Society of Environmental Journalists Board of Directors Meeting 
Saturday, April 9, 2011

Lippman House, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Board members present:
Carolyn Whetzel, President

Peter Fairley, Vice President for Programs

Rob Davis, Vice President for Membership

Peter Thomson, Secretary
Ashley Ahearn

Douglas Fisher

Christy George (10:30)
Tom Henry

Heather King

Robert McClure

Sharon Oosthoek
Jennifer Weeks (9:30-3:30)
Board members absent:

Jeff Burnside

Don Hopey, Treasurer

Tom Yulsman

Jim Detjen (Founding President, non-voting)
Also present: SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke
President Whetzel calls the meeting to order at 8:58 am.

Agenda Item 1: Executive Committee report 
Whetzel reports that following the January meeting, the Executive Committee approved changes to the SEJ financial policies as directed by the board and drawn up by Secretary Peter Thomson (see new policies language, attached).  The new language incorporates the board’s decision to allow SEJ to accept up to $15,000 in unrestricted support per calendar year from any individual or entity (other than charitable foundations, educational institutions and media companies, for which there is no annual cap), so long as total support from these sources does not exceed 20% of SEJ’s approved annual budget in any given year.

No objections or concerns raised.

Agenda Item 2: Minutes
Minutes from April, 2010 meeting in Richland, Washington presented for approval.

Davis moves to approve

Oosthoek 2nd 

No discussion

Motion approved unanimously
Minutes from January, 2011 meeting in Santa Barbara, California presented for approval.

Davis moves to approve

Fairley 2nd
No discussion

Motion approved unanimously

Short discussion follows about former board member Jim Bruggers’ request that agenda for meetings be posted ahead of time.  Consensus that tentative agenda should be posted on sej.org before each meeting but that as is current practice, the president reserves the right to adjust the agenda at any time up to and through each meeting.

Agenda Item 3: Review of other brief items

Whetzel submits 2010 board meeting travel expense tracking sheet.  Total board travel expenses were $19,309.93, and amount reimbursed to board members was $9,900.46.  Notes that after difficult decision a couple of years ago to increase reimbursement allowance for board travel, it has ended up not being very costly.

Parke asks whether she should continue to track this expense.  Board agrees she should.

Thomson passes along a request from former board member Jim Bruggers to post full minutes for each board meeting online, rather than just a summary.  Board agrees that we should, and should also make those and meeting summaries easier to find on the website.

Parke introduces proposed SEJ Conflict of Interest and Whistleblower policies for review (attached).  Explains that she drafted documents to reflect sector best practices, and don’t come in response to any actual concerns or incidents.

Fairley moves to adopt Conflict of Interest and Whistleblower policies
McClure 2nd
No discussion

Motion approved unanimously

Agenda Item 4: Executive Director’s report—Beth Parke

Budget: 


—2011 budget numbers to date are roughly on target and I’m not expecting to have to propose drastic mid-year changes.


—University of Miami may have a small delay in its next $50,000 payment for the annual conference.  This is not likely to be a problem but needs watching


—Texas Tech is on track with its payments in advance of the 2012 conference.
Personnel:


—“Never underestimate the value of a great veteran staff—Jay, Chris, Joe, Linda.”


—Have also hired new part-time development staffer—Jeanne Scanlon.  Got very lucky—she’s really development director material, working 3 days a week at modest salary.  After 3 weeks she’s already increased my productivity.


—Chris Rigel’s change to contract status is working out well.  In addition to what I mentioned at the January meeting, her new role also includes conference management, staff liaison to membership committee and various things on specific assignment, including marketing tasks.


— Adam Hinterthuer is turning out to be a fantastic asset.  He’s splitting time between us, IJNR and UW Wisconsin.

Membership:


—Numbers are a little concerning.  We need to study the trends and try to push total back up over 1,500.

Programs:


—Overall in good shape.


—Awards entry numbers roughly the same as last year but with fewer categories.


—Website mobile version is under development.


—Fund for Environmental Journalism has been a huge success.  Received new $25,000 grant from Grantham Foundation through contact made by Peter Thomson.  Heinz Endowment is also interested.  So it’s clearly getting traction.  Now, with higher stakes in our second year, we’ll likely want to reconsider our selection process and perhaps separate it from the board.


—The Miami conference is going strong—will knock your socks off.  But there is a lot of money down there, which leads us to the question of how the new fundraising policies are working.  


Lots of earned income is lining up.  We’re also looking for new general support under the new policies but some possible sources would want to be called “sponsors,” which we don’t do.  So they may end up giving to the University or one of our other partners.  


There’s also a question of using logos—the Knight Foundation and Everglades Foundation are both requiring it, but are we comfortable using corporate logos?


We’ve also had an offer from local “corporate sustainability” advisor Joseph Browder to approach Toyota & ExxonMobil to fund fellowships—I’ve turned him over to the University.


Bigger point is that a lot of people are excited about this conference; the challenge is to find them and figure out how and whether to make it work.

Discussion follows of relationship between corporate donors, SEJ and university partners, and the question of “sponsors.”

Fairley: There’s real value in the distinctions we make between a corporation or other entity giving to or “sponsoring” us vs. giving to or sponsoring a university partner.  It’s better for us to appear to be beholden to a University than a corporation.

Whetzel: If there comes a day when we don’t have a university host, then we might have to change our sponsorship policy.  But not unless that happens.

Davis: Why are we now steering Office Depot to the university instead of taking money form them directly ourselves under our new policies? 

Parke: They get credit as a sponsor/supporter of the university, something we can’t give them.

Fischer: I’m also kind of confused by the fine distinctions we make.  It would be helpful to have a note in the conf. brochure about how we fund our conferences.  But we also might be able to do a future conf. in say, Washington, without a university—get four $50,000 sponsors and skip the whole university thing.

Thomson: I think it’s a dance we should keep doing as long as possible—there’s real value to having an independent university partner as opposed to interested corporate or green partners.

King: But what are our goals?  If one is to have the broadest possible audience of journalists, shouldn’t we do whatever we need to do to make that happen?  There’s already a perception problem—people think we are sponsored—so why not actually do it, to help us have the best program?

Davis: If we’re leaving money on the table with the things we can offer corps & others (brochure ads, hospitality suites, etc.), why don’t we charge more for these?

Parke: not everyone can afford higher rates.

Fairley: Have a sliding scale.

Parke: Clearly this is just stuff to ponder, clearly it’s not the sense of the board to change things now.

Henry: How much are we kidding ourselves in these distinctions?  If you’re buying advertising, you are a supporter of the conference.

Fairley: For a lot of conferences, sponsors DO get control of the program.

Henry: Can’t we just include a statement in the program about how we do things?

Fairley: To answer Heather’s question about goals and a better conference, the conf is already awesome—too awesome even, more than most can absorb.  So why push to make it better?

Weeks: What do companies want that we’re not able to give them?
Parke: Banners, visibility, sponsorship of specific events.

McClure: What are we being asked to do?

Parke: Nothing.

Fischer: But Jeff does want us to do something—allow American Airlines to sponsor fellowships, etc.

King: There are lots of ways to get sponsorship without ceding programmatic control

Davis: We need to keep our values in mind in having discussion.  It’s not always about getting as much money as possible.

Thomson: I agree with Rob & Peter—I’m definitely uncomfortable with sponsored fellowships & the like.

(Board member George arrives)

Fischer: I agree it’s not all about money but we have opportunities for new directions in Miami.  I don’t see the danger of having sponsors, if we maintain a programmatic firewall and clear statement of principles.
Henry: Higher Ed institutions are also not without their biases and agendas.

George: Conference sponsorship could put the whole event off limits to some members.  I’m also concerned about specific people in Miami.  I don’t really care if we send people to the University, they take their cut and we still get what we need to make the conf happen.

Parke: This is really just an FYI conversation.  Looking ahead, our model could be in jeopardy.

McClure: All of this argues for a strong statement of our programmatic firewall in the conf program.

Sense of the board: agreed on this last point.

Parke: I’ll give Jeff Burnside a report on this discussion and direction for proceeding with conf. fundraising.

10:45 Break

11:00-2:15 Committee meetings 1, Lunch, Committee meetings 2

2:15 Reconvene

Agenda Item 5: Proposal for “Net Asset Classification” policy for SEJ restricted endowment funds
Parke asks board to consider resolution drawn up based on language from our auditor that would bring SEJ’s financial policies regarding donor-restricted endowment funds into compliance with federal Financial Standards Accounting Board rules for nonprofits.  Explains that the issue pertains to the questions of how SEJ may allocate earnings from donor-restricted endowment funds—of which none of the principal may be spent—and whether SEJ must restore any market loses to those funds to retain the original value of donations.

Whetzel: There are a couple of rules we have to abide by here related to the FASB for endowment net assets, and for the Uniform Prudent Management of Institutional Funds Act of 2006.  For us, we need to comply with law in DC, where we’re incorporated. We should’ve done this in 2008.

Parke: Important nut graf from the document, under “Resolved”: “As a result of this interpretation, the Organization classifies as permanently restricted net assets (a) the original value of the gifts donated to the permanent endowment, (b) the original value of subsequent gifts to the permanent endowment, and (c) enhancements or diminishments of the fund form investment income, loss, and spending allowance.”

We’ve never taken an action on “spending allowance,” and that’s the thing the board would now do every year as part of the budget process—we’d say, this year we’re going to spend 3% or our permanently restricted net assets, or 5%, or 0%.  That would allow us to reclassify those dollars into operating budget, or move to “board restricted” endowment.  So there’s two actions the board has to take—one is to create the policy, and that’s a permanent thing, and then each year make a decision about percentage we’ll allow as a spending allowance, the distribution.  

The good thing about this is it gets us out of the situation where if there’s a loss of the value we have to supplement that out of our operating budget.  It also allows the part of the fund that’s available to the org. to also grow.

Thomson: The problem with this document is that it’s not written in English.

Whetzel: It’s CPA language.

McClure: Do we have to do this today?

George: It will put us in compliance with the law we’ve been out of compliance with for last couple of years.  There’s an urgency to adopting this.

Thomson: Is there any penalty to being out of compliance up to this point?

Parke: I don’t know that there’s any penalty.

Whetzel: It would be a note in our audit.

Thomson: Have our auditors raised this issue?

Whetzel: That’s what this is.

Thomson: But they’re not saying you’re retroactively in trouble.

Whetzel: No.  Everyone’s been working to get this done in the last couple of years.

Further discussion on exactly what this means and how it should be interpreted… 

Thomson: This is why this document has to be rewritten in English.  And that English version then has to be run by the people who wrote this to make sure it’s the correct interpretation.

Parke: So what the board wants is this “resolution” page rewritten in English, and then you’re prepared to set the appropriation amount?

All: Yes.

Parke: What I would like, if you all feel you kind of understand this, is to send us out of here saying we’ll rewrite this in a way that we can all understand and agree with, set a percentage, and then let the ex comm. make a formal decision.

Thomson: Yeah, that’s fine.

Parke: So do we need a motion?

Thomson: I don’t think so, the ex comm. is empowered to do this anyway, to take any actions between board meetings.

Whetzel:  So what we’ll do—we’ll get this in lay language to all the board, ask if you have questions, and the other thing is we have to set the percentage rate—the auditor is recommending 5%—the spending allowance.

Parke: You can make it any amount you want, and we also can decide not to pull it out and spend it but put it into the board-restricted fund, to continue to increase the nest egg.

More discussion & reiteration of issues & intent.

George: It’s important to remember that when all’s said & done we actually did draft our endowment policies correctly.

Whetzel: But these standards came along after that, which is why we have to do this. 

Parke: And this means that when we have our annual budget discussion in January, I have to have info on how the funds did in the previous year—previous 12 quarters, actually—so we can make our spending allowance decision.  Too bad the treasurer isn’t here—let’s make him do that!

PT: So let’s make this a Hot Sheet Item.  The Excomm needs to produce an actual resolution to adopt this document, and the plain English explanation.  Then it all needs to be incorporated into our financial policies?

Whetzel: There’s certainly a piece of this that needs to go into the policies.

Hot Sheet Item: Executive Committee draft “plain English” version of FASB compliance language and resolution to adopt; pass on to both a CPA and the full board for review; and vote to adopt resolution on both that document and spending allowance recommendation for 2010.  Deadline: May 15
Agenda Item 6: Miami Conference Planning Update
Parke delivers report on behalf of Jay Letto:


—Almost certain to have largest exhibitor events ever


—Post-conf Cuba trip likely on.


—Awards set for Saturday night—somewhat aligned with fashion show but not part of—essentially will be SEJ’s Saturday night party.


—Have raised base registration cost slightly—$195 early, $240 regular


—Tour fees higher than ever but members poll suggests people willing to pay


—Latin America outreach stepped up hugely


—Big international thing Weds. with CSIS folks


—Also partnering with Reynolds Ctr for Weds. Green Economy Boot Camp

3:05-3:15 Break

Agenda Item 7: Future Sites Committee Report—Fischer

A couple of sites are in play—Boston University & George Washington Univ. Calgary has also expressed interest.  Hope to have 2 proposals to full board by January for 2014.  Looking to east coast for that year.  2015 wide open.


All prospective hosts want to know, “what’s in it for us?”  We might want to consider some kind of permanent relationship/presence/legacy with conf hosts.  Some previous hosts feel a little jilted, even though all have felt it was a fantastic event.


Ideas floated for ways to stay engaged with previous conference hosts:


—simple page on website linking to previous conf programs and current contact info for university’s experts


—add academic advisors to board, or advisory council made up of talent from previous hosts


—try to hold board meetings at previous conf sites


—rep from previous year’s conf site opens each year’s conf


—“Former Hosts Corner” at annual conf


—show “Best of SEJ” videos from previous conferences

Parke: We still don’t have a signed agreement for Washington State University for 2013.  I’m putting them on notice that we need it by June.  Spoke with them yesterday, they asked for another month.

Fischer: So at the summer meeting, we could be looking for a 2013 site?

Parke: Yes.

Agenda Item 8: Membership Committee Report—Davis

 
Total membership stands at 1,379, a drop of 60 or so from last quarter—mostly in students and Active members.  So what are we doing about it?


--Heather King working on survey of lost members, why people are leaving


--Talking about a recruitment campaign targeting high-profile journos.


--Ashley Ahearn leading outreach to academics & students


--I’m working on regional outreach through local “hubs” & meetings


--Thinking of how we can improve our outreach to newsrooms.  The SEJ-Talk discussion on Fukushima was an exemplary display of SEJ’s strength—how do we communicate something like that to potential members?

Discussion follows of new recruiting strategies and old efforts we’ve stopped doing.

Agenda Item 9: Programs Committee Report—Fairley


Fund for Environmental Journalism will continue this year with that new $25,000 Grantham grant.  We’re recommending rules changes, including raising the upper limit of grants from $2,500 to $3,500 and eliminating restrictions on non-North American applicants.  We’ve decided not to expand grants to cover a person’s time—sticking with expenses only.  


Freedom of Information Task Force: Board liaison Robert McClure is asking for a review and refocusing of the task force—hopes to make it smaller and more active, and to internationalize it by expanding to Canadian members.  Related to this, there’s also been some confusion over the task force’s name.  Some of us call it the FOI task force and seem to remember it having been officially changed to this a while back, but others—including Robert—say that never happened, that it’s still officially the First Amendment task force.  So let’s officially change the name.

Fairley moves to change name of First Amendment Task Force to Freedom of Information Task Force

McClure 2nd
No discussion

Motion approved unanimously

Hot Sheet Item: Generate new set of names for nomination to FOI Task Force

Who:
Programs Committee

Due:
Summer meeting


We also need to appoint members to the SEJournal editorial board today.



McClure: I want to appoint 4 people to 1-year positions only, since we’re looking at revamping things this next year.  I’d like to have more members, but these are all we were able to get right now. We put out a call for working members—that’s really the change we want to make, to have this more of a working board—and didn’t come up with enough qualified applicants.


Fairley: So the four we’re looking to appoint are current members Robert McClure, Adam Glenn and JoAnn Valenti, and new member Tom Henry.

McClure moves to appoint the four named SEJ members to 1-year terms on the SEJournal Editorial Board

Davis 2nd

Very brief discussion: 

Davis: So this would be the entire ed board for the next year?

McClure: For the moment—along with Editor Mike Mansur, who’s an ex-officio member.

Vote called, motion carries unanimously


McClure continues: We’re also still talking creating an editorial board for sej.org or possibly combining that with the journal ed. board.  That’s a project for the summer, to come up with a proposal.  Working with Adam Glenn on that.


Fairley introduces a proposal for a members’ blog/forum on sje.org, tentatively called SEJ-Live (see attached):


We’ve wanted live content for a long time—haven’t done it for a lot of reasons—wary of where the discussion would go, how to monitor, tend, etc.  We’ve come up with a new concept—essentially a forum with a host & guest for a week at a time, with a focus on craft.  Would invite the public to participate—SEJ members could post automatically, everyone else would be moderated. And we’ve determined that moderating does not expose us to any liability.


Question is, will it fly?  Will they come?  Dan Fagin says yes, Amy Gharan says no.  I’m looking for a sense of direction from the board as to whether to pursue this further, and have Beth allocate staff time to get it up & running.


Parke: If we can write up a mission statement for this, we might be able to get a funder.


General sense of board is that this is worth pursuing.

Hot Sheet Item: Launch “SEJ-Live

Who: 
Fairley, with Emily Gertz, Joe Davis, Cindy MacDonald & Tim Wheeler

Due:
Summer meeting

Agenda Item 10: Review of outstanding Hot Sheet items
Winter 2011 Hot Sheet:
1. What: Send conference RFPs to academic institutions 
 
Who: Fischer 

Status: DONE
2. What: Reach out to/follow up with universities for potential conference sites. 
 
Who/where: Weeks—Boston area 
  


Henry—Ohio area & Canada 
  


George—Albuquerque & Univ. of Alabama – Huntsville 
  


McClure—Washington University/St. Louis, Univ. of Florida/Gainesville & Kansas 
  


Fischer—Washington, D.C., Atlanta area, University of Louisville 
  


Burnside—UC Santa Barbara 

Status: ONGOING
3. What: Compile a list of universities with new(ish) environmental institutes. 
 
Who: George 

Status: DONE/ONGOING
4. What: Freedom of Information Taskforce review and report to SEJ Board 
 
Who: McClure and Programs Committee, Parke, taskforce members 

Status: DONE
5. What: EJ Forum proposal to SEJ Board 
 
Who: Fairley, Oosthoek, Davis, Ahearn, Burnside plus Emily Gertz & Tim Wheeler 

Status: DONE
6. What: Report to Board on Schneider/Freudenberg env communicator award concept 

Who: Fairley & Detjen (consult w/members such as Marla C, Seth B, and David Ropeik) 

Status: REMOVE—STANFORD U ALREADY DOING THIS
7. What: SEJ.ORG project: recruit volunteers for content generation/updating, create system for editorial oversight (if needed), prioritize upgrade of cludgy elements 
 
Who: Henry, Fischer, McClure, Burnside, Fairley, Parke 

Status: ON TRACK FOR SUMMER
8. What: Web teaching / training modules, in collaboration with the MSU Knight EJ Center 
 
Who: Fairley, Detjen, Parke 

Status: ON TRACK FOR SUMMER
9. What: Recruit five new members 
 
Who: All board members 

Status: ONGOING—AS MANY NEW MEMBERS AS POSSIBLE BY FALL CONF.
10. What: Pitch SEJ faculty members on recruiting their students as members and invite professors with students coming to the Miami conference to sign up as student bloggers for sej.org. 
 
Who: Detjen, Ahearn, Davis 

Status: REMOVE
11. What: Identify champions in regional hubs of SEJ members and build regional mixer events around them. 
 
Who: Davis/Membership committee 

Status: ON TRACK FOR SUMMER
12. What: Communicate with Diversity Task Force re: potential conf ideas and leveraging SEJ presence at 2012 Unity Conference 
 
Who: Davis 

Status ROLL OVER TO SUMMER
Left over items from Fall 2010 Hot Sheet 
1: What: Update process for identifying why people are leaving SEJ 
 
Who: King 

Status: REPORT BEFORE SUMMER
2:  What:  Evaluate all programs to identify those with the least value and assess consolidation or cancellation options; develop ideas for potential new programs and services to address changing needs of membership. 

Who: Whetzel/Programs committee 

Status: REMOVE—ONGOING
3: What: Draft language for overarching editorial structure of all SEJ publications 

Who: Whetzel/Programs committee


Status: COMBINE W/SEJ.ORG ITEM ABOVE
4: What: Research our obligations re: maintaining endowment principle 

Who: McClure, Whetzel & Thomson—report to Hopey 

Status: DONE
5: What: Identify potential non-board members for new Development & Fundraising subcommittee 

Who: Finance committee & all board members 

Status: ROLLED OVER TO SUMMER
6: What: Research benefits and downsides of establishing a separate entity to raise funds for SEJ from a wider array of sources than allowed under current policy 

Who: Hopey, George, Parke, Oosthoek 

Status: RESOLVED IN JANUARY
7: What: Research potential changes in allowable funding sources/look into specific corporate foundations we may want to approach. 
 
Who: King, Rigel, Parke, McClure, Hopey, Wheeler, Fairley, Fischer 

Status: RESOLVED IN JANUARY
8: What: Organize freelance directory 

Who: Staff (from Oosthoek) 

Status: DONE
9: What: Evaluate Bill Kovarik’s proposal that board find a way to reduce conference rates for university and tribal science writers 
 
Who: 

Status: REJECTED FOR NOW—PARKE WILL FOLLOW UP WITH KOVARIK
Whetzel asks all committee chairs to get their top three new Hot Sheet items to Secretary Thomson within one week.

Agenda item 11: Next board meeting


Whetzel: Meeting date & location TBA—still no consensus
Agenda item 2: New Business

None offered

Motion to adjourn: Fischer

2nd by Davis

No discussion

Motion carries unanimously

Meeting adjourned at 5:15

Minutes by SEJ Secretary Peter Thomson
