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Recent stories about the future of the Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall and the proposed

new Sarasota Performing Arts Center that will be the centerpiece of The Bay Park,

generated a lot of questions and concerns from readers and arts lovers.

The new performing arts hall is projected to have a 2,250-seat mainstage theater and a

400-seat flexible theater, as well as space for education programs, rehearsals and more.

It also is expected to have amenities and technology for outdoor screenings.
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At the moment, long before an architect has been chosen, the estimated cost is between

$300 million and $350 million. City commissioners recently voted 3-2 for a

public-private partnership to split the costs of the project with the Van Wezel

Foundation (which will be changing its name to the Sarasota Performing Arts Center

Foundation).

The city plans to pay for its share, in part, with $50 million from a bayfront area tax

increment financing district or TIFF, and by borrowing money through a revenue bond

and using money from ticket sales to pay off the loan. State and federal grants will help

offset the cost and the city plans to use $6 million in local sales tax money if voters

decide to extend the tax for another 15 years in the November election.

Vice Mayor Kyle Battie and commissioners Hagen Brody and Liz Alpert supported the

agreement, while Mayor Erik Arroyo and Commissioner Jen Ahearn-Koch opposed.

We posed some of the questions raised by Herald-Tribune readers to Cheryl Mendelson,

executive director of the Van Wezel Foundation, which is leading the fundraising and

development efforts for the new center, and Mary Bensel, who has been executive
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director of the city-owned Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall since December 2007. Their

responses have been edited for length.

Why do we need a new performing arts hall?

Mary Bensel: We have always needed more seats to compete in the marketplace. The

producers of the Broadway shows need them to make it financially feasible. People write

that ticket prices will go up with the new building, but in reality they should go down.

But the building also needs repairs and improvements. I have a brilliant guy who has

kept this building running with scotch tape and spare parts. We have a terrible time

finding parts for our equipment because it’s so outdated. And there’s the issue of sea

level rising. We’d have to build a 15-foot concrete wall around the building to protect it

and that would be terribly unattractive.

Mendelson: The Van Wezel was listed as the most vulnerable structure in the city.

FEMA compliance codes preclude spending more than 50 percent of the value of the

building on renovation to bring it up to code. There are structural changes that can

happen to make the building more pleasing for patrons but not as a competitive

performing arts center.

What could you do in the new PAC that you can’t do in the Van Wezel?

Bensel: It’s hard to get a big show like a “Hamilton” or “Moulin Rouge” here because

the ticket prices have to be very high. We have to get to a certain point to make the

payment to producers. We have 36 lower priced smart seats now and I’d love to have it

be 136. I want to be able to do more with education but we don’t have the space.

Is this plan solely to get more Broadway shows to Sarasota sooner?

Mendelson: No. Our education program that’s been at the core of what we do at the

foundation serves 58,000 educators, students and families across five counties. We

think about the arts as a tool to help solve other problems in society. We’re envisioning a
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lifelong learning center and hope to be a model for teaching artists for people across the

country to come here for workshops and take their craft out into the world.

Bensel: Not at all. When we had Josh Groban for the first time, and every time, it was a

sell-out. Steve Martin and Martin Short, were sell-outs. Why do we not get certain acts?

They jump over us because we don’t have enough seats. But Broadway, in my opinion, is

the staple of a performing arts center.

Who decided on the need and what should be in the building?

Mendelson: We had 18,000 people respond to our survey about what they’d like to see

in a new center. That’s 18,000 people. And the most important issue was they want

more access to the arts in ways that a single hall can’t provide, like technology to allow

productions, local performances and sporting events to be simulcast into the park for

free, providing access for more people. The community would like more family

programming, especially in the summer when families can be together. We are looking

at ways that the building is activated and flexible with the smaller theater, with

talkbacks, master classes, a place in the park for summer camps.



Even with a bigger hall, how do we know that Tampa’s Straz Center won’t
continue to block Broadway shows from coming to Sarasota?

Bensel: I won’t say that Tampa won’t get it first. They will. But we have more people

that are theatergoers in this community than in Tampa. This is an arts town. Look at all

the new condo offerings. They’re selling the arts. When we have more seats to offer

producers, it will have a much greater impact.

Is the Van Wezel a ‘death trap’ as some say because there is no center aisle?

Bensel: This is one of the most upsetting things. It’s a perception, it’s not the reality. All

sorts of (Americans with Disabilities Act) studies have shown that having the kind of



theater we have with long aisles leading to outside doors is the safest. We can empty this

theater in four minutes for a Sunday afternoon orchestra concert. It takes longer to get

out with a center aisle. It may not be the best if you have to go to the bathroom in the

middle of a performance or if you arrive late and have to climb over a lot of people.

If it’s safer, why push for a center aisle in the new venue?

Bensel: That’s what everybody wants. That’s what they demand today. My favorite

place in a Broadway theater is the right or left side on the aisle because there’s nobody in

front of you. Because of the depth of our current rows, you always get a great view in our

theater, but dead center, you see more than on the far, far aisles.

Does the city of Sarasota know what it has agreed to spend through the
public-private partnership?

Mendelson: The agreement with the city codifies that this is a public-private

partnership and the city agrees that the current Van Wezel hall, which they own and

operate, can not sustain as a contemporary competitive performing arts center. The Van

Wezel Foundation stepped up to say we will be the private partner to help you get 50

percent of the cost. Our agreement was not to determine how much it was going to cost.

Now the work begins and we will have a sense of how much it will cost. Our agreement

says we return to the commission with an implementation plan that includes the

concept design, cost and a plan of how together we’re going to finance it.

What about some analysts estimating that tickets would have to nearly double to
cover the bond issue?

Mendelson: We are not going to double our prices. We want to make the SPAC

accessible to everyone. Right now $7 is charged on every ticket for capital improvements

and parking. We’re working with our financial and economic advisors to determine the

best approach for the city to fund the project. There is a kind of national average for a

ticket fee that ranges at the top to about 17 percent. We’re not going to do anything that



would be beyond what would make a ticket accessible. 17 percent is the highest anyone

does. In Sarasota, it would probably be between $5 and $10 a ticket.

The agreement states that the Van Wezel can’t compete with the new arts center.
Many are worried it will be torn down? What should happen to it?

Mendelson: The city is setting up a ‘purple ribbon’ committee to determine the future

for the Van Wezel. It is an important role for the commission to lead. The city owns the

Van Wezel Hall. The Bay Park Conservancy and the Performing arts Center Foundation

are anxious to collaborate on what the future can be for the Van Wezel.

Bensel: You’re not going to get me to say you should tear it down. I would love this to

be turned into an education center for the community, used by the ballet, the orchestra,

the opera and others. The grand foyer and lobbies could be divided into classrooms. We

still have the stage where kids could perform. Someone with a lot more artistic vision

could design a concept. I would love to see it be a place for kids.

The Bay Park is being created from an existing parking lot, but many have raised
questions about how much parking will be available for patrons of the hall and
the park itself?

Mendelson: The city, the Bay and the foundation have undertaken three parking

studies to look at the use in the park and other buildings and determined that the

performing arts center will need 1,000 spaces. The city is working collaboratively with

all of us, but taking the lead. Most major performing arts centers do not have onsite

parking as the Van Wezel does.  But we can’t have a successful performing arts center

without providing opportunities for people to make their choice in how they come to the

center. In the request for proposals we are asking them to think of conceptual ways of

how people access the building.

Bensel: City Manager Marlon Brown will say if there is not suitable parking there will

have to be a parking structure somewhere nearby. There is also the Bay Runner shuttle



bus service, but I know there’s a difference between a family going on a trolley to the

beach and people getting on a trolley to come to the theater when they’re all dressed up.

The agreement prohibits the Van Wezel from being a competitor, but what about
the Sarasota Orchestra’s planned new music center that will be built a few miles
away?

Mendelson: I’m not sure it’s a concern. The orchestra has decided that they would like

to have independent space. What I would love is the opportunity to collaborate on the

calendar and not be competitive, but to work together. It just makes business sense to

collaborate.

Some people have questioned the transparency of the planning and development
process so far for the new performing arts center?

Mendelssohn: The foundation has invested $3.5 million in research and planning to

get to this point today, all private philanthropy. All planning until now has been funded



through philanthropy. The agreement is what put us together with the city in a

public-private partnership and the actual project will operate with transparency in the

sunshine. The selection of an architect will be public procurement. The entire process

will operate publicly. We will be doing community engagement and involvement

through the design process. We want this to be robust and exciting. This is a national,

exciting project for our community.


