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Thank you Co-chair Kerkman, Co-Chair Cowles, Committee members and the Audit Bureau staff.  I appreciate the 
opportunity to appear before you today. 
 
I was privileged to have been appointed to the Board of Regents a little less than two years ago.  I also serve as Chair of 
the Board’s Audit Committee. 
 
I know I speak on behalf of all of my colleagues on the Board of Regents in stating that we appreciate and respect the 
responsibility bestowed upon us by the Governor and the legislature to serve our citizens, students, and taxpayers.  We 
take that responsibility very seriously.  Let me turn directly to the Oshkosh matter and what our former employees did, 
talk about what we’ve done in response, what we are doing to help make sure this cannot happen again, and answer 
your questions.  
 
Last spring, UW-Oshkosh Chancellor Andrew Leavitt identified an unusual financial arrangement between the University 
and the UW-Oshkosh Foundation.  He immediately notified President Cross, who in turn notified the Board of Regents 
through the Audit Committee.  Chancellor Leavitt – and President Cross – did exactly the right thing. 
 
UW System staff began reviewing financial documents related to all recent UW-Oshkosh Foundation projects.  They 
discovered that the University purported to guarantee the debts of the foundation in connection with five building 
projects.  Those guarantees were, of course, improper.   
 
Through the Audit Committee, the Board of Regents hired retired Circuit Court Judge Patrick Fiedler to independently 
review the five Foundation projects in question.  We asked Judge Fiedler to review these matters quickly, and he did.  
During these reviews, Chancellor Leavitt placed his Chief Business Officer and Vice Chancellor – Tom Sonnleitner – on 
administrative leave.  Again, Chancellor Leavitt did the right thing. 
 
The Fiedler report focused primarily on alleged guarantees issued by former Chancellor Wells and Vice Chancellor 
Sonnleitner.  However, the judge’s findings also indicated that other financial transactions should be examined more 
closely, including loans from the university to the foundation – some of which appeared to have been forgiven.  
 
Following the Fiedler review, the Regents and UW System leadership asked the Wisconsin Department of Justice to 
conduct a detailed investigation of financial transactions executed by former Chancellor Wells and Vice Chancellor 
Sonnleitner between the institution and its affiliated foundation.   
 
We were appalled to learn that Dr. Wells and Mr. Sonnleitner were far afield from the rules and statutes that govern 
university operations.  From 2010 to 2014, they made a series of unlawful financial transfers from the university to the 
UW-Oshkosh Foundation – and – importantly – failed to report this financial activity in the university’s accounting 
records.  That prevented their activity from being discovered during routine annual accounting reviews by the UW 
System.   
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In addition, as Chancellor Leavitt identified, they made promises and signed letters of guarantee under their 
administration that purported to obligate university funds for Foundation projects.   
 
Words cannot express how angry, disappointed, and exasperated the Board felt when we learned this information.  Dr. 
Wells and Mr. Sonnleitner were university leaders.  Their actions were flatly unacceptable, they reflected poorly on the 
instituion – and they betrayed the public’s trust.   
 
We have been working diligently to rebuild that trust.  We didn’t wait to be told to act.  We immediately took 
investigative steps and corrective actions when these irregularities were uncovered: 
 

• We had the transactions independently reviewed and investigated, 
• We are comprehensively reviewing seven years of foundation transactions at other UW institutions, and  
• With guidance from the Department of Justice, we are pursuing legal remedies against Wells and Sonnleitner. 

 
Let me note the seriousness of that action.  Extraordinary circumstances must exist for any university system to take 
legal action against a former chancellor or vice chancellor.  That was not a decision that was made lightly, and to the 
best of my knowledge, it is the first time the UW System Board of Regents has sought civil charges against former 
executives. In short, we are taking the following actions to address this particular malfeasance: 
 

• One:  Find out what happened and make sure that it is not happening elsewhere in the system; 
• Two:  Fix the problems the former employees created; and 
• Three:  Take steps to help ensure that this cannot happen again. 

 
But, let me add, while the behavior of the former chancellor and vice-chancellor was egregious, we have no reason to 
believe similar transactions have taken place on any other campus.  Our chancellors are vital leaders within our 
organization – and the bad acts of one should in no way be seen as an indictment of any other chancellor.  We are 
fortunate, as a system, as a state, and as communities, to have wonderful people in these positions who take their 
accountability roles seriously.   That matters. 
 
President Cross will provide more details about the UW System’s comprehensive review of transactions with 
foundations across the system, but I’m here today to tell you that the Board of Regents is absolutely committed to 
following through on those three items I just mentioned. 
 
As Regents, we provide crucial oversight of the operations of the UW System and its institutions.  Going forward, we will 
ensure that our universities – and the independent, affiliated foundations that help support them – adhere to the 
following accountability measures: 
 

• First, we will require chancellors to sign an annual attestation stating that all financial records are accurate and 
materially complete.  Chief Business Officers currently certify this information, and adding chancellors to this 
yearly verification process adds an additional layer of accountability.  We will require those dual signatures 
starting immediately in fiscal year 2017. 

 
• Second, it is important to establish and maintain independence between our institutions and their related 

Foundations.  While we believe that it is common and reasonable for university officials to be foundation board 
members because of their official connection to the university, these officials must be ex-officio and non-voting 
members of the foundation board. This arrangement helps reinforce independence by ensuring that University 
officials have no voting control over the governance of the Foundation.  

 
• Third, institutions may not gift or loan funds to a foundation.  University funds are state funds – they are 

taxpayer funds - and they are subject to the same restrictions that govern the use of any State funds.   
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• Finally, foundations that receive annual contributions of more than $500,000 must submit an independent audit 
each year. 

 
The University of Wisconsin is a world-renowned higher education system, and we all take pride in that reputation. We 
should.  I know I speak on behalf of all of my colleagues on the Board of Regents in saying that we will continue to 
protect the interests of our students, taxpayers and institutions.  In this endeavor, we will continue to be vigilant with 
transparency and accountability as we serve the people of the State of Wisconsin. 
 
Thank you for your time.  I’ll now turn back it over to President Cross. 
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