
SENATE COMMITTEE ON SOCIAL CONCERNS 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
OCTOBER 12, 2009 
 
[In these minutes:  Review Charge, Agenda Items for 2009 – 2010, Socially Responsible 
Investment (SRI) Subcommittee Update] 
 
[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the 
University of Minnesota Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported 
in these minutes represent the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate, the 
Administration or the Board of Regents.] 
 
PRESENT:  Timothy Sheldon, chair, David Golden, Sandra Krebsbach, Lisa Pogoff, 
Benton Schnabel, Rebecca von Dissen, Kaari Nelson, Michael O'Day, Amelious Whyte, 
Catherine Jordan, Marynel Ryan, Christine Dolph, Ashley Gaschk, Carolyn Wardell 
 
REGRETS:  Joseph Marchesani, Katherine Fennelly, Kim Robien 
 
ABSENT:  Ajay Skaria, Jeffrey Thaler 
 
I).  Tim Sheldon convened the meeting, welcomed those present and called for 
introductions. 
 
II).  Mr. Sheldon reviewed the committee’s charge with members - 
http://www1.umn.edu/usenate/charges/socconch.html. 
 
The committee expressed an interest in receiving updates on the major issues it took up 
last year, birth versus adoptive leave policies, Jerzees de Honduras – Russell Athletic, 
and an update from the Socially Responsible Investment Subcommittee.  
 
Members raised ideas for upcoming agenda items.  Ideas that were generated included: 

• Explore the possibility of adding a personal day for employee groups that 
currently do not have a personal day.  In the interest of equity, it does not seem 
fair that some employees need to take vacation time to observe, for example, 
religious holy days, and others do not. 

• Learn what the University is doing, if anything, to partner with local farmers to 
provide produce and other food items in the residence dining halls.  What is the 
University doing in terms of a local foods initiative? 

• Receive an update from Brent Benrud from the Office of the General Counsel on 
the work of the Designated Supplier Program Working Group. 

• Hear about the University’s use of alternative energy sources.  Could the 
University further reduce its use of coal? 

• In light of an increase in neighborhood problems where alcohol has been 
involved, look broadly at alcohol policies and licensing.  Alcohol abuse and 
misuse is a serious social and health concern. 

 



Mr. Sheldon asked members to hold their thoughts, and the committee would continue 
this discussion following Professor Prell’s presentation. 
 
III).  Mr. Sheldon welcomed Professor Riv-Ellen Prell who was invited to provide the 
committee with a socially responsible investment (hereafter SRI) update.  Professor Prell 
began by providing background information on how the SRI Subcommittee was formed. 
 
Currently, the Vanguard FTSE Social Index Fund is the only socially responsible fund 
choice in the Faculty Retirement Plan (FRP), the Optional Retirement Plan (OPR), and 
the 457 Deferred Compensation Plan.  Given the University's decision to stop all future 
contributions to TIAA-CREF, faculty and staff can no longer contribute to the TIAA-
CREF Social Choice Account, which actually has performed better than the Vanguard 
FTSE Social Index Fund in certain reporting periods.  Morningstar only gives the 
Vanguard FTSE Social Index Fund a single star and rates its risk as above average and 
return as either low or below average. 
 
The goal of the SRI Subcommittee is twofold, to get the University to offer a viable SRI 
fund, and to ensure that all employees of the University have the opportunity to invest in 
this fund. 
 
With the assistance of the University Senate Office, a brief online survey to 9,293 faculty 
and P&A was conducted to gauge how many of these people would be interested in 
investing in a SRI fund if it were available and demonstrated excellent performance.  The 
response rate to this survey was 17.3%, and, overwhelmingly, respondents supported the 
addition of a viable SRI fund. 
 
With the endorsement of the Social Concerns Committee, the SRI Subcommittee shared 
the survey results with the Retirement Subcommittee.  In turn, the Retirement 
Subcommittee, in consultation with the Retirement Plan Fiduciary Advisory Committee, 
discussed adding a new SRI fund. 
 
Professor Prell went on to explain the history of how SRI funds came about and shared 
numerous examples of SRI screening criteria.  The University, noted Professor Prell, also 
has its own fiduciary criteria, which needs to be met whenever a new fund is added to its 
retirement plan line-up, e.g., 5-year track record, minimum of $100 million in assets. 
 
The Office of Investments and Banking thoroughly researched numerous SRI funds for 
possible inclusion in the University’s retirement plan line-up.  In the end, the search was 
narrowed down to four funds, and Pax World Balanced Fund was ultimately selected. 
 
Professor Prell stated that the SRI Subcommittee proposed to Jackie Singer, director, 
Retirement Programs, doing an educational campaign on the SRI fund.  Ms. Singer 
informed the SRI Subcommittee that while she appreciated the committee’s offer to 
communicate this new investment option, her office works closely with the Office of the 
General Counsel and with the University’s vendors to ensure that all communications are 



consistent, correct and legally appropriate from a fiduciary standpoint.  It would not be 
appropriate to advocate for a particular fund.   
 
Professor Prell encouraged members to go to http://www.smartmoney.com/fund-
quote/?symbol=PAXWX to learn more about the Pax World Balanced Fund.  She stated 
that based on her research, she believes this is a solid and viable SRI fund that she can in 
good conscience invest in and recommend to her colleagues. 
 
A long-term goal of the SRI Subcommittee, noted Professor Prell, is to have the SRI fund 
be the default fund when new employees fail to make an investment election.  In the 
short-term, Professor Prell would like to launch an education campaign to engage people 
in understanding where their money is invested, and inform them about the SRI fund.  
Professor Prell proposed asking the Senate Office to assist the SRI Subcommittee in 
sending out a letter that would draw attention to the importance of responsible investing 
and the new Pax World Balanced Fund. 
 
In response to a question regarding survey responses that did not support the addition of a 
new SRI fund, a member asked what were the major objections.  Professor Prell stated 
that some people felt that the workplace was not the proper venue for political activism.  
 
Mr. Sheldon asked whether the University requires a minimum number of people to elect 
the new SRI fund in order to keep it as an offering in the plans.  Professor Prell stated that 
there is no specified number of people who need to elect this fund, but it is possible that 
if there is not ongoing interest in the fund that it could be eliminated.  Therefore, 
educating people about the availability of this fund is critical. 
 
A member asked whether monitoring the University’s SRI fund could be specifically part 
of the committee’s charge.  Mr. Sheldon stated that the charge gives the committee the 
broad responsibility for looking at the University’s investments.  Professor Prell liked the 
idea of incorporating the SRI fund in the committee’s charge. 
 
Kaari Nelson from the Office of Investments and Banking volunteered to monitor the Pax 
World Balanced Fund’s performance and bring this information back to the committee on 
a regular basis. 
 
Professor Prell offered to draft a brief letter summarizing aspects of today’s discussion 
and highlighting information about the Pax World Balanced Fund.  She asked members if 
they would be interested in modifying this letter from the committee’s perspective, and 
sending it out to various groups/constituencies on campus.  This would be a grassroots 
approach to getting the word out about this new investment option.  In response to this 
suggestion, a member recommended using a more systematic approach to communicating 
this new fund. 
 
Professor Prell stated that she has written to Vickie Courtney in the Senate Office asking 
for assistance in sending out a mass email informing faculty and P&A about the outcome 
of this process.  In addition, Professor Prell reported trying to contact the chair of the 



Faculty Consultative Committee to find out what role, if any, they would like to play in 
getting this information out.  CAPA may also be willing to distribute the letter.  Professor 
Prell also mentioned trying to get an article in the Minnesota Daily about this governance 
success story. 
 
A member reported having done research on how people receive information at the 
University, and for faculty, messages from department heads or deans and 
announcements at faculty meetings were among the most effective means of 
communication. 
 
Catherine Jordan, at the request of Professor Prell, volunteered to review the draft letter.  
The purpose of the letter will be to let people who are eligible for this investment option 
know about the fund.  While Employee Benefits plans to broadly communicate the 
addition of this new fund, their experience has been that people often do not pay 
attention.  People may pay closer attention if this letter comes from a different source 
other than Employee Benefits.   
 
Mr. Sheldon asked Professor Prell her timeframe for getting the letter out.  Professor Prell 
asked the committee their opinion.  It was the consensus of the committee that the letter 
should be sent out just prior to when the fund becomes available on December 1, 2009.  
Several members thought that people may pay more attention to the committee’s letter 
because it will have a story behind it as opposed to a letter from Employee Benefits.  At 
the request of Professor Prell, Tim Sheldon agreed to contact Ms. Courtney to request 
assistance in sending a mass email to inform faculty and P&A about the availability of 
this new und. 
 
So as not to appear disrespectful, a member recommended either informing Ms. Singer 
about the committee’s letter or sending the letter so it comes on the heels of the 
Employee Benefits’ announcement of the new fund offering.  Professor Prell stated that 
she appreciates this comment, but does not feel it is incumbent upon the committee to 
share the letter with Employee Benefits prior to sending it out given that Employee 
Benefits has made it clear they need to maintain neutrality and cannot advocate for any of 
the funds they offer through the retirement plan.  
 
A member suggested asking Employee Benefits to label or designate in some way, which 
fund(s) it offers that have been evaluated as socially responsible and meet this criteria.  
Unlike the TIAA-CREF Social Choice fund, and the Vanguard FTSE Social Index Fund, 
there is nothing in the Pax World Balanced Fund name that indicates it could be a 
socially responsible fund. 
 
In light of time, Mr. Sheldon thanked Professor Prell for this update. 
 
IV).  In the few remaining minutes of the meeting, Mr. Sheldon summarized the ideas 
that were mentioned for future agenda items (see above), and asked members which they 
would like on the November 9th agenda.  A member voiced a preference for learning 
more about what the University is doing to partner with local farmers to provide produce 



and other food items in the residence dining halls and other dining venues on campus.  
Another member expressed an interest in hearing about the University’s use of coal 
versus alternative energy sources. 
 
Lisa Pogoff volunteered to follow-up on inviting someone to address the floating holiday 
issue. 
 
Another possible agenda item, noted a member, has to do with two recent Nike factory 
closures in Honduras in which proper notice or severance pay was not given.   
 
As follow-up from last year, several members voiced an interest in receiving an update 
on the birth versus adoptive leave policies issue that it took up last year. 
 
If members have additional ideas for agenda topics, Mr. Sheldon encouraged members to 
email him and/or Renee Dempsey, Senate staff. 
 
V).  Mr. Sheldon stated the next meeting is Monday, November 9 from 12:30 – 2:00.  
Hearing no further business, Mr. Sheldon adjourned the meeting. 
 
        Renee Dempsey 
        University Senate 
 
 


