
 
 
 
Memorandum 
 
To: Rivers of Steel Board of Directors 
 
From: Augie Carlino, President & CEO 
 
Date: November 25, 2014 
 
Re: RiverQuest 
 

 
This memorandum was provided to the Executive Committee for their use in discussing the consultants’ 
report regarding a possible merger with RiverQuest along with RiverQuest’s proposal outline in the 
memorandum from Jim Roddey to Frank Reed, dated November 13, 2014.   
 
It has been suggested that I detail again the benefits to Rivers of Steel Heritage Corporation (RSHC) in 
consideration of a possible merger with RiverQuest.  The report by the consultant team mostly 
examined the benefits to RiverQuest of a merger with Rivers of Steel.  All along, we have stressed the 
final outcome must be that a merger, if decided on by both boards, must benefit  both organizations, 
and not just be for the benefit of keeping the RiverQuest program functioning.  The consultant report 
sets the stage for further examination of the possibility of a merger by providing a document for the two 
boards that can be used in discussions with funding partners.  If there is support for the concept of a 
possible merger, the two organizations would move toward a more detailed examination of how this is 
best achieved. 
 
Background 
When Rivers of Steel National Heritage Area (RSNHA) was created in 1996, our management plan 
outlined several desired accomplishments for the RSNHA and RSHC.  All of these fell within a list of goals 
that govern both the PA Department of Conservation and Natural Resources and National Park Service 
guidelines for what heritage areas should address.  These include historic preservation, cultural 
conservation, environment and natural resource conservation, recreation, education, interpretation, 
economic development, and tourism.  Each of the 12 state heritage areas in the PA program and the 49 
individual national heritage areas in the federal program operate with a different level of focus and 
attention to these goals.  Some only address one or a few; others, like RSNHA address all. 
 
We are familiar with our work in many of these goal categories.  Of them, one we were heavily involved 
with in the past is environment/natural resources.  In the early years of Rivers of Steel, we led (through 
staff support and technical assistance) much of the Mon Valley community efforts in trail and river 
conservation (Steel Valley Trail planning; Mon River Reconnaissance Survey planning, etc.).  As those 
projects began to mature, and because of budget priorities that shifted or went away, we began to pull 



back from projects like these, leaving them to other groups to take on – like the Great Allegheny 
Passage, and the River Town projects – although we have remained involved as a partner on certain 
levels.  Around that same time, the PA Department of Conservation and Natural Resources started to 
adjust its funding priorities, in part because of overall state-wide budget reductions.  These realignments 
shifted the focus of DCNR funding from heritage area-type programs to concentrate mainly on green 
programs, like natural resources, environment, and recreation conservation.  The combination of the 
change at DCNR and Rivers of Steel’s withdrawal left us on the outside looking in on many of DCNR’s 
new priorities and policies.  At the same time, those state heritage areas that remained centered on 
trails, greenways, rivers, and conservation projects were well-positioned for the new priorities and grant 
programs of DCNR. 
 
Over the past few years we have been working on developing new strategies to develop revenue 
streams for Rivers of Steel.  Some of these ideas, like the receptive tour services, are new and different 
from what we had envisioned Rivers of Steel doing when we started the NHA programming in 1996.  
Other things, like arts and cultural programming, recently have become front and center again with the 
alternative uses of historic sites (Carrie) and what can be done there to attract visitors and generate 
revenue.  Recent events, including the Deer Head event, the Iron Pour, the Jazz Furnaces concert and 
others have introduced Carrie to a whole new audience of people – many young and looking for the new 
“cool” and “hip” place to be in Pittsburgh.  Other opportunities that came from this exposure include 
renting it out for private parties, weddings, and the big Hitchcock Halloween party on November 1 that 
drew over 1,400 people to the site. 
 
If we go back to the management plan, and as we look to updating the plan for what we want to do in 
the future, Carrie and these new events are opportunities we should work toward.  There are other 
opportunities, too, and that is where I believe RiverQuest deserves a further examination of potential 
benefit. 
 
Past River of Steel and RiverQuest Work 
RiverQuest meets a number of goals we set for ourselves when we developed the management plan for 
Rivers of Steel.  In 1996 we wanted to put people on the river to conduct tours of Pittsburgh and its 
industrial and cultural heritage.  We partnered with the organization back then, which also was in its 
infancy, and helped fund the construction of their boat dock.  To justify the funding through our grant 
program, RiverQuest – then known as Pittsburgh Voyager – developed their curriculum to include a 
history of the rivers as they relate to industry.  Basically, if the students were to be examining the rivers 
and their regenerative ecosystem, they needed to know what these rivers were like before, and why.  
The “before” and “why” were directly related to Rivers of Steel, and that part of the curriculum was 
initially not included in the Voyager program.  This partnership thrived for several more years and we 
helped with further funding for their new boats (not the current boat), and other equipment that was 
installed. 
 
For many reasons (too many to go into here) the partnership faded.  Nevertheless, through Rivers of 
Steel and our introduction of Voyager to DCNR, their program became a poster-project for DCNR and 
the agency worked to try and replicate the program in other parts of the state.  In recent years, 
however, RiverQuest has fallen off of DCNR’s radar; more so, I have discovered, because of RiverQuest’s 
doing, although budget cut-backs at the state affected some grant programs they had been receiving.  
Thus another partnership that faded for RiverQuest. 
 



State budget cuts affected us, too.  But as much as they did – even to the extent that the heritage area 
program was zeroed-out of the state’s budget during the last year of the Rendell Administration – Rivers 
of Steel and the other state heritage areas worked hard to maintain our relationship with DCNR.  The 
agency also worked hard to reposition its remaining grant program fund to get to its partners, like the 
heritage areas.  The amounts varied widely, with those heritage areas and other organizations working 
more in environmental and natural resource conservation receiving more than those who were not 
working in those areas.  Rivers of Steel was one of those not getting as much because of our withdrawal 
from this type of programming.  I have had many meeting with DCNR staff on how to reposition Rivers 
of Steel, and while we have increased our funding amounts, we still don’t receive as much as others who 
have a green component to their programming. 
 
All that as background, I think RiverQuest could be very valuable to Rivers of Steel. 
 
1) DCNR and green funding – reestablishing a formal relationship with RiverQuest could help us get 
some money from DCNR to assist them in receiving mini-grants from the heritage funding that the state 
provides to the program.  In fact, this year, RiverQuest did apply through Rivers of Steel to receive a 
grant.  If funded, this would be one of the “pass-thru” grants that we often administer for partners.  This 
could be the extent of our relationship with RiverQuest and DCNR.  If so, we could be missing a bigger 
opportunity as DCNR has plenty more money available for environmental programming, education, and 
possibly capital.  As I stated earlier, RiverQuest could go after this money alone, but has let the 
relationship lapse with DCNR for reasons I have yet discovered.    Nonetheless, in my conversations with 
DCNR personnel since it was announced that RSHC and RiverQuest were exploring a future relationship, 
I have reopened the communication with DCNR about possibilities.  DCNR appears to be interested for 
several reasons.  They are heavily invested in Rivers of Steel and want to find ways to help get more of 
their green programming money to us.  They have a historical relationship with RiverQuest, having put 
lots of money into RiverQuest’s programming and capital (boat, dock, etc.).  For the latter reason, DCNR 
doesn’t want to see them go out of business because it creates more work for them as to how property 
is divested that was secured with public funds. 
 
2) Education, STEM/STEAM and EITC – we have discussed the desire and want to reestablish River 
of Steel back into educational programming.  While we have limited involvement with schools through 
our “Life on $1.65 a Day” field trip, the number of students we see coming to Rivers of Steel has 
declined due to budget cuts at the schools for field trips.  RiverQuest is also feeling the pinch on field 
trips, but while their revenue has decreased due to the fact they have worked to subsidize the cost of 
these field trips, the number of student participation over the years has increased.  A combined Rivers of 
Steel/RiverQuest program could be even more attractive to prospective schools and teachers.  In 
addition, the foundations, which heavily subsidize this end of RiverQuest’s budget, have said they will 
not continue at the levels they are currently at, but will continue at a lesser amount.  This, in effect, 
forced RiverQuest’s hand to find a “strategic partner” to help them stay in business.  They, in turn could 
help us expand more into educational programming and expand our audience. 
 
In addition, RiverQuest brings to the table the opportunity for Rivers of Steel to tap into their 
educational programming sponsors through the Education Income Tax Credit program administered by 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  Also, as we have discussed the want to do at Carrie, RiverQuest is 
perfectly position to help us move into STEM and STEAM (science, technology, education, arts, math) 
programming with their floating lab/school room.  Currently, we have nothing to our avail that could 
become that element. 
 



3) River tours/charters – one way the foundations will continue to support RiverQuest is if they can 
find a way to expand their revenue stream to get away from 100 percent foundation subsidization of 
schools and operating revenue for RiverQuest.  As much as RiverQuest knows and wants to move into 
other revenue fields, it has become very evident from my meetings with them they lack the capacity and 
knowledge how to do this, thus resulting in them doing nothing.  We have an established and growing 
tour program and are at the early stages of how a river-based tour program could add to our marketed 
programs.  In addition, RiverQuest’s boat could be used for other activities – corporate functions, 
private parties, etc.  All of these are the types of events they understand the need to move toward.  
What is so puzzling is they have turned away these requests.  We will not turn any opportunity away, 
and instead explore every possible use for the boat when it is otherwise not sailing with school students.  
Inevitably, a RiverQuest tour could provide a future access to Carrie Furnaces, once the riverfront is built 
out and accessible at the furnace site.  All these revenue possibilities could be further explored and 
developed in a business plan, if we choose to go in that direction. 
 
4) Connections to the foundations – RiverQuest is a darling of the Pittsburgh-area foundations, and 
as much as they have told them of their plans to pull back on funding, they do not wanting to see 
RiverQuest fail.  Instead, they are forcing RiverQuest to change their approach to their operations.  In a 
very similar way we confronted the same issue a few years ago when we were faced forced to look at 
life with receiving less public money.  We still get the money, but we built into our business efficiency 
and new ways to generate revenue.  Again, RiverQuest knows this but lacks the capacity to do so on its 
own.  If we choose to merge with them, we will have to force deep institutional changes within the 
organization.  In fact, we must make RiverQuest a program of Rivers of Steel and not have it as a 
subsidiary; otherwise, it will never change how it functions.  Staff may need to be changed, too.  In the 
end, from all my conversations with foundations, they have cautioned me to proceed carefully, but they 
remain interested in seeing some outcome with Rivers of Steel guiding the ship (no pun intended!).  
Parenthetically, Jim Roddey, who is president of the board of RiverQuest, is also closely tied to many of 
these same Pittsburgh foundations.  We could curry great favor with him if we can help rescue an 
organization which is important to his credibility in the region. This may also translate to future access 
through him to these foundations, some of which he sits on the boards of directors. 
 
On November 21, the Executive Committee discussed the RiverQuest matter, the findings of the 
consultants’ report, the proposal from Jim Roddey, and the issues contained in this memorandum.  Their 
decision was to recommend to the board the further discussion with RiverQuest, and to accept 
RiverQuest’s proposal with these modifications: 
 

1) Rivers of Steel and RiverQuest continue to work toward a possible merger, with a revised 
timeline.  This new timeline would permit a more realistic and thorough examination of the 
critical phases of work that must occur for Rivers of Steel to decide if a merger with 
RiverQuest is in its best interest.  This includes: 

a. A business plan that details the prospective merger/acquisition of the two 
organizations, with Rivers of Steel as the surviving organization and RiverQuest as a 
program of Rivers of Steel.  This plan should commence in January and be 
completed within 120 days. 

1. The plan should examine consolidation or staff and staffing needs; 
2. Integration of fiscal and IT procedures 
3. Integration of their staff, including rewriting job descriptions and 

determining the needs of Rivers of Steel with RiverQuest as a program 
4. Marketing, revenue and capital needs 



5. Funding needs 
6. Educational programming, and, 
7. Alternative uses of the RiverQuest boat during non-school use 

b. Meeting with foundations and government officials to explain benefits of merger 
and determine future funding benefits and/or problems 

2) An assessment of all legal matters including finalizing language for merger (after completing 
of business plan) 

3) The commitment and follow through by RiverQuest’s board for raising capital necessary for 
the vessel’s retrofitting and operating endowment 

4) The need, if decided, to provide office space to RiverQuest staff during the period leading up 
to a merger; to determine fair market rental value for office and overhead to charge in lieu 
of consolidation of merger 

5) Working toward a formal merger to conclude by the end of calendar year 2015 
 
In closing, in making this recommendation I do so with the knowledge that it is not without risk, but I 
believe taking the next step with RiverQuest to formally explore a merger could be very beneficial to us.  
I suggest that we consider the request of the RiverQuest board, with the limitations as described, and 
continue to work with their board on a possible merger. 
 


