



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING

DATE:

February 4, 2009
TIME:

10:30 a.m.
PLACE:
Louisiana Retirement Systems Building

Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr., Commission and Authority Chair, called the joint meeting of the Executive Committees to order at 10:46 a.m.

The following members of the Commission’s Executive Committee were present:



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.



Dr. Sandra Harper



Mr. Jimmy Long





The following member was absent:



Mr. Tony Clayton



Three members were present and this did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Mr. Chas Roemer and Mr. Joe Wiley, effecting a quorum.


The following members of the Authority’s Executive Committee were present:



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Mr. Jimmy Long



Dr. Sandra Harper



Ms. Barbara Baier



Mr. John Williams


Five members were present for a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne also temporarily appointed Mr. Michael Murphy and Dr. Larry Tremblay.


Also present:



Ms. Christy Marchand



Ms. Chris Sonnier - LAICU

The following staff members were present:   



Ms. Melanie Amrhein



Mr. Brock Avery

Dr. Sujuan Boutte’

Ms. Devlin Clark

Mr. Kelvin Deloch

Mr. George Eldredge

Ms. Terri Finley
Mr. Jack Hart

Ms. Mary Jane Lange

Ms. Robyn Lively

Ms. Suzan Manuel

Mr. Jason McCann

Ms. Staci Morel

Mr. Richard Omdal

Ms. Deborah Paul

Mr. David Roberts

Ms. Alice Thibodeaux

Mr. Gus Wales

Ms. Lynda Whittington
Under Introductions and Announcements, Mr. Lavigne welcomed Dr. Tremblay who is a long time staff member of the Board of Regents and Mr. Joe Wiley who is a new member of the Board of Regents.  Ms. Amrhein recognized two employees that have recently retired from the agency.  Ms. Juanita Rougeau was the Director of the Scholarship and Grants Division for twelve years and Ms. Agnes Bickham who had 29 years of state service and eight years at the agency as the Human Resource Director.  Ms. Rougeau also served in education for 20 years as a teacher and teacher supervisor prior to coming to the agency.  Ms. Amrhein stated they will be missed; however, their retirements are well deserved.  Mr. Lavingne noted that neither Ms. Rougeau nor Ms. Bickham could be present at this meeting and that the Commission hopes to recognize them at a later meeting.  Ms. Amrhein then introduced Mr. Jason McCann who was the Human Resource Supervisor and has promoted to the Human Resource Director position.  Ms. Amrhein also introduced Ms. Deborah Paul who has been appointed to the Director of Scholarship and Grants position.  Ms. Amrhein noted that Ms. Paul worked at the agency twelve years ago in the Public Information Division, then worked in the Financial Aid offices at LSU and Southern University, and most recently as a compliance officer at Southern University.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the agency is very glad to have these two new Directors.

The minutes of the November 25 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Dr. Harper made a motion for approval.  Mr. Wiley seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Under Program Updates Mr. David Roberts, Assistant Executive Director for Marketing and Outreach, provided an update on the College Goal Sunday event scheduled for February 15, 2009.  Mr. Roberts noted that four new sites have been added this year and registration for this event has doubled what it was for last year.  Mr. Roberts then briefed the members on a new College/Middle School partnership program. The pilot schools will be LSU and Capitol Middle School and will begin in April.  Once the successful pilot is completed we will duplicate this partnership program throughout the state.  Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Roberts to give a brief description of the College Goal Sunday event for the benefit of the new members.  Mr. Roberts explained that it is a free event which is designed to help students and families complete the FAFSA form.   
           Dr. Boutte’ presented the START updates.  She stated that despite the market last year, the START program fared well.  In looking at the cumulative totals, Dr. Boutte’ stated that even though more accounts were closed in 2008 as compared to 2007, more accounts were opened in 2008 than in 2007 with a greater amount of net accounts, deposits, and disbursements.  The Louisiana Principal Protection Option continues to be the option most chosen due to it being 100% invested in fixed earnings.  Dr. Boutte’ noted that several START account owners have called requesting to put “new” money or future contributions into the Louisiana Principal Protection Option even though they have invested previously in other options.  She explained that an account owner can change investment options; however, all monies both “old” and “new” would be invested in the new option.  By law, the START account owners cannot self manage their funds.  The advice the staff is giving to account owners who are inquiring about this is if they are married, have the spouse open a new account choosing the Louisiana Principal Protection option.  Mr. Lavigne also added that initially when this program began there was no option to invest in equities.  One of the early criticisms in the Wall Street Journal was that Louisiana’s program provided no equity options.  The Louisiana Principal Protection Option was the original investment option and is managed by the Treasurer’s Office.  The returns have been very good during the span of this program.  In addition, there are no fees charged to the account owners.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the average annual returns and noted that the Principal Protection Option has had very strong, consistent returns.


Mr. Hart reviewed the financial statements.  He discussed the assets of the operating fund and federal fund.  Mr. Hart stated that claims since the spring of 2007 are being paid by the Educational Credit Management Corporation (ECMC) under an agreement with ECMC and the Department of Education.  The agency will not resume paying claims and collecting reinsurance until October 2009.  Mr. Hart explained that the agency’s Reserve Ratio is .62 percent which is well above the .25 percent required by the Department.  Ms. Amrhein added that the federal fund is funded through the federal default fee.  Every borrower that takes out a student loan pays a 1 percent fee that goes into the federal fund.  Ms. Amrhein explained that since 1999 the fee was waived by most agencies.  About three years ago the law was changed, and the fee must be paid either by the borrower or a third party.  Since that time the state appropriated 4.5 million dollars for two subsequent years and a third year appropriated 3.8 million dollars to allow the agency to pay that fee for the borrower.  Although 3.8 million dollars that was appropriated for this year, the agency was able to keep only $700.000.00 because the rest was taken in the mid-year budget cuts.  Ms. Amrhein explained that all of the appropriated money has been transferred in the federal fund and has been accumulating.  Based on the agency’s projections, there should be sufficient funds to pay the fee for students through the 2009-10 academic year.  Ms. Amrhein noted that if the agency does not receive new appropriations to fund the fee, borrowers will have to pay the fee beginning in the 2010-11 academic year.  

Ms. Amrhein discussed the agency’s loan volume.  She explained that the guaranteed loan volume – net of cancellations is calculated on a monthly basis.  The report shows that in December the agency was 108 percent over the projection.  The loan volume is continuing to exceed last year’s numbers and meeting the projections.  Ms. Amrhein pointed out the report that gives the loan volumes both monthly and cumulative broken down by each school.  


Ms. Amrhein presented a letter from Steve Theriot, Louisiana Legislative Auditor, dated October 14, 2008.  Ms. Amrhein explained that this letter closes out the 2007 START audit, which had no findings. 


Ms. Amrhein presented a letter to Mike Michot, Chairman of the Joint Legislative Committee on the Budget.  The agency was charged with providing quarterly updates on  Go Grant funding.  The letter is followed by the second quarterly report of the Louisiana Go Grant.  Ms. Amrhein stated that this report has gone to the committee; however, the agency has not been questioned as of yet by the committee.  Ms. Amrhein noted that she has talked to the legislative fiscal staff and it appears that it will be next month before they will meet to discuss the Go Grant.  Ms. Amrhein stated that this works out well because by that time the agency will have better numbers to project what to expect for the spring semester.  She stated that the numbers in the current report are very preliminary because not all of the fall billings have been turned in.  Based on the current figures and assuming that the schools that haven’t billed will bill soon and based on what they did last fall, Ms. Amrhein stated that the Go Grant could be 2-3 million dollars short.  However, based on conversations with the Board of Regents and their conversations with the University system heads, it appears that the schools will be taking care of any Go Grant payments that cannot be made through the appropriation.  

Dr. Boutte’ discussed the Go Grant and compared last academic year to this academic year.  The current update of January 29, 2009 shows a 12,663 unduplicated SSN count for the year is through the present.  The agency has already exceeded the unduplicated SSN totals for last year and the agency has not received all the fall semester billings.  Dr. Boutte’ noted that participation in the program has increased significantly from last year.  Dr. Boutte’ explained the expenditures are broken down by school type with significant increases in the public sector institutions, technical schools, community colleges, and  the private LAICU schools.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the 2008-2009 Go Grant Estimates.  The current estimate shows actual fall term billings to date.  The corrected estimate uses the current estimate but adds a correction for schools that have not billed or are suspected of having partially billed.  


Dr. Boutte’ discussed the bulletin that went out to College and University Auditors, Business Offices, Chancellors, Financial Aid Offices and Registrars, LAICU Auditors, Business Offices, Chancellors, Financial Aid Offices and Registrars, Technical School Deans and Technical School Personnel on January 12, 2009.  This bulletin gives an update on the Early Start program and informs everyone that Early Start exhausted its four million dollar appropriation as of the fall semester.  This bulletin also states that the University System Heads have agreed to continue serving students through the Early Start program for Spring 2009.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that the second part of the bulletin is a notice that the Go Grant billing deadline for the fall is February 4, 2009. It also explains the consequences of not billing on time. The bulletin also gives notice that the spring semester deadline is March 20, 2009.   Dr. Boutte’ discussed the next bulletin which went out to the schools informing them of the cessation of retroactive Go Grant payments.  Dr. Boutte’ stressed that the agency has exercised due diligence by informing the schools of the deadlines so there should be no confusion.  Mr. Long asked how much it would take to have Go Grant fully funded for the summer?  Dr. Boutte’ stated it would take $369,000.00.  Dr. Tremblay stated that the Board of Regents staff is on the phone almost daily with the agency’s staff and have worked very hard in ensuring that the schools are informed as to the procedures and what to expect in the future.  


Ms. Amrhein discussed letters written to Dr. Clausen and the Commissioner of Administration, Angele Davis.  These letters were written by the Chairman following a meeting with the Division of Administration regarding the mid-year budget cuts.  Questions were asked about what would happen if there were to be a shortfall in the TOPS program.  Mr. Lavigne stated there is some potential liability to the state if TOPS is not available.  

Ms. Amrhein noted that in 2006 our agency was placed on a management plan by the Department of Education because our reserve ratio had dropped below the required .25 basis points.  She stated the plan is ongoing and the Department asked for two additional reports.  This update is the second of those reports.  Ms. Amrhein stated that she feels that the agency’s responses to the issues will satisfy the Department and they will release the agency from the management plan.  Ms. Amrhrein stated that in the last correspondence she received, the Department indicated it would wait until the agency was no longer under the Memorandum of Understanding with Educational Credit Management Corporation (ECMC) and then evaluate how the agency does on its own.  


   
Under Old Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of Final Rule to Amend Sections 305, 309, 311 of the START Saving Program Rules to clarify the trade date; consider publication of Final Rule to add Chapter 16 to the Scholarship/Grant Program Rules to implement the Health Care Loan Forgiveness Program as established in the Memorandum of Understanding between the Commission and the Board of Regents.; consider publication of Final Rule to Amend Sections 103, 301, 504, 701, 703, 803, 1001, 1401, 1403, 1405, 1409, 1413, 1415, 1417, 1705, and 1901 to implement Acts 460, 652, and 754 of the 2008 Regular Session of the Louisiana Legislature and to Amend Chapter 14 to rename the Dual Enrollment Program as the Early Start Program; to amend the initial eligibility requirements; to provide definitions for Career Area of Concentration, Census Day, and LAICU; and to add LAICU Members to the Postsecondary Institutions authorized to participate in the program.  Mr. Long made an en globo motion for approval.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

Under New Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee receive and approve Advisory Committee Minutes of November 13, 2008.  Mr. Roemer made a motion for approval.  Mr. Murphy seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Under New Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider and act upon requests for exception to the TOPS regulatory provisions that require students to enroll full-time, to remain continuously enrolled, and to earn at least 24 credit hours during the academic year.  Staff recommended approval of requests submitted by Katrina (6346), Klayton (1837), Analicia (7024), Lauren (9475), Tia (3681), Todd (3228).  There were no recommendations for denial.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee receive response from Executive Director regarding request of Delgado Community College to not seek recoupment of Go Grant Awards made to ineligible students during the 2008-2009 academic year.  This agenda item had been previously deferred at the August 22, 2008 meeting.  Ms. Amrhein explained that Delgado Community College assumed they had miscalculated and overpaid a number of students based on that calculation and were asking for forgiveness.  She stated that in the packet there is a Legislative Audit report which shows no findings for the Financial Aid Programs at Delgado.  The agency also conducted its own review which found that Delgado had not miscalculated the cost gap for last year but were miscalculating it for this year.  There were no over awards made last year and the agency found the discrepancy this year in time for Delgado to correct the awards for this current year.  Mr. Murphy made a motion to receive the report and close the matter.  Mr. Wiley seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the release of a request for proposals soliciting a contractor to develop and execute an advertising and public relations campaign that would inform the public and promote enrollment in Louisiana’s Student Tuition Assistance and Revenue Trust (START) Saving Program.  Mr. Eldredge stated that the appropriation to market and advertise for START is small.  He explained that the agency has had a number of different contractors provide their expertise in this area.  The current contract will expire at the end of this state fiscal year and the agency would like to get an early start to ensure a contract is in place when the new fiscal year begins.  Mr. Eldredge explained that the agency is asking for approval to go through request for proposal process to identify the best vendor.  Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Eldredge if he is asking for approval to release a Request for Proposals (RFP) to assess what is out on the market based on the RFP that is prepared.  Mr. Eldredge confirmed that is the request.  Ms. Baier had questions regarding the timeline for the RFP submission.  Mr. Eldredge explained the process and the timeline involved in submission and selection of a contractor.  Mr. Wiley asked if the Commission members would be apprised of how the process is going in selecting a contractor.  He also asked about past advertising and how successful that advertising has been.  Mr. Lavigne stated that these are valid questions that have been asked in the past.  He stated that is one of the reasons Dr. Boutte’ was discussing the increase and participation in the START program because it is in direct response to the questions she has been asked in the past from the Commission members.  Mr. Eldredge added that the agency is working and implementing internal marketing strategies as well.  Mr. Eldredge also asked Mr. Wiley to be involved in the process of interviewing and selecting a new contractor.  Mr. Wiley stated that he would be very interested in doing so.  Mr. Lavigne thanked Mr. Wiley for his questions and stated that he encourages the Commission members to ask questions and be involved.  Dr. Tremblay added that the agency should be prepared to explain and defend using state funds to advertise for START because questions will be raised.  Dr. Harper also added that determining how advertising directly affects the end result is very hard to gauge because different things resonate with different people.  Ms. Amrhein stated that START is the “best kept secret” in Louisiana due to limited marketing dollars but the agency will continue to be diligent in getting the word out and promoting the START Saving Program.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Ms. Baier seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 1903 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to add a federally mandated requirement that eligible students must be notified that LEAP Grants are state and federally funded.  Mr. Long made a motion for approval.  Mr. Roemer seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 2103 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to clarify when a student is considered to be enrolled full time when the student is enrolled in less than twelve semester hours or less than eight term hours.  Mr. Eldredge stated the statute provides that the student has to enroll full time but left the definition of full time to the Commission.  The Commission determined that as a general rule the student must be enrolled either twelve hours in a semester school or eight hours in a term school.  Mr. Eldredge explained that this left some students at a disadvantage, i.e., students in clinicals who are considered full time by the school but are not taking twelve hours.  The Commission provided in its rules a student who is considered full time by the school, will be considered full time.  The Commission rules also provide that if a student is in their last semester before graduation, less than twelve hours is considered full time.  The Commission also provided in rule that a student is full time if less than twelve hours or eight hours is needed to complete a “specified course of study or clinical program”.  Mr. Eldredge explained that what is being requested is to provide some definitions as to what a “specified course of study or a clinical program” entails to provide guidance to the schools so that they will code these students full time, which will ensure that these students do not lose their award.  A motion was made by Ms. Baier for approval.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  Mr. Lavigne asked that the agency work with the Financial Aid Officers and bring this matter to the Advisory Committee for input.  Mr. Lavigne also stated that the agency has 90 days before Final Rule and this gives the agency time to make any necessary adjustments in wording if needed. 

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 305 of the START Saving Program rules to allow START account owners to change their investment option two times during the 2009 calendar year and amendment of the current contract with Innovative Software Solutions to increase the amount of the contract.  Ms. Amrhein explained that this proposal is being brought before the Commission because of the fluctuation in the stock market and the limitation to the START account owners only having the opportunity to change their investment option once per year.  Mr. Eldredge explained that when 529 programs began the rules did not allow changing the investment option.  The IRS changed this requirement to allow owners to change their investment option once per calendar year.  The agency’s rules say the investment option can be changed once per twelve month period which has the same result except that once per calendar year means that an owner could change the option in December and again in January.  Mr. Eldredge stated that current guidance from the IRS gives the option to change investment options two times during the calendar year of 2009.  The request is to extend the same option to the START account owners.  Mr. Eldredge explained that to do this it will take some programming that will involve increasing the amount of the Innovative Software Solutions contract.  He also stated an additional increase in the amount of the contract could allow the agency to make some changes to the software that would benefit the account owners.  Mr. Wiley asked how the account owners will know of this change.  Ms. Amrhein stated that a notice can be put on the agency’s website, a notice can be included with the account owner’s annual statements that go out in March, and it will be published in the Starting Line newsletter.  Mr. Wiley made a motion for approval.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider Budget Adjustment 09 #01 and 09 #02 for Fiscal Year 2008-2009.  Mr. Lavigne stated that these have been prepared pursuant to an Executive Order by the Governor.  Mr. Lavigne stated that these adjustments were required.  One of which required the agency to freeze six position.  The second Executive Order reduced the funding appropriated to pay the 1% Federal Default Fee by $3,121.365.  Mr. Murphy made an en globo motion for approval.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee receive Strategic Priority Plan prepared per directive from the Office of Planning and Budget to reduce LOSFA’s 2009-10 budget by up to $36,712,290.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the letter dated January 14, 2009 from the Office of Planning and Budget asked that the agency prepare a Strategic Priority Plan based on a strategic level of funding.  The level of funding presented to the agency was $92,247,797 which results in a budget cut of $36,712,290.  Ms. Amrhein stated a meeting was held with the Chair and staff to discuss the plan because a cut of this size would definitely impact our financial aid programs.  Ms. Amrhein stated the Office of Planning and Budget asked for one plan; however, after discussion, it was decided that the agency would suggest how this could be approached from different ways affecting programs in different magnitudes.  Ms. Amrhein discussed the different options which will be presented to the Commissioner.  Option A would make equitable cuts to two major programs (Go Grant and TOPS); Option B would eliminate Go Grant Funding and make cuts to LEAP/SLEAP and TOPS; Option C would fully fund Go Grant, eliminate LEAP/SLEAP and make the remaining cuts to TOPS.  Ms. Amrhein noted  that cuts to TOPS would eliminate awards for continuing students, regardless of their matriculating status, probably into the 21-22 ACT scores.  Ms. Amrhein explained that after the cuts in Option C there would be a twelve million dollar cut to TOPS.  Mr. Lavigne discussed a meeting he had with the Deputy Commissioner for Financial Administration at the Board of Regents, Mr. Donnie Vandal, along with attorneys and other staff.  Mr. Lavigne explained the magnitude of the cuts in this meeting, how it would affect our programs and also brought up the closing of the agency as an option.  Mr. Lavigne stated that these are solutions, not very good solutions, if indeed we have to deal with the reality of a $36,000,000. cut.  Mr. Lavigne stated that Legislature will have a real challenge because of how TOPS has been appropriated for all of these years.  Mr. Wiley asked if the three options were presented as one plan or separate plans.  Ms. Amrhein stated the agency submitted these options to the Office of Planning and Budget in the Division of Administration.  The Commissioner and the Division of Administration will actually make the decision.  Ms. Amrhein stated that she did not want the agency to be in the position of specifying the program to be cut.  Mr. Wiley asked why we offered three solutions instead of the one that was requested.  Ms. Amrhein stated again that the agency did not want to be in the position of specifying programs to be cut.  Mr. Lavigne interjected and stated that he takes responsibility for the plan being presented in this manner.  Mr. Lavigne reiterated that to take these types of cuts is not workable, it simply cannot be done.  Dr. Tremblay added that what this approach does is show that the agency has looked at this every possible way and if this comes through to fruition it will change the culture of financial aid in Louisiana.  Mr. Long added that a lot of changes can be made from now until the end of the legislative session.  He noted that the Legislature can use some of the rainy day fund if revenues fall below last year.  Ms. Amrhein stated that she would be very surprised if any of the three plans ended up as the result.  Dr. Tremblay made a motion for approval.  Mr. Murphy seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.   
There being no further business, Mr. Wiley made a motion to adjourn at 12:40 p.m.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  
APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman
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