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In December 2021, Sarah Long, as Chair of StaƯ Council, and I, as President of the Faculty 
Assembly, were in our monthly meeting with then-Chancellor Venkat Reddy when he 
said something like, “I’m really worried about rising costs. I’m afraid they are going to 
make it very hard to balance our budgets.”  I wasn’t really sure what he meant at the 
time, but I now know his words were prophetic. 

The Higher Education Price Index (HEPI) tracks the costs that institutions of higher 
education need to fulfill their mission to produce an inflation rate (change in prices from 
one year to the next) for higher education, as opposed to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) 
we are used to seeing as a measure of overall inflation. When Chancellor Reddy was 
speaking to Sarah and me, the HEPI index for the prior year (i.e., FY 2021, the most recent 
report) showed an inflation rate of 7%.  We didn’t know it yet, but the HEPI for FY 22 
would be 6.5%.  The annual rate has moderated somewhat since then but our increases 
in mandatory costs (like faculty promotion pay, classified staƯ salary, benefits, what we 
pay to the CU System, debt service costs, utilities, financial aid, library materials costs, 
etc.) remain higher than the new revenue we have to cover those costs each year and 
has prevented us from catching up despite spending reductions in recent years. 

 

The second factor that has contributed to where our budget situation stands today is the 
State of Colorado’s budget limitations.  Even when revenues rise for the state, the 
Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights caps how much of that revenue the state legislature is able to 



spend.  When state-mandated and priority expenditures (such as Medicaid and K–12 
education) exceed available funding, higher education does not receive increases 
suƯicient to oƯset rising costs. 

The Board of Regents, as well as UCCS, is reluctant to increase tuition rates, but we have 
done so regularly in recent years.  Two factors have limited how much we’ve benefitted 
from those increases.  First, our access mission means we have more reason to try to 
keep our tuition rates lower than the other campuses.  The other reason is that whatever 
revenue gains we may have seen from tuition increases have been undercut by 
continuing declines in enrollment. 

 

Some new programs (e.g., Social Work) have brought in additional students, but losses 
in some other areas have been greater than 12.6%.  This decline in campus enrollment, 
and the challenges we have faced in reversing it (although we have slowed it), have 
compounded the challenges of meeting rising costs. 

One reason the gap between revenues and expenses hasn’t narrowed more in the now-
multiple years of cuts is that expenditure reductions in one place have been partially 
oƯset by new spending elsewhere.  The approach this year will be diƯerent.  Only 
spending reductions that are not reallocated to new spending will be “counted” as 
meeting the spending reduction targets. 

By now you have probably seen the numbers.  The plan is to truly reduce spending for next 
year by $11.7 million (about 6 % of existing expenditures) and another $16 million to 



account for the existing expenditures currently being covered with one-time dollars 
over the following three years.  The $11.7 million target for this year is designed to  
allow us to get to a point where we aren’t always playing catch-up to the rising 
expenses. The first $8.4 million of expenditure reductions just allow us to barely balance 
next year’s budget which is what we’ve been doing for the past four or five years. The rest of 
the reduction is to create a margin that allows us to remain ahead of the cost increases. 
You can see on the projections for FY 28-31 that with this margin we should be able 
stay ahead of cost increases without annual cost reductions. However, that still leaves 
us with the $16 million dollar problem. 

 



We have a large amount of ongoing expenses that are currently being covered using 
either reserves or short-term funding from the CU system.  As the system funding runs 
out, we will need to do some combination of:  

1) bring these existing expenses into the budgeted expenditures (AKA, “the base”),  
2) further reduce the campus commitment to these existing expenses (the units 

involved have already been trimming the amount that would have been to moved 
into base), or  

3) discontinue the spending.  Remember that these expenditures are things we want 
to see continued, just like the expenses that are currently base-funded, including 
the salaries of people who work alongside those whose positions are already base-
funded. 

Moving more of the system-funded portion of these expenses to being funded by our 
own reserves is not a feasible long-term strategy (part of the once-system-funded 
expenses have already been picked up by the reserves of the units that house those 
programs).  Fundamentally, reserves are all one-time funds: once they are spent, they 
are gone.  Reserves are mostly made up of budgeted funds not expended in a given year 
(e.g., salary savings from a vacant position).  As budgets have tightened, it’s getting harder 
to have funds to move to reserves at the end of the fiscal year. 

In addition, the spend rate on reserves in some units has increased substantially as 
other one-time sources have ended.  We also have only the amount in designated 
emergency reserves (to temporarily cover a large enrollment shortfall, a pandemic, 
etc.) required by the regents (4%). Best practice says that a financially-healthy campus  
should have 15% of its budget available in designated emergency reserves.   

Finally, the “glide path” strategy requires us to have suƯicient uncommitted reserves 
to temporarily fund some reductions until a later year.  In the table below, you can see 
that more funding from the system and division/unit level reserves runs in the next two 
years that we are budgeted to cut, but campus-level reserves will allow us to shift the 
resulting expenditure reductions to the out-years.  Another example of using campus 
reserves to smooth out impacts is that permanent cost reductions to the existing base 
that won’t be fully realized in the year they are taken (as in phased retirements) may be 
funded from reserves until finalized. 



 

 

The $16 million ($5.3 million per year for FY 2027-28 through FY 2029-30) in additional 
cuts could be impacted by all sorts of things, including higher or lower enrollment than is 
being anticipated (based on -2% for fall 2026, +1% for fall 2027, +2% each year for fall 2028 
and 2029, +3% for fall 2030), higher or lower state funding, or higher or lower cost inflation. 

The allocation of expenditure reductions among colleges and divisions (not individual 
departments or units) will be made using a rating system based on three criteria:  

 past performance (e.g. enrollment for colleges, levels of service for student 
support units, etc.) 

 impact on students (e.g, retention rates, graduation rates, for colleges or for those 
served versus not served directly by student support units) 

 future potential (e.g., plans for growth and improvement)  

The metrics for each criterion are still very much under discussion. 

Teams of raters from across the campus will rate on each criterion, with team members 
from a given college or division recusing themselves from rating their own area.  The 
executive leadership team will review the composite ratings for each unit and make a 
determination on each college and division’s percentage and dollar amount required 
reduction in expenditures. 



Individual colleges and divisions will use their own metrics and governance processes 
to decide what expense reductions to take within their units.  At that stage, impacts on 
individuals and departments will come into focus.  The final reductions will be 
reviewed by the deans and vice chancellors meeting together to reduce unintended 
consequences.  The projected date for informing individuals whose positions are being 
eliminated is mid-April. 

No salary increases for faculty and university staƯ (classified staƯ are subject to 
legislative decisions) are being contemplated for next fiscal year (i.e., increases 
beginning January 2027).  The current plan, subject to how much better or worse things go, 
is to resume base-funded compression and market adjustments in FY 2029, with base 
merit increases beginning in FY 30.  In recognition of two straight years of no merit 
increases (three years for the better-paid among us), one-time (non-base) stipends 
funded from campus reserves and based on merit are planned for FY 28 and FY 2029  
to bridge until the campus fiscal health allows base merit increases to resume. 

This perfect storm has been brewing for a while now, as Chancellor Reddy recognized 
four years ago.  It is composed of many elements, but the one we can influence most 
directly is enrollment.  Other things could break in our favor (or not), but the most 
impactful thing would be to improve recruitment and retention of our students.  There 
are already plans in motion on both fronts, but we will need those plans to be eƯective, and 
no doubt the eƯorts of nearly everyone on campus, to get to a less painful next few years.  
There is reason to hope for that, but it is truly essential that we have a plan that will let 
the campus move forward even if costs, state support, and enrollment don’t improve 
more than this conservative plan anticipates. 


