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May 30, 2009
TO: Members of the Board of Directors  

      Girl Scouts of the Heart of New Jersey
FROM: Friends of Eagle Island and Alumnae
The undersigned Friends of Eagle Island and Alumnae wish to express our grave concern regarding the current state of the Eagle Island 2009 summer sessions.

Specifically, we understand that the 2009 Girl Scout Camp Eagle Island sessions are in danger of being cancelled. Since Work Weekend has been cancelled, we would like to know when you plan to re-schedule Work Weekend and when the Council expects to open Camp? 
Surely, the Board and management are aware that this Camp has been in operation continuously by one or another of previous Councils that have included Essex County since 1938. It is totally unacceptable that anyone consider not opening Camp in 2009. The enrollment 

is satisfactory but it appears that lack of attention from management since the Fall, despite MANY offers from professional and knowledgeable volunteers who have been summarily dismissed, has led to the current need for urgency in the next 4 weeks to open Camp.

Apparently, there are electrical problems at the Camp which some allege are life-threatening safety issues. The Council has been aware of such issues and has dealt with them before. Who made the assessment of the current electrical situation? Have any estimates of the cost and time of the repair been made? The former Property Manager has assessed the situation and believes it is fixable. (See attached report from Pete Benson.)
Preservation of the historic and architecturally significant EIC buildings has heretofore been an important issue. However in late Fall, following Property Manager Pete Benson’s retirement, little serious effort was made to hire a replacement or even a winter caretaker, despite concerns from alumnae and others. Though it was stated that he was checking on the Island regularly, this was not the case during the Winter. Management should have committed to retain Mr. Benson’s services, (contract, per diem etc.) for at least 2009.

In March a Saranac neighbor was finally contracted to check the Camp until the ice broke. At the same time the position of Property Manager was finally posted on the GSHNJ website, certainly not a site where qualified Adirondack residents would search for work; in mid-May the job was posted on the American Camping Association site!

Plans for Spring and Summer clean-up and opening were not a priority despite the fact that the Council had received a list of assignments and County/State mandates from the Property Manager upon his retirement. Former property staff also listed needed actions, with a schedule. They were told by management that all assignments were being carried out. Management has had no understanding of the unique issues associated with an Adirondack Camp, and one that is on the Historic Landmark Register. 
Perhaps, the most distressing experience has been that no one at the Council has been willing to communicate about the status or marketing of the Camp (so it could be filled all summer), recruiting staff, or answer any questions which were asked. Every inquiry has been answered by “I will get back to you” or “that is not an issue” or “we have perfectly competent knowledgeable professional staff who have everything under control.” None of these answers has proved to be accurate.

Repeated offers to assist in posting flyers to encourage new campers were rejected. Advertising in NJ publications such as Kids Directory or Suburban Times were promised but never appeared. Last year’s information for Eagle Island (incorrect web site and contact information) was placed in the Star Ledger Camp Directory and the only description was “for girls only.” Recruitment ideas for staff positions especially Property Manager, nurse, cook were met with “cease and desist.” Suggestions were made as to how to advertise the Camp and its staffing needs throughout the Adirondacks, e.g. an advertisement in Adirondack Life magazine which would be paid by volunteer funds was not allowed. Regardless, the job descriptions for these key positions were posted by Friends of Eagle Island in many parts of the Saranac area, and interested persons applied, but never received any response from the Council.

Though a Camp Director was apparently hired, she never was able to recruit any staff during her 3 months consultancy since she was never given salary ranges or a budget; Council was responsible for cook, business manager and nurse hiring but it is unclear if any postings, conversations or offers were even made. The prospective Camp Director has now withdrawn. Management was focused on other properties with which they were most familiar; no one person focused on Eagle Island and it has become a step-child, at best. 
The Council Property Committee as well as the former Property Manager reviewed all the properties prior to the merger. The Property Committee prepared a comprehensive report. It cannot be a surprise to the members of the Board that this rustic treasure has infrastructure issues; many supporters have worked hard to remedy these property problems. You may recall that the EIC alumnae (and matching grants from foundations as well as the Essex Hudson Board) raised nearly $200,000 for capital projects before the merger. However, this year, no one was allowed to designate funds specifically for Eagle Island: despite the new “rule,” some of us have done so and hope that our donations have not been in vain.
If there is a new list of capital needs, there are many persons throughout the country who would be willing to financially support a capital campaign over a period of time. This issue is part of the Future of Eagle Island Task Group which is being formed to address preservation, programming and financing for the future, incorporating new ideas while preserving the wishes of the 1937 owner who made his generous gift, that this land continue to be used by children
The reasons are not clear why Eagle Island Camp has been seriously neglected since the merger. At the time of the merger and afterward, we have been assured by management that Eagle Island is considered a valuable part of the Council’s portfolio of properties and that it would be protected and supported. This is not consistent with its current status. Perhaps merger “issues,” lack of key staff, a lack of understanding about the Camp and its importance and uniqueness, and an unwillingness to listen to “the seasoned Friends” are all possible reasons. Regardless, there is still time to open this camp for this season. You need a plan, staff, a leader and a sense of urgency. 
You are now one larger Council and we are sure you agree that you owe equal opportunity to all the girls throughout your geographic area. It seems that the changes made, at least to camps, have had a more direct and negative impact on the former Essex and Hudson portion, the urban areas of the Council, which leads one to question if this area is less important.

We believe that, as a Board, you have a responsibility to honor the commitment that you have made to so many girls that this Camp will function in Summer 2009. Many young women are from Essex County; they are not interested in other Council camps, nor at this late date there be room for them, even if they wanted to attend.  Parents and girls are relying on you to open Camp. There is no doubt that despite any excuses or inaccurate “spin” and secrecy, not opening Camp will, and should, be viewed as a major management debacle, and consequently, a public relations nightmare.
Eagle Island has always been associated with leadership that valued this incredible camp that we had fortunately been given; they pledged to protect it and offer it to girls to provide them life changing experiences. Do you, as the leadership, have this same will?
We are hopeful you do, and will take this on as a challenge and open Eagle Island Camp this 2009 season. Do not stand by as summer trespassers destroy a vacant, abandoned historic property. There will be the possibility of fires, garbage, human waste, destruction. Fundraising, if even “allowed,” will have to be re-launched, for repairs, not improvements.  
We fully expect that you will address this challenge and make good your promise to serve all girls in this Council. We look forward to learning of your commitment and timetable. You know we are willing to assist you in support of this important Camp.
Enc: Memo from Pete Benson, former Property Manager
CC:  Property Committee of GSHNJ
