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COVER STORY 
Now It’s Showtime
Despite recent strong performances and renewed optimism, hold your 
applause for the arts. More virtuoso work remains to be done.

by Kevin Fritz
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IT’S TROUBLING ENOUGH to find out that Miami 
spends close to $1 billion on arts and culture, 
while the Orlando area squeaks out a mere 
$165 million. But to discover that the Black Hills 
region of South Dakota spends about the same as 
Orlando can make eyebrows rise even higher. 
 Black Hills, South Dakota?
 Indeed, prior to the historical votes by the City 
of Orlando and Orange County in August for 
three venues — construction of the Dr. P. Phillips 
Orlando Performing Arts Center and the Orlando 
Events Center, along with the renovation of the 
Florida Citrus Bowl — funding for the arts in 
Central Florida was tenuous at best. Then came 
the much-publicized, ultrascrutinized approval of 
$1.1 billion in spending, a move that demonstrated 
a new passion and excitement. Many people fig-
ured that, just maybe, metro Orlando and the arts 
do make a pair.  
 In addition, there is further cause for cel-
ebration, such as the Orlando Opera’s marking 
its 50th anniversary this fall, plus the yearlong 
unprecedented success at the Orlando Science 
Center. New facilities aren’t all that’s coming out 
of the ground. Momentum appears to be build-
ing, too, right? 
 Well, not so fast. 
 There is a caveat. If Orlando wants to be seri-
ous about embracing the arts, more money must 

be pumped into the arts, not just into shiny new 
stages, but also into the industry and its cultural 
organizations. That is the word from Margot H. 
Knight, president and CEO of United Arts of Central 
Florida Inc., a collaborative fund-raising organiza-
tion that since 1989 has invested more than $91 
million in local cultural organizations and  
cultural education. 
 Knight notes that United Arts receives only 
about $26,000 a year from the state, leaving the 
member groups to apply for separate grants and 
funding to fill voids. Any decrease from pro-
posed state cutbacks would have a deep and dark 
impact. 
 Call it a reality check.
 “We are trailing way behind everyone in our 
general population service area,” says Knight.  
 Citing the recent Arts and Economic Prosperity 
III Study, which showed Orlando quite low on the 
totem pole as far as local economic impact, she 
adds: “We are closest to Black Hills, South Dakota, 
which is at $162 million.” The study looked at the 
economic impact of the arts.
 According to Knight, the study also reveals 
the relative strengths and breadth of the region’s 
cultural assets, based on expenditures of local 
organizations and audiences. “Of the cities we 
compete with, based on population, Orlando 
is looking very youthful,” she continues, point-

ing out that Nashville, Las Vegas and Cincinnati 
are among the locations doing a better job than 
Orlando.
 “We have a lot of work to do,” she concedes.
 Jim Ireland agrees. Ireland, president and CEO 
of the Orlando Opera, has big plans to salute 
the opera’s own milestone achievement with 
special events next month. Even more press-
ing, though, is the push to ensure the arts in the 
future. “With the approval of the Dr. P. Phillips 
Orlando Performing Arts Center, Orlando is ready 
to assume the cultural leadership of Florida,” he 
says. “But hold your applause, as there is more 
hard work ahead … and send cash!”
 Jim Pugh, meanwhile, sees opportunity. The 
chairman of the Orlando Performing Arts Center 
(OPAC) believes the timing is ripe for full support 
of the industry. “I think that the glass is half full,” 
contends Pugh, chairman of Epoch Properties Inc.  
“The fact that we raised $81 million in six months 
answers that question.” OPAC is charged with 
raising the money, designing and constructing 
the new performing arts center and then operat-
ing the center once it opens.
 Pugh adds that an Orlando Sentinel survey 
concerning the three venues, taken before the 
vote, showed a 67 percent approval rating for 
the arts center, higher than the other two proj-
ects. “We are going to be Los Angeles in 30 to 40 
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Center for the Performing Arts. 
Once a new economic impact is 
tallied, those figures are expected 
to increase significantly. 
 Much is riding on similar 
results here.
 Until the arts center opens 
in four-plus years across from 
Orlando City Hall, Orlando 
remains the only metro area of 
the 30 largest U.S. markets that 
doesn’t have a signature perform-
ing arts center. There’s the Bob 
Carr Performing Arts Centre, of 
course. Yet, although it’s some-
what endearing, its age, size and 
structural limitations prevent the 
Bob Carr from ever becoming part 
of the thread needed to weave the 
arts into the Orlando soul.
 As a result of the void, prepa-
rations already are under way 
to ensure that the new structure 
isn’t only a sight to behold, but 
that people actually fill the seats 
— and that the romance contin-
ues long after the honeymoon.  
In other words, once we build it, 
the people must come.
 The effort certainly will be 
there to make that happen, con-
tends Knight. “Its success is tied 
to the success of all of our organi-
zations,” she says. ”Our fate is all 
entangled with one another. 
 “The challenge for us is to sup-
port it because it will put us on 
the map.”
 Katherine Ramsberger is intent 
on literally building a legacy. 

years,” he says. Notably, he adds that the 
opportunity brings responsibility, stat-
ing: “We have to create enthusiasm and 
increase attention. It is our job.”

Building a legacy
Just how much of a bottom-line 
impact can the Dr. P. Phillips Orlando 
Performing Arts Center make? The Arts 
and Economic Prosperity III Study shows 

that the economic impact of the arts in 
Miami-Dade is currently more than $922 
million annually. The survey, however, 
was completed before last fall’s opening 
of Miami’s new arts center, the Carnival 
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 Ireland, like most in the arts and entertainment industry in 
Orlando, is looking forward to the new performing arts cen-
ter — not just for the pure joy of a workable facility, but for the 
patrons as well. 
 “The biggest boon will be to our audience,” he says, pointing 

to improved seating and sight lines, better restroom and lobby 
accommodations, enhanced acoustics, and a center aisle.    
 Ireland adds that, productionwise, the new facility will be a 
“wonderful advantage” to his enterprise. Currently, the opera 
is limited to smaller, minimal scenery, because the crowded 

The president of OPAC explains 
that performing arts centers are 
currently built to last 100 to 150 
years. Moreover, they are using 
technology in an entirely new 
way compared with a decade 
ago, which bodes well for a high-
quality life for the building. “Our 
timing is a blessing,” she says, “It 
is better for the philanthropic and 
the technology aspects.”
 “We can do it, and we will do 
it,” vows Pugh.  “We are coming 
of age.”
 Not surprisingly, OPAC has  
a lease to operate the venue for 
99 years. 

something to sing aBout
The Orlando Opera hopes to be 
around that long. It’s already 
made it to age 50, and it’s going 
strong. Each performance draws, 
on average, about 6,000 patrons, 
which equals almost 87 percent 
of its seating capacity at the Bob 
Carr. And, no, you do not have to 
dress up if you don’t want to.
 Celebrating the Big 5-0 this 
season, the Orlando Opera started 
as a Junior League project in 1958, 
and it wasn’t until 1979 that it 
became a professional opera com-
pany. The anniversary celebration, 
being made possible by the 
Darden Restaurant Foundation, 
kicks off Nov. 16 with a produc-
tion of “Don Giovanni,” followed 
by an open house on Nov. 17 that 
is free to the public.
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is a needed asset for any suc-
cessful, growing, vibrant city or 
region. He says the key to the 
success of the performing arts in 
Orlando is to “turn the need into 
a want as opposed to a want into 
a need.” And he has faith that 
the Orlando arts industry has the 
“chutzpah to pull it off.”
 He foresees better productions 
by the local performing organiza-
tions, as well as a greater number 
of Broadway series touring shows 
coming to town. In turn, that will 
translate into a major impact 
on spending in the region. “I 
think the arts-related earnings 
gap between Miami-Dade and 
Orlando will narrow,” Ireland says.
 The real competition, then, will 
be for performance quality. “This 
is a much narrower gap and one 
which we at the opera, the ballet, 
and the philharmonic are closing 
rapidly,” he adds.

the science of  
making money
Quite apparently, quality hasn’t 
been an issue lately at the 
Orlando Science Center (OSC). 
“We have been winning awards,” 
says Dr. Brian Tonner, CEO and 
president of OSC. 
 Indeed, the science center is at 
the tail end of its best year ever. 
Most of the awards come in the 

schedule at Bob Carr allows load-ins of 
sets only on Monday morning for on-
stage rehearsal that evening. He notes 
that most professional opera companies 
have at least five load-in days. Further, 

he says, the Bob Carr has little backstage 
space for storage of scenery and props 
of different scenes, requiring the use of 
more “boring” sets.
 “One hopes that better opera produc-

tions will generate greater interest in 
our product,” he comments.
 Ireland is a realist, though. He 
believes the community must first real-
ize and accept the premise that culture 
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the sting has already been felt from the state’s decision not to 
support a matching funds endowment this year. OSC was  
to be one of the recipients. 
 “Funding issues are never behind you,” he remarks. “They 
are always in front of you.”

 Nonetheless, Tonner is excited about the positive track the 
arts are taking in Orlando, especially with the approval of the 
three venues. He says the success of the science center may be a 
sign that arts and culture in Orlando are experiencing a renais-
sance, but he agrees the entire industry is in this together. 

form of record-breaking atten-
dance. The center possesses the 
world’s largest eight-story movie 
screen, located in a CineDome 
that features laser-light displays; 
planetarium shows and large-
format films. It’s also home to the 
renowned Crosby Observatory, 
which includes Florida’s larg-
est publicly accessible refractor 
telescope for viewing stars, plan-
ets, moons and other galaxies. 
There are permanent hands-on 
teaching exhibits for children, 
special events for adults such 
as “Cocktails & the Cosmos,” 
and blockbusters like “Our Body 
— the Universe Within” — the 
primary reason the science center 
is enjoying a banner 2007.
 The show, which allows visi-
tors to see what’s inside the body 
by viewing actual human speci-
mens, generated $2.5 million in 
revenues and serves as the signa-
ture stroke in a multiyear run of 
financial fortune. 
 “We have been in the black 
eight years now,” says Tonner. 
 Good thing. The science center 
requires new air conditioning, he 
adds, along with an exhibit over-
haul. Tonner’s point: The financial 
picture is better but not great. 
Consequently, any proposed 
budget cuts would still hurt, 
regardless of the surpluses, and 
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 “A rising tide floats all boats,” he says. “They 
are great investments for the future. The Orlando 
Science Center is just a brick in this edifice.” 

outside influences
 Outside help is welcomed, too, like from tour-
ists. Clearly, they already are helping by paying 
for much of the venues’ costs through hotel-room 
taxes. Beyond that, Knight believes Orlando is a 
niche market that combines theme parks with 
arts. As such, the industry should begin to focus 
on tourists as an attendance and ticket base for 
all venues, she says. 
 As they prepare for the next new genera-
tion of arts and culture in Orlando, United Arts 
and the local performing arts organizations are 
poised to work on a marketing plan to attract 
tourists. “We have remarkable opportunities to 
attract them and to invent tourism in cultural 
products,” says Knight.
 The arts industry also can play a role in 
recruiting newcomers to the area, especially the 
caliber of people needed for the medical complex 
being created at Lake Nona. “The new medical 

city will bring in thousands of knowledge work-
ers who all have a high interest in educational 
and family entertainment,” says Tonner.
 He remembers when he first visited OSC in 
1997, and how it made a statement to him and 
his family. First impressions, he affirms, are very 
important, and the three venues could serve as 
the face of local arts and culture.
 Yet, area residents must get the message 
first, concludes Ireland. “It is difficult indeed for 
outsiders to take Orlando’s arts seriously, if we 
ourselves don’t first do so,” he says. 
 So, hold that applause. The new performing 
arts center is only the initial step in demonstrat-
ing that Orlando is serious about top-notch arts. 
The big vote and subsequent hurrahs were only a 
prelude. 
 There is still much to be done. Now, it’s 
Showtime.

A  $376 million, four-story, 400,000-square-foot 
performing arts center with three venues: a 
2,800-seat hall for large-scale productions such 
as broadway shows and concerts; an 1,800-seat 
hall for local performing arts groups; and a 
300-seat hall for small performing arts groups.

A  the project could include up to 2 million 
square feet of commercial space; a $100 
million office building (cnl iii); $60 million, 
200-room boutique hotel; $210 million, twin-
tower project with 300 to 500 residential 
condominiums; another $410 million building 
with either office space or more residential 
condos; and new retail, restaurants and 
entertainment businesses.

source: proJect hometown

    dr. P. PhilliPs orlando 
Performing arts center 

Don’t miss the 2007 Regional HobNob, “Politics in the Park,” Tuesday, November 6, 2007, 4:30 - 8:00 p.m. Mingle with business, community and government leaders.  Plus, talk with dozens of Political Candidates and Elected Officials. Cast your vote at a “first-ever” Regional Presidential “Straw Poll,” and enjoy the fun and majesty of a Shamu show at SeaWorld Adventure Park. It’s going to be a whale of a time! Sponsorship Opportunities are available!For complete details and to register for HobNob, call 407.835.2448 or visit www.orlando.org.

New Date. New Location. New Program.
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