The CSN Chronicle

Greetings, and welcome to The CSN Chronicle for November 2008.   The Chronicle lets me share some of the news and important questions raised by our faculty and staff members from time-to-time.   Much is happening on budget and legislative issues that I want to share with you.
Holiday Party

Thursday, December 11th is our annual holiday party at the Las Vegas Hilton.  Bring your significant other and let’s enjoy the international flavor of this special event.  The CSN Foundation has been most generous to support this activity, and many of our foundation trustees will attend so you can thank them personally.  
   


Questions from Faculty and Staff Members:
“Why not raise student fees and tuition?”

NSHE has already adopted a 5% tuition increase for next year, and for community colleges, a surcharge of $2.75 is in place until June 2009.  Each year, the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) conducts a study of tuition levels at two- and four-year colleges and universities.  This study of tuition and fees in the 11 western states indicates there is additional room in Nevada for tuition growth.  In a long-term funding solution for higher education, tuition and fees will have a part, but we must realize that increasing prices will reduce enrollment opportunities for students.  We would need to couple tuition adjustments with financial aid and scholarships for students.  Our student government president, David Waterhouse, has requested that any additional tuition revenues enacted as a result of the budget crisis not revert to the state general fund, but stay at CSN.  This would require legislative action, but our students believe that if they are paying more, they should get more.  
“Can we all agree on a furlough and take some days without pay or reduce our FTE?
Contracts are pretty firm things.  We have a contract with students that CSN will provide instruction and training, if they pay tuition and fees.  We have a contract with each employee to provide compensation in exchange for services. It may be possible to seek voluntary reductions in employee FTE, but this would be strictly voluntary.  

An assumption of the above questions is that the financial problem of the State of Nevada is our problem and can only be addressed through increasing pricing for students and cutting expenditures.  CSN receives from the state about $5,400 per FTE student—the lowest per student appropriation of the NSHE institutions.  But every institution is underfunded.  When we cut expenditures from our lower base, we cut services that directly impact students and limit access.   I submit to you that we cannot cut further and maintain quality and access!    From excess fee revenues, we’ve set aside some new funding, but the College needs those revenues for equipment, the ERP project, and general operations.    We operate on a shoestring.  Other institutions and agencies have their own fiscal challenges and needs.  Our focus, I believe, has to be on additional state revenues, and that’s the Legislature’s challenge in the next six months.    

“What about the idea of local funding for community colleges?”
This idea may have merit, but it also has its own set of issues.  There would need to be statutory and perhaps constitutional action.  We would need safeguards that we’re not swapping revenue sources, but supplementing budgets, and then there’s the issue of control:  who would be the governing entity?  We are in the process of identifying the issues and researching how such models work in other states.  We are visiting the Maricopa District in December to learn about the funding and governance model there.  And in our own Clark County, some conceptual discussions have been held with county leaders.  We have a long way to go on this idea.

“Can CSN reduce more administration?”

As part of the budget reductions so far, we have cut about 20 administrative positions, and we have redistributed workloads.  In some areas of the College, this has created unhealthy burdens on people, and we’ll have to re-examine the cuts.  At the executive level, for example, we’ve cut/redistributed to the point that we don’t have coverage in some areas.  This hurts the institution.  So I’m looking at other options and solutions we might consider for the long run. 
“What’s behind the media story on the DWED Audit?”
Since August 2007, it has been CSN’s policy to be open, transparent and accountable to the media and to the people of Nevada.  In turn, we’ve expected balanced and accurate reporting.  This is a critical policy that is not diminished by a recent story in a local newspaper that included a number of inaccuracies. 
 

It is my understanding that CSN has addressed all of the issues identified in the internal DWED audit completed in 2007.  We’ve been very proactive. Each of the internal auditor's recommendations has been followed. 

 

Lastly, I want to address auditing in general.  The value of timely auditing as a tool for management and an assurance of fiduciary integrity is essential to institutions and to the Nevada System of Higher Education.  We prize our relationship with Associate Vice Chancellor Sandy Cardinal, the NSHE auditor, and we have strengthened CSN’s internal auditing structure and oversight because our managers need to know and I want to know how we’re using our resources:  accounting for them, expending them, justifying them, and controlling them.  I have recently elevated the internal audit/compliance office as a direct report to me. I meet regularly with our audit manager, and I am kept apprised of internal reviews, areas of concern, and departmental adherence to recommendations. We have also created an audit council of the executive staff to review and respond to internal findings and recommendations.  Very often we discuss our internal audits with Ms. Cardinal and seek her assistance. We can’t have protracted auditing and reporting processes -- internally or externally -- to the board.   We believe our processes are working and that coordination efforts with Ms. Cardinal will tighten our oversight.

Best wishes to you all for a Happy Thanksgiving and I look forward to seeing you at our Holiday party.

  --Mike Richards
This message would have been completely different 12 hours ago.  Last night, an announcement was made that an agreement was developing between the Legislature and the Governor to cover a $309 million shortfall the State projects for the remainder of this fiscal year.  A special session of the Legislature was also announced tentatively for December 8.  





Prior to this latest news, the Budget Office of the State of Nevada requested budget reductions in the current fiscal year of 4%, 7%, and 11%.  This was in addition to the 8% agencies and institutions already cut.  Because we’re in the middle of the fiscal year, and the majority of our resources are committed in contracts, NSHE institutions elected not to respond to the request, but rather to work on revenue solutions to the state budget problem.  Similarly for the next biennium, the State Budget Office has asked for budget plans for a 14%, 24%, and 34% budget cut.  NSHE institutions, again, will not comply with this request, stressing instead multiple revenue solutions to the financial crisis.  





Prior to the general election, CSN was bracing for another budget reduction of 2-3%, but the request we received of 4%, 7% and 11% was impossible to address without financial exigency because contracts were already in place.  If the preliminary agreement on a budget solution holds, additional cuts may be lower or withdrawn.  As many of you know, the State and the Chancellor are exploring tuition and fee increases, securitization of state tobacco revenues, use of state bonding capacity, local funding for community colleges and other ideas, as well as a federal appeal for the current and next fiscal years.  I remain optimistic that solutions will be found.  














