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A chill in the (nonprofit) air?

i Some local nonprofits
fear a cooler reception from
supporters to pledging,
now that the Pennsylvania
Academy of Music has sued
to collect an upaid
donation.

BY TIM MEKEEL
Business Editor

‘When Stanley Grand asks for
donations to the Lancaster Mu-
seum of Art this fall, there’s one
thing he won'’t request:

A signature on a pledge card.

The museum has canceled
plans to use the traditional cards.
It won’t even refer to the commit-
ments as pledges.

‘Why the switch?

The museum is concerned that
its supporters might be skittish
about signing pledges.

That'’s because the Pennsylva-
nia Academy of Music has sued
two donors over an unpaid pledge
the couple had signed.

“We, the museurmn, are not
interested in adding another layer
of fear and uncertainty on the
people on whose good will we de-
pend,” said Grand, the museum’s

executive director.

At least one other local non-
profit is altering its fundrais-
ing approach, too, for the same
reason.

“T put myself in their place,”
said John Jascoll, director of de-
velopment and communications
at the YWCA Lancaster.

“If 1 was a donor who tradi-
tionally gave alarge amount of

The former Pennsylvania Academy

North Prince Street in Lancaster.

money to nonprofits in the com-
munity, how would I feel?

“Tt might not stop my philan-
thropic giving, but it might make
me hesitant to sign a pledge,” he
said.

While the YWCA is still using
pledge cards, Jascoll is “giving
an increased measure of reassur-
ance” to donors that the YWCA
is “a viable organization” with “a
really sound business plan.”

He’s also adjusted his word

choice.

“When I talk to donors, I find
myself using the word ‘agree-
ment’ instead of ‘pledge.’ It’'s a
subtle change.”

PAM, after warning for weeks
that it might sue donors who had
past-due, unpaid pledges, did just
that on Aug. 23.

The academy, which is in bank-
ruptcy, sued a Pequea couple for
the $150,000 that was past due on
their multiyear, $240,000 pledge.

of Music headquarters on

More suits will follow, PAM
has promised.

The couple, Karyn and William
Regitz, defended their decision to
withhold the money:.

They said the pledge was given
to support PAM’s 42 N. Prince St.
building, which PAM has vacated.

They acknowledged that they
might feel differently if PAM had
presented them with a business
plan, outlining a path to fiscal
health,

But their requests to be shown
such a plan went unheeded, the
Regitzes said.

PAM replied that being in
bankruptcy gives it a legal duty to
collect past-due pledges to help
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repay its creditors.

The academy added that
it did develop the $32 million
building and name a room in
the structure in honor of the
couple, both as promised.

- While it’s impossible
to measure the impact of
the PAM suit on nonprofit
fundraising here, the effect
appears small so far, judg-
ing from the organizations
contacted for this story.

Of nine organizations
contacted, seven reported no
change in their practices or
their donors’ attitudes.

The seven are Hospice
of Lancaster County, Wa-
ter Street Ministries, the
Pennsylvania College of Art
& Design, Theater of the Sev-
enth Sister, Fulton Theatre,
Ephrata Performing Arts
Center and the Lancaster
Symphony Orchestra.

“At first, when (news of
the lawsuit) was breaking,
you heard a lot of specula-
tion in the nonprofit world
about what the fallout might
be,” said Todd Lindsley, a
Lancaster-based fundrais-
ing consultant. “But there’s
very little evidence early
on” of the lawsuit triggering
changes,

There is a little, though.

Lindsley, who represents
75 clients on the East Coast,
told of attending a meeting
last week between a local
nonprofit and a couple wish-
ing to donate to it.

As a possible pledge
agreement was being
discussed, the couple asked
that it include language
letting them opt out of their
payments, or defer them, if
their financial circumstances
changed.

While the couple didn’t
mention the PAM suit as the

reason for the request, “it
was pretty clear to all of us”
what had prompted it, Linds-
ley said.

That’s exactly what con-
cerns the Lancaster Museum
of Art.

Grand said its adjusted
approach will be used for a
$50,000 fundraising cam-
paign this fall, to be matched
by $50,000 from an anony-
mous donor.

“QOriginally, we had drawn
up little pledge cards. But as
a direct result of this pub-
licity (of the PAM suit), we
decided not to use them. It’s
become a potentially toxic
thing ...,” he said.

“We're not going to ask
people to sign a pledge card,
because those waters have
become a little polluted,”
Grand said.

Instead, the North Lime
Street museum will ask
donors for just a verbal com-
mitment. The museum will
follow up with a thank-you
letter.

It will continue to be trans-

parent about its finances, he
said, as it was with donations

to help fund its since-scuttled

move to North Queen Street,

Donors got a written
“complete accounting” of
how those dollars were used.

Grand emphasized that
the museum’s new stance
should not be taken as criti-
cism of PAM’s action, though
he noted that PAM’s action
is “obviously having a ripple
effect in the community.”

Jascoll agreed.

“The whole philanthropic
community is abuzz about it.
They're following the PAM
litigation with close atten-
tion,” he said.

Jascoll said he’s heard the
topic raised by both YWCA
donors and leaders of other
local charities.

How does the YWCA
respond?

“We're speaking with our
donors about what’s taking .
place at PAM and assuring
them that the money they
agreed to give us will be
spent on the purpose for |
which it was given,” Jascoll
said.

Jane Holahan contributed
to this article.

tmekeel@Inpnews.com
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