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Opera House: Executive Summary 
Introduction  
The SPEA Capstone Class served the City of Mitchell, Indiana in a planning assessment capacity between 
January and May 2014. Under the guidance of Indiana University professor and Certified Planner, Frank 
Nierzwicki, the SPEA Capstone Class entered into dialogue with Mayor Gary Pruett and Mayor’s Assistant 
Christina Lambton on the City’s needs, strengths, and opportunities for improvement. The SPEA 
Capstone Class and the City of Mitchell co-hosted a community event on February 21, 2014, during which 
public comment was sought regarding economic development and quality of life issues relevant to 
residents of Mitchell and Lawrence County. The SPEA Capstone Class is affiliated with the School of 
Public and Environmental Affairs (SPEA) at Indiana University-Bloomington. A SPEA Capstone course is 
a culminating graduate experience that is designed to bring together SPEA masters students from diverse 
backgrounds and academic interests to address a real-world topic in an interdisciplinary framework. The 
team combined the knowledge and talents of eighteen SPEA masters students who participated in one of 
four subgroups that focused on  economic development; green spaces and sustainable infrastructure; 
trails and the opera house; and capital improvements. The teams’ findings and recommendations for 
restoring and operating the Mitchell Opera House are contained in this report.  

Key Findings 
The Mitchell Opera House can be run sustainably if the management uses business models of similarly 
sized theaters. The restoration will be costly, and will have to be funded through private donors and a 
combination of either state or federal grants. The following report outlines different funding options for 
restoration. Mitchell will have to consider regulations for building inspection and creating the spaces for 
tickets and concessions. Once it is restored, the Opera House can be sustainable if the venue is opened to 
movies, and concessions are run effectively. 

Recommendations 
• Seek funding from private and public sources, and consider matching grants 
• Fundraise beyond the initial restoration period through the creation of a fundraising and 

development committee whom will work year-round organizing fundraising events and annual 
appeals  

• Use alternative methods for addressing construction needs such as portable ramps and a portable 
ticket booth 

• Create local partnerships to identify the extent of the bat problem and identify a cost-effective 
manner to remove the bats 

• Use the venue for major events as well as private rentals and movie nights 
• Implement strong marketing initiatives using traditional printing as well as the use of electronic 

methods such as social media  

Implementation Items 
Mitchell can use the following report to construct grant proposals for funding to begin restoration efforts. 
The town can utilize its interested citizens to begin pulling together the resources for restoration. The 
report will provide a detailed guideline of the actions that should be taken to ensure a viable future for the 
Mitchell Opera House. 
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Opera House Restoration and 
Operation 
Overview 
The purpose of this section is to address the vacant Mitchell Opera House. It includes an analysis of 
current conditions, recommendations for its future use and sustainability, and potential resources and 
funding opportunities.  

Benefits of Community Arts Centers 
In a recent survey, many residents of Mitchell expressed concern regarding crime in the city. Residents 
agreed that there is high need for new jobs, a place for youth, and more recreational opportunities. 
Currently, the city suffers from lack of morale with citizens expressing negativity towards many aspects of 
the city. We purpose that revitalizing the Mitchell Opera House to a community theater will provide 
benefits that will help address the above concerns. 
 
Arts projects play a vital part in community and economic development. Arts and cultural activities have 
the potential to benefit a community through a variety of ways. A strong arts community creates a 
foundation for defining a sense of place. Communities with a strong sense of place often have higher levels 
of community pride and civic engagement. In return, communities experience lower levels of crime. 
Mitchell currently has many assets including a strong religious community and a large volunteer base. We 
feel creating a new avenue for citizens to engage in arts actives will only further enhance these community 
assets.  
 
Many small rural towns across the nation have taken action to create new opportunities for citizens to 
engage in the arts. Once a major part of the community, arts and cultural projects slowly disappeared 
from many communities. However, as communities continue to reclaim a sense of place, arts have taken a 
larger role in community planning. In Colorado, there has been a movement by communities to restore 
arts by revitalizing vacant opera houses. During the late 1800s, towns across the nation aspired to have 
opera houses. At the time, opera houses served as focal point for entertainment and social events in 
communities. Many theaters were located in the heart of downtown and hosted a variety of events 
including vaudeville acts, high school graduations, and galas. These buildings provided a space for 
residents of all ages to come together to celebrate the arts. However, over time, many opera houses have 
fallen into disrepair.  
 
If Mitchell is to compete with surrounding communities for attracting businesses and retaining youth, it is 
essential that the city have entertainment opportunities available. Cities with strong arts sectors often 
have a competitive edge. Currently, there are few entertainment options in the City of Mitchell, with many 
residents traveling out of the city for entertainment purposes. We propose that through the revitalization 
of the Mitchell Opera house, Mitchell residents will have the opportunity to enjoy live music, movies, and 
plays without having to leave the city. Further, we anticipate increased foot traffic in the downtown and 
the potential to attract new and visiting populations.  
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Case Studies  
This section highlights several opera houses around the country that have undergone renovation projects. 
Each opera house is located in a small rural town and has historic significance. We examine the history, 
renovations, and operational management for each theater.  
 
Tivoli Theater 
Spencer, IN 

Constructed in 1928 the Tivoli Theater suffered damages from multiple fires and closed its doors in 1998. 
The building was scheduled for demolition in 2005. As a member of the Indiana Landmark’s Endangered 
Properties List, the building was purchased prior to its scheduled demolition. Cook Inc. provided private 
funding to restore the building to its previous state. The Historic Tivoli Theater reopened to the public on 
April 11, 2013. The Tivoli currently operates as a 501(c)(3) non-profit and is managed by one Executive 
Director and a group of more than 80 volunteers. The building is used for a variety of events including 
movies, birthday parties, plays, meetings, and wakes.  

 

 

Figure 4.1: The Tivoli Theater1 
 

The Grand Theater 
Rocky Ford, Colorado  

The Grand Theater was originally built in 1908 and was rebuilt after a fire in 1915. The structure was 
abandoned for several years before being purchased by the City of Rocky Ford in 1991. The Theater is 
managed by an Arts Commission and has a fundraising organization that is in charge of development 
initiatives, including annual appeals and special fundraising events. The Grand Theater is one of the few 
businesses in downtown Rocky Ford. The Theater hosts a variety of events including live performances, 
student musicals, political meetings, and talent shows. 

 

1 Source: Spencertivoli.org 
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Figure 4.2: The Grand Theater2 
 

Cliff Theater  
Wray, CO 

The Cliff Theater was constructed in 1950 and has serves as an integral part of the Wray community. The 
theater became a 501(c)(3) non-profit in 2007 and is currently operated by board members and a group of 
volunteers. In 2012 through a series of small fundraisers and a few large donations, the theater purchased 
its first digital projector. The Cliff Theater serves as movie theater, community center, and hosts events 
including dance classes, youth group meetings, birthday parties, and music shows.  

 

Figure 4.3: Cliff Theater3 
 
The Wieting Theater 
Toledo, Iowa 

The Wieting Theater, which is on the National Registrar of Historic Places, held its first production in 
1912. It was home to live performances as well as movies. In 1958 due to competition from television, the 

2Source: Downtowncoloradoinc 
3 Source: Downtowncoloradoinc 
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theater closed its doors. The theater was closed for only a short time before community members rallied 
to reopen its doors. Through a community effort the theater was cleaned and reopened in 1961. As of 
2008, the theater underwent a $1.3 million restoration project with state and local funding as well as 
individual and business donors. The Wieting is a 501(c)(3) and is operated by a board and group of 
volunteers. It hosts events including weekly movies, dance recitals, gospel shows, political conventions, 
and high school productions 

 

Figure 4.4: The Wieting Theater4 

History 
The Mitchell Opera House has a long history and has housed a variety of things over the years. It first 
opened its doors in 1906 and was used as a meeting hall for Lawrence County. Then a professional theatre 
man, Menlo Moore, rented the building from the city in 1916. Moore transformed the building into an 
opera house, and through using his connections, the theatre became part of the nationwide B.F. Keith 
Vaudeville Circuit. Some of the most notable shows that came to the Opera House were John Phillip 
Sousa’s band, Norma Talmadge and the Great Blackstone. Then beginning in the 1930s it fell into 
disrepair and eventually closed its doors. After closing, it was used as a city hall and fire department.  
 
The Opera House was in a state of limbo until Indiana University theatre student and Mitchell High 
School Graduate, Doug Hartzell, wrote a paper about it for one of his classes. Doug’s professor was very 
interested in the story, and the two collaborated to save the historic structure. With the help of Opera 
House Inc. and citizens of the community, the Hartzell Family was able to renovate and reopen the 
Mitchell Opera house in the mid-1980s. It was used to host a variety of theatrical and musical 
performances as recent as 2012, including live music, children’s plays, and vaudeville acts. At its peak, the 
building hosted at least one show every week. Acts came from as far away as Chicago with frequent 
performance put on by the Indiana University Opera.  Unfortunately due to deaths in the Hartzell family, 
it has had to close its doors, but the desire to reopen the Opera House is not lost by the community. The 
Mitchell Opera House remains an asset and source of pride for the City of Mitchell. The building currently 
resides on the National Registrar of Historic Places.  

Existing Conditions 
Since closing its doors in 2012, The Mitchell Opera House has fallen into disrepair. Having been vacant 
for over three years the building is in need of significant structural improvements before it can be put 
back to use. We highlight three issues that must be addressed before moving forward with any 

4 Source: wieting.tamatoledo.com 
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renovations including (1) dealing with the current bat problem, (2) complying with the American 
Disabilities Act (ADA), and (3) addressing the lack of bathrooms. 
 
Bat Control 
The Mitchell Opera House currently faces problems with a bat infestation. This problem must be taken 
care of before the building can host any type of event. The bats will need to be removed and the building 
will need to undergo substantial cleaning due to potential health hazards. This poses a potentially costly 
expense; however, we propose that the Mitchell Opera House create partnerships with local and national 
organizations including:  

• Bat Conservation International  
• Organization for Bat Conservation  
• Indiana State University Bat Conservation  
 
Compliance with the American Disabilities Act 
The current facilities face difficulties in meeting ADA requirements because of accessibility issues to the 
entrance, bathroom, and seating area. Because the ADA makes special exemptions for buildings that are 
historically preserved, the Opera House does not have to become completely ADA compliant to re-open. 
Historically preserved buildings are required to fulfill requirements as long as they do not interfere with 
the historical structure of the building. For this reason, the Opera House can forgo permanent 
construction to the bathroom at the front of the building. A portable ramp can help accessibility problems, 
and seating creation can be done without altering the structure of the building.  
 
Bathroom Addition 
If the Opera House does decide to pursue a bathroom addition to comply with the ADA, then the 
Historical Preservation Society will need to be included in the planning to preserve the status of the 
building. If the Opera House needs extra bathrooms to fulfill demand for the biggest events, we 
recommend renting portable toilets for big events in the short run and investing in construction when the 
facility has been proven sustainable for some time (1-3 years). 

Recommendations 
The City of Mitchell can benefit greatly by finding a new use for the Mitchell Opera House. The building 
could serve as a venue for many activities including music, plays, and movies. Additionally, the building 
should be available to be rented out to generate additional revenue.  

Projected Expenses and Revenues   
The following Cost Benefit Analysis is intended to give an estimate of the viability of the Opera House, 
given the work plan for sustainability. The structure addresses costs in terms of renovation and operation 
because the renovation will require a one-time investment from outside funding, but the Opera House 
must become sustainable after renovation is complete. Costs are mostly discussed in qualitative terms 
because estimates for renovation costs have previously been assessed. Benefits are separated into funding 
and operations to distinguish between sources for the initial investment, and sources of income that will 
be used to remain sustainable.  

Costs 
The costs for restoration are not complete because of the cost and time restraints of the work plan 
process. However, Hoosier Uplands has crafted an assessment for the restoration of the Opera House that 
estimated a cost of $150,000 without additional parking and $300,000 if the town is interested in 
creating an additional parking area.  
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Our recommendation is to create a work plan for funding opportunities that uses the cost estimates from 
the Hoosier Uplands Assessments while integrating cost saving measures mentioned below if full funding 
cannot be obtained. 

Restoration 
A recent assessment of the Mitchell Opera House finds the following structural problems with the 
building:    

• Three Broken Windows 
• One on the North side of building  
• One on the South-West side of building 
• One in the Balcony control room 
• Sprinkler piping above stage area (not functional) 
• Sump pump in basement (not functional) 
• Bat infestation problem 
• Roof of building needs repaired 
• Water fountain in lobby (not functional) 
• Hot water heater in basement (not functional) 
• Dimmer packs for stage lighting need upgraded 
• Lighting above stage need upgraded 
• Lighting board in balcony needs upgraded 
• Sound system needs new cords, etc. 
• Front steps need refinished  
• Brick work needs re-tucked  
• Window sills and frames need replaced  
• Second bathroom needs to be addressed for lobby area 
• Backstage door entrance needs work 
• Guard rail for outside basement entry needs repair 
• Lobby heater does not work 
• Lobby AC does not work 
• Flooding in basement  

 
*These costs are included in the Hoosier Uplands estimate of the cost to repair the Mitchell Opera House. 
Without access to inspectors, we could not corroborate these findings but find that estimates are 
consistent with restoration costs to Opera Houses of comparable sizes in towns with similar populations. 

 

Bat Control 
The cost of dealing with the current bat problem is estimated for both removal of the bats and cleanup. 
Estimates are provided through professional assessments of the building.   

• $3,175 for removal of the bats by professional licensed trappers Critter Ridders 
• $6,400 for cleanup and sanitization of the Opera House by Taylor’s Quality Cleaning and Restoration 
 
Through meetings and interviews, our team explored other less costly ways to deal with the bat issue in 
the Opera House. The removal and cleanup can be done by volunteer community members and through 
the creation of partnerships with bat conservation organizations including the Bat Conservation 
International and the Organization for Bat Conservation. These organizations work to provide discounted 
equipment. Further, the Indiana State University Center for Bat Research, Outreach, and Conservation is 
a potential resource for bat removal. When contacted, these organizations expressed their willingness to 
help with cleanup and removal once the decision has been made to move forward. 
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Accessibility Renovations 
Accessibility Ramps 

• $425-$475 per 6ft ramp from the medical device company AvaCare 
• The Opera House volunteers will need to bring ramps out before and after events to ensure there is 

adequate access, which will require volunteer time in addition to the cost of supplies. 
o Provides accessibility at the time of an event without compromising the original structure of 

the historical Opera House 
o Much cheaper than altering the building or installing a ramp 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Accessible Ramp5 

 
Seating Renovations 

• If someone has the expertise to remove seats, all that will need to be paid is labor. If a volunteer can 
be found then the project can be done for little to no cost in the budget. 

• Removing four seats (two on each aisle) in the orchestra seating will allow the theater to 
accommodate wheelchairs. 

• The theater can store and preserve the seats to restore the Opera House to its original seating 
structure whenever it is desired. 

 

Figure 4.5: Theater with Accessibility Seating6 
 

Ticket Stand 
Constructed Ticket Stand 

• The town could construct a portable ticket stand using volunteer labor that would only require the 
costs of lumber and other supplies. 

5 Source: http://wheelchairassistance.com/wheelchair-ramp/bay-area-portable-wheelchair-ramp-dealer.php 
6 Source: http://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wheelchair 
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• This would be the cheaper option, and the town would have to run an extension cord out to the booth 
in the winter for a space heater 

• Costs would also include the heater and the extension cord. 

Figure 4.6: Constructed Ticket Stand7 
 

Purchased Portable Ticket Stand 

• $5,000 - $6,000 for a two person portable stand 
• This is the more expensive option, but it is more secure and could be left in place outside longer and 

used in more adverse weather than a constructed stand. 
 
Operation 
Part-time Marketing and Management Staff 

• $12,000 annually 
o A salary should be as small as possible to hire someone willing to work 10-15 hours per week 

to dedicate time to the fundraising and operations of the Opera House. 
o A stipend of $1,000 per month will be used to incentivize work. 

• Duties would include: 
o Updating and maintaining donor database  
o Soliciting and cultivating donors 
o Volunteer coordination  
 

Utilities/Maintenance/Insurance 

• $2500 annually 
o This estimate was taken from the 2010 990EZ form filed by Opera House Inc. in Mitchell, IN. 

These costs must be paid and should be considered essential for operation. 
 

Printing/Advertising 

• $2500 annually 
o This estimate was partially taken from the 2010 990EZ form filed by Opera House Inc. in 

Mitchell, IN. We increased the previous budget by $500 to account for greater advertising 
costs 

 
BMI & ASCAP Fees 

• $7500 annually 

7 Source: http://brittlecxsonny.blogspot.com/2010/07/ticket-booth_03.html 
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o This estimate was taken from the 2010 990EZ form filed by Opera House Inc. in Mitchell, IN. 
These costs are essential for events, but not essential for renting the building to private 
parties 

 
Concessions 

• $4,500 - $5,000 annually 
o Concession costs were quoted as 50% of benefits, assuming the premium charged will be a 

100% markup on cost on average. 
o A greater profit margin can be ensured through the sale of beverages such as soda, which have 

a higher profit than other higher cost goods. 
o Volunteers and donations for baked goods can also decrease costs. 
 

Benefits 
All estimates of benefits were made using the old 990 tax forms from the Opera House, as well as some 
projections of future revenue streams based on the case studies discussed above. If the town is able to 
bring in more events or private renters, benefits will increase accordingly. However, these estimates are 
conservative and can be increased greatly with more events. We assume about 30 shows per year and 2-6 
private rentals. 

Funding 
• Public Grant Money 
• Private Sponsorship 
• Fundraising 

*Fundraising options for the restoration of the Opera House are discussed in detail in the Funding 
section, but as previous assessments have found, there will need to be at least $150,000 made to make 
the Opera House operational. After initial investment is met, the manager and volunteers will need to 
continue to raise $5,000 - $10,000 annually to make the Opera House sustainable. 

Operation 
Concessions 

• $9,000 - $10,000 annually 
o These estimates were calculated assuming revenues of at least $300 per night for 30 shows 

per year. If more shows are brought in for inexpensive prices, such as local comedians, 
concession revenues may increase. 

Event Ticket Sales 

• $10,000 - $18,000 annually 
o The low end of this estimate was taken from the 2010 990EZ form filed by Opera House Inc. 

in Mitchell, IN. We propose increasing revenue by adding diverse theater events such as 
comedians or local artists whose performances are less expensive. Further, showing movies in 
the theater more often will allow for more consistent revenue 

Private Party Rentals 

• $1,000-$3,000 annually 
o Depending on the demand for private parties such as weddings or private events, the Opera 

House could bring in $500 per 4 hour rental period. 
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Conclusions 
The operation of the Opera House will require that the town expand its traditional outreach to 
entertainers. Creating revenue from low cost events such as comedians and local artists can bring in 
additional revenue at a particularly low cost. Further, the sale of concessions at these events has the 
potential to bring in extra money. The benefit estimates are conservative in case it is difficult to bring in 
enough shows to generate the revenue, but there is far more potential for concession and ticket sales. 

The volunteers and manager will have to make annual fundraising efforts, despite the new events and 
concession plans. Although it appears the Opera House can be sustainable without fundraising, the 
possible economic shocks to each revenue stream makes fundraising appealing for closing possible gaps in 
revenue and costs. 

Funding 
Funding will play a key role in restoring the Mitchell Opera House. Funding sources should come from 
both public and private sources. While revenue can be brought in through ticket sales and concessions, 
these funding sources will not be enough to sustain the building over the long run. It will be essential to 
incorporate a fundraising and development plan. Additionally, large funding sources for revitalization 
projects should be identified through public grants and foundations. We have outlined funding 
opportunities below.  
 
Fundraising and Development Committee   
We recommend that the Mitchell Opera House form a volunteer fundraising and development committee. 
The committee will consist of a group of individuals that will be responsible for overseeing fundraising 
and development initiatives to help raise additional operating funds. They will be in charge of activities 
including:  

Direct mail  
There are several ways in which the Fundraising and Development Committee can utilize direct mail to 
market events at the Mitchell Opera House as well as generate donations. Some examples include: 

• Periodic newsletters: Newsletters are an important method of connecting with the community and 
sharing what is going on. It provides an opportunity for the Mitchell Opera House to thank donors, 
recognize volunteers, and highlight volunteer opportunities and special events.  
 

• Annual Appeal: An annual appeal offers an opportunity for nonprofits to thank donors and ask for 
continued support. Annual appeal letters are typically sent out at the beginning or end of each year. 
This is an opportunity for the Mitchell Opera House to recap on the year and share with the 
community what is planned for the upcoming year.  

Special Events 
The Fundraising and Development Committee should organize and oversee special events. Example 
events include:  

• Bake sales  
• Car washes  
• Free concerts with suggested donations  

E-Fundraising  
There are several types of electronic fundraising opportunities that provide a cheap way for the Mitchell 
Opera House to raise money. Examples include:  

• E-Solicitation: Free programs such as MailChimp provide a low cost method to connect with 
community members and ask for donations.  
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• Crowd Funding: Platforms such as Kickstarter could be used to generate online donations. This will 

enable community members and other interested people to donate online.  

Business Sponsorships 
We recommend that the Mitchell Opera House seek support from local business through community 
partnerships. This provides an opportunity for local business owners to connect with the community. In 
return, businesses should be recognized in production materials, newsletters, and have their names 
displayed at the theater. 
 
Public Grant Opportunities  
Indiana Department of Natural Resources  
Historic Preservation Fund (HPF) 

The Indiana Department of Natural Resources allocates federal funding through the HPF to help promote 
historic preservation and archaeology in the State of Indiana. The program provides assistance for 
projects related to: (1) Architectural and Historical, (2) Archaeological, and (3) Acquisition and 
Development (Rehabilitation). The Mitchell Opera House is eligible for funding under the Acquisition and 
Development (A&D) category. The maximum grant amount awarded under A&D projects is $50,000.  

Eligibility 

• Governmental agencies  
• Educational institutions  
• Not-for-profit organizations with 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status  
• Properties must be listed in the National Registrar of Historic Places  
• Properties to be assisted with grant funding must be non-income-producing 

Matching Funds 

• All funds distributed though the HPF program require a 1:1 match  

More Information 

http://www.in.gov/dnr/historic/3671.htm#hpf 
 
Indiana Historic Landmarks Foundation 
The Indiana Historic Landmarks Foundation seeks to encourage community revitalization and 
preservation in towns throughout the State of Indiana. The foundation provides grants and loans to not-
for-profit preservation organizations.  

Endangered Places Grant 

The Endangered Places Grant awards funding up to $2,500 for planning, feasibility studies, and other 
non-construction costs.  

Matching Funds 

• Requires a 1:4 match  
 
Office of Community and Rural Affairs (OCRA) 
Public Facilities Program Grant (PFP) 

The Mitchell Opera House is eligible for funding under the OCRA PFP grant program. The program 
distributes approximately $2 million each year to support a variety of projects that either benefit low-to-
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moderate income persons or eliminate slum/blight in communities. The program allocates up to $400,00 
to projects that improve quality of place and generate jobs and spur economic growth. 
 
Eligibility  

• Funding is granted to small cities that do not receive CDBG funds directly from U.S. Housing and 
Urban Development, incorporated towns, or counties.  

• Eligible projects include community centers and historic preservation. 
• The project must either benefit low and moderate income persons (at least 51% of beneficiaries) 

or prevent/eliminate slum and blight conditions.  
 

Matching Funds 

• A local match of at least 10% of the total project cost is required. A minimum of 5% must be in the 
form of cash or debt. Additional in-kind contributions can be counted as a local match up to 5% of 
the total project cost, with a maximum of $25,000. 

 
More Information 

http://www.in.gov/ocra/2699.htm 

Lawrence County Representative 

Beth Powers 
(317) 407-2932 
bpowers@ocra.in.gov 
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