UNIVERSITY OF WEST GEORGIA OMBUDS OFFICE
Terms of Reference
Introduction

The Office of the University Ombuds has been established to provide an accessible, informal channel of communication to facilitate non-adversarial means of dispute resolution and to promote conflict management and cooperation throughout the University community.  The office will work to resolve concerns, complaints and questions about University policies, procedures and practices in a neutral, impartial and confidential manner.

In their dealings with visitors (i.e.: faculty, staff and students), Ombuds staff will act with integrity and will advocate, not for any individual, but for fairness, equitable treatment, and respect throughout the University community.  Ombuds staff shall be properly trained and will adhere to the Code of Ethics and Standard Operating Practices of the International Ombudsman Association.  They shall also serve as sensors and resource persons in identifying systemic institutional problems.  
Purpose and Scope
The University Ombuds Office is an independent source of assistance to faculty, staff and students who seek guidance in dealing with problems, issues and conflicts.  The office works outside the formal organizational structure of the University to resolve concerns and complaints.  Ombuds personnel promote communication, fairness and civility in work relationships and in the resolution of conflicts.  The office supplements, rather than replaces, other alternative dispute resolution (ADR) processes at the University.  It strives to help parties reach mutually acceptable resolutions of disputes in non-adversarial fashion.  Ombuds staff also design and conduct training programs in conflict resolution and related areas for the University community.

Without violating the confidential nature of the information, Ombuds staff may make recommendations for institutional change to the President when appropriate (e.g.: policy change, needed training, or other procedures that may enhance the campus climate).  They also may provide feedback with regard to trends or issues. 

Organization and Procedures

Professional staff in the University Ombuds office are appointed by, and report to, the President of the University.  The office shall operate independent of the ordinary line and staff structure of the University.  All staff with the title of Ombuds shall be appropriately trained and affiliated with the University Ombuds office.

The office shall have access to any University office and will be provided information in an expeditious manner.  It shall safeguard the confidentiality of that information.  Ombuds serve neither as advocates nor as adjudicators and do not exercise decision-making authority.  The office acts in an informal manner outside usual administrative procedures, but does not subvert those procedures.  It shall not be involved in any compliance function of the institution.  Contact with the Ombuds office is voluntary and shall not be required.  

Ombuds provide informal, confidential guidance to visitors and assist the University community in the development of policies and procedures.  They listen, offer information on University policies and procedures, discuss options, make inquiries and referrals and facilitate communication.  Ombuds will explain the limits of services to visitors and the policy of confidentiality.  No member of the University community shall experience reprisal in seeking the services of the office.

Ombuds do not take sides in a conflict and strive to ensure fair and equitable treatment for all concerned. Ombuds must consider the interests of all individuals affected. 

With the permission of the visitor, the Ombuds will meet with all parties involved in a conflict.  If the Ombuds determines that formal mediation may be appropriate, the parties involved in the conflict will be referred to the ADR liaisons who will arrange the mediation.  Ombuds will advise visitors of proper procedures to follow, including the lodging of a formal grievance if necessary.  At that point, the Ombuds will withdraw from the process.  The Ombuds office shall not conduct formal investigations nor will it provide testimony in formal or legal proceedings unless required by subpoena or court order.

The Ombuds office may initiate review without a specific complaint in the determination of procedural or systemic problems. An Ombuds may decline or withdraw from involvement in any matter which is inappropriate for the engagement of the office.  An Ombuds shall avoid situations in which there is appearance of conflict of interest. 

Contact with the Ombuds office is not regarded as official notice to the University on any matter nor is an Ombuds required to report any such communication to the University.  If a visitor wishes to put the University on notice, the Ombuds will make a referral to the appropriate official.

Communication with the Ombuds office is confidential.  Statistical data maintained by the office will not reveal confidential information.  Records of communications will not be kept and informal notes will be destroyed promptly.  Oral communication is preferred and use of e-mail in communicating confidential matters with the office is not encouraged. 

Code of Ethics and Standard Operating Procedures

The Ombuds office at the University of West Georgia will adhere to the Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice of the International Ombudsman Association (see appendices).  In the exercise of duties, Ombuds shall be “truthful and act with integrity, shall foster respect for all members of the organization he or she serves, and shall promote procedural fairness in the content and administration of those organizations’ practices, processes, and policies.”
Independence

The Ombuds office reports to the President of the University.  It shall function free from interference and will not be constrained by the organizational structure of the institution. Ombuds staff will have no other affiliation or function at the University which might compromise their independence.  To fulfill ombuds functions, the Ombuds office shall have a specific, allocated budget, adequate space, and sufficient resources to meet operating needs and pursue continuing professional development.  The Ombuds shall have the authority to manage the budget and operations of the Ombuds office.  The Ombuds shall report to the office of the University President for administrative and budget matters.
Neutrality and Impartiality

An Ombuds shall not advocate for any individual but shall strive for fair and equitable treatment for all members of the University community.  Ombuds must avoid participation in matters which would create a conflict of interest or otherwise compromise neutrality, including involvement in a compliance function.

Confidentiality

The Ombuds office shall not reveal the name of any party with whom it has communicated and shall maintain confidentiality in communications, disclosing confidential information, at the discretion of the Ombuds, only when given permission, when compelled by law, judicial subpoena or court order or when there is an imminent risk of possible violence or physical harm to self or others as determined by the Ombuds.  Ombuds staff do not keep notes or records on individual cases.

Informality

Ombuds will not participate in any internal formal grievance process or external formal process or action, even if given permission to do so.  Use of the office is voluntary and shall not be required.

The Ombuds office does not keep records for the University and in carrying out its mission is not authorized to:

· Make, change, or set aside a law, policy, or administrative decision;
· Make binding decisions or determine rights;

· Compel anyone to implement recommendations;

· Conduct investigations that substitute for administrative or judicial proceedings;

· Give legal advice;

· Determine “guilt” or “innocence” of anyone accused of wrong-doing;

· Provide testimony in formal grievance or disciplinary procedures or litigation except to explain the role of the office and provide publicly available information (unless ordered to do so by a judge);

· Maintain formal written case records identifying users of the office;

· Assist individuals with an issue that is currently pending in a formal forum (e.g.: a grievance) unless all parties and the presiding officer in that action explicitly consent to suspend the formal process;

· Assist individuals with no affiliation with the campus community;

Evaluation

Evaluation of the Ombuds office and staff will be conducted periodically by the University President through external review and shall include an assessment of visitor satisfaction.

Reporting

The Ombuds office shall at least annually make reports to the University President, the Committee on Alternative Dispute Resolution and the campus community on conflict trends and areas of general concern regarding policies and procedures.
Adoption

These Terms of Reference and any subsequent amendments shall be approved by the Committee on Alternative Dispute Resolution, the Faculty Senate and the President of the University. They shall be effective on the date approved by the President and shall be incorporated into the dispute resolution and grievance procedures in the faculty, employee and student handbooks.  

Approved by the UWG Faculty Senate

September 26, 2008 
Approved by President Beheruz N. Sethna

October 20, 2008       
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