June 13, 2010

TO: 
The Board of Directors, GSHNJ

FROM: Friends of Eagle Island

RE: 
Camp Eagle Island

The Friends of Eagle Island and Girl Scouts Heart of New Jersey have different missions, but we come together over the issue of the future of Camp Eagle Island. We believe that Eagle Island is an extraordinary property. Within the camping community around the country it is legendary.

We understand that this newly combined Council inherited an historic camp with a high level of deferred maintenance and a diminished enrollment. We also understand that the Council has a mission to serve all Girl Scouts in the Council area.
On Thursday, June 10, 2010, a number of Eagle Island supporters attended a meeting either in person or as conference call participants. At that time CEO Susan Brooks shared the Board’s many concerns about Eagle Island, including many necessary property repairs and improvements. Additional concerns were aired about filling the camp, since in the Council’s view girls in the Council are no longer looking for the type of experiences offered at Eagle Island. The meeting ended with Mrs. Brooks, Board President Tiffany Wilson, and Board Members Lydia Whitefield and Laurie Brooks asking whether the Friends of Eagle Island would be willing to raise significant monies for repairs and renovation of Camp Eagle Island.

With four days between the alumnae meeting and this Board meeting the Friends have begun to discuss the questions raised in and by the meeting. We have some comments and some questions.

Although we have not had time to do any serious solicitation of alumnae and friends we believe we will be able to undertake significant fundraising. We believe the request for the Friends to match the $200,000 authorized by the Board is reasonable. As a preliminary goal we would immediately work towards raising the requested amount; in just a few days, a small group of alumnae have already pledged $20,000. A focused fundraising campaign could begin to garner financial support and lead to putting Camp Eagle Island on a stronger financial footing for the future. However, we have some commitments, some stipulations, and some questions.

1. Despite asking the Friends to make large financial contributions, there has been no commitment from the Council as to when or whether the Camp will reopen. Alumnae have repeatedly asked if and how the Council will achieve the Board’s directive of November 2009 to open Eagle Island Camp for the 2011 Season. Instead there were comments that perhaps the Camp should be put in mothballs until the current recession ends. We are concerned that as time passes the property will continue to deteriorate and the people required to reopen the camp (campers and staff) will, understandably move on and critical momentum will be lost. We are also concerned that the Board’s goal may be to keep the property in condition to sell as soon as the real estate market recovers and GSUSA’s suggested two-year moratorium on property decisions has passed. With that in mind, we ask the Board to develop a plan and work toward opening the camp for the summer of 2011 and to make at least a three-year commitment to the maintenance and the operation of the camp, pending the meeting of certain enrollment goals with the active support of Friends as a recruiting resource.

2. In order to meet that goal, and to help us with fundraising, we ask the Board to examine the C.T. Male Engineering Report and divide the work into phases. Work that needs to be done in order to be able to open camp, Phase One, should be scheduled to be completed over the summer/fall of 2010. Ideally, the Friends would be included in the prioritization of the phases of this work.

3. In addition to cash donations, as requested by the CEO, the Friends of Eagle Island would be able to give support as volunteers. There are many volunteers who could provide skilled work on Eagle Island, both in performing maintenance and renovation and in operating the resident camp program. These volunteers would be willing to sign a waiver releasing the Council from liability.  Volunteers would work under Jon Gorgas or other skilled supervision. 

4. Other volunteer support could come with marketing and recruiting campers using the Mission, Vision, and Use document approved in November, 2009. There are many alumnae in the tri-state area who are professionals in the fields of marketing and fundraising with educational and other nonprofit organizations. They and campers could promote the camp at camp shows and troop visits. There are also graphic designers, artists, film makers, publicists, and writers who would volunteer to help with the creation of promotional materials based on the operational and program goals of the Council.

5. Volunteers would be willing to bring their professional experience writing grants to work on finding additional funding from government and private sources, such as the N.Y. State Preservations grant, and other forms of funding. 

6. We ask that monies from the Kalmia Trust, a legacy from the Girl Scouts of the Oranges and Maplewood Council and the Greater Essex and Hudson Council, the previous owners of Eagle Island to whom the property was gifted, be released and directed toward preparing Eagle Island to open as a resident camp in the summer of 2011. The Trust clearly can be used for Camp Eagle Island and a distribution of 30-40% of the Trust principal is entirely appropriate under the circumstances. It is hard to imagine, either in the short or long term, that a worthier permitted use of the corpus of the Kalmia Fund might be found. If the Save America’s Treasures grant is received, we ask that those funds be accepted. The Council’s apparent reservations about accepting the restricted funds from this grant are an area of concern to the Friends.

7. Our main concern about Eagle Island’s future as a camp was reinforced in Thursday’s meeting, as the CEO would not give any projections about reopening Eagle Island, even when asked directly if $4,000,000 would be enough to guarantee reopening Eagle Island. We are, understandably, very concerned that money that the Friends might donate or raise would be spent on projects that would serve the Council primarily by improving the resale value of the property rather than reopening of camp to serve girls, our sole mission. In addition, we would stipulate that funds raised by Friends be held in escrow; it would be used to pay for the Phase One work which would have been agreed on between the Council and the Friends. Mrs. Brooks also stated that she believes that the Engineering Report underestimates the costs of doing repairs necessary to open the Camp, and commented that $1 million might need to be spent.
The Friends of Eagle Island hope that our heartfelt offers of assistance and support will be accepted so we can work in tandem with Girl Scouts Heart of New Jersey to allow this incredible place to continue to touch the lives of young women and instill the values of Girl Scouting in many future generations of women. Together we make the Camp stronger – both physically and financially – so that it can continue to serve girls of Courage, Confidence and Character. 

