ECHO at the Leahy Center for Lake Champlain
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I.  First Impressions


ECHO at the Leahy Center for Lake Champlain boasts a two-story 28,000 foot aquarium with over 2200 live animals native to the basin along with an educational maze displaying several of the lake's extinct species.  If that's not enough, the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) designed building also has an Awesome Forces Theater providing its eager visitors with a glimpse of geological forces which have shaped the Champlain Basin.  These exhibits are but a few of the activities that are available to ECHO visitors.  There is also an evening lecture series for adults and year round teacher training sessions.  But there is something much more going on at the ECHO center.  An emerging culture has developed in the two weeks which it has been opened.  It is culture immersed in environmental education and awareness.  Everyone from young school children to adults is excited about visiting the center.  As I was waiting in line, I overheard a young lady saying that this was here second time visiting in one week and that she had already purchased a year pass. ECHO is already making its mark on Burlington and the greater Chittenden County community.  The center expects 80,000 visitors for this year according to executive director Phelan Fretz.  


In the pages which follow, I would like to provide a background on the history of the ECHO center along with a review of its key philosophies and beliefs.  In addition, we will see why ECHO has been so successful and also address some of the future challenges that this organization will inevitably face.  

II.  History of the ECHO Center


ECHO was originally named the Lake Champlain Basin Science Center.  The $14.5 Million project has been in the making for nearly 10 years although some would argue that the concept developed over two decades ago through discussions between the Burlington community and the University of Vermont.  With the rebuilding of the science center came a new theme.  The name ECHO is derived from the Ecology, Culture, History, and Opportunity of the Lake Champlain Basin.  ECHO currently employs 16 full-time staff members along with over 200 volunteers.


ECHO's primary founder is the board chair, Sarah Muyskens, although there are several other individuals worth noting.  These individuals include George E. Little who is the capital campaign chair and Phelan Fretz, the ECHO executive director.  Contributions for the project have come from a combination of private donations and federal funding.  The contributors include a local philanthropist, J. Warren McClure who donated $2.5 million along with the Hoehl family who donated a substantial amount.  However, the works of Senator Patrick Leahy have perhaps been the most instrumental in securing funds for the ECHO Center.  As part of the Senate Appropriations Committee, Leahy was able to secure $7.5 Million for the project.  In addition, he has secured over $40 Million for lake cleanup efforts as well as encouraging other federal agencies to support efforts in the Basin.  The federal funding for the ECHO project came from the EPA, the Institute of Museum and Library Services, and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.  Leahy's staff has also suggested that they will continue to secure future funds for the ECHO center to insure its success.
III.  Themes and Goals


The ECHO center philosophy is focused on educating people about the Lake Champlain Basin while adhering to a high level of scientific integrity.  The organization is quick to point out that this educational experience is used as a means of empowering its visitors to "learn and develop their own positions."  It is far from an advocacy group in the original sense of the word but promotes its objectives through a combination of educational science and visitor interaction.  On their webpage, visitors will find the main themes inherent in the ECHO vision. The Ecology, Culture, History, and Opportunity visions are described as follows:
Ecology
This philosophy is deeply rooted in the interconnectedness between the biotic and abiotic environment.  Specifically, the ECHO center envisions a unification of humans with the surrounding ecology.  In terms of an environmental philosophy it is most closely linked to the ecocentric view of nature.  This point is reaffirmed in their vision which states that "water is the life force common to all of us and all ecosystems and must be protected and respected" thus highlighting the importance of preservation.  
Culture
As part of the educational objective, ECHO strives to provide its visitors with a greater awareness of how human behavior impacts Lake Champlain.  The center believes that providing knowledge to the Burlington community is a critical aspect for preservation of the lake.
History

Linked closely to the cultural objectives, ECHO also embraces the philosophy that human actions in the past provide a framework for present and future decisions.  Hence it is critical for us to understand these implications as we look to increase our environmental awareness.
Opportunity

I believe that this is the most critical aspect of ECHO's vision.  The "opportunity" objective looks to shape our future decisions through an appreciation of Lake Champlain's culture, history and ecology.  By providing individuals with this knowledge, we may be able to shape a future which supports the preservation of Lake Champlain.


The above themes provide the backbone for the ECHO vision.  However, these themes extend beyond the educational focus.  The ECHO building was actually designed with strict guidelines from LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Green Building Rating System.  The materials which were used for the construction are considered environmentally friendly and maximize efficiency.  It is thus evident that almost every aspect of the ECHO center, from the visitor's experience to the actual construction of the building, is centered on the environment.

IV.  Strategies for Success


It is evident that one of the key factors to ECHO's success has been it's ability to form strategic partnerships that extend well beyond Chittenden County.  The support from Senator Patrick Leahy has been instrumental along with the organizational management employed by the directorship of ECHO center.  I had the opportunity to sit down with ECHO's executive directory, Phelan Fretz, and asked him what he perceived as being the keys to success.  He highlighted that there are six key factors for ECHO's success.  They are listed as follows:

1) Creating a reserve fund

2) Creating an enjoyable visitor experience

3) Increasing visitor attendance on an annual basis

4) Insuring worker satisfaction

5) Insuring the theme of environmentally sound activities

6) Establishing long term alliances and partnerships 

It is interesting to note that these factors are a combination of several critical elements including customer/employee satisfaction, environmental education, and market based mechanisms.  The latter of these elements, is unique for a non profit organization until you begin to understand the motivation behind this.  The director of corporate sponsorship has even been quoted as saying, "ECHO will be an important economic driver in the community."  The market-based focus will look to increase annual visitor attendance and support future expansion of the facility while ensuring employee satisfaction.  Fretz told me that there will even be an incentive based program for the employees.  Overall, there seems to be a lot of things working for the ECHO center including extensive funding along with satisfied employees and customers.  Additionally, alliances will continue to play an important role.  The Center has established three major partners all focused on preserving Lake Champlain.  The partners include the Lake Champlain Basin Program, a federal and local initiative focused on preserving Lake Champlain.  Additionally, there is the UVM Rubenstein Ecosystem Science Laboratory which provides researchers with the tools to understand the Lake's ecosystem.  Finally, ECHO has collaborated with LAKENET, a global network of individuals working on the sustainable management of lakes all over the world.      

Overall, the ECHO Center appears to be well on its way to a successful future.  In terms of its strategies for success, I have highlighted its ability to combine monetary support with employee and customer satisfaction.  Additionally, the Center is very focused on its objectives which appear to be well aligned with its educational themes.  Rarely do we see organizational mission statements which can be practiced in the real world but ECHO is an exception.  When we look at the types of strategies that ECHO utilizes for its success, we see that it is a combination of transformational and exemplary.  It is transformational in the sense that the primary focus is on educating people about the Lake Champlain Basin.  It is exemplary in that it can be used as a model for ecological awareness as well as socially responsible investing.  The SR investing aspect is evident in the "Green" building approach to the ECHO Center.  One could also argue that it also uses an adversial strategy not in the original sense of the word but rather from the fact that it has received strong lobbying support through Senator Leahy.  It may still be too early to see how the ECHO Center will meet future challenges but it is clear that it is on a path towards success.  
V.  Future Challenges


Up to this point, I have discussed how ECHO has been able to achieve its goals and objectives.  However, like any organization, there will be significant challenges.  In my interview with Phelan, I asked him what he thought would be the biggest challenge for ECHO in the future.  He highlighted two key challenges.  The first one relates to the organizational structure.  Some of the key contributors and originators of the ECHO Center will be moving on shortly and one of the dilemmas will be how the Center will be able to adapt to this change.  Fretz pointed out that the board chair, Sarah Muyskens, has been the foundation of the ECHO Center and that "everytime she comes up with a challenge, she can solve it."  It is evident that it will be difficult to fill her place.  

The other challenge is also linked to change.  This challenge is not focused on internal concerns but rather it is focused on how the external world will view the ECHO Center in the future.  Fretz admits that in the long term, ECHO will have to create a culture of change which always provides something new to its customers.  


Overall, there are some key challenges which the ECHO Center will have to face but many of them are not unique to the center.  Additionally, the organization is anticipating that it will have to adapt to change early on in order to perform well in the future.  With this mentality, it hopes that it will be able to meet its future challenges and keep its visitors coming back for many years to come.
VI.  Final Thoughts

The ECHO Center opened its doors on May 30 of this year.  Thousands of people of all ages have already visited this beautiful structure at the waterfront.  The overriding themes at this center include an infusion of environmental awareness and education. Although these themes may be common across different environmental advocacy groups, this is where the similarities end.  The ECHO Center is not an advocacy group.  Rather, it is a center of learning that allows people to make informed decisions of Lake Champlain on the basis of strong scientific research.  The Center does not push its policies on its visitors.  It instead allows them to decide for themselves how they perceive the Lake Champlain Basin and the environmental concerns surrounding it.  Relative to philosophies, one could argue that its a unique mix of ecocentricism, preservationalism, and sustainability.  Additionally, there is a strong market-based focus in order to stimulate growth for the Center.  However the economics employed in this organization are distinct from the private sector.  Unlike the private sector, ECHO looks to maximize profits in order to convert them into inputs to the organization that will include a reserve fund and incentive programs for its employees.  Fretz has even said that the revenue generated from ticket sales will be broken down in such a way that 70% will be used to meet the organization's goals and the other 30% will be used for an employee incentive program.


There will be some challenges facing the ECHO Center in the future.  Perhaps the most significant challenge will be ECHO's ability to adapt to change and its flexibility in offering a unique experience for its visitors.  This will drive a lot of creativity, teamwork, and leadership from ECHO but if one thing is clear, it is that these qualities have already been engrained into its culture.

VII.  Resources Cited
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VIII.  Interview

ECHO at the Leahy Center for Lake Champlain

Interviewer:  George Mina

Interviewee:  Phelan Fretz- ECHO Executive Director

Date:             Friday June 13 

* Sections in bold, italics refer to responses from the interviewee.  
ECHO Center:

It is a 28,000 square foot, two-story aquarium and science center housing 12,000 gallons of aquarium and more than 2,200 live animals in a state-of-the-art facility.  Other attractions include a six minute video, "Awesome Forces", a touch tank with historic inhabitants of Lake Champlain, and even a hands-on Watershed exhibit.
Interviewee Background:

Fretz brings 20 years of professional experience to the leadership team.  Prior to joining ECHO in June 2002, he served as vice president of programs at the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago, the nations largest science museum.  He has also held leadership positions at the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia and at the New England Aquarium in Boston.

"Ice-breaker" question*:
What motivated you to move from a successful job in Chicago to become the director of the ECHO Center?

Phelan's response was very insightful.  He highlighted that the ECHO's business model was very sound and that it would "maximize return on tourist traffic."  Additionally, he pointed out that there were strong philanthropic donors and that the location was also a key factor.  Finally, he though that the size of the business made sense to him and that the decisions that had been made relative to the ECHO Center were well-centered.
Formation of the ECHO Center*:

How was the ECHO Center formed?

It was originally the Lake Champlain Basin Science Center and this has been renamed and rebuilt.  The new name reflects the Ecology, Culture, History and Opportunity of the Lake Champlain Basin.

Obviously it was formed through funding but what drove this formation ie the interest groups, preserving the Lake etc?

Phelan told me that Sarah Muyskens was the driving force behind the ECHO Center.  He said that without her, the ECHO Center would not have been completed.  He also pointed out that she has extensive organizational ability and that she can step up to any challenge.
Sen. Leahy's role and Funding of the ECHO Center:

Senator Patrick Leahy has played a critical role in securing funds for the ECHO Center.  As part of the Senate Appropriations Committee, he has obtained over $40 million for Lake cleanup efforts, has amended NOAA's National Sea Grant Program to include Lake Champlain, and has encouraged several other federal agencies to enhance their efforts in the Basin, including the Conservation Service and the U.S. Geological Survey.

The price tag for ECHO's capital campaign had a goal of $14.5 Million.  According to Fretz, "about $10 million was spent on the building, the former Naval Reserve Building;  $2.5 million was earmarked for exhibits;  about $1 million went for startup costs; and $1 million was placed into an endowment fund."

Leahy secured about $7.5 Million for this project and private donors such as the McClure's donated $2.5 Million.  The federal funding has been channeled by three programs including the EPA, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the Institute of Museum and Library Services.

Membership of the ECHO Center:
Who compromises the membership of the ECHO center?  There are 16 full time employees with 200 volunteers.  ECHO staff estimates that the center will attract 100,000 visitors per year.

Goals and Themes of the ECHO Center*:

ECHO at the Leahy Center for Lake Champlain educates and delights people about the Ecology, Culture, History, and Opportunities for stewardship of the Lake Champlain Basin.

Guiding Principles:

We are committed to the highest scientific integrity and everything we say and do must be accurate and trusted beyond reproach.

Not an advocacy group bur rather lets individuals develop their own positions based on the facts.  Therefore, how do you feel about the scientific nature of the ecocentric movement (ECHO vision of interrelation between humans and their environments).  

Is there an overriding theme of the ECHO Center in terms of environmental philosophy ie radical ecology vs social ecology vs spiritual ecology etc.?

Phelan responded by saying that they take a holistic approach to the environment.  The entrance of the ECHO Center welcomes the Burlington community while the back of it embraces the Lake Champlain culture.  He also pointed out that the themes are multidisciplinary and that there is a strong focus on the building giving a sense of place and meaning.
Range of Control of the ECHO Center:

Community Partners:

Lake Champlain Basin Program- federal, state, and local initiative to restore and protect Lake Champlain and its surrounding watershed for future generations.

UVM Rubenstein Ecosystem Science Laboratory- research facilities and provides researchers with the tools necessary to investigate the ecosystem processes that determine ecological health

Lakenet- global network of people and organizations working on the conservation and sustainable management of lakes.  

Approach to the ECHO Center*:

What do you feel has worked in terms of the start up of the ECHO Center?  It appears that fundraising has been very successful and the outlook for many visitors will also inevitably contribute a significant amount of capital.

Phelan pointed out that there are six critical success factors for the ECHO Center.  They are listed as follows:

1) Creating a reserve fund

2) Creating an enjoyable visitor experience

3) Increasing visitor attendance on an annual basis

4) Insuring worker satisfaction

5) Insuring the theme of environmentally sound activities

6) Establishing long term alliances and partnerships

What are some of the challenges facing the ECHO Center?  Are there any organizational challenges inherent in this organization?

Phelan highlighted the fact that adaptation to change will be an important challenge.  This relates to both internal and external challenges.  Internally, the challenge will be how he will be able to adapt to shifts in key leadership within the ECHO Center, specifically who will become chair.  Additionally, there will be the challenge to create a culture of change where "there's always something new."  Inevitably, the question will be how ECHO responds as an organization to change.  
