Society of Environmental Journalists Board of Directors Meeting

Saturday, January 28, 2012

University of California, Davis

Conference Center, 550 Alumni Lane, Davis, CA

Board members present:

Ashley Ahearn

Jeff Burnside, Vice President for Membership
Peter Fairley, Vice President for Programs

Douglas Fischer

Christy George

Tom Henry

Don Hopey, Treasurer

Heather King

Robert McClure

Sharon Oosthoek, Secretary

Peter Thomson

Jennifer Weeks

Carolyn Whetzel, President
Roger Witherspoon
Board members absent:

Tom Yulsman

Jim Detjen (Founding President, non-voting)

Also present:

SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke

SEJ members Frank Allen, Jane Braxton-Little, David Helvarg, plus Frank’s son Zachary Allen
President Whetzel calls the meeting to order at 9:01 am.

Agenda item 1: Consent Calendar (Approve minutes, Committee Appointments) 

Corrections offered to consolidated October 2011 minutes 

George offers motion to approve minutes from October , 2011 board meeting

Hopey seconds

No further discussion

Motion passes unanimously

Corrections offered to July 2011 minutes

George offers motion to approve minutes from July, 2011 board meeting

Ahearn seconds

No further discussion

Motion passes unanimously

Agenda item 2: Executive Director’s Report (see attached) 

Parke reports on a difficult budget situation and the impact of losing some major funders (Hewlett Packard, Surdna) in the last couple years. “We’ve got a $275,000 hole … We didn’t do anything wrong. It’s the economy.” 

“I used to make 10 asks and 8 would be funded. Now I make 10 asks and 2 get funded … So the question is if we had a $1 million budget and there is a $250,000 to $275,000 gap, should we try to have an organizations whose budget is $750,000?” 
“We need a prudent balanced budget. The last 3 budgets were not balanced … Let’s try to live within our means for a year. Think of it as diminished circumstances that lead us back to health.” 
Board discusses at length how to proceed. 
Burnside: Do we id programs we want to cut now, or at the next board meeting? If we make it at the next meeting, it’s a good motivator for us to raise $.

Thomson: We need to do both. “We need to put the fear of God into ourselves.”

Hopey: We need to make hard decisions today. This board probably won’t raise $275,000. 

Thomson/George: We need to let members know we are cutting and why. Get them to help us raise funds if they don’t want to see cuts. 

Parke: Publications are the real financial drain. 
Everyone agrees SEJ staff are our most valuable asset. Much agonizing ensues over implications for their jobs. 

Fairley offers motion to no longer have SEJ pay for the board’s Saturday night dinners on board meeting days. 
George seconds

Motion passes
King abstains after making point re need to recruit quality board members and the more generous recognition offered by other boards
Whetzel asks Allen for input on creating a board that can raise funds. 

Allen: We’ve never had a rainmaker. People are busy and there’s a limit to what they can do. But meeting potential funders face-to-face is the single most powerful way to get large support.  But as Parke knows, $$ are shrinking and constraints are growing in terms of what funders want, creating potential conflicts. 

Whetzel: We need to tap into our advisory board’s expertise. 

Long discussion about whether the board really has what it takes to raise big dollars and how professional fundraisers cost money. 
Break

Agenda item 3: Budget

Parke puts budget A and budget B to the board (see attached). More agonizing discussion about how each budget would affect staff. 
Burnside: suggests we make up deficit by 1/3 by board fundraising, 1/3 cuts and 1/3 having others help us raise money with King’s leadership
George: Lets use cuts as a way to get membership to help us fundraise. Show what’s at stake. 

King: Need to message carefully and root our decisions in membership feedback. I.e. we have suspended X programs for budgetary reasons. We need your help. We need to assess what to keep and cull. 
Hopey: At first thought it wasn’t a good idea to make symbolic cuts now. But when layered with a thoughtful message to members, that has an important effect. Now feels it’s a very good thing to do. 
Fairley offers motion to put on hiatus the fall issue of the Journal and unfunded TipSheets, and to increase membership dues by at least $10/year. (estimated savings of $30,000) 
McClure seconds
Hopey offers friendly amendment to approve Budget A, with Peter’s motion attached (To put on hiatus the fall issue of the Journal and unfunded TipSheets, and to increase membership dues by at least $10/year) 
Fairley accepts

Passes unanimously 

Whetzel invites Allen to address the board: 

Allen explains that he and his wife/business partner Maggie Allen are retiring from IJNR’s daily responsibilities and would like others to take over while they move to a consultant’s role. IJNR’s board feels an alliance between it and the SEJ would be ideal. Our missions are similar, as are our financial challenges. Allen stresses that he has no desire to push SEJ into an alliance that costs it more. He wants SEJ to gain resources and revenue if it decides on an alliance. His reward would be to see IJNR’s mission continue. 
IJNR was once a $1 million a year outfit, but is now a $400,000 a year outfit. It has had two rounds of steep pay cuts since its inception 17 years ago. Staff consists of 2 fulltimers (he and Maggie) and two part-timers (project assistant Adam Hinterthuer and associate director for communications and research Melissa Mylchreest)
Board members ask questions re funding model, the Allens’ availability as consultants, and possibilities for tinkering with IJNR’s model. 

Henry offers motion to agree to enter into a dialogue with IJNR to set up a taskforce to explore an alliance between IJNR and SEJ. 

Hopey seconds

Passes unanimously 
Agenda item 4: Strategic planning discussion: charting the future of the SEJ 
Parke challenges the board to consider how it wants to deploy research consultants made possible by a grant from the Brainerd Foundation. 
That is, what questions does the SEJ need to answer in order to make the best possible decisions about our future. “What business are we in and what’s the most effective work we can do with the resources we have?”  

Burnside: How do we get gatekeepers to assign more enviro stories? 

Weeks: How doe the SEJ broaden the reach of enviro stories so that they run in other sections? 

Witherspoon: How can SEJ work with other groups to promote enviro journalism? 

King: What brand-awareness does the SEJ have among the enviro non-profit sector? (with an eye toward possibly tapping their funding foundations, assuming they value enviro journalism) 

George: Survey non-members and ask why they aren’t members. 
Ahearn: What programs do we run that our members most value? 

Thomson: What don’t we do that member wish we did? What career needs does SEJ meet and is there a way we can meet those needs with different programs? 

Whetzel: For what type of programs would members pay additional money? 
George: Survey gatekeepers about what engages them. 
Helvarg: How can we leverage more SEJ regional events such as drinks’ night to get more non-members involved?
Fischer: Should we consider re-tooling the conference? Roughly 300-400 members attend, 2/3rds of membership don’t. Is it better to regionalize it, or consider taking it on the road, with IJNR as a model? 
Braxton-Little: Didn’t realize funding crisis was so dire. Need to figure out how to let membership know this – that it’s been building and is now critical. 
Parke: Surprised no one has asked that we survey members re new media/technology. What’s being done, what should we do? 

Lunch

Committee discussions
Agenda item 6: Committee Reports 
Future conference sites:
Fischer says things are suddenly looking better than expected. While he confirms that U of Washington proposal fell through for 2013, says UC, Davis is very excited and encouraging. Should know if they are serious by Feb 14. 
Other new leads for 2013: 

Indiana University-Purdue University 

U of Tennessee (interested as an alternative for 2013, but not interested in getting into a bidding war)

Leads for 2014: 

Letter intent from consortium of 5 different colleges in Canton, Ohio. Biggest issue is where to host members. Henry and Hopey will investigate. 
Colorado State University sent letter of intent. Huge campus in Fort Collins. Carolyn suggests we meet on their campus for spring meeting. 

Washington, DC is a potential. Problem is that we’ve never found single university to host us and it would be very expensive. Possibility of one big conference but breaking it up into four or five tracks (ie. international enviro policy track, energy and enviro track, etc), and having a different institution host each one. 
Programs: 

Fairley outlines various potentially-fundable programs that committee and others helped brainstorm. (see attached) Pro-Publica model most controversial. 
Finance:

Hopey says members solicited names for fundraising subcommittee, invites board to suggest folks too. King has agreed to chair subcommittee. 
Membership: 

Burnside says each committee member will have email ready to go with attachments and text that we customize to reach out to potential members. Discussed using Joe Davis’s lists for mining new members. 
Committee recommends having membership committee take over main responsibility for vetting members, using staff as resource for expertise for complicated matters, rather than the other way around. 

Burnside offers motion to increase fees to $70 per year, add $10 to student membership fee, have Canadian members pay the same as US ones. And offer a limited period of time during which current members are offered $60/ per year membership. 
Thomson offers friendly amendment that membership be informed of increase in context. Burnside accepts. 

George seconds
Passes 

Thomson opposes
 Agenda item 7: Other business, general discussion

Hopey rallies the troops to go forth and fundraise. Find grant-makers in your area with a google search. They are out there, find them. He’ll set up a whiteboard on basecamp for board members to populate with potential funders, contacts, what level board members have advanced contact, etc. 
Carolyn welcomes Chris Bowman, Joe Barr of Capitol Public Radio. Also SEJ advisory board member and IJNR trustee Rick Rodriguez. 

Bowman and Barr welcome SEJ board to Davis and look forward to seeing members at evening reception co-hosted with Sacramento Bee and UC Davis. 

Rodriguez expresses support for Allen’s alliance proposal. 

Board discusses Colorado State, Fort Collins as next board meeting venue. 

Burnside moves for adjournment at 5:04 pm. 

Weeks seconds

Passes unanimously 

