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VCSU: WhatWaits
in the Aftermath

of Budget Cuts

By Ashley Limesand
trnews2(@times-
online.com

Valley City State Uni-
versity, like the 11 other
North Dakota University
System institutions, spent
the first five months of
2017 keeping an eye on the
budget status, gathering
ideas, vetting and priori-
tizing those ideas, recom-
mending the best solutions,
leaving time for open com-
ments from those affected,
and finally making the de-
cision on how to best re-
duce its $25 million budget
for the 2017-2-19 biennium
by 20 percent.

Although the process
was tedious, methodical,
and often took a lot of
courage, Director of Mar-
keting and Communica-
tions, Greg Vanney states
simply, “We are not happy
to have had to go through
this process, but we are not
coming out of it complain-
ing or thinking this is such
a tough lot in life we have
to lead here at VCSU.

“We are very proud of
this institution and proud
of the people and what
we have been able to do,
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and looking forward to
continuing to do what we
do.”

VCSU President Tisa
Mason agrees with Van-
ney and explains how
VCSU tried to remain true
to what they do throughout
this budget cut process.

To start, Mason de-
scribes, “We set up a pro-
cess that really involved
campus and gave opportu-
nity and high encourage-
ment for everyone to be
involved in the process.
That was really important,
but that also created a lot
of transparency which
sometimes is very chal-
lenging.

“Everybody thinks they
want to know what is go-
ing on, but you know the
saying, ‘Sometimes you
really just don’t want to
know how the sausage is
being made.””

While Mason kept an
eye on the status of the
legislative session, govern-
ment leaders from the fac-
ulty, staff, and student sen-
ates were asked to create a
process emphasizing what
worked previously and im-
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New National Guard Facility in
Valley Clty Dedicated Thursday

By Heidi Harris

treditor(@times-
online.com

North Dakota National
Guard members were
joined by local, state and
national officials Thurs-
day for a dedication
ceremony at the Valley
City-based 231st Brigade
Support Battalion’s new
vehicle maintenance fa-
cility and unheated ve-
hicle storage facility.

The dedication cere-
mony began with speech-
es by guests followed by
a ribbon cutting, refresh-
ments and tours.

Col. Clark Johnson,
director of facilities en-
gineering, began the pro-
gram by saying, “These
facilities support field
level maintenance and
repair of the North Da-
kota National Guard’s
tactical equipment.”

He added that the facil-
ity takes advantage of an
energy efficient heating
and cooling system and
has efficient plumbing
and lighting.

Other speakers includ-
ed U.S. Sen. John Ho-
even, Lt. Gov. Brent San-
ford, Valley City Mayor
Dave Carlsrud, Maj. Gen.

Alan Dohrmann, North Heidi Heitkamp’s office

Dakota National Guard

and Rick Collin of U.S.

adjutant general, Megan Rep. Kevin Cramer’s of-

Edwardson of U.S. Sen.

fice.

Heidi Harris/Times-Record
U.S. Sen. John Hoeven was one of the speakers at the dedication
ceremony for the North Dakota National Guard’s new vehicle main-
tenance shop and unheated enclosed vehicle storage facility in Val-
ley City. The $12 million project broke ground in June 2015 and
now will service the vehicles and equipment of the North Dakota
National Guard’s 231st Brigade Support Battalion.

Hoeven said, “There’s
no question hands down
that we have the absolute
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Farm Rescue Helps Sanborn Family

Farm Rescue’s team Ken (left), Kenneth, Levi, Lincoln (in front), and Kyle, along with Jim
Berntson of the Sanborn Fire Department and Ron Rogers stand together before heading to
the field to plant 550 acres of crops.

By Ashley Limesand

trnews2(@times-
online.com

On May 26 just south-
west of Sanborn, N.D.
Kent and Connie Letten-
maier welcomed Farm
Rescue’s help in planting
their 550 acres of land af-
ter Kent’s unfortunate fall
leaving him with a broken

right arm, fractured ribs,
and an inability to get his
crops in on time.

After the accident, Con-
nie says she contacted
Farm Rescue.

When the day arrived
for them to come and she
had to help them find the
place she recalls, “When
they were coming up from
Dickey and I had to show

them how to get here, as
soon as I saw the tractors
I was emotional. It’s been
very emotional.”

Levi Wielenga, Farm
Rescue’s Equipment Spe-
cialist and Team Manager,
says this reaction is some-
thing he has seen before.

“Yeah, it is like a huge
weight, like ‘how are we
going to do this?” And

now it is okay. It is going
to happen. It is going to
get done,” Wielenga de-
scribes.

Wielenga details the
Lettenmaier’s  situation
stating, “You have got a
four week window and if
you don’t get (the crop)
in you are not going to
make it, and if you don’t
get ahold of custom seed-

ers early enough they are
booked until it is not good
to seed anymore.”

That is where Farm Res-
cue steps in to help.

Farm Rescue has been
“bridging crisis” in agri-
cultural communities for
11 years and has helped
over 420 families during
that time. The program be-
gan in North Dakota and
has expanded into South
Dakota, Minnesota, lowa,
Eastern Montana, and
most recently Nebraska.

Farm Rescue can help
farmers with planting,
harvesting, haying, hay
moving, commodity haul-
ing, and most recently
added livestock feeding.

Wielenga says the orga-
nization is always looking
for ways to expand and
grow because “If you are
not growing, you are dy-
ing, so you have only got
one choice.”

As for who Farm Rescue
helps, Wielenga explains,
“So our goal is to bridge
crisis. We don’t want to be
a handout, we don’t want
to enable.

“We want to help an
operation so the next gen-
eration can continue to
farm,” he further states,
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“We want to see more
sustainable small farmers
that are in operation, and
so we consider ourselves
a bridge over crisis and
we try to help people in
crisis to bridge that gap to
continue valuable opera-
tions.”

This includes coming
in to help during times
of major injury (such as
Kent’s case), illness, or
natural disaster.

About 50 percent of the
time Farm Rescue gets
connected with those in
need through a family
member Wielenga says,
and the other 50 percent it
might be through a volun-
teer or a business.

Wielenga’s love for the
organization he works for
is evident and he makes
sure to recognize all his
coworkers for their work
as well as Bill Gross,
President and Founder and
Reuben Liechty, Director,
but even more than that
he takes time to stress the
importance of the organi-
zation’s over 250 sponsors,
almost 1,000 volunteers
from around the world,
and of course the fami-

lies.

Farm Rescue comes into
alocation, usually in teams
of four, bringing their own
equipment, sponsored by
RDO Equipment Compa-
ny, and their own trucks,
sponsored by three North
Dakota branches of Chev-
rolet, and they spend any-
where from one to three
days helping the farmer.

In this case that involved
planting 550 acres of land.
Wielenga says in planting
season Farm Rescue will
plant up to 1,000 acres
free of charge for a family
farmer in crisis, and any-
thing above that they will
plant for a custom rate to
account for added wear
and tear of equipment.

Besides Wielenga, the
crew helping Lettenma-
ier’s included Kenneth
from Ky., Kyle from Moor-
head, Minn., and Ken from
Omaha, Neb..

Farm Rescue is always
looking for more volun-
teers, stating that two-
thirds of their volunteers
are retired farmers, and
one-third are just guys
who “grew up farming and
have it in their blood.” Vol-
unteers are asked to com-
mit at least a week of time
and pay for their flight,
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Connie Lettenmaier family put crops in the ground.

but once they arrive other
costs are covered.

Besides the “incredibly
fun toys” Wielenga says
volunteers also will ex-
perience “the camraderie
and the feeling of when
you give you get back.

“It is a beautiful thing
God has built in us that the

more you give the more
you receive. It really at-
tracts some incredible
people and I have been
honored to know most of
the volunteers that come
year after year.”

He concludes, “It brings
a lot of meaning to a lot of
guys lives. | know when [

follow up they find a lot of
fulfillment and a lot of joy.
There is nothing wrong
with that.”

Connie thanks Farm
Rescue sincerely, and also
thanks the Sanborn Fire
Department for their help
and participation and oth-
ers locally who have made

Ashley Limesand/Times-Record

helped the Kent and

an effort to help.

She concludes, “It has
really been kind of a com-
munity effort.”

For more information on
Farm Rescue go to farm-
rescue.org, call 1-701-252-
2017, or email info@farm-
rescue.org.
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proving on what hadn’t.
With the process used this
time around VCSU hopes
to engage the community
earlier giving them more
involvement and input.

Everyone on campus
was encouraged to sub-
mit different ideas on how
to make the necessary
cuts. After receiving over
250 ideas the leadership
team then treated all ideas
equally and vetted them
with what data was avail-
able to collect to deter-
mine which were the most
feasible.

VCSU’s cabinet, minus
Mason, then took the op-
tions and prioritized them
before making a recom-
mendation that was pre-
sented to President Mason
and then presented to all
those involved. Students,
faculty and staff were
given a little more than
a week to comment and
work through their issues

with  opportunities for
face-to-face  discussions
with Mason.

“We made a commit-
ment early on to really
communicate with the
students and we had prin-
ciples in terms of really
doing everything we could
to not impact the student
experience as well as stu-
dent enrollment to the best
of our ability,” Mason af-
firms.

When students and fac-
ulty were hearing stories
of other campus’ students
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finding out their program
or their sport had been cut,
Mason made sure to tell
her constituents that they
would hear directly from
her if they were to be ef-
fected and that she would
do her best to make adjust-
ments.

After making $5 million
in necessary cuts, Ma-
son said only 20 positions
were eliminated, with
only six being reduction
in force and the rest being
early retirements or elimi-
nated vacancies, 26 posi-
tions impacted through
reorganization, and there
was no elimination of any
academic program or ath-
letic team.

Mason explains, “You
can’t get through a big re-
duction without losing po-
sitions and it is very hard
when you are a smaller in-
stitution because we don’t
have wiggle room. We are
already generalists and we
already have people hav-
ing to do multiple tasks
within a job.”

Besides the lost posi-
tions, those who are being
reorganized are having to
do different tasks within
their job description than
before as programs and
departments grow more
efficient.

Mason further adds,
“One of the things that we
did, and the things I am
most proud of is we were
able to work with our stu-
dents and not eliminate
any academic programs or
any athletic teams.”

She does say that the
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theater minor was put on
hold for three years, which
wasn’t desirable, but the
six students in the minor
were given a year to finish
if they wished and VCSU
was able to work with
the educational standards
board to give teacher edu-
cation students an oppor-
tunity to pursue a theatre
endorsement.

Other cuts include a pro-
cess to eliminate Myfolio,
a platform used in educa-
tion by students and fac-
ulty that charges a user fee
per individual resulting in
substantial savings. Also
other IT efficiencies and
consolidations with online
services through renego-
tiations of contracts.

Mason says there were
reductions in student la-
bor, travel, and other mis-
cellaneous areas where
operations could be made
more efficient. As was a
state concern when the
legislature was in session,
revenue was looked at as
well.

A one day furlough, or a
day without pay, was con-
sidered as an option in the
reduction as well, but at
the last minute was deter-
mined unnecessary.

“We always budget con-
servatively on a flat enroll-
ment, but we have contin-
ued to be blessed really
with enrollment growth,”
Mason explains. VCSU’s
summer enrollment was
again a record enrollment
and fall enrollment is also
looking promising.

She concludes, “In the
end other than the minor
that we had six students
in all of our programs are
fully operational and not
one athletic team got cut.
So there should be no im-
pact on enrollment nega-
tively.”

When asked how stu-
dents, staff and faculty
responded to the changes,
Mason replied, “People
came in and I think they
were honest. We talked
through some  things,
some things I had to say
no to, but mostly we were
able to get to solutions and
I have not really heard
more than that in terms of
concerns.”

Vanney adds, “I think
people were worried that

it was going to be much
worse. We are obviously
concerned because we
know some of the people
that were affected, you
know nobody feels good
about that, but I think in
the end that people were
accepting of the notion
that something has to
change.

“Even some of the peo-
ple who were affected, you
know, it takes courage to
say, ‘I know it is affecting
me but [ understand that a
change needed to happen
to make this work.” So I
think in that regard people
have gotten on board with
the decision making and I
think that is a function of
the process that we were
able to utilize.”

Compared to other cam-
puses, VCSU’s approach
may seem long, but Mason
describes it as methodical
and while some might see
that as an advantage to get
the best solution Mason
also recognizes that it is
hard.

“When you are hearing
your positions, depart-
ments, programs, and the
priorities on the list of 250
things it is a pretty hum-
bling experience and it
takes courage to be part
of that conversation and
do that with dignity and
community with people,”
Mason describes.

She continues, “I think
overall there was pain,
but I think we rose to the
challenge. I think that is
the kind of institution this
is. We are innovative, and
nimble, and we are strong,
and we are a vibrant insti-
tution. We will continue
to serve the state of North
Dakota and in particular
our students.

“l am pretty proud of
everyone in getting us
through this.”

Mason did recognize
that they state legislation,
while in session, had “Ex-
traordinary positive re-
actions” to wards VCSU
and made it clear that “we
didn’t get cut because we
weren’t doing well, but
we got cut because there
wasn’t any money.”

During the legislative
session rumors continued
to float around about the
possibility of losing some

NDUS institutions.

Although currently out
of the woods, when asked
if this was a concern in
future legislative session
Mason says simply, “Of all
the things I lose sleep over,
Valley City State Univer-
sity closing is not one of
them. I just don’t see it
happening. I think that we
are going to continue to
thrive.”

As for preparing for the
future Vanney and Mason
say they are closely moni-
toring the market, partici-
pating in interim legisla-
tive studies, continuing
to look at efficiencies to
make “data-informed de-
cisions”, and they will fo-
cus on expanding enroll-
ment in appropriate ways
“that will continue to give
us elasticity as well.” Ma-
son says the foundation,
consisting of alumni, busi-
nesses, and friends of the
university, despite eco-
nomic struggles, continues
to grow and demonstrate
their support.

If they should have to
go through the process
again, Vanney adds, they
at least now have a place to
start with their list of 250
ideas.

As for increasing reve-
nue, the institution, like all
institutions, is required to
raise tuition four percent,
but Mason says despite
that increase they hope to
continue to find ways “to
keep this institution an af-
fordable, accessible insti-
tution for our students.”

One such way the cam-
pus hopes to increase their
revenue and keep costs af-
fordable is through utiliz-
ing its new heating plant
by BETA testing a new
technology allowing the
campus to use the steam
from the plant to produce
activated carbon, a prod-
uct in high demand and in
low supply.

Mason explains, “The
heat plant is going to give
us an opportunity to cre-
ate an independent stream
of revenue which has the
potential of being a game
changer for Valley City
State University.”

She continues, “With the
pro forma that they have
designed, even with our
expenses and paying back

the revenue bond, during
that ten year period of that
payoff, while we pay off
and pay our expenses we
will bring in an additional
$2.5 million of revenue
and after that it could go
from $4.5 million or high-
er in projected revenue for
the institution.

“This will give us more
elasticity to absorb any
cuts and more importantly
invest in the infrastruc-
ture of the campus with
deferred maintenance and
innovative strategic priori-
ties for the institution.”

According to Vanney
and Mason activated car-
bon is in high demand
and the market is steady
and rapidly expanding so
the potential for growth is
large and could lead into
countless  opportunities
for research and expansion
into other kinds of energy
sources.

Currently about 40 per-
cent of VCSU’s budget is
state appropriations, while
31 percent is from student
tuition and fees, 116 per-
cent is from gifts, grants,
and other, and the remain-
ing 13 percent is from aux-
iliary enterprises (ex. book
store funds, etc.).

Even with these exciting
new opportunities, VCSU
still hopes to put a focus
enrollment and the stu-
dents.

Vanney concludes, “Be-
cause of out enrollment
growth over time we have
been able to cushion our-
selves a little bit from
some of the negative im-
pact of the cuts in state
appropriations. So the way
that we have prepared go-
ing forward is to continue
to work really hard to pro-
vide a place where people
want to go to school and
that is a community ef-
fort.

“Everybody pitches in
or we all row.”

Mason agrees, adding
about this entire process
over the last five months,
“Again, we have people
coming together, thinking
collectively, which I think
empowers and creates
more ideas. You know,
that is how we are able
to survive and actually I
think thrive, which I know
we will do.”
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