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2:00 - 3:30 
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Present: Dan Dahlberg (chair), Linda Bearinger, Jerry Cohen, Paula Chesley, Tricia Conway, 

James Cotter, Leslie Delserone, Genevieve Escure, Tom Hayes, Michelle Lamere, 
Frances Lawrenz, Jennifer Linde, Timothy Mulcahy, Mark Paller, Steven Ruggles, 
George Trachte, Jean Witson, Lynn Zentner 

 
Absent: Melissa Anderson, Peter Argenta, Saif Benjaafar, Arlene Carney, Robin Dittman, 

Federico Ponce de Leon, Andrew Van de Ven, Karen Williams 
 
Guests:  Senior Vice President and Provost E. Thomas Sullivan, Vice President Richard 

Pfutzenreuter  
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes:  the impact of potential budget cuts on the research enterprise] 
 
 
The Impact of Potential Budget Cuts on the Research Enterprise 
 
 Professor Dahlberg convened the meeting at 2:05 and welcomed Provost Sullivan and Vice 
President Pfutzenreuter to discuss the impact of potential budget cuts on the research mission.  The 
Committee had earlier discussed the budget situation and wished to talk with them about the effect on 
research.  They know it is premature, given that the Governor's recommendation is not yet known, but 
Committee members wished to convey concerns. 
 
 Provost Sullivan began by observing that the Governor's recommendation would come the next 
day.  Historically, whatever the Governor recommends is very close to what the University eventually 
receives, so everyone should know more tomorrow.  They have been modeling scenarios of cuts and are 
working with the colleges.  The administration imposed a hiring pause on positions created by those who 
took advantage of the Retirement Incentive Option (RIO), then, after looking at the projected state budget 
numbers, imposed an institution-wide hiring pause.  All is a work-in-progress, he told the Committee, and 
it is likely the cuts will be broad and deep and all units will need to participate.  They do not plan on 
across-the-board cuts. 
 
 Vice President Pfutzenreuter informed the Committee that $3 billion of the projected $4.8 billion 
deficit is in the first year of the biennium.  The Governor can recommend accounting shifts, but those are 
only one-time savings.  If the Governor recognizes there may be federal stimulus funds, those could 
replace some potential cuts (but they are also one-time funds).  It is likely that only the two-year problem 
will be fixed, not the four-year problem.  Mr. Pfutzenreuter warned that the budget problem could get 
worse after the March forecast because the job losses keep mounting.  There could be another round of 
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cuts later (or any federal funds could be used later).   The cuts will be permanent cuts to the University's 
base funding, the Provost added, unlike the rescission that has already been imposed.  State revenue to the 
University is likely to be substantially reduced.   
 
 Mr. Pfutzenreuter said the current base budget (state funds) is about $702 million, or about 25% 
of the University's total operating budget.   
 
 Given the long-term strategic plan to get the University into the ranks of the top three public 
universities, Ms. Witson asked, and the assumption that achieving the goal would be mean more money 
into research efforts, does the budget problem likely postpone moving toward that goal?  Provost Sullivan 
said the University wants to continue to work toward that goal, to reinforce the priorities from the 
strategic-positioning process, and to continue the momentum.  At the same time, it is necessary to 
recognize that the University will have to stop doing some things and delay some items on its priority list.  
He said he hopes that even with cuts, there can also be investments—and research is high on the list of 
investments to be made.  But it is too early to know what any numbers might be. 
 
 Professor Dahlberg said the situation provided an opportunity to move forward because a lot of 
universities are in the same position.  If the University can set aside money, it can recruit in areas where it 
would otherwise not be able to.  The Provost agreed and said the University has already hired some 
faculty whom other universities were also competing for.   
 
 Professor Dahlberg then observed that there will be winners and losers when budgets need to be 
adjusted in these circumstances.  The question always arises about whether there is a plan that identifies 
the winners and losers?  Once the University has numbers, Provost Sullivan replied, they will discuss 
them with the President and will then roll out plans.  The process will be transparent. 
 
 Professor Cohen commented that this Committee represents the embodiment of faculty 
governance.  Since there is an immense pool of talent to help make wise decisions, when will the 
Committee come into the process, including identifying the winners and losers?  The Provost said he had 
spoken recently with the leadership of the Faculty Consultative Committee and indicated that he wanted 
the administration and faculty leadership to work together once the University has the budget numbers.  
They will consult and share the numbers and set up a timeline for discussion. 
 
 Professor Dahlberg recalled a conversation earlier with the President about how to retain financial 
support from the state.  He (Professor Dahlberg) said that nowhere in the U.S. is higher education seeing 
increased public support.  If one looks at a model with that fact in mind, the private institutions become 
the model.  They, however, tend to be smaller and more focused; is the University moving in that 
direction?  The University proposed Commitment to Focus under President Keller but it was a tough sell, 
in part because it envisioned a smaller and more focused institution.  Is something like that back on the 
table?  Provost Sullivan pointed out there has been a strategic plan on the table for the last four years and 
the administration will continue to work to advance its goals.  Commitment to Focus was tough but it was 
a good plan, Professor Dahlberg said.  Some would say that many of the aims of Commitment to Focus 
have been implemented the last four years through the strategic planning process, the Provost rejoined.   
 

The Committee digressed for a few moments to discuss the recommendation to close the School 
of Dentistry that arose during the Commitment to Focus planning process.  At the end, Dr. Paller 
suggested that in retrospect the School of dentistry should not have been closed, but that the refocusing 
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that occurred in the School of Dentistry at that time was perhaps something that needs to be done again on 
a broader basis so the University thinks about what is not core to its mission.  Provost Sullivan said that 
the administration is contemplating such an approach—but that the specific recommendations of 
Commitment to Focus would not be revived. 

 
Professor Bearinger commented that things are a moving target within many funding agencies.  

For example, they know that some CDC budgets will be cut—but some will be increased.  Can the 
University respond to shift in funding-agency priorities?  Is it fluid enough to respond to change foci?  
The question is well-taken, Provost Sullivan commented.  While the University can develop plans, it must 
be flexible and nimble enough to respond to shifts in changes in federal agencies.  The University already 
does that and receives about $700 million in federal research funding, but it must be ready to take 
advantage of opportunities as they arise.  Such opportunities must align with strategic priorities as well as 
federal priorities. 

 
Vice President Mulcahy agreed with Provost Sullivan and said it is important the University keep 

its finger on the pulse of federal agencies so it knows what they are thinking and it can stay ahead of the 
curve.  There are administrators and faculty in positions to advise the University along these lines.  The 
farther out one goes in anticipating agency priorities, the more uncertainty there is, but the University can 
know what it needs to capitalize on any alternatives and can build sequentially.  That is why they are 
talking about infrastructure as a way to hedge the University's bets, so that it is ready whatever directions 
the agencies may take and can enhance that infrastructure when more specifics are known.  Faculty are 
the best source of indications of where things are going in the agencies and his office hears about faculty 
needs.  The University must be nimble but also much more careful because there are fewer dollars than 
before, and it helps to work with groups such as this Committee.  Based on what he has heard from the 
new administration, it appears that much in the University's strategic-positioning efforts matches what the 
new administration is saying.  The University should be in a good position, but it helps to receive 
information from faculty. 

 
 Professor Bearinger wondered about 6-month or 1-year advisory groups for various funding 
agencies.  At times, faculty get insider information in various ways but don't know how to feed it back 
working with federal relations.  It is surprising what information they receive.   Dr. Mulcahy said he has 
noticed a change since he came to the University in that it makes a lot better use of its federal relations 
office than it did in the past.  His office should be a point of information where faculty can share what 
they know, and his office can then follow up with federal relations.  When faculty sense something is 
going on, they should let his office know.  They have a lot more information than they did in the past and 
it is critical to moving forward—and they can also share information with the Minnesota Congressional 
delegation on what is important to the strength of the University.   

 
Professor Dahlberg revisited Professor Cohen's question:  how will the administration involve 

faculty governance in the process of making decisions?  He has seen recently that the University has 
limited hiring, but PIs with money in the bank cannot hire postdocs.  That is a policy decision with a 
highly negative effect on the research mission and he would like to be sure it was appropriately vetted.  
This is a special time, and decisions need to be made in a short period, but they should not make decisions 
with negative consequences that are unnecessary.  Provost Sullivan said that with respect to hiring, if the 
department head and dean sign on, his office will clear a hiring request within a week.  If one is hiring a 
postdoc on federal dollars, there should be no pause, Professor Dahlberg maintained.  Provost Sullivan 
said they want the deans to look at the issue from the perspective of an all-funds budget, in light of the 
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cuts that are likely coming, and wanted a full exploration of the question whether or not to make a hire.  
Vice President Mulcahy said there were longer delays in the past and he and the research associate deans 
expressed concern, and that Provost Sullivan and Senior Vice President Cerra responded and the 
appointments now turn around quickly.  In addition to the reason advanced by Provost Sullivan, Dr. 
Mulcahy said, units and the University will be held accountable for addressing problems and should not 
be accused of hiring indiscriminately in the face of a challenging budget.   He said that no one has 
contacted him about problems in hiring, but they should if they encounter any. 

 
Professor Hays related that he is in a large department in the Medical School that has discussed 

cuts.  The Dean’s office has suggested that they are potentially looking at a 15-20% cut.  Because about 
90-95% of the department budget is in faculty salaries, they are looking at cutting everything else—
graduate programs, administrative staff, bridge funds, etc.  He asked if there is appreciation of the need 
for bridge funds in this economic climate.  If the University loses faculty to competitors or if top faculty 
research programs lose key personnel while resubmitting grants, the University’s competitiveness for 
research funding it will go down fast.  Bridge funding is very important to retaining faculty and 
maintaining strong research programs. The Provost said the administration understands and that bridge 
funding is a high priority.  If they as a department are expected to meet the proposed 15-20% budget cut, 
Professor Hays said, they will have to think about cutting salaries, but faculty share the perspective that 
such decisions should not be made at the department level—it should come from the top and should 
include faculty and administrators, and should be across-the-board, not just departments making such 
decisions in order to meet budgets.  Provost Sullivan said that cutting salaries is a severe resolution to 
which he hoped the University needs not resort.  If it should reach that point, he would want full 
discussion (among other things, salary cuts would trigger provisions of the tenure code).  Such a decision 
should not come from individual units.  Mr. Pfutzenreuter observed that the Medical School problems go 
beyond what the institution is dealing with vis-à-vis the state appropriation.   

 
Ms. Chesley said that her program was slated to become a department but it has not received a 

new faculty position it needed.  Are there are programs that face similar problems?  Will they ever get 
from program to department?  That is a decision made by the dean, Provost Sullivan said, and positions 
are authorized and decided within the college.  Dr. Mulcahy said that the University has made a major 
commitment to bioinformatics, to include 20 faculty, but to be realistic, the commitment has to be put on 
hold, although it will not be abandoned.   

 
One question is how long the economic downturn will last, Vice President Pfutzenreuter said.  

Most economists say it will go through the fourth quarter of 2009.  He noted that Provost Sullivan has 
said that just because the University makes cuts, that does not mean it will abandon investments, but the 
momentum will slow.  He also pointed out that the central administration will not decide on the cuts to be 
made in the colleges; those decisions are decentralized and ultimately a made and implemented by the 
deans and faculty and departments.  There are many decisions to be made in Morrill Hall, but not Music 
versus Philosophy. 

 
Ms. Conway asked if departments should be proactive in finding cuts and thinking outside the 

box.  Mr. Pfutzenreuter said he has talked to the deans, financial managers, and those who report to the 
President, about expecting 5-7% cuts in unit budgets.  He has asked people to start thinking about such 
cuts.  Professor Cohen said that he has been in department and college meetings that have discussed 
setting aside funds in order to be fiscally responsible, but they feel they are at a disadvantage because they 
will be disproportionately tapped for funds when cuts are made.  That is not true, Mr. Pfutzenreuter said; 
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the administration has never targeted units that have funds.  They know who has money and how much, 
but they do not target units.  Some units are rich, some are poor, and some have done well while others 
have not.   

 
Ms. Conway said they have talked about a research savings account in order to help pay for new 

technology to remain competitive.  Vice President Mulcahy said that more units are struggling and dollars 
are harder to come by, and his office is seeing more requests for help.  He believes there should always be 
resources available for strategic investment plus what can be obtained through technology 
commercialization.   

 
Professor Escure said she did not mean to sound cynical but it seems that departments that receive 

a lot of federal funding do well and others lag, so the humanities slip behind science and technology 
fields.  Dr. Mulcahy said they must recognize the value of all parts of the scholarship of the institution 
and must make hard decisions.  That does not mean that only units that receive funding will get 
institutional support; that would be suicidal.  If one looks back, support has not been distributed on the 
basis of haves and have-nots.  He does not want to see the University become a collection of only grant-
funded departments.  And grant funding is more difficult to obtain as well, Professor Linde pointed out.    
Mr. Pfutzenreuter said that big dramatic shifts or changes occur at the University when it makes new 
investments; it is difficult to "disinvest" in things.   

 
Professor Dahlberg said he found one of the more interesting facts from the Scholars Walk is that 

the University seems to be adding to the number of its faculty in the national academies, but when was the 
last time a University faculty member won a Pulitzer Prize or a National Book Award?  He said it appears 
that funds are shifting at the University.  Mr. Pfutzenreuter said that shifts occur by investing; the 
University has not taken money away from the humanities but makes changes by putting larger 
percentage increases in other fields.  He agreed that the University should have Pulitzer Prize winners.  So 
the humanities are starved, Professor Hays commented.  Dr. Mulcahy said to Professor Dahlberg that the 
situation is multifactorial and does not simply reflect the amount of money invested.  They include 
decision about who to spend money on, who to promote, and so on.  One could ask the same question 
about Nobel Prizes and National Academy members; the University has not spent the money to promote 
worthy faculty.  It is not just a matter of more money leading to more awards.  The University has put 
more money in other areas but doesn't have proportionally better representation in awards because of it.  
There have been recent efforts to promote and identify faculty for honors and awards—and the numbers 
have increased. 

 
Professor Bearinger said they have heard in the AHC that grant matching funds should not be 

spent because they may need to be returned.  Dr. Mulcahy said the University is not withdrawing 
commitments made but that it will look harder at new ones.  They will stand behind current commitments, 
especially if they are cost-shared. 

 
Professor Bearinger also pointed out that one of the California campuses has been awarded a 

large amount of money for children and youth work from a foundation.  Faculty here strategize about 
funding but it's a case of the blind leading the blind.  They don't know foundations; where can faculty 
obtain information and connections to funding through different avenues?  Faculty know NIH and NSF 
and NEA but are not in the running for foundation grants.  Mr. Pfutzenreuter suggested talking with 
college development officers.  Dr. Mulcahy suggested also the Minnesota Medical Foundation and the 
University of Minnesota Foundation, both of which have connections to other foundations.  The 
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University has competed well for foundation money when it knows about the opportunities.  Dr. Paller 
said it is not different from dealing with NIH.  A faculty member needs to call a foundation and ask about 
a program—and it is better when the call comes from a scientist—and then ask for help and information.  
It is the faculty member's responsibility to get to a certain point in the discussions, and then the University 
can help.  Professor Cohen said that some faculty see foundation funds as unattainable, but the 
foundations need the faculty to carry out the research the foundation needs—they need faculty.  The 
administration should tell faculty to call.  Foundations just want to be sure they are spending their money 
wisely.  But one needs to know about a foundation in order to make a call, Ms. Witson said, and that is 
why help from someone in development is needed.  And the University does not want 50 faculty to call a 
small foundation, Ms. Conway said; the two foundations should know about programs related to a faculty 
member's area of interest.  It is amazing how few people call agencies, Professor Cohen said, and about 
half of those who do don't know what they're talking about.  There is only a very small chance that a 
faculty member will infringe on a foundation's time.  A foundation would see the University as an 
interesting place if 10 faculty called with well-organized plans.  Dr. Mulcahy said he has received calls 
asking the University to get its act together because five or six faculty call the same place to ask for 
funding—so it can go both ways.  Some foundations select whom they will talk to, sometimes by 
reputation.  Big gifts often come not because of contact but because a foundation or individual is aware of 
the strength and reputation of the University. 

 
Asked about a timeline, Mr. Pfutzenreuter said budget instructions will go out to academic units 

after the University knows what the Governor's recommendation is, and new budget instructions will go 
to support units, based on what the administration believes will happen.  Final decisions will be made by 
the Board of Regents in June.  Units will have a pretty good idea of the situation by April 1 (the next 
revenue forecast will be in March and is the one used by the Governor and legislature to make final 
decisions). 

 
Professor Dahlberg thanked the three vice presidents for their comments and adjourned the 

meeting at 3:30. 
 

      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


