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March 11, 2020 

 

 

To the Watkins Commissioners and Board of Trustees,  

 

 

I have been following, with great interest and concern, the announced closing of the Watkins 

College of Art in my State Senate District, with the immediate sale of the campus land to 

commercial developers, the proceeds of that sale being donated to Belmont University as an 

endowment.  

 

As an educational institution that was established by the legislature and by state law is overseen 

by Commissioners, appointed by the Governor, it is troubling that I was not informed, nor 

consulted, prior to a deal being announced between your Board and Belmont's Board on January 

28. My constituents have rightfully expressed their concern that this deal is being pursued without 

a transparent, public process, potentially resulting in the loss of an invaluable independent 

educational asset that serves the district and the entire city.  

 

North Nashville is home to two highly-respected universities, Tennessee State University and 

Fisk University, right in Watkins' backyard. I am hard-pressed to believe that, had either been 

approached with a $15 to 20 million dollar gift, or a move-in-in-ready satellite campus complete 

with dorms, or similar partnership opportunity, they would have declined to entertain such a 

generous gift. In any event, the public deserves transparency. 

 

Because of these and other lingering questions about equity and transparency, I am calling a 

public community meeting as soon as I am able to schedule it. I am asking that the Watkins 

Commissioners, Executive Committee, and full Board of Trustees attend. I also intend to invite 

representatives of Fisk, TSU, and other institutions and entities who might be interested in 

partnering with the Watkins Board, 

 

I request that you immediately suspend any further negotiation or execution of any final or 

binding agreement with Belmont until this meeting can be scheduled and held, and the results of 

the be duly considered to guide decisions about the future of Watkins College. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Brenda Gilmore 

Senator, District 19 


