While VAO has limited operating funds to sustain itself over the next few months. It does not have sufficient funding, or the prospect of renewed support, to deliver any programs or services to members, or to implement the strategic plan. 

Your Board has struggled to propose a solution which is fiscally prudent, and is most likely to see the needs of its members met. We firmly believe that it is in the best interest of VAO members to enter into a mutually beneficial partnership with another arts service organization. It has begun the work of identifying several potential partners who not only share members with VAO, but have both more capacity and funding potential to see the plan through. Moreover, these other arts service organizations compete with VAO for government and private funds and for members, when in fact our roles should be much more collaborative.  It is the Board’s hope that one of these organizations will offer the support VAO members need. 

Tonight, your Board is recommending that the membership endorse the Board’s decision to seek a partnership with another arts service organization, as well as strike a special Advisory Committee to both identify that organization and work through the details of partnership.  This Committee will be charged with entering into a meaningful dialogue with organizations, recommending a partner for VAO within the next 2 – 3 months and a strategy for that partnership. It will be made up of Board members, the Interim Executive Director; and members at large to ensure member interests are fully represented. 

Before opening the floor to your questions or comments about tonight’s business, I’d like to say thank you.  First to the members, who have waited throughout a year of uncertainty. Thank you for your patience, and support. I suspect you will agree with your Board, who had hoped for a different outcome, however, I hope you will support what we think is in the best interests of our member artists across Ontario.  
I’d like too, to thank the Board, and in particular Adri van Hilten, for steering the financial course of VAO through such perilous times. And of course, our interim Executive Director, Ed Phillips, former Chair of the Board of VAO, who stepped up last summer to help me steer such a challenging course. All of these people have worked extraordinarily hard, and deserve your thanks as well.

I’ll now open the floor for questions.
