AIHA Executive Council Meeting Minutes

June 12th, 2009

New York, New York

Present: President Josephine Gattuso Hendin, Vice-President Teresa Fiore, Treasurer Dawn Esposito, Secretary George Guida, Curator Victor Basile, Past President Mary Jo Bona, Teresa Cerasuola, Fred Gardaphé, Salvatore LaGumina, John Paul Russo (teleconferencing), Joseph Sciorra, Robert Viscusi

Guest: Joesph Ricapito (teleconferencing), Anthony Tamburri

Regrets: Carol Bonomo Albright, Nancy Carnevale, Stefano Luconi, Chiara Mazzuchelli

( President Gattuso-Hendin brought the meeting of the AIHA Executive Council to order at 11:05 a. m., calling the Council’s attention to the minutes of the April 10th meeting, which they approved.

( Treasurer Esposito delivered the Treasurer’s report. She reported that Memorial Scholarship fund has increased to $32, 340.21 (an increase of $115). This year we have received only one $40 contribution and very little interest. Esposito recommended that we continue to offer $1000 in scholarship money in 2009. Business savings have increased $797. Operating funds (including our checking and savings accounts) have increased $452. This increase comes in spite of expenditures for the production of two AIHA volumes. Membership dues this quarter come to $1748 dollars, with no debits to date, although some debits are forthcoming. We will be paying approximately $1500 to AIHA’s accountant and $5000 to Calandra. Treasurer Esposito suggested we pay the webmaster a stipend. President Hendin recommended a minimum payment of $1,000 per year. Member Gardaphè recommended we pay  the Webmaster adequately, seconded by Member Bona. The motion to pay a stipend of $1,000 passed unanimously. 

( Discussion of the Baton Rouge conference then began. Hendin explained that she had not been forwarded a signed, executed copy of the contract with the Baton Rouge Marriott which was negotiated last year between April and October of 2008.  Hendin has requested one from the hotel; as of today she has had only an unsigned draft which called for us to be responsible for 350 hotel nights and catering involving about 125 people. Subsequently we have had to lower the estimate of attendees from 125 to 70, so that we would be responsible for only165 room nights and catering for 70 in the conference hotel.The hotel confirmed it was notified of that on April 8th, 2009.  However, the hotel contract draft now in her possession reflects the 2008 estimate and contains some troubling language which calls us to be responsible for 350 room nights and contains severe financial penalties for reduction or cancellation very far in advance of the conference.  Hendin is in the process of obtaining a copy of the signed original contract. She will contact Jim Periconi when we obtain the signed copy to determine whether we can renegotiate all the terms for hotel nights and catering to reflect our new estimate of attendance so as to avoid severe penalties for a significant shortfall. Disturbingly, we have thus far received only eleven proposals involving some fourteen participants. If we do not receive significantly more we will have to cancel. Member Tamburri  suggested that we launch an email campaign,  and move the deadline for submission of abstracts up to June 25th in the hope of avoiding all penalties.   Conference organizer Ricapito indicated his hopes that the possibility of cancellation if we could not renegotiate gave us more leeway in dealing with the management. Tamburri responded that we need to push the deadline up to June 25th. The Council members unanimously supported the recommendation to send a listserve call for proposals immediately. Hendin advised the Council that even cancellation 120 to 180 days before the conference would result in severe penalties in the thousands of dollars according to the draft contract supplied her and dated in September, 2008. That draft contained penalties ranging from $47,000 to  $13,000, depending on the number of days a cancellation would occur before the conference.  Of course these numbers reflect the original estimate of 125 attendees and 350 room nights which are in that draft contract.  Member Sciorra suggested that we send notice of the contract urgency in our email, to solicit proposals before the eleventh hour. Member LaGumina asked whether or not we could provide travel subventions. Treasurer Esposito responded that we offer only $1500 dollars in graduate student stipends. Member Bona then asked  Member Ricapito to explain the geographical provenance of the proposals. He reported receiving proposals mainly from Louisiana, New York, and Italy. Tamburri recommended that the officers make the decision to go ahead or cancel the conference once the new deadline  for submissions of June 25th has passed and we can better determine the number of attendees. 
Secretary Guida asked whether or not we should reconsider the nature of the volume emerging from each conference, suggesting that we prefer refereed volumes, in order to make the conference more attractive to young scholars. Tamburri claimed that the volumes’ nature is a symptom and not a cause of our losing the conference competition for young scholars’ attendance. The Council tabled discussion for the Other Business portion of the meeting. In closing the issue, Hendin vowed to have AIHA make its best effort to hold the conference as planned and indicated she would discuss a renegotiation of the contract with Jim Periconi after receiving the copy of the signed contract. 

( President Ex-Officio Bona reported that the 2008 New Haven conference was a great success. The conference earned $20, 561, with a total of 142 registrations. Total conference expenditures were $9064.50, for a profit of $11,496.50, one of our best ever. Over $6000 in dues and conference fees was collected on site from people who had not pre-paid. Tamburri described other efforts to evade payment, including evasion of book table fees. He claimed that the disrespect for the conference system reflected an Italian stereotype and should be deplored. Bona then reminded the Council that we paid $1,000 as an honorarium for the keynote address by William Boelhower and also paid $2,000 for his travel and lodging costs.  She argued that we offer the same honorarium for John Lowe, this year’s keynote speaker. Tamburri then moved that John Lowe receive a comparable honorarium, a motion soon seconded. Gardaphè argued that we might consider Lowe’s limited drawing power among scholars of Italian American culture as a factor. The motion to pay an honorarium of  $1,000 to Lowe  carried unanimously. 

Hendin concluded discussion by reporting that Denis Barone and Stefano Luconi will edit the Selected Essays, from the 2008 New Haven conference, and that they have received ten essay submissions to date. This will be, she reminded the Council, be the first volume with electronic distribution, after publication in hardback, which will allow the work to reach a much wider audience. She reported on the excellent panel developed by Peter Vellon for AIHA’s presentation as an affiliate organization of the American Historical Association at its forthcoming January conference in San Diego. 

( Member Cerasuola began the Regional Division reports with the Long Island Division report. The L. I. Division has held several meeting in the course of the last year, most of which include panels and presentations. A typical meeting draws 75 attendees. The division also sponsors a book club and newsletter. Tamburri asked whether or not most members and attendees were members of AIHA. Cerasuola reported that most were not. Tamburri then wondered whether or not legal problems could arise from the use of the AIHA name by non-members. We have not received reports from the New York City and the California chapters.

( Curator Basile then delivered the Archivist’s report. AIHA’s home page continues to be linked to the Center for Migration Studies, with whom AIHA still lists 18.25 linear feet of documents. The Curator is currently collecting minutes of the Executive Council, programs of past conferences, letters, correspondence and emails. In keeping with the collection policy of CMS, the Curator will also be collecting books, journals, diaries, ledgers, directories, pamphlets, newsletters, newspapers, photographs, and passports. CMS has recently transferred its library to the Centro Studi Emigrazione in Rome.  The directors of CMS report, however, that only the library and not the archives have been moved. The archives remain at 209 Flagg Place, Staten Island, New York. AIHA’s archives are accessible through the Archivist (archives@cmsny.org). Member LaGumina then inquired about the possibility of depositing personal papers of scholars, writers and others at Calandra. Tamburri remarked that deposit of papers concerning AIHA would be appropriate. 

( Tamburri then launched discussion of potential conference sites, mentioning Albany and Boca Raton as serious contenders. Gardaphè listed the virtues of Albany as a site, including the political benefits and groundwork laid by Tamburri’s and Gardaphè’s visits. Guida suggested Buffalo and Tampa as back-up sites, but agreed with Tamburri and Gardaphè that Albany would be a politically and thus fiscally wise suggestion. LaGumina recommended Albany in 2010 and Boca Raton in 2011. Gardaphè suggested a theme of social activism (perhaps with the title “Activating Italian Americans”), a proposal both Hendin and Member Russo supported. 

( Guida then reprised the issue of raising the prestige of the conference, to attract young scholars (some away from other national conferences). Gardaphè and Guida then raised the possibility of better advertising the conference, a strategy that a number of members supported, while recognizing the potential cost of advertisement. LaGumina recommended conference flyers be sent to graduate programs; Bona recommended sending these also to other conferences for display. Tamburri suggested reaching out to Italian American professional organizations. Viscusi suggested that our themes reflect trends in graduate studies, which might through advertisement draw people beyond our current community. We might further run a series of seminars on trendy topics, that might interest people at other conferences and institutes in the work we are doing. Gardaphè proposed that we put together an NEH-sponsored seminar in Italian American Studies, which would encourage young scholars to take the field more seriously and universities to create graduate programs in Italian American Studies. Sciorra remarked that he had met a number of scholars at conferences whose impression of AIHA was antiquated. The issue then is how we change perceptions of the organization. Tamburri reiterated the need for an organization journal, an “intellectual calling card.” Guida suggested that the journal have a “trans-ethnic” focus, which would interest those of other groups who study Italian Americans as a model group. Tamburri claimed that we would have to raise our scholarly standards and engage in a national discourse. Russo then lamented the dearth of assistant professorships and other posts in Italian American Studies. Vice-President Fiore asked whether or not we might coordinate our Italian American Studies conferences and publication with other organizations, as a means of raising standards. Tamburri then made comments that provoked a lively discussion of journal possibilities. Various members considered the benefits of another journal versus the pitfalls of damaging competition for scholarship. The Council then agreed that the Publications Committee be charged with studying the impact of our current journals and the connection between the AIHA conference and its potential journal. Russo suggested we have the subcommittee complete such studies in time for the Executive Council meeting at this year’s conference in Baton Rouge. 

( President Hendin adjourned the meeting at 1:32 p. m.

