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Date: February 1, 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 4 month period ended December 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, but due to the Milwaukee Health 
Order we closed again in Mid-November.  Our goal is to reopen again at some point in March based on the 
updated orders from the city.  When we do reopen, we plan to continue to be open on Thursday’s through 
Sunday’s from 10AM – 4PM, but a few exhibits, the café, and our retail stores will remain closed and we 
will have limited facility rentals.  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. 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. We continue to raise funds for the 
exhibit and programming to insure that it does not impact our financial situation. We had expected to 
have 2 other major traveling exhibits during the fiscal 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 one year.   
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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 5.7 million citizens and directly engaged with more than 
448,000 of them. MPM continues to grow these efforts.  
 
Despite limited access to the museum collections and laboratory spaces, productivity during the first 
quarter of FY2021 was steady with over 110 data and information requests completed. This quarter, 
6,164 digital records were either inserted or updated in EMu. Natural science collections had over 61,000 
digital records downloaded from the iDigBio portal, along with 14 papers published or submitted. 

 

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 
$94k vs $721k for the same period last year.  Total revenue is $2.8 million vs. $4.5 million in the prior year 
and total expenses have been $2.8 million vs. $3.8 million in the prior year.  Overall net assets have 
increased $235k vs. a $684k increase last year. 
 

In other non-operating activity, the Museum and Endowment investments reported total fiscal year 
market gains of $544k. 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 still being bid – 12-24 month project  

 Repair 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). This grant is still pending. 
 
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 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). 
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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 submitted a report to the AAM Accreditation Commission. The 
commission will meet on February 11th and 12th and determine one of three courses of action: 1) 
reaccredit the museum, 2) if one or two core issues are found, they can table accreditation for one year 
to allow for significant progress on the issue(s), or 3) deny accreditation. 
 
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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