Society of Environmental Journalists Board of Directors Meeting 

Saturday, July 23, 2011

Offices of Harrison, Benis & Spence LLP, Attorneys at Law. Seattle, Washington
Board members present:

Ashley Ahearn

Jeff Burnside

Peter Fairley, Vice President for Programs

Christy George

Tom Henry

Don Hopey, Treasurer

Heather King

Robert McClure

Peter Thomson, Secretary

Carolyn Whetzel, President

Tom Yulsman

Board members absent:

Rob Davis, Vice President for Membership

Douglas Fisher, Future Sites Committee chair

Sharon Oosthoek

Jennifer Weeks

Jim Detjen (Founding President, non-voting)

Also present: 

SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke

SEJ members Merritt Clifton, Lizzy Grossman, Jackleen de la Harpe

President Whetzel calls the meeting to order at 9:05 am.

Agenda Item 1: Strategic Plan Report Card--Parke

Parke leads discussion of goals and challenges laid out in 2008 strategic plan, which she says is part of a regular review of the plan to get board members more engaged with achieving SEJ’s goals and objectives and make sure that the board and staff are in alignment. 

(See SEJ Strategic Plan at www.sej.org/about-sej/strategic-plan)

Lengthy discussion of how the org is doing on meeting its organizational goals and challenges. No action items.

Hot Sheet Item:

What:
Improve membership/exit surveys and overall data gathering re membership needs & satisfaction

Who:
Membership chair (Davis), King, Parke

Due:
?
Agenda Item 2: Executive Director’s report--Parke


Money continues to be the top concern.  We're holding our heads above water, so that's a success.  I' not saying we'll have to make terrible cuts but flares are a little closer than last yr and I honestly don't know where we'll be in a year.  The good news is that this is not new for us and we're better off than many of our peer organizations.  But the numbers are sobering.  In terms of our grant applications, we're not getting rejected so much as getting less than we'd asked for.

Bright spots:

--Monson Fund--$7,500 for Miami.  This must be matched by other donors and also requires 100% board giving.

--Turner Foundation--new program manager recommended higher than previous grants--$30,000 instead of $24,000.

--Brainerd Foundation--a strong ally but want our proposal tweaked to address where SEJ is going.  This implies a review of the effectiveness of our longstanding programs. They're focused on the northwest and strategic planning--we're asking to $50,00.  The foundation is looking to phase itself out and isn't accepting unsolicited proposals anymore.  But it would be great if we could get on their "phase out" list.

Part of my overall strategy is to build as many friends who will really care if we're going down.

We have lots of proposals out--new developments staffer Jeanne Scanlon is a huge help.  I'm also hoping to get a student intern.

It's also time to crank up our individual giving efforts, and the board needs to be more engaged--it's the classic message to boards--Give or Get.

Earned income is doing pretty well re the Miami conference.  This is perhaps the highest stake conference ever in terms of potential payoffs and risks (e.g. hotel room penalties, minitours, hurricane risks, etc.).  We do have a force majeure clause--exhibitors will have to pay in any case, but registrants will get their money back.  But if everything goes well, we could clear enough money to cover our lost grants.

Our new collaborative project with Michigan State Univ. and NSF could lead to a much bigger phase 2--a multimillion dollar grant that would also include $$ for overhead & staff time.

Depressing part:

We approved a full year budget with the understanding that we might need to revise at this meeting.  We don't have to but next year we might have to go to quarter-quarter budgeting, consulting agreements with staff, etc., which could pose a challenge for keeping people.

I think we do a better job of balancing our funding sources than many groups but we might still be looking at a crazy 2013.

Ahearn: When are we going to start talking about streamlining?

Grossman: I'd be happy to help ID low-hanging fruit for cuts/savings

Thomson: What's the bottom line gap for this year?

Parke: Roughly $150,000

Thomson: Make it the board's responsibility to make sure you get that money.

Burnside: It already is.

Thomson: But as Beth's been saying, we're not doing it.

McClure: Each board member needs to take assignments from Beth

Some discussion of programs and priorities…

Thomson: Parke should make assignments to board for members to contact/deliver funders.

Further discussion on how to accomplish this.

Clifton: Do we know how many members gave last year?

Parke: Roughly 25%, gave roughly $27,000.

Clifton: I do a lot of fundraising for animal groups--you should be raising 10 times that from members.

Hot Sheet Item: 

What:
New task force to review budget priorities:
Who:
George, Burnside, Ahearn, Grossman, Hopey, Fairley, Parke

When:
Report at fall meeting
12:00 Break for committee meetings & lunch
2:25 Reconvene
Agenda Item 3: Consent Calendar: Approval of April 2011 meeting minutes

Discussion:

Burnside: Minutes contained an incorrect description of what American Airlines was offering regarding airfare for Latin American fellows at Miami conference.  They were not proposing to sponsor the fellowship but to donate tickets to a third party.

Thomson: I can't change what was said, but can include note directing readers to minutes of this meeting for correction to the record.

Handful of other corrections offered.
McClure offers motion to approve minutes from April, 2011 board meeting

Hopey seconds

No further discussion

Motion passes unanimously
Agenda Item 4: Finance Committee report--Hopey

Committee didn’t have any action items.  Discussed fundraising effort for Miami conference and other fundraising plans.  Committee members will be submitting names of possible additions to our Development & Fundraising subcommittee.

Also discussed new accounting changes for endowment, and are still working on the language.  Have asked executive committee to finalize language after this meeting.

Agenda Item 5: Programs Committee report--Fairley
Fairley reports that committee has approved the following slate of members for the newly-reformed Freedom on Information Task Force.  Asks board to ratify, with proviso that the Executive Committee may approve other new members between meetings.

FIO Task Force Appointment Slate:

Ken Ward

Robert McClure

Joe Davis

Jim Parsons

Emily Gertz

Cheryl Hogue

Tim Wheeler

Rebecca Daugherty

Kathy Florsheim

Celeste Monforton

Pat McGinley

Fairley moves that board approve slate of FOI Task Force appointees

McClure seconds

Discussion:

Parke: What about current members who have been left of this slate?

McClure (Task Force Chair): Basically, they haven't bee doing anything.  I can't concern myself with people who aren’t living up to their commitments.

Fairley: We're not kicking anyone off, we're just not reappointing them.

Brief discussion follows.

Fairley: It seems that there's been a change in practice here--people are being reappointed only if they actively ask to be, whereas past practice has been to retain people unless they ask to be taken off.

Parke: There’s an issue of leadership here as well as member performance.

Motion called

Carries 10-0-1 (Abstention: George)

Fairley continues report: 

We're holding off on our review of online editorial oversight process until after the new SEJ Forum is up & running.  But we do feel strongly that we need to do more re: social media--our advisors (Amy Gharan & Adam Glenn) are adamant that we need a strong social media strategy. Among other things, we want to propose targets for weekly Facebook & Twitter posts.

Hot Sheet Item: 

What:
Ramp up Facebook to 4 posts per week, with vision/strategy for using social media.

Who: 
Robert, Jeff, Peter, Heather and SEJ staff.
Due:
By Jan. 2012

Parke: This is exactly the kind of thing the Brainerd Foundation folks are asking about

Agenda Item 7: Memberships Committee Report--Ahearn (standing in for Davis)

We're down 30 members over this time last year but up from earlier this year.

In the committee meeting we discussed needing to focus on fostering local gatherings and community-building systems. Committee members will work up a packet of materials for organizing these.

Hot Sheet Item: 

What:
Create packet of materials for organizers of local SEJ events

Who: 
Ahearn, Yulsman

Due:
?
George: The successful model is Toronto.

Yulsman: We should just le local members do whatever they want to do.

Fairley: There’s a limit to that—it’s led to trouble in the past.

Ahearn: The committee also talked about needing better data on why people are leaving.

Fairley: Another idea presented in the committee meeting to broaden membership is to include former journos now doing other work that doesn’t otherwise violate our PR/lobbying policies.  We could expand the definition of the Associate category, or create a new category, e.g., Past Members—this would treat them differently.

McClure: Maybe we could create a separate organization—Friends of SEJ.  I’d certainly be uncomfortable with them being voting members.

Clifton: Call it the “Alumni” category—they won’t want voting rights.

George:  I like the idea, but if we do it we should include the tribal & university folks we kicked out a few years back.

Hot Sheet Item: 

What:
Research possible ways to include former members who want to stay part of SEJ

Who: 
Fairley, Thomson, McClure, Ahearn, George, Clifton

Due:
?
Agenda Item 8: Executive Director’s review

Hopey moves to go into executive session for purposes of Executive Director’s annual review

Burnside seconds

No discussion

Motion passes unanimously

Board enters executive session at 3:55

Board comes out of executive session at 4:51

Agenda Item 8: Miami conference planning report—Burnside

Attendance and exhibitor sales are on track to break records—may be largest conference of its kind ever, anywhere.  Cuba post-conf. tour is on. Haven’t had to pay travel or accommodations for any speakers—great.  

Three months out we still have an opportunity to blast the membership about the conf before the late registration deadline—Facebook, Twitter, etc.  I also urge board members to pick three companies, NGOs, etc. pitching us as journos—send an invitation to display at the conference.

Agenda Item 9: New Business
None offered.

Motion to adjourn—Hopey

2nd by Fairley

No discussion

Motion passes unanimously

Meeting adjourns at 5:08 pm.

Minutes by Peter Thomson, SEJ Secretary

