State senator calls for hearings on UC pay

- Tanya Schevitz, Todd Wallack, SF Chronicle Staff Writers, November 30, 2005

A key member of the state Senate Education Committee this week called for hearings into the University of California's compensation practices, including the use of administrative stipends, severance payments, bonuses and other hidden cash compensation.

Sen. Abel Maldonado, R-Santa Maria, vice chairman of the committee, raised this issue after The Chronicle reported that the university system paid many employees far more than was publicly reported.

In addition to salaries and overtime, UC last year quietly gave employees hundreds of millions of dollars in bonuses, moving allowances, professional stipends and more than a dozen other types of cash compensation. The Chronicle also reported that UC had added hundreds of high-paid jobs at the same time it said it was forced to boost student fees, cut services, increase class sizes and freeze pay for thousands of lower-paid workers.

In a letter to the chairman of the Education Committee, Maldonado requested a joint informational hearing of the Education Committee and a Senate budget subcommittee to learn more about the UC system's compensation policies and practices.

"One of the more troubling aspects of this issue for me is the appearance of a lack of transparency and disclosure that surround these compensation decisions," wrote Maldonado. "As a public entity, the UC system should make all efforts to dispel any perception that it is misleading California's taxpayers on how their hard-earned dollars are spent."

Sen. Jack Scott, the Pasadena Democrat who chairs the Education Committee, could not be reached for comment.

Wendy Gordon, a spokeswoman for Scott, said the senator was concerned about the revelations and planned to look more closely at UC's various compensation practices.

"Sen. Scott feels the University of California has a responsibility to fully disclose its use of public funds, including the compensation packages recently brought to light by The Chronicle,'' Gordon said.

As previously reported, about 105,000 UC employees last year shared $871 million in extra compensation above their regular salaries and overtime. The biggest chunk, $343 million, was earmarked for employees at the medical schools and teaching hospitals from clinical revenue. Another $172 million went for relocation allowances, fellowships and temporary work outside of employees' normal duties. The rest was split among a variety of other types of pay, including extra teaching and research ($147 million), severance pay and accrued vacation ($54 million), bonuses and incentive pay ($39 million), stipends ($30 million) and housing and auto allowances ($4 million).

Two weeks ago, UC President Robert Dynes announced plans to set up a task force led by a current and former regent to review the university's policies on disclosing compensation.

"We take very seriously our obligation to be publicly accountable and as transparent as possible," UC spokesman Paul Schwartz said Tuesday. He said the task force had no plans to examine the university's compensation policies beyond the disclosure issues.

In other developments, the chancellor of UC Davis plans to ask campus auditors to launch a comprehensive review of the campus' pay policies and practices, including the awarding of bonuses, stipends, rewards, relocation allowances and other compensation in addition to base salary, according to campus spokeswoman Lisa Lapin. The review being sought by Chancellor Larry Vanderhoef would also include expense accounts that pay for such things as entertainment and travel costs, Lapin said.

Lapin said UC Davis was "generally very conservative in its approach to spending and adhering to policy -- but we want to do due diligence in at least reviewing these issues."

Spokesmen for other UC campuses said there were no plans for special audits beyond the normal schedule of routine audits.

Michael Reese, a spokesman in the systemwide UC Office of the President, dismissed the idea of campuses' doing their own audits.

"That makes no sense because we do compensation. It is not a campus issue," he said. "Compensation is more appropriately a systemwide issue."

This week, about four dozen UC faculty members from UC Berkeley and UCLA submitted a petition to the chair of the UC Board of Regents, Gerald Parsky, to ask the regents to appoint an independent investigator to examine the findings in The Chronicle series.

Schwartz said he expected that UC's proposed actions and the reforms announced by Dynes would address the faculty's concerns.

But Bruce Fuller, professor of public policy and education at UC Berkeley, who spearheaded the petition, said any internal audit would not be enough.

"An internal audit is far from an objective and external assessment," he said. "I don't think any citizen of California would see a regent and a former regent as truly objective observers."

The faculty petition inspired a similar petition by UC employees in the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees union asking for an independent audit. The union plans to begin circulating the petition today among employees and students.

Already under way is an internal review by UC auditors into the hiring of two people linked to M.R.C. Greenwood, who until she resigned Nov. 4 was the UC provost, the system's second in command.

The two hires involve Greenwood's son and a business partner. Another top UC administrator, Winston Doby, vice president of student affairs, was placed on administrative leave in connection with the case.

UC said it had launched the investigation based on inquiries from The Chronicle.
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