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Date: November 13, 2020 
 

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 year ended August 31, 2020 
 
 

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.  Since that time we have been open 
on Thursday’s through Sunday’s from 10AM – 4PM, but many exhibits, the café, and our retail stores 
remain closed and have very limited facility rentals.  Prior to opening we finalized a comprehensive plan to 
ensure all of our employees and guests were as safe as could be during the pandemic.  This plan was 
reviewed and approved by the County 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 or that last full year of operations prior to the pandemic.  MPM has worked diligently 
to cut operating expenses and are trying to maintain cash.  Even with these cuts, we still expect an almost 
million dollar cash shortfall for the fiscal year.   

 

We had expected to have 2 major traveling exhibits during the year, Voyage to the Deep in the fall and T-
Rex-Meet the Family in the spring, but both of those have been postponed for 1 year.   
 
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 1.5 million citizens and directly engaged with almost 0.5 
million of them. MPM continues to grow these efforts.   
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Despite the museum closure, productivity in collections and research during the fourth quarter of FY2020 was 
steady with over 190 data and information requests completed. This quarter, 11,932 master and access derivative 
images were prepared for migration to the Master Collections archive folder and 5,966 images were added to 
EMu, updating 3,975 objects records. Natural science collections had over 26,500 digital records downloaded from 
the iDigBio portal, along with 21 papers published or submitted. 

 

Fiscal Summary 
For the year that ended August 31, 2020 MPM consolidated financial statements report an operating 
surplus of $1.2 million compared to $1.1 million the prior year.  Overall, the change in net assets was an 
increase of $0.2 million vs a $1.2 million decrease the prior year.  For the first 5 months was no change 
compared to an increase of $320k in the prior year.  This difference is mainly related to restricted donation 
contributions and releases from restrictions. 

 

Consolidated operating revenue was $11.0 million vs. $13.1 million in the prior year.  This mainly due to all 
operational activities of being closed for 5 months due to COVID-19.  To offset this amount, overall 
contributions to the Annual Fund were higher than the prior year by $0.9 million.   

 

Consolidated operating expenditures for the year were $9.8 million vs $12.1 million in the prior year.  All 
operating expenses were lower due to being closed for 5 months due to COVID-19.   

 
In other non-operating activity, the Museum and Endowment investments reported total fiscal year market 
gains of $175k. Within the fiscal year, distribution from the MPM Endowment Fund totaled 
$50k, 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 still being bid – 12-24 month project  

 repair of the dome theater roof – began in September 2019; many issues including continuing leaks.  The 
County is in fully involved in this process  

 1st floor stairwell/bathroom issues – part of the 2021 County capital budget  
 

 

MPM Federally Funded Projects 
Dr. Chris Tyrrell received funding from NSF to digitize and integrate significant Lepidoptera holdings from the 
upper Midwest tension zone region ($15,750) and he submitted a grant to NSF for a virtual research 
environment for investigating trait diversity of trees of the Americas ($29,070). 
 
Dr. Jennifer Zaspel, MPM Research Curator and Head of Zoology Collections, 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 3rd year of an Institute of Museum and Library Services grant to digitize and 
organize the collection of Ordovician fossils in the Museum ($362,887). 
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Reaccreditation 
MPM hosted the reaccreditation visiting committee on October 26th and 27th. The visiting committee spent 
two days diving deep into the museum and its operations, building, collection stewardship, educational 
activities and planning. They will submit a report to the AAM Accreditation Commission by November 17th. 
The commission will used the report along with documents that we submitted to make a recommendation 
in February. 

 
 
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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