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Student government is elected to represent students. Student concerns should be student government’s primary concern. For a body to effectively govern, it is vital that it knows how students feel about important issues, what action they want taken and what other issues they want addressed. Communication should not be a one-way street – student government must listen to students.

This semester, I have talked with students about what traffic and safety issues are important to them. Few of the issues that were mentioned had been discussed by SGA, but these were issues that did matter to students. I believe that if SGA had done a better job of gathering student opinion, these issues could have been addressed and solutions could have been found. Sadly, little attention was given at all.

The issue that more students mentioned than any other is the price of parking. Students are upset that costs keep skyrocketing to pay for parking structures that they will never use. Because there is little alternative to buying a parking tag, students are almost forced to pay what they feel are exorbitant fees. SGA needs to take a stand: either against fee increases or to accelerate the building of parking structures.

Once students have paid the high price for a parking tag, they feel that it should allow them to park in any lot on campus. Unfortunately, there are several lots on campus that remain metered. Parking tags are useless in these lots. There are non-traditional students who rely upon the meter parking because of infrequent visits to UMKC for a single class. For that reason, meter parking should not be eliminated completely. Students with parking tags just want their tag to work in the metered lots.

Students on Hospital Hill could talk of little else than their current parking situation. There is not enough parking on Hospital Hill to support all of the students taking classes there. A parking structure is being built, but the delays are frustrating nearly everyone. Hospital Hill students have to fight every single day for parking. If UMKC expects students to pay incredible tuition rates for medical, nursing or dental school, the least that we should do is allow them to easily park.

Safety was another major concern for those on Hospital Hill. Many who study late are hesitant to walk alone to their vehicles. Sometimes, they have no choice. For students dealing with minute details in the hard sciences, a trip to the car should not be the most difficult part of the day.

For too long, SGA has not provided a forum for students to voice these complaints. SGA has also failed to take action on these important issues. Students on this campus feel disconnected from student government, because they do not feel that their issues are represented. SGA has not been effectively representing students when it comes to traffic and safety. New efforts must be made to gather student concerns.

But how should student concerns be gathered? What is the best way to find out what students think and how they feel about issues on campus? These issues may be issues that student government is already discussing; they may be issues that no one has thought to address yet. How should these issues be brought to the attention of student government?

After gathering opinions from students and elected student government officials, there are five different options that SGA can address. These options cover a broad spectrum of ideas and innovations, from modifying existing government structure to enhancing the roles of councils to creating new staff positions. Every option brings both positives and negatives, all of which should be kept in mind while considering the proposals. These are the different courses of action that SGA can take. While a specific proposal is not recommended, action and reform on the part of SGA and student government is.

The first option is that SGA keep the status quo. A traffic & safety committee can exist just so that it can be said that SGA wants to hear student concerns. Even though no students ever come to traffic & safety meetings, it will look good to anyone who questions SGA’s commitment to students. 
The second option is that instead of a committee, students are asked to bring their concerns to SGA meetings. This would allow the entire SGA to hear the issues that are on the minds of students. It would also allow students to become more informed about what SGA is doing, as they will have to sit through portions of the SGA meeting. However, few students come to meetings now. There is little reason to believe that adding an agenda item for students to raise concerns would dramatically increase the number of students in attendance. Again, this will only look good; it will not actually get anything done.
Another option is for councils to take a more active role. SGA could work hard to promote academic counsels. SGA could also become more involved in overseeing councils to make sure that they are gathering student input. However, many feel that academic units should be autonomous from SGA. For SGA to try to take control of these self-proclaimed independent units would likely cause an outrage.
A much less controversial option would be for SGA to create a part-time staff position whose sole purpose was to seek out student concerns. This person would field all traffic and safety complaints and research how the problem should be addressed. Recommendations would be made to SGA, and once an action was decided upon, this staff person would carry the action out. This person would be SGA’s liaison to students and students’ liaison to SGA.
The final option would be similar to the previous, but less expensive and possible more expansive. SGA could create an ASUM-like organization to find issues that students care about. This organization could work on behalf of SGA and consist of students from multiple academic units. This position would be a great resume enhancer, so, like ASUM, the position could be a volunteer position. Multiple people could make a difference for students in an organization such as this.
SGA needs to take action to begin fielding student complaints and finding student concerns. SGA will never be an effective, respected organization until it makes a greater effort to truly represent students.
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