Office of the Vice President and Dean of Students in the University
Campus Dining Advisory Board

March 14, 2008

11:00 – 12:30pm

Bartlett Trophy Lounge

MINUTES

In attendance: Richard Mason, Katie Callow-Wright, Mike Mesenbrink, Sheena Learned, Mynor Rivera, Tim Banks, Meghan Hammond, Jawayria Kalimullah, Jordan Phillips, Julia Rotondo, Chris Williams, Jay Kim
I. Meal Plans

Richard began the meeting with a discussion of the questions Jordan, Julia, and Jawayria had emailed to him and Meghan earlier in the week. He said that Sherry Gutman had also seen the email, and thanked the students for thoughtfully bringing their issues to the attention of Housing and Dining Services. 

Regarding the perceived cost burden for first year meal plans, Richard acknowledged that first years are indeed charged more to carry the cost of making non-freshman meal plans less expensive. Perhaps, he said, this is starting first year students off on the wrong foot with dining services, and he said that there are many questions to be answered in order to determine the best way to address these concerns. Reducing the cost of the freshman meal plans after the first quarter, Richard said, would only result in a necessary increase in the cost of other meal plans at that point, in order to maintain an equilibrium of money coming in from these plans matched with the costs of the dining program. 

Jay asked whether the Bartlett 200 meal plans could be made more open as an option, instead of restricting some students to the 600 plan only. Richard said that the assumption that first year students living in housing would then cook their own meals for the rest of the time would be a difficult strategy, both because first year students are still adjusting to living on their own, and because the kitchens in the residence halls are not equipped to handle the resulting volume of cooking use. Katie said that the hygiene issue cited by Richard was the main driver, but she also said that there is a further complicating factor of location and proximity to dining halls. 

Chris asked why proximity did not seem to be a consideration for the options available to non-freshman students, and Katie said that this factor is in addition to the other ones Richard cited when they apply to first year students. Namely, the capacity of the kitchens and hygiene concerns, as well as the fact that students are still adjusting to living on campus and away from home, make this a more complicated issue for first year students. Further, she added that creating community through the House Tables is particularly important for first year students, and not something that the Office of Undergraduate Student Housing (OUSH) wishes to do away with at present. 

Richard said that he would like to come back to the all-you-care-to-eat option across the board, at all dining locations, later in the meeting, and shifted the conversation towards IHC’s concerns about the transparency of the University’s relationship with Aramark. Richard said that there are limits on the ability of the University or Aramark to be totally transparent, but that they also need to be clearer about the relationship between students and the University. In many instances, such as cost of meal plans or meal plan structures, the University is ultimately the deciding factor, not Aramark, so Richard said that students should not necessarily assume that everything they dislike about the meal plan system is because of Aramark’s choices. Some of the cost of each meal plan goes to Aramark, and some, called “override,” goes to Richard’s office at the University. He said that a clearer outline of how that “override” is spent may help clarify some of the students’ concerns, but he said that there is a limit to the amount of data that can be publicly distributed, and even less of that information could probably be posted on the website. 
Julia said that she thought having more opportunities for students to ask questions of Dining Services, and to get an explanation of these types of costs would be helpful for students to understand the “why’s” of the program. Richard said that Dining Services could make presentations at IHC, SG, or town hall meetings if they felt that would be helpful, and Katie said that she wished to make it very clear that the University is ultimately the group that sets the meal plans and costs, not Aramark. Richard confirmed with Jordan that the information about Aramark’s profits that was shared at the last meeting was helpful. He said that many students are unnecessarily paranoid about being “ripped off” by Aramark, and that when he has shared their profit percentage information, it has helped them to better understand the situation. Richard said that this profit piece was important, but that there are other areas in which he and his team can be clearer about what they do and how they make decisions. 

Katie said that OUSH has undertaken a study of its practices, including dining services. The committee of this study found that the House tables are important for transitioning students (first years), and that older students understood why this was important for their own transitions, though they no longer needed the system for their own purposes. She said that the study also found that the primary reason students move out of housing is because of the cost of the combined housing and dining plans, and she acknowledged that the first year plans having a higher cost is a problem for first year students growing to resent dining services by the end of their first year. She noted, however, that the overall cost of 4 years in the housing and dining system is actually less expensive than at peer institutions, though there is a large amount of variance between those peer institutions when it comes to meal plan costs. The committee, she said, decided that a new committee should be formed to deal with the more minute details of the meal plan structures, and Katie said that she hopes the new committee will involve students from CDAB and help to make some pretty radical changes, while maintaining some of the important traditions of the current system. Richard added that Sherry Gutman would be looking for 10 – 12 students, some of whom should come from CDAB, to participate in the committee, and they would begin meeting in the spring quarter to hammer out some of these details. 
Julia said that most students are most interested in flexibility, and would be willing to pay more money if they were able to design their meal plans to meet their needs. Richard said that there are a lot of ideas on the table, particularly since the University has not conducted such a study, in many ways, ever—the last committee to look at dining issues was convened in 1996, but it mostly worked within the existing system rather than creating a new program from the ground up, as he hoped this new one would do, in order to base the new system on the needs and wants of the students, rather than simply tweaking an older system. 

Chris asked whether Aramark and Dining Services could do more during Orientation Week to help students understand their meal plans, so they would start off on better footing with these offices. Julia said that orientation leaders need better training on the meal plans and services provided by dining services in general, as they are often the source of much misguided information. Richard said that he and Aramark would be very open to making these new connections and trying to improve their visibility and communications with incoming students. 

Richard then addressed Jordan, Jawayria, and Julia’s question about making the flex system more universal (they wrote, “Jordan wants to hear some about what considerations are involved in changing the flex system, particularly as regards making it a more universal currency on campus (i.e., with printing, other vendors on campus, and then in the community). He said that it would need to be further discussed, but the printing account will probably become a central account, and that the library is a real driver for this change so it has real potential to happen. Jay agreed that it will be key to get everyone into the same room, and Jordan noted that he is aware the idea is still at an initial stage. 

I. a. 2008 meal plans

Richard said that, while prices are tied to several indices, the University sets its own prices each year. The issues with the Bartlett meal plan (i.e., high price-per-point ratio in comparison with what non-meal-plan-holders pay) are difficult to fix permanently without overhauling the meal plan system entirely. The current plan for 2008 is to increase the Bartlett freshman plan from 900 to 944 points, reflecting a 5% increase, and to match that with a 5% increase in cost. Then, dining services would create a separate pricing structure for non-meal-plan customers that will be approximately 10% more than what students pay with their meal plans or flex points. This, he said, would make the freshman plan less unequal to upper-class plans by making the cost more relevant to the points it purchases. 

Chris asked why they could not just add points and price parallel to each other across the board, in order to deal with the overall disparity. He was concerned about what this two-tier plan might create in terms of a feeling of inequity. Mike said that the rising costs of labor and food has meant that freshman meal plans basically subsidize the cost of meals for people who walk in off the street, so increasing the cost for the latter was an attempt by dining services to address this subsidization situation. Richard agreed, and said that the two-tier approach would help students to feel they are getting a better deal. 

Katie said that, to address Chris’s question, keeping only one tier of costs would mean additional costs for the moderate and minimum meal plans as well, so adding cost to non-meal-plan prices would make the system more equitable for the freshman meal plans. Chris had additional questions, but said he would bring them up with Richard later. 
Jordan asked if this increase will compensate for the rising costs of food, etc. Richard said yes, it will address the rising costs of food, fuel, the sinking US dollar, and those sorts of factors that have given rise to increased costs. He restated Katie’s point, that the increase in mind for freshman meal plans would make the price-per-point ratio equal for the freshman and moderate plans. In the recent dining survey, it was found that people who purchase meals on campus would be willing to pay more than they currently are, so the 10% increase in cost would probably not turn other customers away. Chris asked whether this would mean that the cost of every item was increasing, and Richard clarified to say that the initial proposal is to have prices increase according to their perceived value, so that not every item would be more expensive. 

II. Einstein’s price increases

Richard said that, because Einstein’s on campus operates like any other franchise, the University doesn’t have a choice in the increases that will affect Einstein’s after spring break. Because of our agreement with the company, however, the prices will only take affect over spring break, as it is the end of the University’s term. Mike explained that the University chose Einstein’s and Subway because they are the most popular in their sectors, and that they operate like any other privately owned franchise of the companies. They are not a part of Aramark’s or the University’s own set-up, so we are bound by the prices they set. 

Chris said it would be helpful to post information about the upcoming changes, and an explanation of why those increases are taking place. This would help students to be less likely to feel like the University or Aramark are “ripping them off.” 

Jordan asked when Subway would have its web ordering online, and Mike said there have been delays but it should be up and running in the coming weeks. 

III. Expansion of Kosher foods in Bartlett

Richard then gave the students an overview of current kosher food offerings and their source from a catering company, in Bartlett. He said that they would like to expand their offerings of kosher food, but there are limitations on the amount of space that is appropriate for this kind of a station (i.e., a hood and a securable section of the kitchen). One idea that has been proposed is to move the kosher station to the current pasta station, since its sales have not been as high or steady as some of the other stations, in terms of sheer numbers. 

Jordan and Jawayria were strongly opposed, as they felt like the pasta station was one of the strongest and steadiest among their friends. Jay asked whether pasta could go in with the diner section, and Mike said that, since the global station was meant to rotate through different ethnic foods, they could include pasta there. Jordan asked if such a move would mean the end of the build-your-own pasta option, and Richard said that this would still exist, but perhaps be offered less frequently. Jawayria reiterated that students would be upset if the pasta station disappeared or was available less frequently. 
After much more discussion, Richard said that what stood to be gained was the ability to offer more kosher meat dishes, a fuller range of offerings that could be made to order, as at the global station currently, and a better support for a campus population. Jordan acknowledged that there may be a genuine need for this, but said it would also feel like a blow to others. In the end, Richard said that, if this would create heartache, they can go back and look for another option. He had believed that pasta was on a downward trend, but if students would be upset, they can look for another way to accommodate more kosher food options. 

V. Specialty meals

Richard said that the Afro-Caribbean food night was pretty successful, and that it had been done differently this year. Free samples were offered the same night as the stations at the dining halls were offering the food, so that students could taste the food immediately before purchasing. Also, they hosted this event at Bartlett, Pierce, and Burton-Judson, instead of just Bartlett like last year. 

He said that dining services is working with the Muslim Students Association to create a Muslim food night for sometime during the second week of spring quarter. He said that he would gladly work with other student groups if there are others interested in pursuing this sort of an idea, and Mike emphasized that it is most worthwhile if there is a programmatic element also created, so that it’s not just a night of “different food.” Richard noted that some of the recipes these student groups have submitted in the past have gone on to become regularly used recipes in the kitchens. 

VI. Sustainability

Richard said that Eric Heineman, the new project manager for sustainability, will be invited to attend a CDAB meeting sometime next quarter to hear more about dining and sustainability on campus. 

a. Recyclemania

Richard said that we are now in the last week of a 10 week program, and Sheena said that we have averaged 11 – 12,000 pounds of compostable waste each week. This represents a large increase from the past, but that the competitive element of the event was skewed by the fact that the University’s numbers were not calculated correctly on the website where they were posted. Still, Mike said that the important elements of increasing awareness and increasing compost levels were both met. Julia said that larger signs about cups can be kept would be helpful, and Jawayria asked whether the recycling and composting effort could continue after the event is over. All agreed that it should continue outside of Recyclemania, and that the dining halls would love to see continued increases in the percentage of waste students submit for composting. Jordan asked where the waste goes, and Mike said that the Resource Center, which takes our compostable waste, uses the waste within the city to plant urban gardens. 
b. Lake Forest visit

Richard and Mike then gave the students an overview of the water bottle program at Lake Forest University, where they are selling refillable water bottles instead of regular plastic bottled water. Students at Lake Forest can fill up with filtered water in their reusable bottles, but the question, Mike said, is how we can encourage students to participate. He said he thought the reason Lake Forest was successful was because they were selling fancy SIGG water bottles, but these are expensive and may not sell as well here. However, students wouldn’t have to purchase the fancy water bottles to use the filtered water refilling station. Richard said that Katie’s question for the students was whether they would want to do this. The students liked the pictures of the water bottles Mike distributed, but were unsure whether others would purchase them (though several said they themselves would buy one). 
Jordan noted that the discussion of going to personal cups in the dining halls in the fall was seen as problematic because of a hygiene issue, and he wondered how this would be different enough to avoid those problems. Mike recalled that he never received a real answer to that question. Richard said that the real issue is whether the city inspectors, who come by every couple of years, would see that and read the law to say that it was a hygiene problem. Some inspectors may do so, and others may see the broader picture and not have a problem with it. 
c. Organic food conference

Richard said that on Monday, April 29, he and Mike plan to attend an organic food conference at McCormick Place. He said that this year, they would welcome a few students to come along as well, if they were interested. All said they would love to come, and Richard asked them to send an email to Meghan if they find they will have time in their schedules to make it work. 

d. Tray-less week in the dining halls

Richard reminded the students that last year, Aramark had done a tray-less day in Bartlett, as part of their earth week events. This year, they would like to expand it to all three dining halls, and for the entire week, so they are looking for student feedback. 

Chris said that he would be fine with it, if they would offer the larger paper cups in Pierce instead of the small plastic cups. Jawayria noted that this wouldn’t be as big of a deal at Bartlett, and Richard noted that two drink fountains are available outside the servery at Pierce for refills if Chris took his plastic cup back up there. He also said that there would be managers out on the floor to answer questions, and that notices would be posted before the start of the week. He said that, per ADA guidelines, trays would be available upon request. Jordan asked why the cups in Burton Judson and Pierce have to be so small anyway, and Richard said that this is largely driven by the dishwashers’ ability to hold the cups. Julia said that several broken and leaky cups continue to be in the rotation at the dining halls, which is upsetting to many students. Richard said that he was aware of this problem earlier in the week, but it was good to have a reminder to look into it. 

IV. Dining Styles survey

Sheena passed out a packet of survey responses to everyone, which she said is a subset of the larger report. Richard said that the students should look it over, and that they will have a fuller version of the report in the spring quarter. 

VII. Other business

Richard said that Jordan’s idea of submitting student recipes could absolutely be incorporated into the dining halls. Sheena noted that an attempt had been made in the past to collect student recipes through the website, but that they had only received two such recipes in the 8 months that the program was available. She said they could try it again, however. 

Jawayria cited ongoing problems with restocking at Bart Mart, and Richard said that he will ask the Bart Mart manager to attend the Bartlett food committee from now on. He felt that the food committee would be a better place to address localized questions like this, rather than coming to CDAB with all of them. Jordan asked whether Bart Mart’s sales have increased since the reopening of the all night study space in the Regenstein, and Richard said that they will look at the data at the end of the year. They have committed to the current hours through the end of the academic year, and will review whether they’re beneficial at the end of that cycle. 

Chris said that he has seen more Dr. Pepper around campus, and thanked Aramark for providing that. He said, however, that there is still no milk in Einstein’s, while it sits in Subway without appearing to be purchased. He also said that Pierce staff seems to be unresponsive to his requests for changes, and asked where he could bring complaints if the Pierce food committee was not making those changes. Specifically, he said that the fruit offerings are the same every day, and one item he would really like to see (applesauce) has never been offered. Richard suggested he forward his concerns to Sheena, so she can handle them from a customer service perspective, and then channel them to the appropriate staff members. Mike said he would look into the problem as well. 
