Summary of Meeting of Three Trustees with Three Volunteers Representing the Volunteer Moratorium

Thursday, May 21, 2009

Present at this meeting were Garden Trustees Dr. William Koonce, The Hon. Fife Symington, III, Ms. Melody Taft and Dr. Karen Davidson.  Ms. Christine Riesenfeld; Ms. Susan Spector, and Mr. Bill Lewis represented those volunteers participating in the moratorium.  Alumni Trustee, Mr. Michael Benedict was an observer.

Fife welcomes Ms. Riesenfeld, Ms. Spector, and Mr. Lewis.  He describes the subcommittee the Board put together to address volunteer issues, noting that he sees this as an ongoing discussion.

Christine Riesenfeld says that they (the volunteers they represent) see it as management issues at the Garden, not as volunteer issues.

Ms. Riesenfeld describes a publication distributed by volunteers at the Santa Barbara Farmer’s Market last Saturday.

She continues, saying there are “real management problems going on here [at the Garden] from the volunteer point of view, but more significantly, there are problems for the staff, and for the community at large.”

Ms. Riesenfeld mentions a letter sent in February of 2008 to the Board of Trustees, which received no [written] response.  She acknowledges that the volunteers were invited to a meeting [following the Feb 2008 letter], at which the Garden’s President, Dr. Edward Schneider, discussed the Vital Mission Plan, but did not address the letter to her satisfaction.  Ms. Riesenfeld says that Dr. Schneider told the volunteers that there would be a staff presence at future volunteer council meetings.

Mr. Bill Lewis, describes his experience on other boards, where he received training on board practices.  He continued saying, “We don’t want to be backseat drivers.”  Mr. Lewis expressed the opinion that Ms. Nancy Johnson, the Garden Vice President for Marketing and Government Relations, has done a “fabulous job” and has “out PR’d us,” (referring to the handling of this story by the media).

Former Trustee Michael Benedict enters the room saying that “a number of former Trustees have asked that I come and be an observer.”

Fife welcomes Mr. Benedict to the meeting saying, “Absolutely.  This is an special, informal meeting.”

Susan Spector talks about coming to Santa Barbara and becoming a docent, a grower and a master gardener.  She says she is “used to boards with total transparency.”  She continues, “I was going along, doing my work and when the wonderful staff members were laid off in April, and when I attended Ed’s meeting, I found that there was not transparency.  And we came up with the idea that we would do the moratorium.  We are a strong group and we will not go away.”

Christine interjects, “We are not a minority.  We have 63 people out of 109 active volunteers.”

Dr. Karen Davidson enters.

Fife continues, “We’d like to see you all back [the volunteers].  Do you think it is constructive to make public demands?  We [the Board] are volunteers, too.  I thought it [the use of a public forum to air the situation] was abrupt.”

Christine responds, “I don’t think it was.  We tried to communicate all of these times and we decided to read the statement at the [Volunteer] Luncheon.

Dr. Karen Davidson says, “I have received mail and I am awed and daunted buy the heartfelt sincerity.  These are freedom fighters, not radicals.  I would say we are all on the same side.  We need to start seeing our common goals.  I know nothing about the politics.  I feel torn because I know many of the volunteers and I don’t think we have much left without them.  That’s all we have other than the plants.  I’m just devastated.  Isn’t the fire destructive enough?  We need to collaborate.”

Fife agrees that collaboration and rebuilding is the goal.  He comments on the tactics employed by those volunteers taking part in the moratorium saying, “I’m used to roughhousing in the press, but I was shocked [by the volunteers’ statements in the press].  

Christine Riesenfeld says that [some] volunteers had considered striking last year.

Fife explains, “There are certain principles that I have enumerated in our letters to you.  Your demands encroach on the governing structure of the Garden, and on our role as a Board.”  

Christine continues, “We are focusing on is how the Garden is being run and who is the oversight of that management?  And are they adhering to the rules for non-profits?”

Fife responds, “I would say that we [the Board] continue to fulfill our duties.  We want to find a path where you don’t feel shut out.  But you can’t un-ring a bell [referring to the staff reduction].”  Fife explains the economic necessity of the staff cuts, emphasizing the need to protect the viability of the institution going forward.  He emphasized that the decisions made, were not made lightly, and would not be reviewed or reversed.  Fife ends by saying, “but we can have a constructive dialog moving forward.”

Bill Lewis says, “We had to ratchet up our approach.  I would have thought that the moratorium would have made people [Board and management] talk to us.”

Dr. Karen Davidson interjects, “It’s not just the rabble rousers – it’s the Owen Dells and the Randy Baldwins.

Fife says, “I disagree.  Owen Dell’s letters are full of glaring inaccuracies.”

Karen responds, “OK.  But Owen Dell has great horticultural knowledge, and he never fails to sell out a class.  I am daunted [by the fact] that we had such wide appeal and now we don’t.”

Fife disagrees with Karen’s interpretation of the Garden’s image and appeal, saying that the Garden has received many more letters of support than those from people who have a negative perspective.  He continues, “Letter writing campaigns aside, I’d like to get down to the core issues.”

Christine continues, “But we have a real problem here.  We have an opinion about the management of this Garden.”

Melody Taft asks the striking volunteers, “Are you clear on your goals?  Are they in here? [Referencing an envelope distributed to the Board members at the meeting].”

Christine says, “There’s a starting point.”  She talks about the “short term goals,” written by the striking volunteers.

Fife asks Christine to explain of how these short term goals jibe with the role and sphere of responsibility ascribed to a volunteer. 

Christine responds, “I’m a member of this community.”

Fife says, “But we have a structure here [at the Garden].  We [the Board] are the governing body.”

Christine responds “But your group is the community, Fife.”

Fife continues, “Yes, but I have wide contacts in the community and there is a whole other world out there that disagree with you.  There are many, many people who think Ed [Schneider] is a highly respected, highly educated man.  So my question to you is ‘where do we go from here?’  We’re not going to pick over those decisions that were made.  We need to plan for the future of this Garden.”  

Bill Lewis interjects, “We have all testified on behalf of the Vital Mission Plan.”  

Fife says to Christine, “I notice you’re smiling.  I hope you’re not running away from the Vital Mission Plan.  We need to get this done for the sake of the institution.”

Christine responds, “I think it is more important that the Garden is viable and can move forward into the future.”

Susan Spector says, “We asked for the budget.”

Fife explains the legality of releasing information that involves confidential personnel information (which is illegal) as well as preliminary financial information.  Fife reminds the striking volunteers that the audited 2008 financials will be posted in August, as they are each year following the audit.  He adds that the Garden and Board have always operated transparently, posting yearly audits online on its website and having 990s available to public scrutiny as required by law.  He referred to the Garden’s 2009 4-star [the highest possible] rating by Charity Navigator.

Fife continues, asking “Why are you even there?  Your group is a volunteer group.  You’re supposed to be out there helping the Garden.  The focus here seems to be on the Board’s responsibility.”

Bill Lewis puts forth one reason for their concern – the fact that the Garden’s bylaws specify that there must be 15 Trustees.

Fife explains that this is not an issue, based on California law and on provisions made for the operation of Boards (members continuing until they can be replaced, the role of the quorum, etc.).

Karen Davidson says, “People want to know why $21 million is down to “6 million.  And they think the layoffs were made summarily.”

Dr. Bill Koonce responds, “We [the Board] do agonize over our expenditures for the Vital Mission Plan and it’s a huge investment.  We go over the expenses line by line at our meetings.  And if it fails [the Vital Mission Plan], we’ve lost it [the investment].”

Christine interjects, “Let’s back up from the VMP because the real issue for me is…we used to be Director Level members.  Then we started to see actions that didn’t make sense – not the Board – the management.  Then we spoke with John Brinker and he said he didn’t think there was a problem.”

Fife asks, “Is this about Carol Bornstein?”

Christine Riesenfeld says, “No.  You’re missing the whole point. You just don’t get it, do you”

Fife continues, “It would be nice to be able to bridge these differences but it sounds like you’re telling us to fire Ed and rehire everyone we’ve let go.  I’d like to make peace.  We’d like you all to come back and help us rebuild the Garden [after the fire].”

Bill Lewis asks, “But do we have to interview and sign a document?”

Fife responds, “No.  There is no document to sign.  Ed simply wants to welcome the volunteers back when they pick up their badge.”

Christine Riesenfeld says, “This isn’t about personalities.”

Fife and Bill K. speak about the Board’s decision to bring on at least one volunteer as a voting board member.

Christine referred to Fife’s earlier comment saying, “You’re right, Fife. We are all volunteers” (meaning the Board, as well).

FS – I propose, beginning around June 11th or 12th, that we meet monthly.  We don’t want this to be a “one of.”  And by September, we will add one (if not more) volunteers to the Board.

Christine asks “What about those [Trustees] going off the Board?

Fife explains the CA statute and suggests that Christine call Mike Cage [attorney for the Garden].  Christine says she would like to speak with Mr. Cage.

Christine asks, “How long will they stay on?”

Bill Lewis asks, “Does California law trump the Garden’s bylaws?”

Fife answers, “Yes.”

Fife says, “Let me just say again, we want to make peace.”

Christine Riesenfeld answers with, “I think I speak for all of us – we want Ed not to be CEO much longer.”

Fife – Well, let me tell you that he [Ed] has the full faith and confidence of the Board.

The meeting ends.

