Civic Center Renovation Committee Seeks Expanded Vision from Public
Cumberland County officials are planning to ask voters for at least $25 million this fall to renovate the Civic Center, and they’re asking for help.Ideas for how to expand the uses of the existing facility could be added to the $25M + bond the County Commissioners are expecting to send to voters this fall.

The request comes from concerns that voters, particularly those in outlying areas, may not support the renovations. “We’re going to have to expand the uses of the civic center in order to win this vote”, says Building Committee Chair John Menario. And making renovations soon are important for two reasons: according to a March 2011 report unless the building undergoes a major improvement soon, it will lose its competitive position. This combined with increasing maintenance costs, will decrease the ability of the facility to pay for itself. 
The Cumberland County Civic Center is legally the Cumberland County Recreation District, formed in 1977 by an act of the legislature to maintain and manage recreation facilities to serve Cumberland County residents. The Civic Center is governed independently by a board of trustees who are appointed by the elected County Commissioners. While decisions about the Civic Center are made independently by the Trustees, Cumberland County is responsible for any financial shortfalls.

And the shortfalls are growing larger. During the first 20 years of the Civic Center’s operation, Cumberland County donated on average $40,000 per year to its operation. In 2010 the Civic Center cost the county $600,000.  “And these expenses are not expected to go down anytime soon if we don’t do renovations,” says County manager Peter Crichton. “It’s an old building, and is going to continue to need repairs.” The report states that additional space for concession activity could increase net income by $400,000/per year, and that luxury suites and premium seating could add up to an additional million per year. More income could come from corporate naming rights. 
The Civic Center doesn’t just need repairs. The 30+ year old structure has had trouble attracting performing acts due to the cramped configuration of the loading dock, lack of backstage facilities, and even more challenging, the limited number of seats. When the structure was built there were only 400 performance arenas in the country, and now there are over 1,000. In the same time, the number of shows a large national act will do in a tour has dropped from 150 to 40. All of which means there is more competition for national acts, and national acts often choose arenas that are newer and have more seats. Hockey is by far the largest money maker (?) but there are only XX games per year. 
In addition to hockey and concerts, the civic center hosts trade shows, conventions and shows like the circus and Disney on Ice. The civic center also donates space for area high school and college graduations, and XXXXXX.

Some of the basic renovations include adding more bathrooms and widening the concessions area, increasing the type and quality of concessions, replacing the arenas 6,000 seats, adding some pricier and more comfortable box seats, enhanced and enlarged dressing room space, and reconfiguring the loading dock and storage areas. 
A Building Committee, co-chaired by Civic Center Trustee John Menario and County Commissioner Jim Cloutier, has retained SMRT Architects, and intends to have a plan in draft form by the end of July that will accompany the bond vote in November. Other committee members include Joe Gray (former City of Portland Manager), Don Gerrish (former Brunswick town manager), Steve Crane (Civic Center General Manager), Brian Petrovek (Portland Pirates Manager), Civic Center trustees Joe Bruno and Neal Pratt, and Linda Boudreau (South Portland City Councilor)
Timing is everything

“If we’re going to renovate the civic center, this is the year,” says Civic Center Building committee co-chair and County Commissioner Jim Cloutier. That’s because 2011 is the last year that the county has to pay $2.1 Million per year on a  $XX million loan it took out in 198- to build an addition to the Cumberland County Jail in Portland. That’s $2M per year that the county can spend on something else without taxpayers seeing a rise in their taxes. Cumberland County Commissioners are 

Not all County Commissioners are in favor of the renovations. Commission Sue Witonis, representing the outlying communities from Bridgton to Harpswell, is the lone opposing vote on the three-person board. “I just don’t see that the civic center benefits the rural communities enough to justify taking on new debt,” says Witonis. This isn’t the first time the Civic Center has caused rural-urban angst. In 197- the town of Otisfield voted to secede from Cumberland County and join Oxford County so that they wouldn’t haven to contribute to the Civic Center. 

“This is a County-wide Recreation District, not a hockey district, so while of course we are committed to the Portland Pirates, we also are open to ideas of how we can serve more county residents with the facility and the location,” says committee co-chair Jim Cloutier. Some ideas that have been floated are to expand retail and/or restaurants facing Free and/or Spring Streets, build outdoor facilities in the Spring Street right-of-way that could accommodate extreme sports like skiing or skateboarding competitions, or outdoor performances. 
The Civic Center Building Committee is requesting ideas from individuals and organizations that could bring in new activities and audiences to the civic center. Ideas can be posted on Cumberland County’s facebook site or emailed to civiccenter@cumberlandcounty.org, or mailed to Cumberland County Civic Center Building Committee c/o suite 102, 142 Federal Street, Portland, ME 04101. The building committee will review ideas at their May 25th meeting, 8am-10am in the County Courthouse. 

