1.  Problem Assessment: the challenge or need that prompted program development

In 2008, the City of Fort Collins launched an unprecedented public-private collaboration that merged two cornerstone cultural organizations in Northern Colorado: the Fort Collins Museum (FCM) and the Discovery Science Center (DSC).

The FCM presents history and culture in a dynamic way that allows visitors to learn, reflect and have fun. Officially founded in 1941, the FCM actually began in 1939 with the acquisition and restoration of the historic Janis Cabin. Today, the FCM serves more than 40,000 people each year, and offers a hands-on, three-dimensional historical experience representing the history and culture of Northern Colorado, including the nationally-recognized Folsom Collection from the nearby Lindenmeier Archaeological Site. The FCM is the oldest collecting institution in Fort Collins, and the only one focusing on preserving the cultural and natural heritage of the region. 

The DSC began as a grass-roots movement in 1985 when a group of interested people united to discuss establishing a children’s museum in the Fort Collins area. Since 1993, it has become a community icon, presenting more than 120 exhibitions to nearly 40,000 visitors each year. 

In 2002, both the FCM and DSC separately faced constraints in space, budget, and other resources. As the Fort Collins community grew, the museums were not able to reach all audiences as effectively as possible. At that time, each institution considered building their own new facility in order to address these needs. Through conversations, the directors of each institution questioned the feasibility of separate capital campaigns for similar venues in a medium-sized community. From those discussions came the commitment to partner and build on the successes of each institution to create a unique combined experience, as well as to capitalize on community support. Consequently, rather than two smaller facilities of approximately 10,000 square feet, the community will enjoy a 42,000-square-foot combined science and culture experience, including classrooms, exhibitions, a Museum Café, and more. 

In the fall of 2005, Fort Collins voters passed a ballot initiative providing $6 million toward the development of a new FCM/DSC joint facility. Since then, both institutions have worked to lay the groundwork for success: securing the land, completing an economic feasibility study, finalizing building and operations budgets, capturing and integrating community input, and creating a new system of governance.

On March 6, 2008, after two years of intense work with focus groups, evaluations and research, the Fort Collins City Council, City Manager, and the DSC Governing Board of Directors signed the Operating Agreement, effectively merging the institutions and providing a base for the design and construction of the new facility. 

The FCM and DSC realized that the overall success of the project required diligent attention to detail in the earliest stages, and so the partners established several quantifiable goals. The Operating Agreement serves as the overarching formal agreement and strategic plan for the development, design, construction and occupation of the new facility. Actionable items are included in the Project Scope, including the development of the Collections, Administrative, Capital Campaign, and Exhibition/Education master plans. 

The new museum is a true public-private partnership, building on the strengths of each institution, combining science and culture in a seamless experience for visitors. Today, the two entities have moved under one roof, and construction of the new facility is underway.  The new Discovery Museum is a unique (co-owned) museum owned by the DSC, a separate 501 (c)(3) organization and the FCM.  
2.  Program implementation and costs.

The 2005 ballot initiative provided partial support ($6 million) for the development and operations of a new Discovery Museum facility. With this demonstrated community support, the FCM and DSC staff and boards moved forward with partnership planning by creating the Partnership Roundtable to include City representatives, FCM and DSC management, and the DSC Governing Board. The Roundtable began a two-year process of conducting research, collecting audience and focus group input, and working with a Project Manager to identify and detail necessary components of the Operating Agreement to address the development, design, construction and occupation of the facility and campus. 
Benchmarking institutions that successfully expressed a true public-private partnership proved difficult (many of these ‘partnerships’ involved one stronger organization absorbing a weaker partner), but the Roundtable completed several successful site visits of institutions with a similar focus of combining science and culture. In 2007, the Partnership contracted with Economic Research Associates (ERA) to develop a feasibility study that would further inform the process. The study offered recommendations for facility size, expected visitation, admission fees and operating budget; those findings were incorporated into the Operating Agreement. 

The City of Fort Collins contributed land it owned near Downtown Fort Collins for the construction of the joint facility. In addition to the $6 million from the ballot initiative, the DSC will contribute no less than $3.6 million to the project, and the rest of the funds will be obtained through private donations and grants. To date, the joint Discovery Museum has secured more than $19 million for the total project. Once complete the Discovery Museum will be co-owned and co-run by the nonprofit 501(c)(3) employees and the City museum employees. No single entity has authority over the other. It is a true partnership that shares both costs and ownership.
3.  Tangible results or measurable outcomes of the program.

In June 2009, the DSC moved into the existing FCM facility and the two entities opened to the public as the Fort Collins Museum & Discovery Science Center, offering joint programming, and a blend of science and cultural exhibitions. Education and exhibit staff from both institutions work cooperatively to design installations and create unique educational opportunities. 
To date the Discovery Museum has raised more than $19 million and has begun construction of the new facility, which is scheduled to open in 2012. The design of the new museum is also unique. Not only are we striving for a LEED platinum designation, a rarity in the museum field, but we are also designing the facility from the inside out – establishing the exhibit floor plan before designing the building from the ground up.
The progressive nature of this agreement has generated significant interest in the museum field and we have freely offered our lessons learned to all who are interested. We have had numerous inquiries and several personal visits from organizations like The Mariner Museum of Newport News, VA, and The Lemelson Foundation, Washington DC. We have been asked to present to museum studies programs at the University of Colorado and the University of Northern Colorado. We have also deepened our relationship with the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, which is following our progress and providing valuable guidance on best practices.  

This project will have a direct impact on the economy. It is estimated that 1,120 people will be employed in the design and construction of the new museum facility. Attendance is estimated to be 100,000 visits per year, up from the current combined visitors of 50,000. Statistics from an ’05 EXPAXT study by the Destination Marketing Association International indicate local tourists spend $35/day and those from out of town $318/day. Assuming 75% are local and 25% from out of town, economic impact for the community will total $10,575,000.
4.  Lessons learned during planning, implementation, and analysis of the program.

Of the many lessons learned during this process, three stand out as most important to our success: First, from the beginning, the partners ensured the right people were brought into the project at the right time, so that all involved parties (organizational partners, community members, etc.) were involved in the conversations as early as possible. In this way, we encountered fewer surprises and greater support. Secondly, we made no assumptions; we chose to over-communicate rather than under-communicate. This enabled all partners to know details as needed and reduced unexpected challenges. Thirdly, we took large, calculated risks based on solid, quantifiable data. When presented with options for square footage, exhibitions, and other key elements, we choose to aim for the highest rungs of the ladder. We deliberately chose not to accept conservative, ‘easy’ goals, but rather to make the new facility the best museum possible. 
To provide a planning resource for other institutions, we are documenting the unique process of this public-private merger with the assistance of a professional videographer. This film will be made available to any institution with interest and will be used in professional development by the American Association of Museums. 
Throughout this process the partners have worked diligently to maintain the spirit of the mission of each institution, and to respect the interests of a growing community. Rather than falling into stereotypical exhibitions and experiences, staff remained flexible, innovative, and always sought unique answers to challenges. The partnership between DSC and FCM illustrates the dedication of organizations – public and private – to provide the highest quality scientific experiences and cultural amenities to residents and tourists alike. In combining resources, the sum of the parts is greater than the whole, providing greater vision, flexibility and opportunity.
