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Introduction
The Financial Inquiry was set up in Easter 2017 to address what appeared to be a consistent lack of transparency within the budgetary process of the Cambridge University Students Union. This worry was prompted by two controversial decisions in particular: the decision to cut the budget of The Cambridge Student in Easter 2016, and the decision to run a £72,000 deficit in the fiscal year 2016-2017 thanks to the termination of a contract with St John’s House.
Given that CUSU has been able to S a significant increase in funding from the University this year, the immediate fiscal pressure has receded. Nonetheless, the Finance Inquiry has noted a number of areas of the budgeting process that could be improved. They are as follows:
1. CUSU Trustee Board-CUSU Council Communication
2. CUSU Executive relations with the press
3. CUSU Council’s representative function as it relates to financial matters
4. CUSU Executive’s relationship with CUSU Council
Under these four broad categories we make a number of recommendations, but it is important to first highlight what we did not find.
Matters Relating to St Jame’s House and The Cambridge Student
The CUSU Finance Inquiry had several meetings over the course of Michaelmas and Lent Term in 2017-2018. On both matters relating to St James’ House and The Cambridge Student, we received satisfactory, indeed convincing, answers.
The Cambridge Student was raised as a significant issue, as it has seen its budget reduced in nominal and real terms both this year and last. The Board representative, from whom we took representations, argued that the opportunity cost of employing a staff member to pursue advertising opportunities was too great. They stressed that it was not a matter of TCS making money, but rather that more lucrative opportunities could be pursued. We found this explanation to be empirically sound.
As for St James’ House, the major issue was the unreliability of the publishing company, as well as the rather shoddy nature of the published products. Members of the inquiry were universally surprised and dismayed at the quality of product upon which CUSU had put its logo when given copies. We concurred with the University’s view that this was a contract that needed to be put aside for the long-term reputational health of the student union. Again here, we understand the logic behind CUSU’s decision.
If this is the case, however, it is also clear that both these decisions were poorly communicated and generated controversy. Hence, there is ample reason to offer several recommendations going forward. These recommendations will improve CUSU’s representative qualities and hopefully improve the student population’s understanding of CUSU’s finances.

CUSU Trustee Board – CUSU Council Cooperation
At the moment, the CUSU Trustee board has done good work guiding the student union’s finances. However, it does not often communicate with CUSU Council more widely. While this is in no small part the responsibility of the CUSU Executive, there were several items of information on which CUSU Council never seemed to get clear answers:
1. The reason for the shift away from The Cambridge Student
2. Obligations surrounding CUSU’s cash reserves (such as a need to use them up)
3. The legal implications of leaving the St James’ House Contract
In all of these cases, the constraints under which the board was placed were never clearly spelled out. For example, with regards to (3), this view was never formally expressed.
We thus propose a couple of remedies: 
1) That a mechanism be designed, where appropriate, to communicate the reasoning behind the Board’s decision making to CUSU Council; this should be done in writing.
2) That the CUSU President be mandated to report, under the constraints provided by law, on the activities and decisions of the Trustee Board as regularly as such meetings are held.
CUSU-Executive Relations with the Press
One of the themes that ran through the discussions of the Financial Inquiry was the relatively unproductive relationship that CUSU Sabbatical Officers currently have with the press. It strikes us that at the moment there are no formal mechanisms by which Sabbatical Officers regularly update Varsity, TCS and other related publications on the financial activities of CUSU Council. We recommend several remedies:
3) A separate meeting to present the budget to members of the student press prior to CUSU Council. This should be embargoed so that nothing may be reported prior to the CUSU Council at which budget documents are presented, but there is a case to be made that the press is entitled to more access than it is currently given.
4) Regular press updates to be provided in Michaelmas and Lent Term. At the moment, any financial news seems to come as a surprise, since there is no signalling of intentions or ‘agenda-setting’ on the part of the Sabb Officers. More needs to be done to set up an argument for why certain decisions have been made.
5) Reporters should be entitled to ask questions throughout CUSU Council meetings. They are often the most informed attendees at Council, and Cambridge loses an important voice when they are ignored.




CUSU Council
CUSU Council also has a major role to play going forward. The Financial Inquiry was dismayed in general with the lack of participation of most of the council in financial deliberations, and the fact that many representatives rarely read budget documents in detail. For this too, we recommend several remedies:
6) The setting up of a subcommittee of CUSU Council designed specifically for those who take a particular interest in financial matters. This committee would meet once or twice termly and would be provided more detailed updates of the budgetary process and any potentially controversial issues.
7) That CUSU Council be provided an update of the revenue generated in Michaelmas. The board representative stated that this was the major revenue generating time period for CUSU, and it is only right that CUSU Council be notified of any potential trouble in collecting revenue at this time.
8) That the current procedural timeline, i.e. a budget is presented in Lent twice, be kept. It allows for the raising of issues more quickly during the process.
The Inquiry would also like to admonish in general the lack of representation that Cambridge students receive on CUSU Council, particularly around financial matters. It is often woeful.
CUSU Executive
The CUSU Sabb Team has done significant work on making financial matters more accessible this year, not least with the new voting procedure on the budget and their help with this inquiry. However, more can be done. We recommend
9) That the Sabb Team host events outside of the CUSU Council structure to solicit the opinions of students on priorities as they relate to budget setting in the coming year.
10) That the Sabb Team set out in Michaelmas, to the Council, the objectives of that year’s budget negotiations with the University, with any relevant targets. This should be done in writing.
11) As always, that the Sabb Team make a point of more regularly attending CUSU Council, and answering press questions when they are asked.




