
To: University Staff Congress  

From: VCFA Laurent Heller 

Date: November 16, 2020 

Members of Congress, 

I hope you are all doing well and staying healthy as we continue to see COVID-19 cases rise in our county and 

state. As we enter into the holiday season, please review the recent message from UHS Executive Director Jake 

Baggott to all employees. Many people will be traveling or gathering with family and friends next week for 

Thanksgiving, and I urge you to consider strictly limiting your close contacts and getting tested before and after 

travel.  

I also recognize that this time of year can be tough for many, and I hope you will consider reaching out to those 

who may need extra support or connection. If you find yourself in that position, remember there is no shame in 

asking for help. Chances are, you will find that you are not alone. 

The pandemic continues to demand our patience, flexibility, and endurance. As I said last month, it is important 

to take this one day at a time. I hope you can enjoy some restful days in the weeks ahead. 

I look forward to reading your feedback and questions about this report and continuing this conversation in my 

response later this week. Thank you for the time, effort, and energy you bring to this university.  

-Laurent 

 

COVID-19 testing 

UW-Madison has taken a number of steps to help protect our students and employees this semester, including 

testing all University Housing residents and employees every two weeks (now weekly); performing surveillance 

testing of various groups including other employees and off-campus students; and offering free walk-up and 

drive-up testing to all of our students and employees. As you will recall, we took steps to address an initial spike 

in positive cases back in September by temporarily shifting to virtual learning for two weeks. We’ve also been 

transparent about our positive cases and testing results all semester, with daily updates posted to our online 

dashboard.  

Of course, these efforts would not have been as successful if we also didn’t have responsible students and 

employees taking this situation seriously and following the recommended health behaviors. As a campus, we 

have kept our positivity rate below that of the state and county for many weeks. Thank you for doing your part 

to control the spread of the virus in our community and here on campus. 

As we head into the spring semester, we are taking even more precautions to continue protecting the health 

and safety of our students and employees. We have partnered with Shield T3, a subsidiary of the University of 

Illinois System, to expand our campus-based testing capabilities. In January 2021, we will begin offering rapid 

saliva-based testing. This testing program will add the capacity to perform up to 10,000 additional tests per day 

as needed, allowing us to ensure that all undergraduate students who are in Madison are tested twice each 

week. Employees and graduate students working on or visiting campus will also be required to get tested 

regularly.  

Our partnership with Shield T3 also provides access to a mobile app that offers rapid notifications of test results 

and helps to ensure that all individuals accessing campus spaces are up to date with campus testing 

requirements. This feature is one that will hopefully provide some comfort to employees who regularly report to 
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work on-site, knowing that we are stepping up our efforts to prevent spread of this virus. We’re looking at ways 

to provide alternatives for employees who don’t have smart phones, possibly including the use of loaner phones 

provided by the university for this purpose. 

It is important to note that testing is only a part of keeping our campus safe.  The absolutely most important 

thing is following our health protocols:  everyone must stay vigilant in wearing a face covering, practicing 

physical distancing, washing their hands frequently, and staying home when sick.   

New surge testing available on campus  

Last week we also announced the addition of rapid antigen testing for Madison community members at Nielsen 

Tennis Stadium. We will soon be adding a separate site for UW employees and students. The new tests come to 

us from the United States Department of Health and Human Services in response to the rise in COVID-19 cases 

here in Wisconsin. These tests are different from the Shield T3 tests mentioned above.  

UW-Madison is expected to receive 80,000 tests between now and December 23 to help support local, state, 

and federal public health experts in better understanding and identifying spread in our communities. The rapid 

antigen (not PCR and not antibody) tests return results within 15 minutes on average, but they do require a 

follow-up PCR test to confirm a positive result. The PCR test is what you are likely familiar with if you have 

visiting any of our campus-based testing locations or gotten a test at Alliant Energy Center and these are still 

your best bet.  That said the new antigen tests are helpful and available to everyone, including to your friends 

and family. 

More information about tests available on campus, including an explanation of the different kinds of tests, can 

be found here.  

Resources for job loss or income loss 

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to disrupt our lives in different ways, including income loss or even job loss 

as we discussed in the case of Continuing Studies. The Office of Human Resources has put together a list of 

resources to support UW-Madison employees who are facing job loss or a significant loss of personal or family 

income. If you or a member of your household find yourself in this position, I encourage you to educate yourself 

about these resources, seek help, and take advantage of the services available to you here on campus.  

Budget 

We have begun conversations with deans and vice chancellors about budget exercises for the rest of FY2021 and 

FY2022. Each unit will have some discretion in how they address budget reductions. I plan to address this in 

more detail in my December update to this group.  

Revenue Innovations 

In August 2019, the Chancellor and I charged a Revenue Innovations Study Group (RISG) to provide 

recommendations for long-term revenue generation. We had no idea at the time, of course, that we were 

headed into a global pandemic that would have such an impact on our university finances. The RISG, composed 

of representatives from across campus and the greater Madison community, was asked to think creatively, and 

without boundaries, about new revenue generation ideas. The group submitted a report in February 2020, but 

our focus on the pandemic delayed our ability to share their recommendations widely until now.  

First, some quick background on this initiative. For the last 10-15 years, our campus has grown revenues (i.e. 

finding money to support our public mission) slower than our peers in the Big Ten and at other top public 

universities across the country. There have been several contributing factors as to why this is the case, including 
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slow growth in research, enrollment, and flat state support. But we’ve been turning this around in recent years.  

You will probably have heard the Chancellor and me talking about our six strategies to grow revenues, including 

growing enrollment, starting new programs, using the summer semester more, growing research, charging fair 

rates for non-resident students, and our $3B capital campaign. 

But these ideas will only be able to carry us so far.  What innovative new ideas could help us fund our public 

mission in the decades ahead, and how do we do this in a way that reflects our specific opportunities and 

values? We asked the RISG to think about these big questions for us and to create a draft recommendation. 

As you will see in their report, RISG suggests a set of 10 guiding principles to help us frame and prioritize future 

revenue generation options. There are three principles that I think may be of particular interest to this group: 

• Support the university’s agenda to enhance diversity, equity and inclusion, healthy communities, as well 

as our obligations to sovereign Native Nations in the state now known as Wisconsin. 

• Protect the overall wages and benefits of employees associated with any campus unit or program linked 

to revenue innovation.  

• Improve the accessibility, livability, sustainability, and quality of the campus environment, and the city 

region more generally.  

Using these principles to guide its recommendations, RISG elevated three main strategies for revenue 

generation: real estate opportunities, auxiliary and asset optimization, and corporate and industry engagement. 

We have started exploring each of these strategies in different ways but need to hear more from our community 

in the meantime. 

We have recently published a webpage where you can find full and condensed versions of RISG report. I would 

appreciate your feedback, questions, and ideas about how UW-Madison can generate revenue to support our 

core mission. All suggestions are welcome, including feedback on the options we’re exploring, or suggestions for 

other ideas we may not have considered.  We will continue to consult with the Congress for feedback as we 

move forward in exploration and potential implementation of these strategies.  

Parking 

I was very pleased to work with our colleagues in Transportation Services to offer a reduced cost parking option 

to graduate and professional students, as well as many of our employees. Employees earning less than $35,000 

in base wages qualify for the new permit options, valid through August 31, 2021. I am hopeful that the new 

parking option provides an alternative for those who may not feel comfortable or safe using public 

transportation. However, it is worth noting that Metro Transit operations are following local, state, and federal 

public health recommendations and have limited bus capacity, require riders to wear face coverings, and include 

disinfection measures.  

 

 

https://www.vc.wisc.edu/initiatives/revenue-innovations/
https://transportation.wisc.edu/2020/11/05/reduced-cost-parking-options-available-to-graduate-professional-students-and-some-employees/
https://www.cityofmadison.com/metro/contact/covid-19-updates

