Board of Trustees Report
East Los Angeles College

February 24, 2010

(Due to the Chancellor selection interviews, I was unable to attend the morning Planning/Student Success and Infrastructure meetings.)
Open Session

In welcoming remarks, Ernest Moreno noted the extensive construction on campus, with the Performing and Visual Arts Center set to open in June, as well as the renovated Administration Building. Selina Chi, head of development at East, reported on her office’s work. $1.8 million is now available for scholarships at East, due to a recent campaign and Osher matching money. East now has $25 million in federal, foundation, and workforce grants. With pending grants, that total could increase to $54 million next year. Some of these were highlighted, and collegial relations between faculty and deans were mentioned as a key factor in driving these numbers up.

Reggie McCoy, the classified supervisors’ representative, received a standing ovation, as he is retiring this week after 35 years. He thanked the Board for the opportunity to study and work in the district.

Six East student speakers and two professors then spoke, decrying the cuts to classes and student services there. East's ASO president said the college should be allowed to access its budget surplus and that East was being punished for being the largest college. Two single mothers talked about their struggle without EOPS book grants and counseling services. A disabled student described his difficulties with reduced DSPS assistance. Others talked about problems transferring. AFT Chapter President Armida Ornelas reiterated the complaint about access to the balance. Jeff Hernandez, Senate Vice President, said the surplus was based on East's hard work, while some other colleges had repeatedly gone beyond their allocation. The Eastside communities, he said, were now paying for the deficits of others. He added that he and other faculty at East would be willing to accept some furloughing in order to reduce the cuts to student services.

In response, Tyree Wieder said that the state had made the decision regarding categorical cuts. She also insisted that East was allowed to access their surplus, and that there was a process in place to allow for that. Miguel Santiago, noting his own family's immigration from Mexico, sympathized with the struggle of the students. He urged them to join him in pressuring Sacramento for help, especially at the rallies this month.

I replied that students and faculty at East also wanted answers about our district response. The cuts to categoricals don't have to be as extensive as they are, for example. All of us should share in the pain during this crisis, not just the students and adjunct faculty. The extent of student service cuts is likely greater than the Board believes, if recent figures given to the DBC are accurate. Finally, I pointed out that, while we did have a college balance access policy, it didn’t allow East to use nearly as much of its surplus as it could in the past (just $1 million a year, as opposed to more than $5 million in the past). I said it was difficult to explain to East faculty and students why they couldn't have greater access, given its history of restricted services.
Esteban Robledo, the former ASO president at Harbor, then complained again about how the administration there works with student government. James Butler-Zetino, the ASO president at City, talked about the need for student advocacy. He also strongly defended Jamillah Moore against recent accusations that she has engaged in censorship.

Nancy Pearlman asked whether the college surpluses belonged to the college or the district. No clear answer was given.

Georgia Mercer reported on the Planning and Student Success Committee meeting in the morning (Sylvia Scott-Hayes was absent due to illness). They heard accreditation mid-term reports from the Valley colleges, and were given the latest iteration of the functional map (the guide to how district processes are supposed to work).

Pearlman summarized the IC meeting. The Trade Tech facilities master plan was presented, and plans for the student union at City were approved, contingent on getting the lease back from the driving range. She said a "Plan B" may be needed, without explaining what that meant.

A motion honoring six classified retirees was passed, two of whom have served for over 32 years. Also passed was a resolution endorsing the March 4 statewide day of action to support public education.

Jeanette Gordon gave an update on the question of how to finance the solar installations at Pierce and Harbor. You'll recall that these have been discussed at recent meetings. The Energy Oversight Committee will be briefed on March 9, and a training session will be provided to the Board on either March 10 or 24. The good news is that, due to a recent IRS clarification, it now appears that we will qualify for an "operating lease" as opposed to a power purchase agreement (PPA), which DWP refuses to sign. The former will still allow us to get all the financial advantages of a PPA. DWP has no problem with an operating lease.

The Consent Calendar discussion included a pointed inquiry by Tina Park as to how accounts are managed. She wanted to know why money is moved around from one account to another so readily. Initially, she requested an audit to look into this, but withdrew that motion, after Santiago suggested a more informal approach. Andres Guerrero, the senior accountant, explained district procedures.

There were additional questions about the horticulture complex at Pierce, and representatives from CGI, a construction firm, protested the proposed termination of their contract at Southwest. Finally, Pearlman noted that there were no district green cleaning standards. She asked that this be put on the IC agenda. Larry Eisenberg assented.

The Consent Calendar was then passed, with one item being separated out. That had to do with a contract for ATM machines on campuses. Pearlman had concerns about the work of the firm, Higher One, given complaints she had read about. They defended their record, saying that they were the vendor at over 600 campuses nationwide, including many local community colleges. The Board approved the contract, with Pearlman dissenting.

In closing announcements, the district was given another sustainability award, and the Los Angeles Compact, the agreement between educational, business, and city government mentioned at the last meeting, was signed. The Chancellor participated in that ceremony.
Comment

A college is not a bank; a college president is not a banker. Some of us kind of forgot that when it came to East and its budget balance. It was convenient for the Board and management to not address the issue of the growing surplus. It kept the district in the black, even while other colleges were in chronic deficits. It made it easier to agree to raises with the bargaining units. But it wasn’t healthy, and it wasn’t fair. East’s surplus was amassed in part by denying students the education available elsewhere in the district: East had lower than average full-time faculty numbers, lower than average counseling ratios, and higher than average class sizes. (The same held true at Pierce, if not as dramatically.)

To be accurate, those numbers have evened out in recent years, and the size of the surplus is not just the result of belt-tightening. The new state allocation model and the success of East’s sheriff academies contributed a great deal. But, to the extent that students were denied services, it was wrong to let East’s balance get so large. Now, understandably, students and faculty are unhappy to see their access to the surplus frozen at $1 million. (The DBC policy initiated several years ago, at the urging of the East Senate, was for it to be able to access 25% or more any given year, which came to around $5 million, at a minimum.) Given the continuing budget crisis, we probably can’t allow them yet the same degree of access as before. But their anger and frustration is certainly understandable.  

David

