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1. State removal of compensation funding

The intention from the state is clear, we can’t be cutting programs and eliminating positions while still giving employees a raise. Flat funding for all State employees, including the partial funding of UA employees, saves more than $50 million in general funds. It also negates a situation where one bargaining unit or group of employees gets an increase when no one else does. All contracts in the state are being frozen now. The end result of this is likely to be determined in legal court as union representatives respond to the breech of contract. I reported that I’d received a few comments in support of flat funding, but have not had adequate time since Thursday’s announcement to gauge staff reaction to the loss of a compensation increase this year.

Will there be any alternative, non-payroll compensation such as personal days off?
An additional personal holiday day to non-exempt staff, the first of its kind for exempt staff, was given last fiscal year as a way to increase overall compensation value without adding to salaries. It was a one-year commitment, part of last years’ contract with non-union staff. Such a situation could be looked into again. 

The latest from Juneau has the university facing about a $43 million overall reduction when budget cuts and fixed cost increases are both taken into account. So even with flat compensation funding it is possible that there will still be furloughs and layoffs.


2. Furloughs

If there are furloughs will it be applied overall or start at the top?

Furloughs would be implemented on a graded scale from the top down. President Gamble will present the Summit Team with a variety of scenarios with their related monetary impact. Likely it would initially affect executives, then senior administrators (a group of 135 staff throughout the system), before coming down to all staff. Furloughs would be implemented on the same schedule systemwide. Any additional deficit would still need to be met through layoffs, and attrition at each university and Statewide.


3. Impact of voluntary furloughs

We discussed the results of the staff survey on voluntary furloughs or reduced contracts. More than 1000 staff responded, and 49 percent indicated a willingness to reduce contract. The potential impact of voluntary reductions is being evaluated. I have not made any estimations myself based off the results, preferring to share the data in an advisory manner.

Comments written in response to the survey also provide valuable insight. I reported that many of the people who said they could not take a voluntary reduction were either working paycheck to paycheck, or working more than 40-hours a week already. Many exempt employees expressed the concern over the ability to actually reduce work time in response to reduced pay or contract. The impact of unfilled positions and staffing reductions on the workload of those remaining was particularly evident. I agreed to send him a copy of the survey results. (They had been shared with HR in March, but he had not seen the data directly.)


4. Layoff

The budget picture gets worse when looking forward to FY17 and the next round of cuts. Gamble brought up that the university started taking action to reduce the budget in FY15. The cuts and reductions being made now, hard as they are, leave room for only more difficult decisions in the future as it becomes harder and harder to respond to funding reductions.  

Approximating a position at $100,000 a year including salary and benefits, it would take 100 positions to equal $1 million in savings. Any reserve positions, those not currently filled but “held” with $100 funding, are likely to be returned to the state this year. That represents about 300 positions systemwide that have little or no chance of being funded in the current budget. Down the line, if it is necessary to fill those positions again, they will have to go back into the incremental request for FTE funding and have the positions authorized again by the legislature.

The large number of UA employees more-than eligible for retirement may also contribute to the overall funding outlook if they chose to retire and reduce the overall workforce.

5. Statewide Review

The Statewide program review is of great interest, in particular how and where staff will have the opportunity to participate. While waiting to hear more details following the group’s first meeting on Friday, there is some initial concern, in particular from Statewide staff, about the composition of the team and staff representation. It was discussed that while many people will be sharing their expertise with the review team and being involved, the make-up of the team itself was being kept small. I emphasized the staff desire in a transparent process with involvement from staff at all levels. Gamble agreed and added that student input will also be important. 

The MacTaggart and Fisher reports, earlier reorganization efforts, and reviews under prior administrations will be reviewed in conjunction with the intended effects of Shaping Alaska’s Future to help judge what services in particular should be pushed more to campuses. Gamble explained that he thinks service oriented tasks need to be handled at the campuses where they provide the front-line service to students. In many cases it does not make sense for there to be a Statewide contact when the ones who need to work to respond are at a campus. It adds an unnecessary bureaucratic ring and that is the type of process and duplication being evaluated.

It is far more a service review than a budget reduction exercise in that positions may not actually be eliminated if they are sent to a campus, especially if such a position did not exist there before, but the end result is a smaller central system and better front-line service for students and other university partners and clients.  A few areas I suggested seeing a need for systemwide coordination is e-mail and Blackboard, noting that it may take additional staffing, or the moving of a position from a campus to SW or vice versa to meet the programming needs, and overcome the delays and backlogs that keep the campuses preferring independent systems. I suggested that staff in those areas may better be able to address why we do things the way we do and can help identify underling problem areas and suggest solutions.

We discussed how all the reports seem to be highlighting the same sort of areas for improvement and reduction of Statewide, but nothing has been doing. Even going back several presidencies all attempts have fallen short. What may be different this time is a vasty improved sense of collaboration throughout the system. As a result of Shaping Alaska’s Future and the Summit Team we now are developing a common calendar, GREs and other systemwide initiatives. The willingness of the universities and statewide to work together toward solutions on a less competitive scale than in the past will greatly assist in this attempt at Statewide review and system reorganization.

 6. Regent meetings

Governance representatives, like many vice presidents and other senior executives that regularly attend Board of Regents meetings, will not travel to Bethel for the meeting this week in order to reduce costs for the out-of-town meeting. We did discuss the importance of attending the meetings in person and discussed how strongly governance representatives feel about not setting a precedent for making reports via video instead of being there in person. 

I reported wanting more engagement from the board during those meetings with governance representatives. If we are supposed to represent staff, faculty and student viewpoints on matters then why aren’t our viewpoints sought more during meetings? Gamble suggested I bring that up in this week’s testimony.

7. Governance processes

We discussed current efforts to better define governance processes and turn-around times and some suggested regulation language being discussed by the System Governance Council. Gamble brought up his office’s transmittal form- one that insures that all relevant parties have reviewed a document prior to Gamble’s review- a feature mirrored in Board Docs and suggested looking into developing something like that. Regulations may not be the place to address the processes, but there is room for improvement and clarity of expectations.
