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By Nickolas Butler
Special to the Leader-Telegram

When we first moved out to 
the country, about eight miles 
south of Eau Claire, roughly 
between the sprawling met-
ropolitan areas of Cleghorn 
and Brackett, there were three 
dusk-to-dawn high-pressure-so-
dium lights scattered around our 
property on various poles and 
outbuildings. Our acreage was 
lit up like a Wrigley Field night 
game and for no great reason. 
Security? I don’t know, maybe. 
I’ve always thought any burglar 
operating in our “neighborhood” 
was choosing a very poor place 
to execute his/her thefts — I 
know my neighbors and their 

zeal for hunting well enough to 
imagine that any thief would be 
ultimately breaking and entering 
into a world of hurt, if you catch 
my drift.

Unconcerned about safety, 
we had the lights taken down. 
This move immediately saved us 
about 25 bucks a month on our 
utility bill, which was nice, but 
there was another great benefit: 
darkness.

I love the night sky and al-
ways have. I remember a trip up 
to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, 
camping with my buddy Josh 
Swan on an island located on 
Stanley Lake. The night sky up 
there displayed a tremendous 
spill of the Milky Way; blue and 
white with pockets of palest 

purple. The stars were vivid, 
and seemingly close. Another 
night I bivouacked under the 
stars with old amigo Nik No-
vak at Copper Falls State 
Park when a shooting 
star went scudding over 
our sleeping bags 
for what seemed to 
be three seconds. 
And other nights: 
in northern British 
Columbia, watch-
ing the Aurora Bo-
realis with friends, 
or in Dinosaur 
National Monu-
ment, camping with 
my family.

By Andrew Dowd
Leader-Telegram staff

Before the curtain first rose 
for audiences at Pablo Center at 
the Confluence, the new down-
town Eau Claire arts center 
had to make up some financial 
ground.

“We came into 
this fiscal year 
with $255,000 in 
the hole we had to 
make up,” execu-
tive director Jason 
Jon Anderson 
said.

On top of that 
was another $180,000 in other 
start-up costs to get the $60 mil-
lion building ready for show-
time in September.

“Those are not small numbers 
to overcome,” Anderson said.

A combination of higher than 
anticipated patronage during 
its inaugural season, conserva-
tive budgeting and lean staffing 
is leading the Pablo Center to 
project a $125,000 to $150,000 
surplus for its first full fiscal 
year, which ends June 30.

The arts center brought in 
$2.77 million in revenue, which 
more than covered its $2.62 
million in expenses, according 
to figures Anderson shared this 
week with the Leader-Telegram.

In addition to the confidence 
of a successful first season 
financially, the Pablo Center 
also learned more about its cus-
tomer base and how far people 
will come to see a show in Eau 
Claire.

Wider audience
The fact that most people 

who bought tickets live in 

the Chippewa Valley was no 
surprise, but those who made 
a longer drive showed the new 
arts center’s reputation extend-
ed farther than expected.

Of tickets sold during the first 
season, 65% were bought by 
people from Eau Claire, Chippe-
wa and Dunn counties, based on 
the center’s box office data.

Remaining sales were then 
mostly to patrons living in the 
Twin Cities, Madison, Mil-
waukee, Chicago and Duluth, 
Minn. A segment that Anderson 
took special note of was that 
the Minneapolis-St. Paul area 
accounted for 12% of overall 
ticket sales.

“We’re at the regional, 
semi-national level,” Anderson 
said.

Those guests were drawn in 
using a shoestring marketing 
approach mostly through social 
media after much of that part 
of the center’s budget had been 
consumed with start-up costs 
including building a web-
site, creating logos and other 
branding. Next year there is 
more advertising and marketing 
planned in areas where ticket 
sales have shown there is an 
audience interested in going to 
the Pablo Center.

Drawing patrons from longer 
distances helps the center prove 
its case for getting $225,000 
annually in hotel room taxes 
collected by the city, which are 
intended for attractions that 
encourage overnight visitors.

“We know that we’re driving 
room sales,” Anderson said.

Linda John, executive director 
of local convention and visitors 
bureau Visit Eau Claire, said the 
center is helping area hotels.

Locally founded software 
company Jamf hosted its annual 
SubZero employee conference 
in January at the Pablo Center.

“Room tax collections that 
month were up 8.1% and we 

attribute that growth to host-
ing that event during one of 
Eau Claire’s slowest tourism 
months,” John said in an email.

She’s also fielded interest 
from meeting planners inter-
ested in using the arts center in 
some way for reception space 
or providing entertainment for 
attendees.

“I expect us to continue 
to grow as an event venue,” 
Anderson said, but adding that 
Pablo Center will remain first 
and foremost an arts center.

This year’s surplus will go to 
the nonprofit group that was 
created to serve as owner of the 
arts center, which will use the 
money to pay off costs tied to 
the new building.

Brandon Riechers, president 
and CEO of Royal Credit Union, 
leads the ownership group’s 
board and said this year’s sur-
plus will pay for the last of the 
bills from contractors for the 
building.

“The final construction costs 
will be paid in the next couple 
months,” he said.

However, the center still 
has some debt to pay off and 
yearly lease payments tied to 
insurance premiums, property 
management fees, tax prepara-

tion and audit services.
Riechers didn’t provide a 

dollar figure for how much debt 
the arts center has remaining 
from constructing its building. 
He did say that fundraising is 
ongoing and got a boost from 
the center’s gala opening and 
first season.

After building-related costs 
are paid off, the arts center’s 
future annual surpluses will 
be used to build up its reserve 
fund.

Filling seats
Beyond the positive financial 

figures, the center also showed 
that its audience has continued 
to grow.

In its first nine months, box 
office data showed more than 
80,000 individuals bought 
tickets. But even more encour-
aging to Anderson is how many 
newcomers are trying out the 
Pablo Center.

On any given show day — not 
including Eau Claire theatre 
troupes with their well-estab-
lished local fan bases — 60% 
of ticket buyers are first-time 
visitors, Anderson said.

By Deb Riechmann and 
Lolita C. Baldor

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Pres-
ident Donald Trump said 
Friday the U.S. was “cocked 
and loaded” to retaliate 
against Iran for downing 
an unmanned American 
surveillance drone but he 
canceled the strikes minutes 
before 
they were 
to be 
launched 
after 
being told 
150 people 
could die.

Trump’s tweeted state-
ment raised important 
questions, including why 
he learned about possi-
ble deaths only at the last 
minute.

His stance was the latest 
example of the president 
showing some reluctance 
to escalate tensions with 
Iran into open military 
conflict. He did not rule 
out a future strike but said 
in a TV interview that the 
likelihood of casualties from 
the Thursday night plan to 
attack three sites in Iran did 
not seem like the correct 
response to shooting down 
an unmanned drone earlier 
in the day in the Strait of 
Hormuz.

“I didn’t think it was 
proportionate,” he said in an 
interview with NBC News’ 
Meet the Press.
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Eau Claire arts 

center ending first 
year with surplus
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Air Play, a performance blending science and circus, is among the acts that brought crowds to Pablo Center at the Confluence in its inau-
gural season.
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The 1,200-seat RCU Theatre is the larger performing arts space in 
the Pablo Center, which also has the 404-seat Jamf Theatre.

Anderson
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