
Gift Agreements – QUESTIONS 
 
FOIA REQUESTS 

• What FOIA request led to the finding and subsequent release of these documents? 
• Please provide a timeline of: 

o The FOIA request 
o Discovery of the documents 
o Determination of whether they met criteria spelled out in the FOIA request 
o Release of the documents 

• What prior similar FOIA requests have been made, and why did they not result in the discovery 
and release of these documents? 

 
RECENTLY RELEASED GIFT AGREEMENTS 

• All of the released agreements were initiated prior to the employment of President Cabrera, 
Provost Wu, and VP Janet Bingham. However, at least one agreement was still in place during 
their tenure. Were any of you aware of these agreements? 

o If any of you were aware of these agreements, why have you not been more 
understanding of faculty concerns about gifts like these? 

o If you were not aware of these agreements, why not? 
• Why was the administration so quick to dismiss the repeated questions and concerns that have 

been raised by faculty about the type of gift agreements that were recently discovered and 
released? Given the clear and persistent concerns raised by faculty and others, why has there 
never been a review of existing agreements before now? 

• Many of the agreements (FOIA 2, FOIA 4, FOIA 5, FOIA 6, FOIA 7, FOIA 8) have footers with the 
initials of those same professors and the year of the agreement. Moreover, the FOIA 1 
document names Russell Roberts as the first occupant of the J. Fish & Lillian F. Smith Chair. 
Finally, the timing of many of the agreements is clearly too short for a true competitive search 
to be completed. All of these suggest that the gift agreements established positions that did not, 
in any way, comply with typical University processes, despite any claims that such processes 
must be followed. Given these facts, please respond to the questions below. 

o Is there any way to assure us that the faculty members appointed to positions funded 
with private donor funds (which include faculty members with current appointments) 
were not pre-selected or otherwise known to the donor(s) ahead of time?  

o If not, is there any plan to address these violations of hiring practices specified in the 
Faculty Handbook? 

o If not, should faculty who did not go through standard promotion and tenure processes 
at the University be eligible to engage in activities such as participation in promotion 
and tenure review of others or service in representative roles? 

o Your email to the Mason community asserted that "the agreements did not give donors 
control over academic decisions, and all but the earliest of these agreements explicitly 
stated that the final say in all faculty appointments lies in university procedures.” In light 
of the points raised above, do you stand by this statement? 

• Does the Administration plan to investigate the past agreements to learn how such agreements 
were allowed to be entered into and, thus, inform our understanding of how to prevent such 
violations of academic integrity in the future? If so, will this investigation be conducted by an 
external organization? 

 



CURRENT/FUTURE GIFT PRACTICES 
• Will the Administration commit to an external review of the following? 

o All current gift agreements supporting faculty positions, student scholarships, 
curriculum-related programs, and research? 

o Gift acceptance policies of the University, to allow for the development of (a) 
permanent and meaningful safeguards to ensure that gift agreements like these do not 
happen again and (b) meaningful faculty involvement, consistent with the principles of 
shared governance? 

• Will the Administration allow for meaningful faculty representation in the selection of the 
external group that is selected to conduct an external review? 

• When negotiating a gift, who has the authority to make decisions about how many faculty 
positions can be created, given a set amount of money over a set period of time?  

• What is your view on the practice of committing university money to support faculty above and 
beyond funds that are donated, and after funds run out? 

o For instance, a cost analysis of 7 of the recently released gift agreements indicates that 
those agreements resulted in a total of $5,900,000 in donations, but generated a 
running cost (in salary and estimated fringe benefits) of $11,741,570, for a net cost of 
$5,841,570 to George Mason University. Note that these costs exclude potential 
revenue generated by faculty teaching courses, but also exclude indirect costs, such as 
space, required staff support, etc. Furthermore, they exclude future costs (five of the 
faculty remain employed at George Mason, with no further funding noted, at an 
aggregate total 9-month salary of $804,689 as of FY18). Please see attached 
spreadsheet for details. 

o Would you commit to a temporary halt on any ongoing negotiations involving 
temporary gifts and permanent faculty lines, until an external review of gift acceptance 
processes is completed? 

• What is your view on gifts that come in installments, which mean that donors can withdraw the 
remainder of a gift if they do not like what is being done with the money? How can we ensure 
that this type of inherent pressure does not compromise academic freedom and academic 
integrity?  

• Given that we are in a time of planned growth, how do we prevent philanthropic donors from 
dictating the future course of the University by fostering growth in areas that donors support, 
rather than areas that the University as a whole values? 

• You and Rector Davis have frequently stated that we’ll take money from “anyone,” as long as 
there are “no strings.” Is there truly no person or entity we would not accept gifts from, given a 
reasonably written agreement? If those statements are not accurate, where would you draw the 
line? 

• With the understanding that there may be some documents that are sensitive (e.g., related to 
donor cultivation, planned giving), what prevents the public release of copies of all gift 
agreements to the University or the GMU Foundation, with redactions to protect donor identity 
as needed? 

 
REPUTATION/PUBLIC TRUST 

• Do you believe that the recently released gift agreements represent a violation of the public 
trust? 

• What can be done to restore George Mason’s reputation and the public trust in our university? 



• What specific measures is the Administration going to take in order to re-earn the trust of the 
faculty, students, and alumni? 

• Will you agree to release the full text of all gift agreements involving faculty positions and/or 
any independent, affiliated centers/departments, as well as any other non-standard gift 
agreements between any donor and any unit issued in the last 15 years, redacted as necessary 
to preserve promises of anonymity? 

• Will you commit to a temporary pause in any gift agreement negotiations/acceptances that 
involve any of the individuals, units, or donors associated with the recently released gift 
agreements, until an external review of gift agreements and gift acceptance procedures is 
completed? 

• You have spoken about valuing diversity of thought and ideas. That said, the Charles Koch 
Foundation has a clear, consistent history of trying to undermine academic integrity and 
independence to advance their own agenda, including but certainly not limited to these recently 
released gift agreements from Mason. There is clear and extensive documentation of their 
intent to sway academia in a direction that supports their viewpoints, rather than adhering to a 
more objective pursuit of knowledge. Doesn’t the overwhelming level of support GMU derives 
from those donors lead any reasonable observer to therefore conclude that the university 
prioritizes the viewpoints of the Koch network over a more objective pursuit of knowledge? 

• According to a Koch Foundation official (https://www.chronicle.com/article/George-Mason-s-
President/243285), "the agreements [like those with GMU] were not unusual for the time in 
which they were written." Does the current administration agree with this characterization? If 
so, should it be an important argument in Mason's PR campaign countering current damage? 

 
MERCATUS CENTER 

• Are there ongoing agreements that allow for donor influence in faculty hiring, faculty firing, 
student admissions, or review of faculty or student research/scholarship? 

• Several of the recently released gift agreements include the following stated objective: “to 
advance the understanding, acceptance and practice of those free market processes and 
principles which promote individual freedom, opportunity and prosperity including the rule of 
law, constitutional government, private property and the laws, regulations, organizations, 
institutions and social norms upon which they rely.” In light of this clear objective, please 
respond to the following questions. 

o Does Mercatus engage in any internal review of publications by affiliated faculty or 
students before allowing submission to other entities (e.g., peer-reviewed journals, 
dissertation committees)? If so, what is the nature of purpose of such review? 

o Mercatus provides extensive financial assistance to George Mason University students. 
Are the principles above used in the selection of students for any fellowships? If so, are 
such principles clearly stated and in compliance with any regulations regarding awarding 
of fellowships? If not, what processes (if any) are in place to ensure fair consideration of 
all student applicants?  

• What is the nature of the affiliation of Mercatus Center with the University? 
o What are the “lines of report” for those at Mercatus in relation to those at George 

mason? 
o What members of George Mason are affiliated with Mercatus, and in what capacity?  

• How much University support goes to Mercatus Center? 
o Does the University provide space, and if so, does Mercatus pay full market value rent? 
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o Does the University provide salary support, staff support, or other direct or indirect cost 
support to Mercatus? 

o Is the Director paid by the University, the Center, or some combination thereof? Does 
the Director receive a stipend and/or released time in compensation for services 
performed at Mercatus? If so, how much, and is the cost covered by Mercatus or 
George Mason? 

• What benefits does Mercatus Center provide to George Mason University? Please distinguish 
between broad benefits and support provided in return for services (e.g., stipends for graduate 
research assistants). 

• What other independent centers/institutes, if any, have an affiliation with George Mason 
University that parallels the nature of the affiliation of the Mercatus Center? 

• Given their independent yet affiliated status, how is the work of the Mercatus Center consistent 
with the mission of the University? 

• How does Mercatus address conflicts of interest in promoting and advocating for public policies 
(e.g., tax cuts) that directly enhance the wealth of their primary donors? 

 
RECENT GIFT FROM CKF TO DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMICS 

• For ECON/CHSS: 
o Please describe the rationale for newly hired faculty receiving an appointment at the 

Mercatus Center (Section 3b). 
o Footnote 1 on p. 5 indicates that, with six new faculty members (three supported by the 

gift agreement, and “the filling of three current vacancies”), the Department of 
Economics will grow its total number of master’s students from 45 to 95. Please explain 
how an increase from 29 faculty members to 35 faculty members will enable the 
Department to more than double the current size of its master’s students. 

o Please explain how decisions regarding faculty lines in the ECON department will be 
made after these gift agreements expire. In so doing, please also include a description of 
how decisions about faculty lines in the ECON department were made after the recently 
released gift agreements, which resulted in the addition of 7 new faculty members (5 of 
whom remain at the University today), expired. 

• For President Cabrera: 
o Given the significant concerns surrounding the recently released gift agreements and 

the general practice of funding permanent faculty lines with temporary gifts, will you 
agree to temporarily halt any hiring related to this agreement until an external review of 
gift acceptance processes is completed? 


