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University of Idaho

Faculty Council Minutes

2006-2007 Meeting #15, Tuesday, January 30, 2007

Present: Adams (w/o vote), Beard, Bechinski, Crowley, Greever, Guilfoyle, Gunter, Haarsager, Hart, Hubbard, Machlis, McCaffrey, McCollough, McDaniel, McLaughlin, Munson, Odom, Rowett, Schmiege, Taylor, Williams

Absent: Baker, Guerrero, Hammel 

Observers: five

A quorum being present, Chair McLaughlin called the meeting to order at 3:35 p.m. in the Brink Hall Faculty Lounge. 
Minutes: It was moved and seconded to approve the minutes of our December 12th meeting. The motion carried unanimously.

Chair’s Report: The chair reported on his experience of the previous week in Boise as the various institutions of higher education made their case before JFAC. The presentations from University of Idaho president, deans, and students were very strong. He noted that BSU’s president’s presentation had ended with a video clip of the last play in BSU’s dramatic bowl game win; our presentation ended with a video clip of ‘Fox News’ interview with UI students who had spent spring break working at Katrina relief. It was an outstanding way of focusing on the core values of the institution and of higher education in general.

The chair ended his brief comments by introducing the president and the vice president for finance and administration whom he had invited to come and update the council on some of the larger issues and opportunities for the university.

Discussion with the President: The president thanked the chair for the opportunity to visit with council and agreed with him that the previous week’s experience in Boise had been a positive one. He said that the numbers are all on our side: student quality, number of degrees awarded, retention, impact of our alumni on the state, the quality of our faculty’s research and its impact. The stories are there; it is a question of picking and choosing stories that are fresh and make their point clearly. In “connecting the dots” for JFAC he had pointed out that, while we are the state’s smallest university in terms of the size of its student body, we graduate more bachelors, masters, first professional degrees and doctorates than any of the other state institutions. We are doing our job and doing it well. While in Boise he had also talked to the House Education Committee and to the Boise Rotary. In all venues he stressed the university’s dedication to quality and that the various state institutions have different missions.

The president then proceeded to address five topics he saw as having major and immediate impact: the dairy project in southern Idaho, compensation package and health benefits, post-retirement health insurance, the state of the Kibbie Dome, and the new plan for spring commencement. For convenience, his remarks and responses to questions, whenever those questions may have occurred in the course of the afternoon, have been grouped together under those five headings.

Dairy Project: This project is of particular interest to the university because it will provide its students with experience in large-scale dairying (in a working dairy that is designed to be self-funding) and also research opportunities in large-scale dairying and livestock management and health. Since large-scale dairying has very largely supplanted smaller scale operations, these opportunities are very important to the dairy industry in Idaho. In any event, this project has “political legs” this year. It will cost some $25 million in total. The state board requested $10 million in state support and the governor has recommended $10.9 million. Some $5 million would come from the diary industry. The university’s contribution would be the remaining $10 million. To raise that money, the university was hoping to have the land board that manages the land endowment sell the 280 acres of its Caldwell research station. Having become surrounded by urban development, it was not itself a prime candidate for that same kind of development. The general notion would be to trade ‘dirt for cash’ which could be reinvested in ‘dirt and buildings’. However, before the university could sell that land the Morrill Act itself would have to be amended. The university would be working with Idaho’s congressional delegation toward that end. A member of council questioned the wisdom of changing the Morrill Act to gain $10 million when that change might end up diverting resources from agricultural education and research. The president responded by acknowledging the need to be careful in such transfers but there was also a real need to be able to put resources toward current needs.

Compensation Package: The president reminded council that the first priority of all the state’s institutions of higher education was increased compensation for faculty and staff, a priority he and the University of Idaho have taken a lead on. The strength of the institution rests on the strength of its faculty and staff. The university had request an 8% increase, the governor’s budget proposal request 5% for all state employees and all raises to be based on merit. That meant, if 5% were appropriated, that individual raises might run anywhere from 0% to 10% while each unit would average 5%. Because not all university employees were (fully) funded by state appropriated monies, it created a challenge for the university to create from internal resources the funds needed to match the state-appropriated increases for those employees not funded by the state appropriation. It was also his expectation that those supported by grant activity would put in their grant proposals reasonable salary increments over the life of a multi-year grant.

Another challenge for the university and, indeed, all state employees was that there was no gubernatorial recommendation for any increase in funding for health benefits. Given the inexorable increase in health costs, that meant that either the health benefit package must decline in value or employees would have to shoulder an increased share, or both. A councilor pointed out that this was another instance of the bad practice of risk being transferred from the institution, or society at large, to the individual. The president acknowledged the force of the comment but pointed out that the new governor would not be swayed by such arguments.

A councilor enquired about any long-range plans to address salary compression among university faculty. In his reply the president noted that assistant professors at the university were some 15% below the median of our official eighteen peers, associate professors 17% below, and full professors were 21%. To bring full professors in line with assistants and associates would require several million dollars that would have to be raised internally. That was not an impossibility, but it would take a university-wide commitment to make it happen and would, in his opinion, inevitably come at the expense of our ability to recruit new, entry-level faculty.  If there was a significant will to move forward to work to eliminate salary compression, he would seek a task force to think deeply about the topic, and both intended and unintended consequences of such a change, before making any policy decisions in this regard.
Post-Retirement Health Insurance: The president reminded council that changes to the post-retirement health insurance benefit was prompted by GASB 45, the changed accounting standard that required that these costs be fully recognized as a liability of the institution’s balance sheet as of July 1st of this year. The draft plan announced for comment by the community last fall, with its four tiers of employees based on age and years of service, had received many comments. On the basis of these comments two changes in that plan would be made: (1) people in all tiers would have the option of taking the originally proposed plan with the co-pay or taking a plan without a co-pay—in the latter case there would be a higher deductible—but the cost of insurance would be constant; (2) for Tier I the modest life insurance policy would be kept intact. No plan would be viewed as ideal, but it was most important to maintain the university’s integrity with regard to promises or implied promises made in the past. Many people had been persuaded to take early retirement offers on the assumption that there would be continued post-retirement health insurance.

Professor Greever, a member of the Post-Retirement Health Insurance Benefit Task Force, noted that even for Tier IV the benefit was better than it was for those on the general state plan, and better than the plan in force for WSU retirees. The president agreed, but noted that there were a number of university employees who had consciously chosen to work here despite relatively low salaries precisely because the retirement benefits were better here than elsewhere. Professor Gunter, also a member of the task force, and Lloyd Mues, vice president for finance and administration, noted that the university had created a sustainable benefit rather than an unsustainable one and that in itself should be reassuring to current employees and retirees.

Kibbie Dome: The president pointed out that that there were large health and safety issues with regard to the Kibbie Dome. The team of architects engaged to do a feasibility study of improving the dome discovered that the dome is in violation of safety codes. The violations center on its fire suppression system and ability of egress in an emergency. Changes to the air handling system made at some point in the past exacerbate the problem in that, in the case of a fire in the roof, it would tend to spread smoke and toxic fumes to people in the dome rather than direct them away from people. The cost to make the dome compliant with current codes would be in the neighborhood of $12 million. We have hopes that at least part of this cost can be supplied by one-time money from the state. Otherwise we would consider selling bonds to cover the cost of this and other areas of deferred maintenance. In the meantime, until the dome can be remodeled so as to meet code, firemen with fire suppression equipment will be on site during large events so as to minimize any risk.

Spring Commencement: The president recognized that the significant changes in store for this year’s spring commencement have raised some anxiety. The plan is for a two and a half hour ceremony with the dais at the west end of the dome. The administration will begin an education campaign on the changes very soon. The administration is trying to remove barriers to faculty participation by moving the deadline for grade submission from that day to the following Tuesday and by providing rental robes for faculty attendees. Moving a lot of people in and out of the dome in a timely fashion will require careful choreography; a lot of planning for that choreography is going on.

Another issue that came up during the president’s comments was that of the setting of student fees. Vice President Mues responded that he and the financial officers of the other institutions had already approached board members about the range of fee increases they should be contemplating. He expected that everyone would have a much clearer picture of what the legislature was going to provide for higher education and that knowledge would also help determine the overall fee request. A councilor asked what was driving university costs up since it wasn’t large salary increases for faculty. Some reasons were the increase in health care cost, the rapid rise in construction material costs, increased energy costs, and the higher repair costs resulting from deferring maintenance.

Approval of Sabbatical leaves: It was moved and seconded (Beard, Greever) to approve the list of proposed sabbaticals. The motion carried unanimously save the two abstentions of those councilors on the list.

Fast-Track EMBA NOI: Jack Morris, dean of the College of Business and Economics, provided background for the proposal which would allow this particular NOI to go through the state approval process at the same time as it went through the university approval process rather than afterwards. The university has a long history of looking for ways potential students in the northern part of the state might be best served. The current proposal for an executive MBA program was going to be largely funded by Coldwater Creek. Coldwater Creek was buying twenty-two or twenty-three seats in the first cohort, at a fixed cost of $37,000 per seat. This income would fully support the offering of the program. Coldwater Creek is most anxious to start this program next fall rather than fall 2008, hence the request for fast-track status. In response to a question, Dean Morris said that their market surveys indicated there would be an ongoing population of people for such a program even after Coldwater Creek had exhausted their initial needs. He also noted that there would be an ongoing marketing campaign by the college to discover other local businesses that would participate and also benefit.

It was moved and seconded (Beard, Haarsager) to approve the fast-track proposal with the understanding that the NOI would get full scrutiny by the normal university process and would come back to Faculty Council for final university approval. The motion carried unanimously.

FC-07-038: NOI: College of Letters, Arts, and Social Sciences: Archeological Technician Certificate: Professor Leah Evans-Janke provided some background for this seconded motion from the University Curriculum Committee. She said that this certificate would certify graduates as having the practical skills needed to perform archeological work, along with the theoretical skills certified by the bachelor’s degree. A councilor observed that this was a 33-credit certificate and thus much larger than the average certificate of about 12 credits. Professor Evans-Janke agreed but pointed out that the number of credits proposed here was about standard for archeological technician certificates nation-wide. The motion carried unanimously save for one abstention.

Adjournment: It was moved and seconded (Beard, Schmiege) to adjourn. The hour now being 5:15, the motion carried unanimously.

Respectfully submitted,
Douglas Q. Adams

Faculty Secretary and Secretary to Faculty Council

