Response from the Viennese Ball Committee, written by Howard Shen, revised by Andrea Christenson, Trang Pham, Howard Shen, and Walter Shen

April 28, 2003

Part I: Validity of Case
First and foremost, I would like to ask a question about Mr. Towsner's response to our question of the validity of his case.  The clause I originally quoted in questioning the case says nothing about the new President taking office.  It only states that the President's term ends when a new President is elected by the Association.  While this does technically create a power vacuum between the end of the election and the certification of the election, it is still true that taking office is a completely separate idea from being elected.  It is still the case that Monica Henestroza may not have been President at the time Mr. Towsner submitted his petition.

Part 2: Background Information & The "Deprivation of Services" Clause
As requested by the Constitutional Council, we will be presenting some background information about the Viennese Ball Committee.  Our annual budget (as submitted to the Appropriations Committee as part of our application for Special Fees) will also be made available to the Council.

The Viennese Ball Committee is the student organization responsible for planning the annual Viennese Ball.  The committee is made up of 7 sub-committees: Am Abend, Austria Week, Fund Raising, Honored Guests, Opening, Publicity, and Steering.  Am Abend is in charge of planning the ball itself; Austria Week plans all events sponsored by the committee before the ball.  Fund Raising solicits donations and advertisements for the program, while Honored Guests is in charge of writing and sending invitations to the Viennese Ball to distinguished figures such as The Austrian Consulate Donald Burns and Stanford President Emeritus Donald Kennedy.  The Opening Committee consists of as many as 18 couples who perform a polka and waltz during the Opening Ceremony of the ball.  Publicity is in charge of poster designs, ticket sales, and program and pre-program assemblage.  The Steering Committee consists of the chairs of the ball and the chairs of each sub-committee, and Steering meets weekly to plot the course of the ball and set deadlines.

In addition to the ball, the committee also organizes a variety of free dance events for the student body throughout Autumn and Winter quarters.  First, free dance lessons are offered to all residences.  These lessons are advertised to the RA e-mail list towards the beginning of the Autumn and Winter quarters and are taught by members of the Opening Committee (most of whom are experienced members of the social dance community at Stanford).

During early Winter Quarter, the committee also hosts the Bon Bon Ball on campus.  This event features one or two hours of dance lessons followed by 3-4 hours of open dance floor with canned music.  Refreshments are served, and the event is open to the entire Stanford community.

The week before the Viennese Ball features a series of events collectively called Austria Week.  The events include snippets of Austrian culture associated with the Fasching balls (explained later), intensive dance lessons, and refreshments.  The height of Austria Week is undoubtedly Heuriger Abend, a grand event the night before the ball, which features a live Oompah band, a polka lesson, and interesting snacks and drinks.  Austria Week, for the most part, is open to the student body, regardless of whether the student is a ticket holder.

The Viennese Ball is held every year in late February or early March.  Approaching its 27th year, the ball was started by students returning from the Stanford-in-Austria program.  In Austria, spectacular balls are held during the Fasching (carnival) season between New Year's and Lent.  One of the grandest, and most well-known, is the Opera Ball, which the Stanford Viennese Ball emulates.  Held off-campus, the Stanford Viennese Ball features two separate rooms, each with its own live band.  One room focuses on swing, with some salsa and cha-cha; the other room features waltzes and polkas, with a few tangos.  The ball goes from 8PM – 2AM; from 8:30 – 9:00 is the Opening Ceremony and general dancing starts at 9:00.  The Opening Ceremony features two performances by the Opening Committee, a performance by Cardinal Ballet, and the presentation of the Honored Guests.  Throughout the night, there are performances by campus dance groups and also a swing contest and a waltz contest.  The contest winners are given prizes donated by local businesses.  Drinks and refreshments are served to ball attendees, and a free shuttle service between Tressider and the hotel is provided by the committee.

The majority of attendees at the Viennese Ball are undergraduates.  Of the over 900 people who attended the ball this year, a little over 100 were graduate students, and a somewhat smaller number were alumni or staff of the university.  Since a large majority of students at the ball is undergraduates, the committee applies for undergraduate Special Fees only.

The committee currently plans to hold the 27th Viennese Ball at the Hyatt Regency in Burlingame on February 27th, 2004.  Our projected budget for the 2003-04 academic year totals to approximately $55,000, and the contract with the hotel accounts for over three-fifths of our annual budget.  Our Special Fee, applied entirely towards paying the hotel contract, is $12,704.73.  The Viennese Ball, once held in such locations as Toyon Lounge and Roble Gym, was moved off campus to accommodate more people.  This was done because there were no appropriate on-campus venues that had enough space for the Ball to accommodate the demand for tickets.  Demand for tickets was so great that people had to sleep out for two nights in order to get tickets.  Moving to the Hyatt has nearly doubled our capacity at the ball, allowing us to offer two dance floors and more importantly, more tickets to the Stanford population.  The move also substantially increased our costs, but we have done everything in our power to keep ticket prices down.  In fact, because of our efforts at raising outside funds, ticket costs have not increased substantially since the Ball moved off campus.  The costs have continued to rise, however, eventually forcing us to request Special Fees, rather than Discretionary Fees, in order to maintain the accessibility and quality of the ball without raising ticket prices to the point where it would be unreasonable for most students.

In addition to Special Fees, the committee also works to obtain other sources of funding.  While it is true that a fair portion of our revenue comes from ticket sales ($37.50 per student), the committee also devotes a tremendous amount of energy to obtaining funds via The Stanford Fund, ad sales, t-shirt sales, wineglass sales, video sales
, corporate sponsors, and even a few university sponsors.  With the sagging local economy and Stanford's budget cuts though, neither of the last two options have been particularly fruitful in the past few years.  Having exhausted these resources, the committee applied for a Special Fee to maintain the accessibility and quality of the Ball.  The funds also allow us to continue supplying free events to the Stanford campus.

While the committee requires the Special Fee to continue holding the ball, we are not dependant on the Special Fee for the bulk of our revenue.  The Special Fee constitutes less than a quarter of our annual revenue.  For most Special Fee groups, their fees actually make up half or more of their annual revenue, with many groups listing Special Fees as their only revenue.  To attempt to keep our Special Fees request down, we charge a ticket price for the Viennese Ball.  We could instead distribute tickets at no charge and try to have Special Fees foot most or all of our $55,000 budget, but we are very much trying to do our part to keep our Special Fees request down.  Supporting Mr. Towsner's interpretation of the clause in question is basically punishing student groups for trying to be at least partially financially autonomous of the ASSU’s Special Fees.

Every year, the Appropriations Committee, the Undergraduate Senate, and the Graduate Student Council approve the petitions or applications to be placed on the Special Fee ballot of multitudes of groups that "double-charge."  The student body votes to pass these same groups.  In effect, this is a silent approval of the fund-raising methods of these groups.  This would indicate that it has been a very long time since most members of the student body have interpreted the clause in question in the same fashion that Mr. Towsner has.

It is entirely unreasonable to force every student group to work according to the interpretation of Mr. Towsner.  His interpretation basically forces organizations to one of two options: to completely disengage from the Special Fees process or to depend almost entirely on Special Fees for revenue.  For those groups who currently gain revenue from student fees or sales to students, the first option would ultimately force the dissolution of the group.  No group can make up its Special Fees request with donations.  Since Special Fee requests are almost always above $6,000, in the current economy, gathering $6,000 in corporate donations, private donations, or university sponsorships is impossible.  For new organizations without a strong alumni base, private donations simply do not come, as the recent alums have not yet reached that millionaire status that so many students strive for.  For any group, corporate donations in such large quantities are impossible, unless a member happens to be related to a CEO.  With budget cuts, university sponsorships are already stretched to the limit.  The last revenue source is to simply raise fees or raise prices, which will result in lower turnouts, which results in higher prices.  This cycle will continue until ultimately the organization financially implodes, which would be a staggering loss for the Stanford community.

The second option will also have a drastic effect on the Stanford community.  Each year, the number of groups receiving special fees goes up.  Since The Stanford Fund will only fund so much of a group's budget and monetary donations are more or less stretched to their limit, every group will be asking for half their budget in Special Fees.  The effect on the quarterly Special Fee charge is incalculable.  One of two things will happen.  The ASSU will choose to cap the maximum Special Fee, resulting in most groups failing to pass.  These groups, with no option but to disband for the year (after all, half their budget was in Special Fees), will no longer contribute to the cultural wealth and interesting atmosphere of Stanford.  The other possibility is that more and more students, stunned by the exorbitant Special Fee charge on their university bill, ask for the Special Fee refund.  At a certain point, the refunded amount will supercede any expectable buffer, resulting in the complete collapse of the Special Fee system.  Without Special Fee, most organizations will fail financially, resulting in a devastating blow to the community.

Mr. Towsner made the accusation that we are asking the undergraduate student body to support an activity that only 10% of them participate in.  To frame such a statement as an accusation is absurd.  By and large, almost every group receiving Special Fees both this year and next year have asked the student body to support the activities of a few members.  The payback for the student body is often just an improvement to the Stanford public image.  In exchange for the almost $2 a year that we ask for from each undergraduate, we are willing to provide them with 7 hours or more of free social dance lessons.  Considering that Social Dance I costs $50 for about 30 classes (1500 minutes or 25 hours), we are willing to give back to every undergraduate anywhere from $2 - $20 in free dance lessons, all taught by very experienced dancers.  If an undergraduate attends every free event planned by the committee, they will have received back the value of their Special Fee to us.  This does not include the value of attending the university with the oldest Viennese Ball west of the Mississippi.  This is quite significant, as the Ball has garnered the attention and praise of the Austrian Consulate in recent years.

In addition, it simply makes more sense to only charge students for the benefits they can directly incur.  To charge ball attendees to fund dance lessons and events often attended by non-attendees is as insensible as charging all students for the entirety of the ball, which is attended by 10-15 percent of the population.

We have always stated that part of what Special Fees allows the committee to do is keep ticket prices down.  Mr. Towsner states that in light of other costs often associated with the ball, such as tuxedo rental and flowers, the decrease in price resultant from Special Fees is negligible in making the ball more accessible.  We beg to differ.  If each ticket were $50 (the probable amount if we did not receive any ASSU funding), the number of attendees would drop significantly.  That $12.50 per ticket (or $25 per couple) saving is a significant amount of money for most college students.  Also, the other costs listed by Mr. Towsner are entirely optional.  We do not require attendees to wear tuxedos or ball gowns, and the other trappings of the traditional "prom date" are at the attendees' discretion.  We would like the attendees to be nicely dressed, but we only require that an attendee not be exposing himself or herself indecently or attired in such a way as to make the dance floor dangerous (stilettos are the most common example).  I know many men who have attended wearing normal suits or just a collared shirt and slacks; many women wear old prom or homecoming dresses, or even something elegant already in their closet.  Stanford students are reasonable: they understand if their date doesn't want to do flowers or if it's just easier to eat in Wilbur Dining before the ball.  We also understand that not all students have cars – as previously mentioned, we provide a shuttle service between campus and the ball.

Mr. Towsner also implies that we have deliberately lied to the student body about the nature of the ball.  We have never disguised the fact that the ball costs money.  It is written in our online handbook submission; it was quite clearly written in the Daily's election review; and it is very clearly marked as a revenue source (with a price breakdown) in the posted itemization and budget sheet.  If he is implying that we lied by saying that we told the students they could not attend without paying the ticket price, I would like to point out that the committee, as well as most of the student body, has been under the impression for several years that this was a legal practice.

While we do charge for the ball, we have many options available for students in special circumstances.  In the past, students who at some fundamental level cannot enjoy the ball to the fullest need only contact the committee, and we will make an exception to our policy.  The $37.50 ticket price (not $70 as Mr. Towsner continues to imply) has been waived or modified in the past, and we exist as a group to give students a unique experience, not to make an exorbitant profit.

In regards to work exchange for tickets, I noted in my initial response that we did not expect all students to have the time and effort to be a full-time member of the committee.  Work exchange is not mentioned in any budgetary or published information for two reasons.  One, it does not constitute any part of our budget.  The committee does not profit from the presence of the work exchange students.  Two, it is not publicized because we only announce it shortly before the ball and during the general call-out meeting in early Autumn quarter.  We do give all students a chance, as we publicize over as many e-mail lists as possible.  Within a certain limit, the more students that volunteer, the less time the students need work the night of the ball.  The work-exchange program is something we offer students who either cannot afford the ticket price or who do not want to dance the whole night anyways and want to do something else useful with their time.

Mr. Towsner made the point that no one has ever officially questioned his third interpretation of the clause.  While Mr. Shapiro made a statement in the Stanford Review, has anyone ever filed an official complaint about the other interpretations or even questioned a Special Fee application because they employed those interpretations?

Finally, I would like to point out that forcing the committee to drop either funding source would ruin us financially.  The ball would simply fade into Stanford history.  After all, how is any non-publication supposed to make up over $26,000 in ticket sales (not $22,000 as Mr. Towsner said) or over $12,000 in Special Fees by selling advertisements or soliciting donations?  To run the ball on such a budget would require the committee members to work thousands of hours at odd jobs, on top of the hundreds of hours spent organizing the Ball itself, which is certainly not a reasonable expectation.

Part 3: The "Funding Population" clause

As mentioned by Mr. Towsner, charging the unrepresented population less overall to attend an event is an absurdity.  We feel similarly, though our interpretation is markedly different.  The general student population, with whom ultimate authority in the ASSU rests, has long accepted the unwritten policy that student groups can charge for events or services partially funded by Special Fees.  The Association wants to see these organizations continue their work on the Stanford campus, without having to pay a ridiculous amount in Special Fees.  We find it absurd that, for example, undergraduates would willingly support a policy that dictates that they must pay both the Special Fee charge and any other fee, while graduate students could get away with only paying the Special Fee.  In fact, the practice of charging graduates the same price as undergraduates, even by Special Fee groups, has seen unspoken acceptance over the course of the years.

According to a literal interpretation of the Constitution, an undergraduate student group can only charge graduate students as much as their per capita annual Special Fee, in our case $2.  However, that same student group can charge an undergraduate as much as they'd like, in our case $39.50 total ($37.50 ticket price + $2 Special Fee).  The logic of this approach escapes us.  Due to the space constraints of the Viennese Ball, we can only sell about 500 pairs of tickets.  If we charged graduate students $2 apiece, the ball would be flooded with graduate students, and there would be no tickets left available for undergraduates.  This also opens up a variety of issues involving the Honor Code (lying about being a graduate student), as well as a black market for tickets developing on su.market.  The latter is a very real concern; as recently as two years ago, the committee had to monitor su.market for Viennese Ball ticket scalpers.  Like other student groups, enforcement of such a price distribution would, mildly speaking, collapse the committee like a house of cards in a typhoon.

If the committee were forced to sell tickets to graduate students at $2 apiece, its only option would be to not allow graduate students to attend the ball.  While we are an undergraduate student group, such an exclusionist approach is not in the Stanford spirit.  To deny half the Association any opportunity for a purely administrative reason is contrary to the mission of the ASSU.

We are not the only student organization that would have to take such extreme measures if the literal interpretation was enforced.  Especially among performing groups, where the number of attendant graduate student cannot be predicted, enforcement of such a policy would lead to either a general shunning of the graduate student population or a complete financial collapse of the organization.  

� These videos are videos of the night of the ball.  They include footage of the Opening Ceremony, the performances of every group, the swing contest, the waltz contest, and if there is space, footage of general dancing.


� Special Fees allows us to have Austria Week and the Bon Bon Ball free of charge, but the money itself is placed towards the ball to simplify our budget as well as to simplify the administrative details with ASSU Banking.  About half the money helps to cover the cost of the free events; the remainder is considered as part of the hotel budget.


� There are no graduate-only Special Fee groups, so there have been no tests of undergraduate acceptance of the converse of that policy.





