Board of Trustees Report
District Office

December 16, 2009

Budget and Finance Committee

The entire meeting was devoted to a discussion of an energy project financial issue.  As you may recall, the district went ahead and had Chevron construct extensive solar projects at Harbor and Pierce this year, costing over $30 million, with the expectation that we would reach an agreement with DWP to operate them under a Power Purchase Agreement. DWP has still not agreed, and we don’t know if they ever will. As a result, the committee had to decide whether to recommend to the full Board that they keep the PPA option open, by taking out a short-term loan, hoping that DWP would yet respond positively or that they cut our losses now and pay Chevron for its work. The committee heard from Jeanette Gordon and our financial and legal advisers as to how expensive it would be to give DWP a few more months to respond. After some very sharp questioning, the trustees agreed to recommend to the full Board that we proceed with the loan, given its favorable terms, for up to three months. If no agreement is then reached with DWP, it could be terminated without a prepayment penalty.  

Legislative Affairs Committee

Larry Eisenberg spoke briefly regarding legislation concerning construction change orders.

Marvin Martinez reviewed the various federal initiatives that could impact us, including the attempt to use returned TARP (bank bailout) money for a new jobs initiative (which could come up for a vote next week), and the “Community College Emergency Stabilization Fund” that we’ve been hearing about for the past few weeks (and which could lead to around $10 million in one-time money for the district). The American Graduation Initiative will come up later next year. Finally, he discussed the earmarks for the district in last week’s budget omnibus bill. We received five of them, ranging from $150,000 to $600,000. Martinez also noted the National Science Foundation’s interest in Hispanic Serving Institutions. They have some $6 billion to distribute, and Sylvia Scott-Hayes suggested that the colleges coordinate their efforts to obtain funding. 

The committee also agreed to renew the contract with Cassidy, our lobbyists in Washington, noting the success we’ve had this past year in obtaining grants and other funding.

Patrick McCallum spoke to the committee by phone from Sacramento. He reviewed the selection of the new speaker, John Perez; the recent hearings regarding the Master Plan; the governor’s desire to spare education in upcoming budget negotiations (which McCallum admitted Democrats are unlikely to go along with, as it would decimate health and welfare programs); and the talk of raising fees to $30 but with a ten-unit cap (that is, beyond that amount, there would be no fees at all).

Committee of the Whole

The Board met as a Committee of the Whole to hear a presentation regarding the ARCC data. Because this was discussed in committee on Dec. 2 (www.laccd.edu/das), I won’t discuss it further here, except to say that Scott-Hayes and Georgia Mercer both expressed concern that we weren’t making adequate progress regarding basic skills reform. They asked me why, and I stated that we had a staffing problem and that I would prefer to go into detail with them privately or in committee (see comments below).

The Board also heard a report from Moss Adams, the auditing firm that looks at bond project performance. They gave the program high marks, praising it for its responsiveness to past audits and for its transparent practices. They did note some problems with CPM “burn rates” (the speed through which they earn their contracted compensation). This led to a long discussion as to who was responsible for monitoring this, with Eisenberg suggesting the college presidents and Chancellor Wielder saying the presidents had enough to worry about, and that BuildLACCD should be dealing with this. I mentioned that the finding had come up in an earlier audit, so it’s not a new problem. Moss Adams thought we should consider greater centralization of the bond project.

Open Session
Ted Strinz from JLMBC pointed out that all employees should watch out for a mailing from "Carewise Health." It includes the debit card for the new health insurance allowance. JLMBC is afraid that many are going to confuse it for junk mail, as it's not clearly marked as important.

Mark Rocha described a new aviation training program at West sponsored by Northrop Grumman. The one-semester mechanic training program will lead to immediate jobs. Northrop representatives and around a dozen students in the first class were introduced.

A landscape designer (I believe this was his profession) spoke regarding the lack of sufficient native plants in the landscaping plans at Pierce. Joy McCaslin replied that his concerns were being studied. Nancy Pearlman claimed that the Board had specified that only native plants should be included in landscaping plans, but Scott-Hayes disputed that. She said natives were only recommended wherever possible.

Laura Ramirez and Micky Jackson, neighborhood activists in Atwater, spoke in opposition to plans to acquire property adjacent to the Northeast Center (aka Atwater). Jackson's tone was especially threatening ("this will blow up in your faces," et al). Their fear is that the property will be used for residential development as part of a public-private venture. Given the congestion in the area already, this is unacceptable to them. Scott-Hayes and Mona Field insisted that the report they referred to was no longer valid, as the district is no longer working with Jim Goodall, its author, and the BOT has ruled out his recommendations. No money is budgeted for a venture of this sort.

Two former students complained about ASO procedures at Pierce nine years ago (sic).

The Board recessed and reconvened as the "LACCD Improvement Corporation,” a legal obligation necessary to approve a Certificate of Participation (a special type of bond for government entities). They then heard the same arguments presented in the morning at the Budget and Finance Committee meeting as to the merits of taking out a short-term loan. Carl raised a general concern about the merits of COPS, given the trouble the district had with these ten years ago and given Citibank's troubled recent history. He acknowledged, however, that he wasn't familiar with the details of how COPS operate. After some further discussion, the motion was approved unanimously. 

Scott-Hayes and Georgia Mercer gave reports on the committee meetings earlier in the day (see above). Scott-Hayes was emphatic in her praise of the bond program, claiming that "we should be proud about doing things differently, about our commitment to diversity." She said we have "changed the way large districts do business, regarding sustainability and minority businesses." She acknowledged that there were some areas where "we've dropped the ball," and BuildLACCD needs to do a better job of communicating the college presidents, but that projects are coming in on time and on budget.

Rodney Robinson, the Student Trustee, reported on the last Student Affairs Committee meeting. He said ASO leaders were very disappointed and feel that they have no voice in the district, that their problems are not being met but rather ignored. He said the system was not set up for students, and that some saw it as a "kangaroo court." It wasn't clear what he was referring to in particular.

A first-ever Unclassified Employee Handbook was described by Velma Butler and Deborah Hirsh. It's intended to clarify roles and responsibilities for student workers. Butler referred to the history of "abuse" of student workers that was addressed by limiting the number of units for which a student is eligible to work.

James Butler-Zetino, the ASO president at City, noted that unit caps for student workers might be a problem for returning students. He said City was spearheading sustainability efforts in the district, and said the recycling program was not working. He suggested that any profits from it go to ASO accounts.

The Consent Calendar was passed with no major questions.

A new board rule was adopted, allowing for a Board member or District Citizens' Oversight Committee member to request an audit or investigation of "any particular contract, component or other activity" related to the bond program. If they obtain the agreement of a majority of colleagues, the investigation or audit will proceed immediately. This will be in addition to the existing annual audits. This was described as a routine vote and there was no discussion.

The EIR for the Firestone Educational Satellite Campus in South Gate was approved, though not till after some discussion over the name change (from South Gate Educational Center). Ernie Moreno clarified that the name is not intended to be permanent, and that the new name is meant to have a broader appeal to surrounding communities other than South Gate.

The new Master Plan Update for City College was approved. Some discussion followed regarding the siting decisions made as a consequence of the driving range and other factors. I complained about the awkward placement of the new Child Development Center.
Announcements:

Deborah Harrington and Barbara Dunsheath were appointed to the Committee for the Future of Community Colleges.

The Project Match reception for its 50 intern graduates was a big success, with three trustees in attendance.

City College has been given $200,000 for scholarships, half from Wells Fargo and half in matching money from the Osher Foundation.
The Media Arts Center opened at Valley.

Comment 
If the summary of the DWP financing sounds a bit puzzling, it’s because I left out a fair bit in the interests of brevity (really!). I do believe the Board made the right decision, however, given the considerable savings a PPA would offer. 

One of the earmarks, for $300,000 from Congressman Howard Berman’s office, will be matched with a second that we’re expecting in January from Senator Boxer for $500,000. Both of these will be renewable for three years. They will fund a Sustainability Institute in the district, a project that the Sustainability Group has been working toward for two years now. Our probable first step will be to hire one or two faculty to begin working full-time on sustainability projects. You’ll hear much more about this in coming months.

We’re not making the progress we’d like to in basic skills, though some wonderful things have happened, especially the Faculty Teaching and Learning Academy, which starts its second year next month. We need to focus as well on structural reform, but we’re coming up short of staff due to the many other duties that Gary, Deborah, and I have taken on. More about this in the new year, also.

Trustee Scott-Hayes’ comments seemed to me, at least, to be a response to the expected criticism from the LA Times. The articles are still expected, though there’s no word as to exactly when they’ll be published. Amazingly, the reporters have now been working on this story for over five months. They’re said to have further interviews lined up in January.

I think the vote to allow more frequent audits and other investigations of the bond program may be much more significant than it appeared at the meeting.

Student leaders tell me that they are especially unhappy about the way some ASO advisors are operating. 

Enough, I agree. And the Board will now take a well-deserved break till Jan. 13.

A wonderful holiday season to all of you!

David

