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(Nashville, TN, October 14, 2020) Opposing attorneys squared off this afternoon, as the 
contentious and long-simmering “Save Watkins” lawsuit headed back to court for the first time 
since May. 
 
At stake: the future of the Watkins College of Art merger with Belmont University, and, in 
particular, the future of Watkins’ multimillion dollar campus in Metro Center, a prize worth an 
estimated $20 million.  
 
Today’s hearing followed the new attempt by attorneys for Watkins and Belmont to throw the 
lawsuit out of court on technical grounds. They met via video conference in Davidson County 
Chancery Court, in front of Chancellor Patricia Head Moskal. 
 
The “Save Watkins” lawsuit seeks to prove that Watkins College is a public entity held in trust 
for the benefit of the people of Tennessee. Therefore, they claim, Watkins College can’t be 
dissolved or merged with Belmont or any other entity without the appropriate public process, 
including public meetings, public records, and legislative and judicial oversight.  
 
Watkins was established by the will of Nashville philanthropist Samuel Watkins, and was 
formalized in state law in 1881, under a Commission appointed by the Governor. 
 
The attorneys for Watkins and Belmont claim that the law establishing Watkins is “obsolete”, 
and that all Watkins property is actually owned by a private non-profit corporation that was 
established alongside the Trust in the 1970’s. They describe the merger and absorption into 
Belmont as a routine private corporate transaction. Therefore, they claim, they can legally give 
the property from Watkins to Belmont, and Belmont can dispose of it how they want.  
 
In the months since the merger was announced, Belmont has shuttered the Watkins campus 
and transferred its art curriculum to the “Watkins College of Art at Belmont”. They cite the very 
fact that they have done so as the reason that the suit should be declared dead. 
 
The “Save Watkins” attorneys filed a blistering response to the attempt to kill the suit,  charging 
that actions of Watkins, Belmont, and the Tennessee Attorney General’s Office threaten "the 
very integrity and future" of public trusts as a vehicle of philanthropic giving in Tennessee. They 
also charge the Attorney General's Office of being "complicit in the raiding of these public 
assets".  
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Kevin Teets, one of the “Save Watkins” attorneys, emphasized these points in oral arguments 
today, characterizing the position of Belmont, Watkins, and the Attorney General as asking the 
judge to be the “publisher” of a “manual” on how to raid public trusts for private gain. 
 
“This case is pivotal to the future of the guarding of public assets in Tennessee from marauding 
private pirates,” echoed “Save Watkins” attorney Jonathon Fagan in a separate statement. “If 
Belmont gets its way here, then this will serve as a 'Public Asset Raiding 101 Guidebook'. 
Belmont will essentially be writing the playbook for how to snatch up struggling public charitable 
trusts that were created from someone’s dying wishes in a will.” 
 
Any possible sale of the Watkins property is complicated by the dispute over who owns it. The 
plaintiffs have filed a “Notice of Lien Lis Pendens” on the property, which gives formal 
notification of the ongoing litigation to any potential buyers.  
 
Meanwhile, according to a sign recently erected at the Metro Center site in North Nashville, the 
nearly-fourteen-acre parcel is being offered for sale through commercial real estate brokers 
Walker Dunlop and Cushman & Wakefield. 
 
The Attorney General's office has the dual role of protecting the assets of Public Trusts and 
overseeing the mergers of non-profits. The Save Watkins' suit asserts that this is a disqualifying 
conflict of interest because the AG also sits on the board of the Watkins non-profit. 
 
“The Attorney General should have protected the public here, but instead has been complicit in 
destroying Samuel Watkins' testamentary gift for Nashville’s youth", Fagan stated. “We are 
asking the court to simply recognize how this issue of a derelict and political state Attorney 
General has been handled in other jurisdictions, and adopt a similar stance in invoking court 
power to protect the public’s interest.” 
 
The plaintiffs in the legal challenge are Kenneth Strawn and Amari Harris, two former students 
of Watkins College of Art, and Mark Schlicher, an alumnus and former adjunct instructor at the 
institution. They are represented by attorneys Kevin Teets, Jr., and Jonathon Fagan. 
 
### 
 
Select Save Watkins Press  

● Dulce Torres, "Lawsuit Alleges Belmont-Watkins Merger Violates Public Trust," May 15, 
2020.  

● Emma Whitford, “Watkins-Belmont Merger Controversy Continues,” Inside Higher Ed, 
March 20, 2020. 

● Jason Hall, “'Save Watkins' group calls for resignation after alleged armed incident,” 
Fox17 Nashville, March 19, 2020. 

● Taylor Dafoe, “A Nashville Art School Made Headlines When It Announced a Merger 
With a Christian University. But a New Injunction Could Stop It,” ArtNet News, March 16, 
2020. 

● List of additional media coverage available here. 
 
SEE BACKGROUND INFO ATTACHED 
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“SAVE WATKINS” CONTROVERSY, AND LAWSUIT BACKGROUND: 
 
 
Watkins College of Art was established by the will of philanthropist Samuel Watkins in 1880, 
and codified in a state law that accepted the terms of the will, in 1881. Construction of Watkins 
Institute started almost immediately, and Watkins (now known as Watkins College of Art) has 
operated under a three-member Commission, appointed by the Governor,  continuously for 135 
years. On January 28, 2020, the Watkins Commissioners abruptly announced a merger with 
Belmont University, with whom they had been negotiating in secret for months, as 
acknowledged in public statements by Belmont President Bob Fisher and Watkins President 
Joseph “J.” Kline. 
 
"Save Watkins" is a grassroots group that was formed in the immediate aftermath of the 
announcement, by Watkins students, faculty, staff, and alumni, to oppose the deal and advocate 
for a list of demands that they summarize as “a seat at the table, a transparent process, and a 
more equitable deal for the Watkins community and the public at large”. 
 
Save Watkins has raised issues with the secrecy and lack of public inclusion, contradictory 
public statements by Belmont and Watkins officials, questions about the merger contract itself, 
and the clash between the secular, LGBTQ-friendly, inclusive culture at Watkins, a small 
four-year fine arts college, with the overt religious identity of Belmont which has a controversial 
track record on religious and artistic freedom. 
 
The current lawsuit was filed on behalf of the Save Watkins group by three plaintiffs on March 
10, 2020. It was heard by remote video conference on May 20, 2020 in Davidson County 
Chancery Court, by Chancellor Patricia Head Moskal. Three motions were put before the court: 
two by the plaintiffs and one by the defendants.  
 
Chancellor Moskal declined to issue a restraining order against Watkins and Belmont, but also 
did not rule to dismiss the suit. She took her ruling “under advisement”, which is where the case 
stood until mid-September. 
 
At that time, a new "supplemental filing" by the defendants attempted another avenue to kill the 
lawsuit by declaring it "moot", arguing that the lawsuit is now irrelevant because Watkins and 
Belmont have gone ahead with their merger despite the pending litigation. The plaintiff's 
response asserts that several issues are not, in their view, "moot", so the case should go 
forward. 
 
The hearing on October 14, 2020, before Chancellor Moskal, was to consider Belmont and 
Watkins attorneys’ motion to declare the lawsuit “moot”. At the end of the hearing, the judge 
indicated that she intended to rule on the question of mootness, and issue rulings on the other 
motions, soon. She indicated that she had already essentially completed her written rulings on 
the three previous motions, and would revisit them in light of today’s arguments.  
 
The three motions still pending from the May 20 hearing are as follows: 
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The first motion, filed by the plaintiffs, seeks to remove the Attorney General’s Office from the 
case entirely, alleging conflicts of interest in the office’s dual responsibilities dealing with the 
Watkins Public Trust and, separately, the Watkins non-profit corporation, while the AG also sits 
on the board of the Watkins non-profit. 
 
The second motion by the plaintiffs asks the court to appoint an “attorney ad litem”, which is an 
independent attorney with the duty to represent the interests of the heirs of the Watkins Public 
Trust. Samuel Watkins, in his 1880 will that established the trust, designated that certain 
individuals and their heirs would take over the trust if the State of Tennessee ever failed or 
declined to execute its responsibilities to administer its assets. Plaintiffs claim that the AG Office 
has failed in their duties to the Trust, and so the heirs of the Will’s listed individuals are the 
rightful legal entity to steer the Watkins. 
 
The third motion, which was filed by Watkins and Belmont, and supported by the Attorney 
General’s Office, is a “motion to dismiss”, which seeks to throw out the lawsuit completely, 
based on their claim that the Watkins public trust has already been extinguished, and fully 
replaced by a co-existing non-profit corporation. Therefore, they claim, none of the three 
plaintiffs have the legal right to challenge the "private" actions of Watkins and Belmont, even if 
wrongdoing is alleged. 
 
If Chancellor Moskal rules in favor of the “Save Watkins” plaintiffs on any or all of the motions, 
the case can proceed. If she rules against them, the law allows them the right to appeal. 
 
 
### 
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