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Introduction
Every semester, the student body at Truman State University is charged an activity fee of $36.  Of this fee, $2 is appropriated to the Student Government to fund its own programs and projects.  Recently, the Student Government has begun to fund student groups requesting financial support for their own projects and programs.  There has been some concern voiced over whether or not this use of funding is appropriate to the mission of the Student Government.  Of specific concern, numerous students requested refunds from the Student Government in the 06-07 Academic Year and others have voiced apprehension about the spending habits of the Student Government.  

In order to address the concerns expressed by the student body and to prepare itself for the convening of the Organizational Activity Fee (OAF) Review Committee, the Student Government of Truman State University created a Budget Review Committee with Student Government Resolution 072.001 authored by Senior Senator Greg Wisa.  The mission of the committee, as established in the resolution, would be to review the current usage of the Student Government’s funds, determine if said usage is within the scope of the Student Government Mission statement, discuss ideas for change concerning funding for outside student groups, prepare the Student Government for the OAF Convocation in Spring 2008, and other areas of concern as determined by the committee or the Senate.

The resolution passed by the Student Government directed for the committee to be composed of at least the Treasurer of the Student Government, the Secretary of the Student Government, 1 Senior Senator, 3 Senators-at-large, and 2 Students-at-large.  The committee appointed by the President of the Student Association consisted of Senior Senator Greg Wisa (chair), Treasurer Philip Gilmor, Secretary Libby Piel, Senators-at-Large Kristel Givogue, Nadia Mozaffar and David Hayes, Student-at-large James Hladky, and External Affairs Chairman Casey Milburg.  A summary of the work accomplished by the Budget Review Committee during its weekly meetings during the Fall of 2007 will be presented in this document. 

The Student Government Budget

The Student Government receives $2.00 per student for the Student Governance Fee every semester.  This fee makes up the collected funds portion of the Student Government’s budget.  Accrued Funds comprised of the rollover from previous years are added to the Collected Funds to create the available balance for a year.


The budget for FY 2005 was comprised of $24,348 of Collected and Accrued Funds.  The Government left $7742.63 to be rolled over.  The next year the Government was given $22450 of Collected Funds and $7742.63 of Accrued Funds.  $4081.6 of the Collected Funds rolled over to FY 07 and brought the Accrued Fund balance to $11824.30.  In FY 07 the Senate left only $65.70 of the $22450 Collected Funds unspent.  The Accrued Funds balance rose to $11890 to start the FY 08. (See table 1)


     Table 1.  Recent Student Government Budget Summary
	Year
	FY 05
	FY 06
	FY 07
	FY 08

	Collected Funds
	$24348
	$22450
	$22450
	$22450

	Accrued Funds
	 
	$7742.63
	$11824.30
	$11890

	Rollover
	$7742.63
	$4081.60
	$65.70
	 


The Budget Review Committee Survey

The Budget Review committee conducted a student survey in order to assess student perception of Student Government activities.  The survey was conducted through the Truview system with over five hundred people responding to the survey.  The survey consisted of several multiple choice responses and open response questions pertaining mainly to Student Senates activities and a small portion on the governance of FAC.


The majority of students that responded to the survey are not aware of what Student Senate is doing or has done.  Of the people that are informed on Student Senates activities there was a variety of reaction including support, criticisms and indifference.  The most well known Student Government activities are the Bike Co-op and the attendance of university meetings. 

On the question pertaining to the FAC, they did not provide very concise information on the student’s views since the response very evenly split up.  When asked if they knew the Student Senate had oversight of the FAC, two thirds of the people did not know what FAC was or that Student Senate had oversight.   In response to whether or not Student Senate have more or less control of FAC, there was a wide variety of responses. 

Transparency

A Truman student, in response to a recent survey created by the Senate Budget Review Committee, stated, “I have been too busy between homework, relationships, religion, and recreation to pay any attention to the Student Senate.”  This statement in and of itself describes quite accurately the challenge Student Government faces in publicizing itself, its mission and its actions on the campus of Truman State University.  Instead of being viewed as an entity that can serve a functional purpose in a student’s life (in the same manner as a government, school, religious, or health group can), Student Government rather appears to many students to be little more than an ordinary student club with a large budget at their disposal.


Indeed, students are largely unaware of Student Government projects or responsibilities.  When asked to select which issues or projects they knew Student Government was responsible for creating or implementing, only two out of the nine listed options received a response from 50% or more respondents.  The other 7 listed options received responses from less than 34% of survey takers.  In addition, roughly half of the students surveyed could not think of any way in which Senate has affected them as a student.


The challenge, therefore, is for Student Government to successfully promote itself as a usable, effective, and universal entity.  It is clear that the methods Student Government has been using to promote itself have not been effective, and so students were polled about the best method of relaying information pertaining to governmental activities.  The results of the poll revealed that the money Senate spends on advertisements in the Index is ineffective at best, and that students are turning increasingly to electronic modes of information transportation to provide them with news.  Therefore, Student Government should begin to utilize the resources available to students on the internet (emails, Truview, and Facebook) to better inform students about pertinent issues and address issues of transparency as relating, particularly, to the  budget and meeting minutes.


75.8% of respondents to the survey indicated that they had not visited the Senate website (http://senate.truman.edu), making the site an online communication resource with potential to be better.  Student Government should create a “blog” on its website which will be frequently updated by committee members regarding the status of projects, events and other important news students should be made aware of.  Given the increasing popularity of the “blogosphere,” especially in its application as an information resource for college students, the Student Government Blog will provide a more “user-friendly” interface through which students can get information at a glance on a wide variety of issues.

Student Initiatives

In regards to the proper use of resources, Student Government’s Vision Document states, “The resources of the University should be directed toward facilitating a Liberal Arts and Sciences Education,” and “The University should provide students with the opportunity to develop their ability to think.” (Arete 2006). Student Government recognizes the plentiful and diverse array of ideas that the student body has to offer and wishes to  aid deserving initiatives. 


The Funds Allotment Council (FAC) is currently the most direct route to funding for events and programs, however, the FAC has specific and stringent guidelines for awarding monetary aid. Most initiatives that receive funding spring from pre-existing organizations while other initiatives from smaller independent groups are left without funding and little to no guidance. Student Government recognizes the need for an outlet to foster these often neglected ideas. In the Spring of 2007, Student Government set a precedent of funding student led initiatives when taking on the idea of the Bike Co-op which has become a fully functioning and beneficial service to the Truman community. 


The Budget Review Committee has created a set of guidelines for providing direction and monetary aid to student led initiatives. The process begins when a student or group of students presents an idea in need of funding. Consideration is given to an idea coming from a group or student that either does not belong to an organization or is part of an organization with little to no resources. The group or student then has the ability to apply for funding via an online application. The application consists of the following components:


1. Introduction (with disclaimers)


2. Demographics of applicants


3. Purpose of initiative, and audience it will address


4. A rough estimate of the cost of the initiative


5. How does this initiative fulfill a need


6. Ineligibility screening section


7. An overview of what happens after the applicants submit the request


Once the application is complete, it is forwarded to the Secretary of the Student Government by means of a separate email account. The Secretary is then given one week from the date of submission to assign the initiative to the appropriate standing committee (this duty will be assigned to the position as an executive power). The chair of the chosen committee is then given one week to contact the applicant and detail the next steps of the application process. Applicants are asked to set up a meeting time with the adoptive standing committee to present their initiative. At this point, the chair of the committee will have already read the application. Discussion of the initiative 

ensues and changes are made if necessary. After discussion, the committee may take one of three actions. If the initiative has been refined to fit Student Government’s guidelines, it becomes a proxy project of the guiding committee.  If the committee feels the initiative does not fall under Student Government’s mission, it may be referred to the FAC or other groups/resources. If the initiative is seen as unfit, it may be rejected. Initiatives that are rejected are given a formalized report with the committee’s rationale and are informed that they have the ability to appeal the committee’s 

decision on the Student Senate floor. 


Initiatives deemed worthy by the adoptive committee are then dealt with as any other Government project. Members may discuss the initiative in open meetings and all necessary motions (money or otherwise) may be made. 


Overall, the Budget Review Committee feels these guidelines are sufficient for ensuring that all student led initiatives are handled in an unbiased and fair way. Student Senate has the means to support a variety of new and exciting projects that may benefit the Truman community for years to come. With the recommendations of OAF, Student 

Senate will continue to support and foster these initiatives. 

Student Governance Fee Refund Request

The Student Governance Fee refunds were established to allow students who have a serious grievance with the Student Government to opt out of their monetary support (currently $2 per semester) of the Student Government.  These two dollars are credited to the student’s account.  To obtain a refund, a student must fill out an online form (senate.truman.edu) that asks them a series of questions dealing with their knowledge and interactions with the Student Government and asks them to describe their problems with and suggestions for the Student Government.  These forms must be evaluated by the Treasurer of the Senate and then he or she will write refunds for the requests that were seriously completed.  Once a refund has been granted, the requesting individual loses his or her rights to speak at a Senate meeting or participate in any Student Government sponsored activities.


This system in theory would provide students with serious grievances to show their discontent with the Student Government as well as allow the Student Government to benefit from constructive criticism.  However, in practice we have seen it turn into a fount of either organized deception or, frankly, silliness.


The last couple of years have seen a large increase in the number of requests submitted.  From the fall of 2006 to the present there have been more requests submitted than the prior several years combined.  This is due, we believe, to several organized efforts by a number of individuals on campus to convince as many students as possible to request their fees back.  Rather than coming to speak at a Senate meeting, attending a committee meeting, utilizing our office hours, or contacting any of our members, these individuals have established these mass refund requests as their first means of protesting the Student Government.  One way they have done this is by creating Facebook groups that display very one-sided and often mischaracterized representations of what the Student Government does for the student body, with titles such as “Make $2 in 2 Minutes” or “Get Your Money from Those Senate Bastards!”  These types of immature but attention-grabbing attempts of draining the Student Government’s funds have likely prompted many students ignorant to the Student Government’s activities to request their fees back.  We have seen that many of these students are indeed ignorant about us, because their comments are often very brief and uninformative or display confusion about our role at the University.  For example, comments complained about our poor selection of bands for concerts (a task delegated to the Student Activities Board) or showed discontent about programs organized by ResLife.  Some comments were simply silly, such as “need lunch money for tomorrow” and “money… I want my money back.”


This is not to say that every request was submitted in ignorance or silliness, but on the whole we find that they do not provide enough helpful criticisms about our practices to make them worthwhile.  We would much prefer these individuals with serious concerns to personally communicate with us so we can much more fully understand their issues and adjust our actions.


Another point was raised during our Budget Review forum for the general student population.  One student thought that if the Student Government offers these fee refunds, then in fairness the Student Activities Board and the Funds Allotment Council should also issue fee refunds, or, alternatively, none of the organizations funded by the activities fee should allow fee refunds.  If all three organizations did offer fee refunds, one could envision many students wanting to request their entire activities fee back, since it is a more substantial amount than $2.  Certainly this would not be in the best interests for the Student Government, SAB, or FAC.  We believe that this point is valid, and that is inappropriate for one of the three organizations to have fee refunds and not the other two.


For the reasons outlined, it is the opinion of the Student Government that the policy of allowing Governance Fee refunds be repealed.  The original purpose of the refund is not what is being practiced.  It is also inconsistent with the policies of the other two organizations funded by the activities fee.  We hope that the discontinuance of this policy will foster more constructive communication between the Student Government and its constituents.

The FAC

The Funds Allotment Council currently operates as an Independent Council of the Student Government, and has since its inception.  The point of the FAC is to allot funding for entertainment events which student organizations wish to bring to campus.  The FAC is designed to be very autonomous, only reporting to the Government twice per semester – once to announce the amount of funding that will be needed, and again to present the following semester’s slate of events to the Government.


The Student Government may only veto this slate of events if there was a procedural error, or if a grievance complaint from an organization working with the FAC, fully investigated by the Government, is upheld.  The Student Government may also hold hearings for appeals of sanctions which the FAC had imposed on student organizations.

In theory, this is an ideal system which allows for maximum autonomy of the FAC and minimal oversight by the Student Government.  In practice, it doesn’t work out this way under most circumstances.  Students are unaware of the ability to file a grievance against FAC and there is no set of guidelines for doing so.  Students are also unaware they can appeal a sanction, and there are no set guidelines for appeals hearings either.


Several students complained about FAC in the Budget Review Committee survey.  Many of these complaints could have been investigated by the Student Government if a grievance had been filed.  If the Student Government would like to increase student satisfaction with the FAC, then these two areas of Student Government oversight with the FAC should be advertised.

Conclusion

Based on our research of the spending practices of the Student Government as well as the opinions of the student body, the Budget Review Committee believes that the manner in which the Student Government spends its money is well within the scope of its mission, but its financial practices are misrepresented to the Student Association. Improved relationships between students and Student Government can be fostered through better publicity initiatives that emphasize electronic modes of communication, as well as more opportunities for students to present their own ideas and initiatives for the Student Government to support through financial and advisory means. The Committee has found that the Student Government Refund Request policy does not fulfill its intended purpose because students requesting their money back rarely leave constructive criticism that the Student Government can use to adjust its actions. It is only through more personalized interaction between the students and members of the Student Government can the student body be made more aware of how the Student Government currently spends its money and offer better suggestions on how the spending practices can be better tailored to the needs of the Student Association.  
Appendix A

List of Budget Review Committee Reccomendations

1)  “Collected Funds” shall be defined as the amount of money received from the Student Association per fiscal year.  “Rollover” shall be defined as Collected Funds minus expenses per year.  “Accrued Funds” shall be defined as the cumulative sum of Rollovers from years past currently available for expenditure.  The Student Government shall adopt and utilize this vocabulary in common practice.


Rationale:  The Budget Review Committee feels that the crux of the problem of widespread misconceptions about the Student Government’s Budget rests within our own hands.  The vocabulary used to describe the amount of money we move from one fiscal year to the next is misleading and not a true representation of how much money the Student Government spends.  The Government should adopt and utilize these new terms to clarify confusion across campus, because we are using much more of the funds collected from the Student Association than is currently common knowledge.
2)  The Student Government shall decrease Rollover to an amount equal to or less than 10% of Collected Funds.  

Rationale:  If the money is collected, it should be spent.  That said, the Government should not find frivolous activities to spend the funds on, or simply buy higher end products for current events to make up the difference.  This recommendation should serve as motivation for the Government to seek out student initiatives on campus and assist them in reaching their goals, allocating financial resources as appropriate.
3)  The Student Government shall decrease the amount of Accrued Funds to an amount equal to or less than 30% of Collected Funds.

Rationale:  Operating with debt is not good fiscal responsibility, and a small reserve fund for emergency use should be kept in the event of unexpected expenses which may arise.  Additionally, large sums of available funds are occasionally required for program or initiative start-up, and this recommendation will provide for those events deemed worthy.
4)  The Student Government shall adopt a funding policy which discourages the use of the $2 Student Governance Fee for acute entertainment events.  Rather, Senate shall adopt a policy for funding sustainable, student initiatives according to the attached guidelines.


Rationale:  Students feel that events that serve simply for campus entertainment should be handled by SAB or FAC, as that is why these organizations exist.  Further, in the judgment of the Budget Review Committee, acute entertainment events are not directly aligned with the mission of the Student Government, whereas sustainable student initiatives which affect a broad range of students on campus and shape the future of the University are.
5)  The Student Government shall become and remain a good custodian of the Collegiate Readership Program and its funds.

Rationale:  The CRP was initiated by Student Senate several years ago, but the responsibility of managing the funds was delegated to the office of the Residential College Program.  However, it is clear that this program is easily manageable through the Government with proper training and communication between sessions of congress.  Additionally, the strains on the RCP are already high, and removing this responsibility from that office will be a service to the University.
6)  The Student Government shall significantly decrease the amount of funds spent on advertising via the Truman State University Index and increase advertising using posters, e-mail, TruView, Facebook, and chalking.

Rationale:  Due to the results of the Budget Review Survey, it is obvious that students do not receive information about Senate from the Index, and would rather receive information via the routes listed above.  Additionally, it is clear that students want to receive information about Senate from this survey, so their preferred methods of communication should logically be the ones most utilized.
7)  The Student Government shall develop a website which allows for transparency, by allowing for updating by members of the Government in a “weblog” format.  Committees of the Government should post summaries of projects to the website regularly for student review.

Rationale:  In the information era, a technologically advanced government is important.  The current Student Government website, while providing current and useful information, is not very user friendly and is difficult to navigate and update.  If committee chairs could more easily update their specific section of the website and post updates to projects which are important to students, then this website may become the most valuable communication tool that the Student Government has.  The Budget Review Committee feels that implementing this recommendation will significantly reduce the lack of knowledge about Student Government operations for faculty and students alike.

8)  The Student Government shall deepen its relationship with the FAC.  A member of the FAC should be present to report at Student Government Executive Committee meetings.  The Government should advertise to the student association that we may investigate grievances against FAC and conduct appeal hearings for FAC sanctions.

Rationale:  Relations between the FAC and Senate are strained. While the Budget Review Committee understands that independent councils should retain their autonomy, the Government should fulfill their responsibility of providing a check and balance for FAC.  The Budget Review Committee does not feel that the student association adequately understand the relationship between the Government and FAC or is aware of the balance of power that exists.

9)  The Student Government shall lobby to the OAF Committee via its representative that either all OAF Organizations which receive funding shall be required to offer refunds, or none should.

Rationale:  The Budget Review Committee has become aware, through direct reports from student association members, that students have attempted to request refunds from SAB and FAC.  These organizations are not obligated to fulfill this request, because they need to be able to budget for their semester of events with a concrete monetary figure.  The Budget Review Committee does not feel that the Student Government’s expenditures are any less important, and given how little Rollover existed from FY 06-07 to FY 07-08, having a concrete monetary figure to work with becomes crucial.  However, if the OAF Committee feels that students should be allowed to request refunds, then the Budget Review Committee feels that all groups which receive funding from the Activities Fee should be held equally accountable by offering refunds.
10)  The Student Government shall convene a Budget Review Committee every 3rd Fall semester, with the charge of reviewing the Government’s budgetary practices.  The next BRC shall convene in Fall of 2010 with a membership including, minimally, the Student Government Secretary and Treasurer, Senior Senators, Senators-at-large, and Students-at-large.


Rationale:  The BRC feels that its work this semester was pivotal to a better future for student governance at Truman State University.  It would not be prudent to begin a tradition of internal review so that Student Government can appropriately hold itself accountable to the Student Association.  Internal review is not successful without a diverse membership with varying levels experience and knowledge.  

Appendix B

Budget Review Committee Survey Results 

(they go here)

Appendix C

Past Student Government Budgets

(they go here)
