
Interview with Pamela Seager, Executive Director of Rancho Los Alamitos,  
The Role of the Board at a Historic Site (5)  
Dorothy Fue Wong conducts the interview.  

Wong:  Pamela, why are Boards important and what are they supposed to do? 

Pamela Seager:  For museums the term Board of Trustees is often used and the word 
“Trustee”  is an apt description because essentially the Board’s role is one of stewardship 
and oversight, essentially making sure that the resource is held in trust for the benefit of 
the general public, or possibly in the case of residential community, in trust for the 
benefit of the residents.  So the Board is an extremely important component.  The Board 
normally has to have standards of care, and they have to have disinterested loyalty.  In 
other words, they cannot have a personal interest in any one component of the operation.  
They must always be very loyal to the operation, but not doing it with any sense of 
personal gain or providing personal support to any particular aspect. Therefore it is very 
important that the Board have a disinterested but very strong loyalty to the resource.   

In the case of a museum like Rancho Los Alamitos, the Board of Trustees is holding and 
overseeing the resource in trust for the benefit of the public.  The Board is responsible for 
making sure  that the site is well run, that there is accountability, good management, and 
prudent use of resources.  The Board sets policy and often, and certainly in the case of 
our Board, raises funds for the needs of the organization. 

Essentially, they are almost like a fiduciary responsibility agent where the role has to 
meet standards for ethical treatment of a resource, which includes accountability, efficient 
management.  The Board directs the executive director to implement the policy set by the 
Board.  The Board has custodial, legal and ethical responsibility for the institution or for 
the resource.  The Board has to be active and affirmative, provide thoughtful counsel and 
guidance and essentially ensure that they are looking after the resource for the benefit for 
the greater good of whoever that audience might be.   

Wong: What is the ideal Board member?   

Pamela:   The Foundation here is fortunate to have incredible and marvelous trustees, but 
I think that the makeup of the Board needs to reflect the needs and goals of the institution 
at any given period of time.  For instance, when we formed our first Board, we knew that 
we were going to engage in master planning.  Therefore, we selected a Board which had 
particular skills in master planning and architecture or in landscape because they would 
be the guiding body for the master planning process.  So at that point in our institutional 
development, that was important to us to bring those outside skills to the master planning 
process via the makeup of the Board.   
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As we entered into the next evolution of the organization, we had established by then our 
master plan - we knew who were, what we were, but nobody knew who we were.  So the 
next evolution of the Board, was more focused on public outreach.  Because we are 
engaged in a major capital fundraising campaign, the current Board is more focused 
toward fund raising and we are aiming to raise quite a large sum.  The Board also 
represents the demographics of where we believe our major income will be raised, which 
was a result of having completed a Funding Feasibility Study before we began the 
campaign.  

Wong:  How do you find candidates for the Boards?   

Pamela Seager:  Really from a network of your own contacts, and from the existing 
Board members who obviously know the organization well and will recommend people 
they think can benefit the organization.  We are very clear about not having Trustees who 
are looking at building their reputations by being on the Board.  We have a very 
significant Board in terms of their stature in the Los Angeles and Long Beach 
community, and the Board is very definite about not wanting anybody on the Board who 
is just there to build a resume.  They want people there who really care about the 
organization and its goals and philosophy and who are well connected within the 
community in the areas in which we need help and outreach. 

Wong:  How many Board members do you have and do you have any officers other 
than the President? 

Pamela Seager:  We are rather a different structure from many other boards of non-profit 
organizations.  When we began the organization, the Chairman of the Board and I studied 
other non-profit models, many of which operate under the same structure for decades, 
and we determined that for a small operation that was to aggressively execute its master 
plan and achieve a number of goals, we felt that the corporate model was more effective 
than the standard non-profit model.  Therefore, we do not have a whole lot of committees 
because we really don’t have the staffing to support those committees, so the Board itself 
acts as a committee of the whole for the most part, and we draw on the individual 
expertise of the Trustees.  For instance, I have two Trustees who are very well versed in 
construction.  They comprise our advisors on all construction work, and it is more that 
they are part of a working team, along with myself, our construction consultant and our 
general contractors.  It operates as a working team as opposed to a more formalized 
committee structure, and we work that way throughout the organization.   

Because we have a regional board and some of our trustees are located in Los Angeles 
and Montecito or San Diego, we don’t ask them to travel for the purpose of a committee 
meeting which may or may not have significant business to conduct.  We try to be very  
thoughtful about how we use our Trustees’ time.  We never hold meetings for the sake of 
holding a meeting.  We always hold meetings as we need them and as the situation 
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dictates.  It is much more of a corporate structure that relies on CEO to know the program 
which the Board has already approved and to execute that program, coming back to the 
Board with reports, updates, problems, and together we work through those.  It is more of 
a CEO directed operation than you would normally see in many standard non-profits. 

Wong:  How many Board members do you have? 

Pamela Seager:  We currently have nineteen and can go to a maximum limit of twenty-
one.   At times we have had the Board as small as fifteen, but we believe that twenty-one 
is a good maximum figure for an organization of this size.  We do not necessarily fill all 
of the available seats unless we feel that (a) we have a need and (b) we have a good 
candidate who will be a good fit with the other members of the Board of Trustees.  We try 
to keep our business very much on point and Trustees are given background information 
in advance. We also try not to overload the Trustees with a lot of unnecessary paperwork. 
We always try to provide a statement of the issue, background information and suggested 
resolutions so that the Board can look at it very easily and readily understand the 
situation and can request more information if necessary. 

Wong:  How often does your Board meet? 

Pamela Seager:  The Board meets quarterly and it’s not a set schedule such as on this 
date of this month of every year. It is quarterly or if we have a program that needs more 
meetings, then we will meet more often.  But what the Board Chairman specifically 
directs is he does not want a Board meeting for the sake of having a Board meeting.  
Board meetings are there to conduct the necessary business but not just to meet a 
calendar. 

Wong:  What specific areas do these Board members cover, the twenty-one 
members? 

Pamela Seager:  Are you talking geographic areas?   

Wong:  No, expertise 

Pamela Seager: We try and ensure that we have one or two who are well versed in 
preservation.  For instance, we’ve had the former State Preservation Officer on the Board, 
and Dr. Eric Haskell from Scripps College who is well versed in historic landscapes.  At 
this moment however the preponderance of our Board members are experienced in 
raising money for large projects and for capital construction.  But we also have Board 
members selected specifically for community outreach because of their contacts within 
the community and their activities within the community.  We have other Board members 
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with expertise and experience in publicity, or who are very well known within the City, 
and then obviously we have Board members with expertise in construction and 
construction management.  So we try and have the Board reflect what is going on in a 
five to ten year span within the institution. 

Wong:  So these Board members have ongoing projects in certain areas that they 
work on and they report to you – the CEO.  Is that correct? 

Pamela:  Well, it depends on what we’re working with.  As I say, we tend to operate with 
more of a team approach.  The two Trustees involved in construction and construction 
consultant, myself and the general contractor – we constitute a team for overseeing 
construction and making sure that that is all working well.  The curatorial committee 
which is comprised of both the Trustee heading that committee and some volunteers – 
they work with the curator as a team looking at curatorial needs, attend to the 
accessioning needs to make recommendations to the Board for removals of items from 
the collections.  

Wong:  You mentioned the Board’s general areas--- construction, preservation, 
publicity and community outreach.  Are there any others? 

Pamela:  I would add landscape and also curatorial, those are the major ones because that 
is what we are engaged in at this moment. We will sometimes ask a Trustee sit in on a 
meeting with a consultant.  For instance, we recently completed a CAP grant which is a 
Conservation Assessment Program, and our Trustee most involved with the structures 
was part of that program because we were studying environmental conditions within the 
building as they relate to the historic collections.  We know that we have a higher 
humidity level in the building than is optimum and the assessment was looking at how we 
might deal with that.  Therefore the Trustee was part of the discussions with the 
consultants paid by the granting agency. 

Wong:  Now actually what you have done is to work out a very detailed program of 
your operation, and the Trustees work within the boundaries of that.   

Pamela Seager:  Each year as part of my reporting program to the City, who owns the 
site, I prepare a very straight forward Annual Report.  That report reviews what has been  
achieved in the prior year against the goals that we have set for that year, and then it sets 
out the programs and goals for the coming year.  That gives the Board a snapshot of 
where we hope we are going, and they can monitor progress against those goals.  

Wong: What system do you have for communicating with the 21 Board members? 
whole group?  Do you do that at the quarterly meetings? 
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Pamela Seager:  We do it both at the quarterly meeting and on an as needed basis, where 
I send the Board updates as to what is going on, and the status of various projects and 
programs.    We provide the Board with a snapshot of how things are going, and we do 
that as the projects are evolving. For instance, we have an upcoming opening for the 
restoration of our Native Garden, and so the Board received an advance status report of 
where we are on completing that restoration, what the details are for the opening, which 
events we hope that they will be able to attend and what their roles will be at those 
events.  So they know exactly what’s coming up, and they can respond and they do 
respond to that very well.  

Wong:  Now how long do the Board members serve? 

Pamela Seager:  Three years with a renewable term, and then they can take a year off 
and come back, except for the Chairman of the Board.  We knew from the outset that we 
were taking on a very dilapidated site with no public profile, no fundraising history, and 
we were building it from the ground up.  We knew it was going to take an enormous 
amount of work and commitment to get the place up and running and to achieve its 
potential which we believed was very significant.  So we put together by-laws that would 
allow the Chairman of the Board to serve at the pleasure of the Board with no set term of 
office.  I realize that’s very unusual but when we looked at other institutions and looked 
at their histories, we found that often many of them had not achieved what they wanted 
because their leadership was constantly changing and that leadership wasn’t committed to 
the long-term goals of the organization.   

Our goals were set by a Master Plan.  We were absolutely clear that those were the right 
goals.  We had gone through enough analysis and received enough responses to the 
Master Plan that we felt we had a good plan in hand, and it was a Plan approved by the 
City.  It had also been endorsed by a number of peers and other agencies.   We knew we 
needed to steadily implement the plan and to keep our eye firmly on the goal.  We did not 
believe we could complete it if we had constantly changing leadership.   

We discussed that with the rest of the Board at that time and everybody was in agreement 
that that was the way we have to go.  That may or may not be the right plan for the next 
phase of the site.  Once we have implemented the last of the major Master Plan 
recommendations, which is the Barns Area Restoration and Education Center, it will be 
time to look at a new structure and new way of operating.  We will have a brand new 
Education Center that gives us for the first time good and appropriate indoor public 
meeting space; we will have the ability to use state of the art AV and electronic media, 
and so it says to me that there is a new era coming along and as we go through that final 
phase of construction we will develop a new cultural Master Plan for the site.  We will 
look at new models for operations and for leadership and new models for the structure of 
the Board of Trustees. So it’s a very exciting time because it’s the next generation of what 
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is going on and the next generation of how we might formulate the Board management to 
support the goals of the next evolution of the organization, the site and its programming.   

Wong:  What  current Board member had served the longest? 

Pamela Seager:  The Chairman of the Board since we started the organization which is 
going to be about twenty-one years. 

Wong:  Who’s this person?   

Pamela Seager: His name is Preston Hotchkis. 

Wong:  How about the Board member who has served the least amount of years? 

Pamela Seager:  I would say that’s less than a year.  Nancy Foster who joined us and Jim 
Crenshaw, they are two trustees who have served less than a year.  

Wong:  What are their areas? 

Pamela Seager:  Nancy Foster is actually the Mayor’s wife but very active within 
children’s’ causes in the Long Beach area and very committed to the Rancho Los 
Alamitos as a free cultural resource. Jim Crenshaw is part of Kajima Corporation which 
is a construction and development company.  He was selected particularly for his 
expertise in construction, and he’s very good at cost analysis of construction, and he has a 
deep love of history.  So his construction background and his deep love of history and 
respect for history made him a perfect candidate for the Rancho. 

Wong:  How many hours on an average would you say a Board member serves. 

Pamela Seager:  That’s really hard to say because it depends on what is going on at a 
given moment in time. 

Wong::  Could you give a range? 

Pamela Seager:  I would say probably ten hours a month, something like that unless 
there is a special push with something.  But then that’s really hard for me to say because 
often the Board members are meeting other people in the community but I have no idea 
how long they’ve spent.  In other words, they’ll talk to somebody as a donor cultivation 
effort.  How many times they see how many people, I don’t think I know.  We do direct 
the Board members towards certain prospects when we know that they know that 
prospect.  But very often the Board member will do a lot of introduction and cultivation 
of that person and the number of hours spent doing that are really not known to us.   
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Wong:  Please tell us about the museum organization’s standards for Board members and 
their relationship to the Director. 

Pamela:  There are a number of very fine publications that are directed towards the role 
of the Trustee and some are published specifically by the American Association of 
Museums and by the American Association for State and Local History.  Those 
publications very clearly and in very much in layman’s language set out the role of the 
Board of Trustees, and they also connect that role to their legal responsibilities that you 
take on as a Trustee because you do have legal responsibilities.  For instance, if this 
organization were to fall apart, that legal responsibility stands with the Board of Trustees.  
It is my responsibility to execute my role as Executive Director to the highest ethical 
standards, I must protect the Board and to make sure that they are always fully informed.  
So the relationship between Executive Director and the Board of Trustees is critical.  I 
believe it should always be a wonderful partnership or more like a marriage, with the 
Board always carefully and thoughtfully working with the Executor Director mapping out 
where the organization is going, making sure it’s on track, making sure we have the 
resources for what we think we’re going to do.  It is my responsibility to implement the 
policy and programs and report back to the Board on progress.  It is their responsibility to 
make sure I’m doing my job, that there is complete transparency in the organization, that 
ethical monetary accounting and other standards are maintained and I’m above totally 
above any kind of abuse.  That is what an audit is for.  There are checks and balances 
within a small organization like this in terms of how we manage money and who signs 
off on what, and we have those checks and balances in place.  For instance, if I’m signing 
a large contract, probably over $50,000, I will prepare that contract, I will call upon legal 
counsel if needed, which is provided pro bono by one or more of the Trustees but I do not 
sign the contract, it is signed by a Trustee.  I make sure that the Trustee most involved in 
that area of the organization has read the contract, understands what we are doing, that we 
hammer out anything that they would like changed, and then the Trustee signs the 
contract.  So I am not always 100% in control, but the Board understands what I am 
committing the institution to and why, and always when we are signing a contract 
committing that amount of money, the Board is going to be involved in what contract is 
and what the end work product should be.  

Wong:  In some organizations there seems to be unclear line between the Board 
members and the management.  Some Board members, I understand, would take on 
management duties.  How can that be prevented, let’s say, for the good of the 
organization. 

Pamela Seager:  I think it is very important to have the Board members and the 
Executive Director each understand and agree upon their respective roles.  If you have an 
executive director, the Board should not be involved in the daily management decisions 
of the organization or the daily operations.  If the organization is being run in accordance 
with the direction set by the Board, it should be the Executive Director or the Manager’s 
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responsibility to conform to those guidelines and to the operate the site.  The Board’s role 
is one of oversight of policy of ensuring that everything is operating appropriately, legally 
and safely.  So I think that the Board’s role is one of bringing resources to the site or the 
place, one of oversight and making sure everything is legally appropriate, but not getting 
involved in the minutia of daily management because normally the Board members 
simply don’t have enough information or enough background to really understand the 
complexity of the mundane everyday operation.   

Wong:  But the Board member, as you mentioned, may have a special expertise.   

Pamela Seager:  Special expertise should be called upon by the Executor Director or 
offered by the Board member.  That does not mean to say that necessarily that expertise is 
always going to be accepted.  For instance if a suggestion is made relative to a 
construction project, I am going to take that seriously because it is my responsibility to do 
so, and I will take it to the General Contractor or to our architect and we’ll discuss it 
together and determine if we want to implement that suggestion.  If we do not, then we 
come back to the Board member and explain why that recommendation does not fit the 
circumstances.   So it is always a respectful give and take, it is not a dictatorship on either 
side. 

Wong:  Actually it’s the professional who provides a solution. 

Pamela Seager:  And sometimes it is a Board member, but it is a give and take back and 
forth, a respectful relationship.  It’s very interesting, I did an institutional self-study for 
the California Historical Society which was funded by the National Endowment for 
Humanities, and it gave me an opportunity to look at Boards and staff historically, 
nationwide in historical organizations.  What I found was that most Board and staff 
relationships in, say, the 19th Century into the early to mid-20th Century, were very much 
Board dictated and the staff was subservient to all committees and the Board.  When the 
museum profession started to evolve and people into school and came out with degrees 
and independent thinking, there was a shift in that relationship and it appeared to me from 
my studies that the staff then looked down on the Board as a bunch of meddling 
volunteers who were not professionally trained and therefore really didn’t have anything 
worthwhile to say about how the organization was run.  That balance then shifted back 
again to what we have today which is much more of an even, respectful balance between 
the staff.  They respect each other’s role.  They know the parameters for each other’s role, 
and know that neither could operate without the other. For the most part, as far as I can 
see, this respectful marriage works very well, and certainly works very well in my 
institution.   
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Wong:  I have a major problem about the Garden Cities.  In these communities we 
have Board members of volunteers from the community who are not especially 
selected in such an efficient way as Rancho Los Alamitos Board.  It is an open 
election process.  Anyone can really get on the Board, and it could be a problem, 
especially for preservation, and my question is-- how would you deal with a situation 
like this? 

Pamela Seager:  I think that’s very complicated.  I think that the key to something like 
that is maybe to have an Advisory Board of professionals from disciplines that represent 
the function of the board or perhaps just the preservation disciplines. Maybe it is a small 
group of such stature that they are respected by the other members of the Board, and it’s 
that group that provides the intellectual guidance for preservation and for the overall 
good of the Garden Cities, because when you have straight election process, you have 
very little control over who is going to serve and what they will bring to the process.  So 
in many ways, you want what we selected with the Chairman of the Board and that is 
consistency of commitment and a consistency of standards, and a consistency of 
knowledge.   
      Possibly the only way you would achieve and maintain that would be to have a group 
of advisors to whom the Board could turn.  It would also be the role of those advisors to 
educate the Board about the resource itself, the Garden Cities, what they mean, and how 
the Board can best serve the overall interests and benefits that should accrue to the 
Garden Cities.  I suspect that if you are on the Board and you are also a resident it might 
be quite difficult for you to separate out your personal desires for the community from the 
greater good of what the overall community needs.  So I think one model to look at might 
be a small advisory group that is consistent and is there for the long term and you 
possibly pay them, but they’re individuals selected for their expertise in areas where the 
Board needs guidance and education.   

Wong:  At the Village Green we have the Board voting on items like colors, 
contractors, and so forth.  What is your feeling about things like that? 

Pamela Seager:  Well, I think it depends on whether or not you have an agreed upon 
Master Plan that you are implementing.  If you do, then everybody has already had a 
chance to give their input during the master planning process, then you can simply 
implement it.  If you are going with a “shot gun” approach, a project here, a project there, 
I think you could find it very difficult and you might want to have the organization come 
back together center and make some overall guidelines that everybody can accept in 
terms of colors or plant materials or whatever.  If those guidelines are thoughtfully set out 
and you can achieve agreement and everybody agrees to adhere to those standards and 
guidelines, I think that is the only way you can avoid unnecessary battles over items such 
as color choices.   
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Wong:  I think that’s an excellent suggestion, Pamela, because the Village Green is very 
interested in the Mills Act which will bring in a tremendous amount of funding to the 
community, and so the City is asking for a Master Plan for the buildings and the 
landscape, but these plans are very critical in a sense that – I don’t think a committee can 
devise those plans. 

Pamela Seager:  No, I do not think so either.  I think you have to have a person who is a 
Project Director and maybe that’s your Manager, maybe it’s not.  Maybe it is somebody 
hired just for that process.  I think you need a professional master planning team and then 
the Board and the residents also get to react to components of the plan.  But you 
absolutely cannot do a Master Plan by committee.  You will never have closure on it.  It 
needs to be hammered out by the professional planning team and their findings come 
back on a regular basis to the community and to the Board so that as an end result you 
have a plan where people have had a chance to give their input.  I think suggestions and 
input should be considered and they may or may not be accepted by the Master Planning 
team, but if it is or is not, the response it made and justified back to the body who made 
the suggestion. 
     However, I think its way too complicated to try and do a Master Plan by committee.  
You need a professional who does this as a matter of course and understand the 
ramifications of their recommendations.   

Wong:  Do you have anything else to say about the Boards? 

Pamela Seager:  I do actually.  It is possibly an odd statement, but I have so much 
respect, no matter whether they’re good or bad, for the whole system of having governing 
boards.  I think it is a tremendously beneficial structure.  I think it’s a good democratic 
structure, and I think it has been given too bad a rap, as they say, many times.  When I 
think in many, many, many instances it worked absolutely brilliantly, but it’s been my 
observation that it always works as a reflection of the character of the resource of the 
institution.  I see small historical sites with no staff at all being wonderfully managed by 
their Board and they get a lot done.  And it might be done in committee meetings or 
informally, but my goodness, it gets done.  So I think the Board structure is something to 
be respected and worked with and made to operate the very best way it can and I do not 
think there is any one right example that fits everybody.  It has to fit the needs and the 
peculiarities of whatever resource the Board has accepted to oversee. 

Wong:  Thank you very much, Pamela.  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