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Date: May 19, 2021 
 

To: Chairperson Marcelia Nicholson., Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors 
Chairperson Jason Haas, Committee on Finance and Audit 
Chairperson Sheldon Wasserman, Committee on Parks, Energy, and Environment 

 
CC: Kelly Bablitch, Chief of Staff, County Board 
 Janelle M. Jensen, Senior Committee Coordinator, Office of the County Clerk 

Kelsey Evans, Committee Coordinator, Office of the County Clerk 
 
 

Subject: Report from the Milwaukee Public Museum 
Results for the 7 month period ended March 31, 2021 

 
 

The Mission of the Milwaukee Public Museum is to inspire curiosity, excite minds and increase desire to preserve 
and protect our world’s natural and cultural diversity through exhibitions, educational programs, collections and 
research. 
 
 
Current State of the Museum during the Pandemic 
In mid-August, MPM reopened its doors to its members and the public, but due to the Milwaukee Health 
Order we closed again in Mid-November.  We reopened the Museum in early March on Thursday’s through 
Sunday’s from 10AM – 5PM and then our retail store in April.  A few exhibits and the café remain closed, 
but hopefully these will be reopening at some point over the summer.  Prior to opening we finalized a 
comprehensive plan to ensure all of our employees and guests are as safe as could be during the pandemic.  
This plan was reviewed and approved by the County and the City prior to opening. 
 
Overall, all of our day to day numbers are well below prior year.  Our budget shows an over $4 million 
shortfall from FY2019 -- the last full year of operations prior to the pandemic.  MPM has worked diligently 
to cut operating expenses and is trying to maintain cash.  We have been as efficient as possible during the 
pandemic to preserve cash flow.   

 
MPM was given the opportunity to bring Mandela: The Official Exhibition, an exhibit about one of the 
greatest freedom fighters of the 20th Century, for its US Premier. This exhibit opened in April and has 
been attended by thousands of people in the community.  The exhibit will remain in Milwaukee until 
August 1st.  We thought that this was an opportunity that we could not pass up, given all that is going on 
in this community today. We have partnered with America’s Black Holocaust Museum to present this 
exhibit and have brought together a community council to guide us with programming and outreach. As 
of May 10th, there were more than 14,000 people who had visited the exhibit or experienced it virtually. 
This included more than 5,000 students who took part in live virtual tours and programs.  
 
 
 
 



Milwaukee Public Museum 

2 

 

 

 
Through alternative programming utilizing social media and other web-based platforms and working 
directly with public school teachers and parents, MPM is making the best possible efforts to continue its 
primary mission and deliver on its commitment to serve the County and its citizens. Since March when 
we closed to the public, MPM touched over 11.6 million citizens (since Sept – 7M) and directly engaged 
with nearly 608,000 (since Sept 321,000) of them. Included in those numbers are the 3,000+ MPS 
students who traveled around the universe with our planetarium director as part of MPS Learning 
Journeys.  
 
Dr. Jen Zaspel was promoted from Research Curator to Vice President/Academic Dean and now oversee 
Research, Collections, Exhibits and Education. Requests for collection data, information and photos are at high 
levels with staff responding to 179 external requests. The museum remains closed to external researchers and, 
to compensate, staff shipped 6 loans this quarter on top of scanning or photographing various items for 
researchers to examine. Collection work, digitization and grant tasks continue.  

 

Fiscal Summary 
Due to the pandemic, most of our financial numbers are not comparable to prior years and that is the 
reason for all of the variances.  As a quick summary, our attendance revenue for the fiscal year has been 
$197k vs $962kfor the same period last year.  Total revenue is $2.8 million vs. $4.5 million in the prior 
year and total expenses have been $5.1 million vs. $7.3 million in the prior year.  Overall operating net 
assets have increased $489k vs. a $728k increase last year. 
 
In May 2020, MPM received approximately $1.1 million of PPP1 money which was fully forgiven in 
January 2021.  In February 2021, MPM received approximately $1.2 million of PPP2 money.  This amount 
is currently being utilized with an expectation that it will be fully forgiven.  In May 2021, MPM applied for 
$1.3 million of grant money as part of the Shuttered Venue Operators fund through the SBA.  We will 
know the outcome of this request by June 2021. 
 

In other non-operating activity, the Museum and Endowment investments reported total fiscal year 
market gains of just over $1 million. Within the fiscal year, distribution from the MPM Endowment Fund 
totaled $51k, which was provided from temporarily restricted funds within the Endowment. The 
Museum continues to have to a fiscally conservative course of significantly reduced reliance on MPM 
Endowment earnings than in the decade prior. 
 
Capital Investment 
Summary County Funded 
Capital Projects 
Major County funded projects that are currently in process or will hopefully be in process soon at 
the Museum include: 
 

• fire panel/fire safety system replacement – currently set to begin in summer 2021  

• Repair dome theater roof – began in September 2019; many issues including continuing leaks.  The 2nd 
round of trying to fix this begins in later May 2021  

• 1st floor stairwell/bathroom issues – this project will begin in summer 2021 
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MPM Federally Funded Projects 
Dr. Jennifer Zaspel, VP/Academic Dean, continued working on the $4.3 million grant from the National Science 
Foundation (NSF). This project is a national effort   to digitize more than 1.3 million arthropod specimens, 
including parasites like fleas, ticks and mosquitoes, to develop a nationwide database of historical records. 
 
Ms. Patty Burke is well into the 4th year of an Institute of Museum and Library Services grant to digitize and 
organize the collection of Ordovician fossils in the Museum ($362,887). 
 

 
Reaccreditation 
As part of the reaccreditation process, MPM had a number of items necessary to show the progress to 
ensure we would be accredited early next year after being tabled for one year.  One part of that is the 
state and county showing the financial support to allow us to start the capital campaign for the new 
museum.  This is a necessity as the accrediting body has concluded, as has MPM, that long term 
sustainability in the current building is not possible.   
 
A second part was a bridge plan to ensure those collections at the most risk become secure.  After doing 
a study, MPM has developed a plan to accomplish this that will cost about $100k.  MPM is currently 
working with the County staff to fund this cost. 
 
Either, Ellen Censky, CEO or I will be happy to take questions during our appearance before the 
Committees. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Ryan O’Desky 
Senior Vice President of Finance and Operations 
Milwaukee Public Museum 
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