














effect be upgraded to that code. (If it did, nearly all the buildings in the 
county would be in a constant state of renovation).  

4. Remember that many of the area’s other performing arts facilities are
in historic buildings (Kingsbury, Pioneer Memorial, Capitol, Grand
and Salt Lake Acting Company, for example). Some of these buildings
are over 100 years old and clearly are not up to all current code
provisions Yet, like Abravanel Hall, they are safe, functional and
enjoyable.

5. The “master plan” does not use value engineering or cost-benefit
analysis to distinguish between necessary improvements and nice-
butnot-necessary or wish-list ones. (Many of the latter were
recommended by those interviewed by the planning team and included
in the bloated scope of work.) It is important, when evaluating the
plan’s many scope-of-work proposals, to make these distinctions. For
example, both options say to build a 74,000+ s.f. back-of-house
addition for $52.5 million. What! This notion seems as exaggerated
and unnecessary as an idea can get. Where is the programming
document to justify this unbelievable assertion of need? Real needs-
based, finelytuned prioritization is needed more than throwing big
costs at unjustified scope items (Close observers might conclude that
the real purpose of the “master plan” is to come up with a fantastical
scope and astronomical costs equaling $200 million and more to
discourage
doing a project at Abravanel Hall, hoping to encourage its
demolition.)

6. Some questions to consider: Does the entire HVAC system need to be
replaced if no extraneous additions are made? Perhaps not. The
temperature on the stage gets too warm during performances, say some
musicians. Providing cooling there is an easy fix given the area under
the stage and on the roof for the needed mechanical equipment. The
temperature in the rest of the building is apparently already
comfortable.

7. Does the performance hall need new fire suppression when a
suppression system already exists throughout the rest of the building,
with the overall system being code-complying enough to satisfy our
local building officials, who have not required it to be upgraded?

8. And do we really need an expensive new security system? Would not a
simpler, less expensive one suffice?
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9. Nor have local building officials called for a seismic upgrade of
Abravanel Hall. Why? Because the City implemented seismic-resistant
design in its building code in 1971 and in 1976, when the building was
designed, it included code-complying seismic design. It suffices for

today. Moreover, the building experienced no damage from the recent
earthquake in nearby Magna. These are just a few scope items which
need more detailed, cost-benefit-based scrutiny.

10. Also, some cost-per-gross square foot figures seem higher than
industry standard. I have researched and found other recently
renovated symphony halls in existing buildings in other states and
England completed for lower figures. Plus, using estimated 2027 dollar
figures is misleading. In today’s more relatable 2024 dollars, Option A
would cost $169+ million, not $199+ million and Option B would cost
$183+ million, not $216+ million. By the way, I have reviewed the
plan’s Option A and B scopes-of-work and costs with other renovation-
specializing architects and they agree that the scopes and figures
presented in the “master plan” seem inflated.

11. My suggestion is not to follow the recent “master plan’s” options A or
B. Instead, follow a revised version of its recommendations for Phase
1 work. I will call this the Practical Option. It would eliminate from
Option A the back-of-house cost of $52.5 million (but include about $5
million for a 6,630 sf back-of-house), the plaza changes of $16.1
million (Why do we need greater “connectivity” with the functionally
unrelated UMOCA and Salt Palace?), the events center addition
costing $6.15 million, all but $5million of the $66.1 front-of house
changes and addition (leave the lobby the size it is), but leave in the
budget $40 million for performance hall upgrades.

       This would result in an much more affordable yet still highly useful project of about 
$50 million.  

12. For Option 2, delete the same work as described for Option A, plus
delete the alley infill of $25.9 million and the event space addition of
$18.4 million. This would again result in a $50 million project. Put
another way, if the County put out an Abravanel Hall improvement
RFP to A/E firms, I believe it would result in getting a design that
would include the scope items really needed for the hall to be continue
to be a world-class symphony venue, plus include the additional
technical improvements needed in the performance hall to add
increased flexibility for a greater number of other, renting user groups
to hold events in the hall.
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13. I remember when Abravanel Hall was built in 1976-79. It was
designed by FFKR, one of Utah’s leading architectural firms, and its
acoustics, designed by renowned Cyril Harris, were considered
worldclass. Since then, over the next 45 years, I have gone to
performances in the hall every year. I have always felt safe there—safe
from earthquakes, fire or anything else. I have sat everywhere in the
hall and have admired the excellent acoustics in every location. I have
noticed that the building is ADA-accessible and temperature inside is
always comfortable. Despite being there on full-house nights and
holidays like Christmas, I have never felt a need for a larger lobby or
more bathrooms or elevators. In short, for me, as an architect and
symphony lover, Abravanel Hall has always been and remains totally
safe, functional and enjoyable for the purpose for which it was created.
I believe nearly everyone else who attends performances in the hall
feels the same way.

14. That is not to say the building is perfect. People are imperfect and we
create imperfect buildings. And perfect is the enemy of good, and even
excellent. But in a practical and financially feasible approach, the
acoustics, heating and cooling, controls and ADA seating can be
improved for $50 million without paying for unneeded additions and
alley and plaza “improvements.”

15. Much has been said and written about the iconic cultural, architectural
and historical significance of Abravanel Hall and I will not elaborate
on the importance of these factors other than to say that Abravanel Hall
is as essential and vital to the cultural soul of Salt Lake County as the
buildings on Temple Square (across the street) are sacred to the soul of
that part of our community. (Moreover, I am told that the L.D.S.
Church donated the property to the City specifically for it to become
the permanent home/hall of our symphony. Are there not legal
requirements in place to honor this commitment? I leave it to other to
research this matter.)

16. In conclusion, I hope that you will seriously consider the validity of
my comments. I ask that you also seriously consider implementing my
Practical Option rather than the far more expensive and less-needed
Options A and B.

Respectfully Yours, 

Allen Roberts, FAIA 
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July 7, 2024 

Dear Salt Lake City Council, Salt Lake City Mayor Erin Mendenhall, and Advisors, 

I have been working in District 4, soon-to-be SECC District downtown, as a regular subsDtute musician of The 
Utah Symphony since 2010.  I am wriDng to request that you earmark either a percentage or dollar amount of 
funds to go toward a renovaDon of Abravanel Hall as part of the parDcipaDon agreement and provide that 
such funding is conDngent upon the Salt Lake County deciding that Abravanel Hall will remain on-site within 
the SECC District, in its present performance hall form and locaDon.   

A renovaDon analysis of Abravanel Hall has been submiNed at an esDmated $50M, which is a small fracDon of 
what it would cost to build a new concert hall of the same scale.  Abravanel Hall was built under the 
consultaDon of an acousDcian first and foremost, before an architect was consulted.  At the very least, tearing 
down such a landmark would not be in alignment with SLC’s sustainability iniDaDves, not to menDon the 
ripple of financial repercussions for hundreds of musicians and economic repercussions for the loss of 
thousands of audience members every weekend throughout the year!  Those audience members also support 
local businesses (city creek, restaurants, etc) when they aNend Utah Symphony concerts.  It is unlikely when a 
patron buys a $200 Dcket to an NHL game that they will also support local businesses, which is what benefits 
the local economy.  Abravanel Hall was built from funding of tax dollars, voted upon by the ciDzens of SLC.  
The $900M tax to benefit Smith Entertainment has not been voted on by the ciDzens of SLC and is a gross 
misrepresentaDon of what government should be (FOR the people, BY the people) …not FOR one billionaire’s 
idea, BY the few elected officials!  This plan to restructure downtown also means demolishing Utah Museum 
of Contemporary Art and displacing Japantown, which should also be preserved.   

As a former resident of Las Vegas and current Principal FluDst of The Las Vegas Philharmonic, I have seen 
firsthand what the addiDon of major-league sports arenas for NHL, NFL, and MLB teams has done to the 
surrounding areas of downtown Las Vegas.  Placing all the naDonal teams in one congested central area 
causes major shids in community idenDty and potenDally catalyze gentrificaDon in neighborhoods.  Some of 
the negaDve issues include environmental concerns because of increased traffic which leads to the need for 
construcDon of the freeways and surrounding streets, issues with lack of parking structures, and the increase 
in homeless people and panhandling.  A beNer soluDon is to build the NHL arena in an area like Bluffdale at 
the former prison site, which would build more local economies and disperse the traffic, etc.  We need 
protecDve zoning laws to protect the authenDc and unique “charm” of downtown Salt Lake City by avoiding 
too many sports arenas in a congested area.  Abravanel Hall, UMOCA, and Japantown offer diversity in culture 
and in turn, diversity in patrons and small businesses. 

The argument that once a sports stadium is developed, it will finance itself, is inaccurate.  “The costs 
associated with a new sports stadium minimize the posiDve economic impacts of the project, even if the 
community/neighborhood is labeled and praised as “redeveloped” (Chapin 207, 2004).  There is increasing 
evidence that stadiums have liNle posiDve impact on local economic growth and the benefits from these 
teams do not jusDfy the public investment (Eckstein & Delaney 2002, 235).  This is because the process of 
building and maintaining stadiums (like renovaDons) outweighs the economic benefits for local communiDes.” 

Thank you for your Dme and consideraDon. 

Sincerely, 

ChrisDna Castellanos 
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their orchestras information, and a cousin sent me a PDF of the original National Registry 
Application for their concert hall there in Hawai’i.  

I would also like to speak to you about my feelings towards Abravanel Hall. It is well known from 
several accounts of musicians of Utah Symphony, past and present; general members of the public, 
past board members, and those who made the realization of a hall come to fruition, that the 
preservation of the hall in its current form should not be altered by any means, except for the 
necessary requirements of renovation.  

With the acoustics mostly talked about. I would like to talk to you about the interior of the hall. 
When the hall was nearly finished with construction, there were generous symphony donors and 
sponsors who provided the appointment and special features to give Abravanel Hall the elegance 
complimentary to the design and fine musical properties of the building. O. C. Tanner who 
graciously donated 24-karat gold leaf for the grand staircase. Maurice Warshaw and his wife Inez 
benevolently made contributions for it to be continued into the concert hall itself on all 3-tiers 
(from what I recall, it was roughly 12,000 sq ft., which is a years’ worth of production from a 
factory in Italy). A blonde hardwood ceiling of white oak in the lobby was a generous gift from 
the Union Pacific Railway Foundation, and finally, the chandeliers in the auditorium. These are 
Swarovski crystals that were fitted by members of the Symphony Guild, which were paid for by 
C. Comstock Clayton Foundation. All these things were donated in-kind, for all in the community
to appreciate and enjoy every time they come to Abravanel Hall for any type of event.

If the demolition of Abravanel Hall were on the table and was finalized, all these things would be 
lost. You cannot get these things back. Especially the Acoustics. There is no Dr. Cyril M. Harris 
alive today that would provide an exceptional acoustician and technician in the guidance of a new 
hall. Nothing can rival what we have now. Nothing. Which is why it is paramount that I urge to 
you all as a County Council body to come to some sort of right consensus that the Hall needs to 
be protected, but also protected against demolition.  I would not be able to in good faith have a 
conscience if this is the only ultimatum. We are unravelling everything for those who worked 
tirelessly decades before us to give us what we all so call, a home. A home for the Musicians of 
Utah Symphony, a home for arts to be provided for anyone and everyone.   

This is greatly in your hands to deliver what our state needs, and furthermore, what our 
communities and families’ future generations need. The arts. A world-class Concert Hall, a world-
class symphony orchestra. A Hall that will provide refuge for those in need of the arts. Those 
patrons whose lives are so desperately torn, that they can find themselves inside Abravanel Hall 
surrounded by the sheer beauty of music that we, the musicians, who sacrifice our lives for the 
greater benefit of the world to deliver performances that are out of this universe. I solely believe 
that music can better the lives of others. I cannot think of anything else in this universe that I could 
do on a scale so great that impacts communities and generations to come. 

“Concert halls are like fine Italian musical instruments; they are works of art. They need 
the same care musicians give to their old Italian instruments. The renovation process of a 
concert hall is very much like a restoration process with overhauling a Guarneri del Gesu 
or Stradivari violin. These same principles apply, they need the utmost professional care 
for and by those professionals who know how to do so.” 

-- Jon Kahananui 
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Without further ado. Please find the attached documents in your emails. 

Thank you for your time, and for your service to greater our public needs and welfare. 

Regards,  

--Jon Kahananui 

P.S. Please note in the research document Orchestras built prior 2000, the construction costs these 
days are not realistic in the economy we live in. I would greatly estimate and feel confident that 
these halls would cost today in excess of $450 million and beyond. Especially those that were built 
turn of the century, and prior 1890’s which are just a few, which are probably valued more 
considering their institutions significance and impact on the History of Symphony Orchestras in 
the United States. As they are some of the worlds leading institutions. Iconic Orchestras. 

Please also take note on the front and back matter of the research document. 
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