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We’re having technical problems with the online version of Academically Speaking, so I’m again writing you an e-mail, but with a little color thrown in! I hope you find it useful.

Budget Woes

While the district has been buffeted by several tough issues since the start of the summer, the budget remains the most troubling. As I reported in October, we were able to present a balanced budget to the Board, though at great cost to our programs. Over 5,000 sections will be cancelled this year, average class size has increased 16% over the last two years (to around 38), and student service funding has been reduced by around 20%. Even with all this, however, all colleges are still projecting ending in the red. The latest estimates continue to show an $18 million deficit. In addition, while it remains likely that we will avoid mid-year cuts, we will have an additional reduction in our appropriation next year ($48 million rather than $40 million). 

Worse still, as you've seen in the paper, the state is currently anticipating a $21 billion deficit for the next year and one-half. Our lobbyist Patrick McCallum predicts that this could lead to very significant additional reductions for us next year. Given that social service and health and welfare programs took a greater hit than education last year, with the community colleges the least impacted, it's hard to see how we can avoid getting hit hard. Finally, this is an on-going problem, independent to a considerable degree from the state of the economy. State budget deficits on the order of $20 billion are predicted through 2015.

It’s just very grim all the way around. So what are we doing about it? After a lull in the first two months of the term due to the transition of district leadership and to scheduling conflicts, two groups have been meeting this month, the Chancellor’s Emergency Response Task Force and the Fiscal Policy and Review Committee (a subcommittee of the DBC). They’re looking at both short-term and long-term responses. There are many aspects to consider, but, in my view, the efficiency of the district office has to remain a top concern. We’ve spent a lot of time the last two years looking for ways to improve its efficiency, and its budget has been reduced by 15%. It is frustrating, though, when we have wide agreement on where there is remaining redundancy, as with the Personnel Commission (redundant in the sense that classified are already amply protected by their contracts), and yet no steps are taken to confront the issue directly. 

We also have to struggle to balance the competing interests of the colleges as fairly as possible. East and Pierce have very substantial on-going balances, for example, while all the others have either none or are in the red. Shouldn't those that have been successful be free to use their balance, at least up to a point? But what is that point in a situation as difficult as this? Recently, in response to complaints from the faculty at East, an agreement was proposed that both be allowed a modest use of their balances this year, given their track record. 

On the other hand, some insist that the small colleges have "structural" problems that prevent them from operating in the black. But different things are meant by this. Sometimes it refers to expensive programs, sometimes to salaries and benefits, sometimes to high administration costs. We need to get this clarified and analyzed, rather than rely on speculation. If in fact there are structural problems, then we need to address them.

My main immediate concern, however, is student services. Out of a total budget of $66 million for categorical programs (which are 80% student service related), we have cut $12 million (these figures are approximate). But the state has reduced our categorical budget by $28 million. The $16 million difference will be covered by federal stimulus money and by the various measures we took this year. But next year there will be no federal money, and we will have all the new pressures outlined above. What happens then? I would argue that we need to look elsewhere, rather than cut categoricals any further. If we decimate student services, what's the point of running the colleges at all? We already know that packing students in classes without giving them the support they need is a prescription for failure.

Bond Project Discord
Though I’d never have predicted this one year ago, the second most vexing issue for me this semester has been the bond construction project, especially its energy plan. Larry Eisenberg plan was overly ambitious and based in part on dubious financing. The Energy Oversight Committee, on which Don Gauthier and I serve, has just completed a report which calls for much greater restraint and caution. We have done the job that Mark Drummond asked of us in January, after he himself became alarmed at the potential cost of some of the energy proposals.

 As you’ll recall from Chancellor Wieder’s letter a few weeks ago, a series of articles will soon appear in the LA Times. They’re likely to be strongly critical of the way the overall program has been managed by Eisenberg, as well as allege lax oversight by the Board. Energy will definitely be one focus of their articles. There’ll be much more to say after the articles come out, but one lesson has been apparent for some time: faculty need to be full and active members of all bond oversight committees. That was not the case until 2007.

In other news...
The District Transfer Committee will meet with CSU representatives on Tuesday, to see how we can work together to make the best of what’s become a much more difficult transfer situation.

The District Distance Education Committee will meet Friday and continue to seek ways to improve services for on-line students.

Finally, please consider applying for the second class of the wonderful Faculty Teaching and Learning Academy, starting in January. Your Senate president can give you details or just write Deborah Harrington or me.

As always, please write or call, if you have any questions or suggestions.
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