Powers reviews budget with lawmakers
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UT President William Powers met with members of the Austin delegation of the state Legislature Wednesday to address their concerns about budget cuts at the University.

The meeting was held in response to a letter sent to Powers on Oct. 9 and signed by state representatives Mark Strama, D-Austin, Donna Howard, D-Austin, Valinda Bolton, D-Austin, Elliott Naishtat, D-Austin, Eddie Rodriguez, D-Austin and Dawnna Dukes, D-Austin. The letter expressed concerns about how the layoffs of staff and lecturers were being carried out. 

“It is our understanding that the size of the budget cutbacks varies from department to department and will affect the number of classes offered, the number of lecturers and graduate students on staff, class size, and curriculum in a variety of ways,” said the six representatives in the letter. “The process for proposing and executing these changes is unclear, and it appears that many tenured and tenure-track faculty, lecturers and assistant instructors have not been involved in that process.”

“We’ve all been approached by our constituents who have had concerns about the budget cuts,” Howard said. Powers offered to meet with the delegation in a written response to the group’s letter, she said. 

Howard said the meeting was put together with the idea that lawmakers “would periodically have these kinds of visits with the president, since UT is such an important part of our community.”

Nate Walker, a spokesman for Rodriguez, said the delegation wrote the letter to Powers on behalf of the Texas State Employees Union asking for more information on why the University was cutting back the number of lecturers. 

Powers was unavailable for comment as of press time. Gwen Grigsby, associate vice president of governmental relations for the University, was not present at the meeting, but said the response was favorable among those who attended.

Howard said the issue of student-to-faculty ratio, which could be affected by cuts to non-tenured staff and the hiring of new professors, was discussed at the meeting. Powers said further reducing the number was not possible due to budget constraints, but the University would make a concerted effort to maintain current levels, Grigsby said. 

Dorothy Brown, a spokeswoman for Naishtat, said the delegation appreciated Powers’ offer to discuss the situation.

“I think it was really valuable for the delegation to hear the particulars that he mentioned,” Brown said.

Howard said the delegation still had concerns about transparency and communication about the budget cuts to UT faculty and staff. 

“I know that President Powers believes that they have a process in place that is getting information from administrators down to the deans and department chairs,” Howard said.

“What I’m not clear about at this point is how much involvement there is below that level of management.”

