Employee Relations Council Meeting
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April 14, 2009
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II.  A member to serve as the ERC representative on the Athletics Board.   

     (Phillip Bright)
Mr. Phil Bright noted the duties of a representative on the Athletics Board and asked for a volunteer to serve on this committee for fiscal year 2009-10. Stacy West volunteered to serve. At the conclusion of the ERC meeting, Lorrie Jackson expressed an interest in serving.  Lorrie and Stacy reached an agreement allowing Lorrie Jackson to be the 2009-10 Athletics Board representative.
III.  A member to serve as the ERC representative on the Equity and 
Diversity Council.  (Phillip Bright)

Mr. Bright explained the responsibilities of the Equity and Diversity Council. He noted their meeting schedule and asked for a volunteer to serve a one year term. Teresa Hibbard volunteered to serve.
IV.  Can swap shop be for UT Martin employees only?
      (Bruce Harrison)
Mr. Bruce Harrison and Dr. Thomas Rakes presented the operational facts of swap shop and it’s implications on campus. Mr. Harrison began by explaining that many of the lists were in the process of being reviewed and reassessed. Changes will be coming to many of the lists by the fall of 2009. There have been problems with some participants’ use of swap-shop and using University property.
Dr. Rakes commented that swap-shop will probably exist but with an outside sponsor. This is a potential liability to the University due to the fact that some people use this service as a business and the employees are using University computers for personal matters while on University time.
V. Does UT Martin have a snow policy (closing policy) for Martin and the
     extended campus locations?  (Al Hooten)

Mr. Hooten addressed the issue of a UT Martin snow policy. The University will remain open until conditions dictate otherwise. Mr. Hooten stated that he and Dr. Rakes work with Public Safety and Physical Plant supervisors to determine a possible closing. The process involves public safety monitoring the weather; and Mr. Hooten and physical plant supervisors discussing the situation.  Public Safety calls Mr. Hooten by 4:00 a.m. with a weather report.  Mr. Hooten and physical plant supervisors discuss conditions on campus.  A decision must be made and announced by 5:00 – 5:30 a.m.  A decision must be made by this time in order for University Relations for notify all area media outlets. 
Mr. Hooten stated that on January 28 “we blew it”.  At decision time, the weather did not warrant a closing.  However, the weather quickly changed for the worse.  Also, that day a water main burst on campus. We commend the city crews for coming to the aid of the University and working through the conditions of the day to repair our damage first before going to work on other water main breaks in other sections of the city of Martin.
VI.  Is there a chance of buyout anytime this year for people close to
 retirement? (Al Hooten)

Mr. Hooten informed the committee that the recent federal government stimulus package may be partially used to fund an incentive offer to faculty and staff who meet qualifications for the incentive and choose to apply for the incentive and voluntarily retire. The Chancellor’s staff is still working on the details of the offer. The incentive offer must be approved by the UT System officials and UT legal staff. It is possible that this program may be offered in the fiscal years of 2009-2010 and 2010-2011. This would be a voluntary retirement incentive not a buyout situation. In most instances offices and departments will not lose the position when the employee retires.  The replacement employee for retirees taking this incentive must be hired at a lower pay rate.
VII.  How will U.S. Government stimulus money affect UT Martin?
  (Al  Hooten)

The U.S. Government stimulus package will be coming in many forms.  Some of the money may be in the form of grants.  Other funds will come from state appropriations of stimulus funds received by the state.  Dr. Jerald Ogg is the UT Martin point person with regard to stimulus funds. 

The State of Tennessee has identified three areas of stimulus funding priorities that UT Martin may participate in.  These priorities are:  1.) Broadband access statewide; 2.) Bio-Mass rather than coal; and 3.) Teacher education.  
UT Martin will apply for a grant totaling $3.5 million under the category of energy efficiency. This money would be used by the university to replace outdoor campus lighting and security. The lighting around campus is not very bright or energy efficient. The installation of security cameras on parking lots mostly around student housing areas is included in this grant proposal.
UT Martin will be applying for stimulus money in the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) area. If approved $1.5 million would be used toward the purchase of Science equipment. 
The second section of fund will be disbursed through the legislative process. The time frame for spending this pool of money will vary. However, this money must be spent or encumbered by June 2011.  This gives the UT Martin the opportunity to delay some actions that might have an affect on positions until July 2011.  Hopefully by that time the State of Tennessee economy will show signs of turning around.
UT Martin is currently looking at how we will implement changes.  Changes that have already been implemented or announced will not be reversed. The University has two years to look toward additional changes in preparation and anticipation of the possible needs in 2011.

In regards to the budget, there were questions about the renovations that have taken place in the area of Student Affairs. Dr. Rakes and Mr. Hooten stated that the Student Affairs budget handled the renovation project in order to accommodate new people moving into the Student Affairs suite in the near future.  Jeff Ziegler noted that the Post Office needed updated software to be compliant with new postal rates and guidelines.  Bruce Harrison noted that the UT software agreement with Microsoft may change in the near future.
VIII. State of Tennessee Health Insurance Tobacco Surcharge and Quitters
       Refund.  (Deborah Adcock and Sherry Shanklin)
Phil Bright informed the group of the new Tobacco Surcharge that will be implemented starting in January 2010. Deborah Adcock shared information with the ERC on this topic that was presented at the Employee Relations Advisory Board meeting on January 7, 2009. Deborah reviewed the minutes of the January meeting and turned the topic of the tobacco surcharge over to Sherry Shanklin. Sherry shared the details of the surcharge, refund, and other possibilities of changes beginning in January 2010. Much discussion was held in regard to the surcharge; its handling; and other possible changes to come in the future to the State of Tennessee insurance program.  Faculty and staff will receive more information on the insurances changes from a variety of sources.
Karen Sliger mentioned that EAP already has two different types of smoking cessation classes scheduled to present on the UT Martin campus. The dates and times will be announced to the campus in the upcoming weeks.
IX.  Rumors on campus are saying that some jobs are going away.  Is UT  

     Martin close to any decision being made about letting people go due to
 reorganization?  Does UT Martin give advance notice of lay-off?
 (Chancellor Rakes & Phillip Bright)

Dr. Rakes and Phil Bright shared the possibilities of layoffs and their impact in the future. As they stated earlier in the meeting, the University now has some breathing room. The stimulus package has delayed the need for a reduction in force at this time.  We must be prepared for the future and look down the road two years. However, any decision already in place to reorganize will proceed. Changes for the better will stay in place.
ERC members attending the meeting received a copy of the University of Tennessee Policy on Reduction in Force and The UT Martin Procedure on Reduction in Force.  Both policy and procedure call for oral and written communication to individuals affected by a reduction in force as far in advance as possible.  
 X.  What is UT policy on taking employee problems to “higher ups” if the problem may be the immediate supervisor and possibly even the supervisor’s supervisor?  What if any protection is afforded for any perceived violation of the “chain of command”?  Does the Chancellor have on open door policy where a staff member can make an appointment to see him?

Dr. Rakes and Mr. Hooten both addressed this issue. Dr. Rakes commented that he does see and speak to many people on a variety of issues. He does have an open door policy. He did explain to the group that when he is approached by an employee who doesn’t wish to speak to their supervisor he always tells them that to get to the bottom of the problem, or to fix it, he is going to have to go to the supervisor.  Dr. Rakes when on to explain that it was legally and morally wrong for a supervisor to retaliate, but we are all human.  His role in certain employee processes calls for him to be the last individual in the appeal process.  Therefore, he must send the individual back to bring their issue forward through the appropriated process or chain of command.
Mr. Hooten added to the discussion that in his years of experience he had learned that there were always two sides to every situation. Supervisors may or may not be aware of how their comments or actions affect individuals that they supervise. People do make mistakes and everyone is human.
XI.  Chancellor Rakes’ Comments

Dr. Rakes commented that the legislature must be looking at ways to turn the Tennessee economy around by the beginning of fiscal year 2011-12. We are state funded by sales tax dollars and this makes Tennessee’s economy tend to lag behind any national economic recovery. We are no where near out of the woods. The economic stimulus package has given the University a couple of years to prepare. The situation is not fixed. We will continue to be asked to do more with less state appropriated dollars.  
Enrollment is up at our off-campus centers; with on-line courses; and with dual credit in area high schools. The best thing that UT Martin has done for the dollar is to open or accept the opportunity to run satellite campuses across West Tennessee. 
He would like to commend the Financial Aid department for securing more than one source for student loans. This possibility kept many of our students in school during this academic year. 

Dr. Rakes went on to comment that the good news is that the campus is still here. He then opened the floor up for discussion.
Glenda Cagle asked if it were correct that the only classes the second session of summer were going to be on-line. This is correct in most academic departments. Certain courses in the sciences areas will continue to be classroom courses, because of their need to offer hands-on laboratory experiences as part of the class.  She then asked that if a department did not offer classes on-line that semester, would it be a possibility that the department would go to a four-day work week. The voluntary 4 day/10 hour day will still be in place for those departments who wish to participate.  Schools and departments would need to work together to make sure that students and others needing to contact the department are able to do so during the Monday through Friday normal operating hours of UT Martin.
Robert Miller asked a question about the decals that will be issued next year. The decals will cost more this next fiscal year.  However, an employee with only one vehicle on campus at a time will only need to buy one parking decal.  The new decals adhere to the inside of a vehicle windshield. Sample stickers have been tested by peeling them off and placing them back multiple times and the adhesives have continued to work.  An employee who may currently buy a parking permit for more than one vehicle may experience a savings in total costs.
The meeting adjourned.
