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UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING 
Report | Residence Halls Reconstruction 

October 1, 2015 
 

[Pursuant to Enrolled Act 41, House (2014) as recorded by Session Laws of Wyoming, 
2014, Chapter 26, Section 067, Footnote 2] 

 
To the Joint Appropriations Interim Committee and Joint Education Interim 

Committee 
 

 
Report | Residence Halls Reconstruction 
Legislative Requirement 
 
During the 2014 Budget Session of the Wyoming Legislature, legislation was passed that 
required the University of Wyoming to report on the potential complete reconstruction of 
residence halls.  Specifically, as recorded in the Session Laws of Wyoming, 2014: 

2. Not later than October 1, 2015, the trustees of the University of Wyoming 
shall report to the joint education interim committee and the joint appropriations 
interim committee on potential complete reconstruction of Crane Hall, Downey 
Hall, Hill Hall, McIntyre Hall, Orr Hall and White Hall collectively or separately. 
The report shall include cost estimates for construction and operations, student 
affordability, potential timing and options for financing the reconstruction, and a 
review of housing options and costs at comparable universities.  See Session 
Laws of Wyoming, 2014, Chapter 26, Section 067, Footnote 2. 

 
Consultants and Constraints – A Change in Direction 
 
In response to this footnote, UW retained Mahlum Architects in consultation with 
Anderson Strickler LLC and Envision Strategies (the Consultants) to conduct a study of 
housing and dining facility needs regarding the six residence halls listed in the footnote. 
Consultants conducted surveys of on and off campus constituencies regarding needs and 
preferences. Consultants developed a preliminary concept and vetted it with 
constituencies and the UW Administration during the spring of 2015. 
 
UW imposed a constraint on the Consultant to address replacement of the housing 
inventory within these residence halls by constructing new facilities on the same parcel 
upon which they are currently located. Discussions with Trustees and Legislators in the 
summer of 2015 revealed dissatisfaction with that constraint. Restricting the new 
facilities to the same footprint still required residence halls that are six stories in height. 
Moreover, to achieve the needed inventory, the buildings would still be placed very close 
to Grand Avenue (south of the current residence halls) continuing the “industrial” type 
presence for both students and the public travelling nearby. 
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At a meeting in July with the Facilities Construction Committee of the UW Board of 
Trustees and several legislators, the UW Administration and the Consultants were urged 
to remove the constraint and envision different alternatives not limited to replacing the 
current residence halls with buildings only within the same land area. 
 
That work was undertaken by the Consultants, and several alternatives were identified. 
These alternatives remain at a very basic conceptual stage. But all have the same Phase I 
component as a starting point.  
 
This change of direction in the last few months resulted in a decreased level of specificity 
as regards the details of the entirety of the project. However, given the need to maintain 
an adequate level of freshman housing at all times, this project will almost assuredly be 
phased over eight to 10 years. That phasing provides an opportunity for UW revenue 
bonding capacity to become available to support, at least in part, later phases of the 
project as current revenue bonds are retired. 
 
Some background information is necessary to understand the current status of facilities 
and future needs. 
 
 
Background 
 
The six residence halls referenced in the footnote are located east of 15th Street and north 
of Grand Avenue. Appendix A is a map of that area. These halls serve primarily 
traditional aged freshmen who are required to live in them. The requirement to have 
freshmen live on campus is common at universities and is a critical component of 
promoting academic success. Extensive programming is provided in these living 
communities so that freshmen can adjust to college life, can access support services in a 
convenient manner, and can engage with fellow students with similar academic interests. 
 
UW has other residential facilities that are available to upperclassmen undergraduates, 
graduate students, and families. Given the increase in quality housing in the Laramie 
community over the past decade, UW has no plans to increase that housing inventory. 
Rather, the focus is on providing high quality housing for traditional aged freshmen. 
 
All six residence halls were constructed over a period of time some 50 years ago. 
Construction at that time focused on large, high rise buildings with small rooms and 
community restroom facilities typically at the end of a corridor. Wireless technology that 
is the cornerstone of today’s living and learning environments was decades away.  
 
Appendix B provides residential data about these six residence halls over the last six 
years. Four of the halls (Downey, McIntyre, Orr and White) have a total capacity of about 
1900 students. The capacity varies based upon the configuration of each hall in each year 
regarding the number of single or double rooms that are provided. Students pay a 
premium to have a single room, but UW limits the number of single rooms to ensure fees 
from housing revenues are adequate to support the operation. No state appropriations or 
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tuition revenues are used to support the operations of the residence halls. [For the 2015-
2016 school year, a student pays $4,310 to live in a double occupancy room. A single 
occupancy room is about 50% higher.] 
 
Crane and Hill halls are older than the other four halls. They have been used recently as 
alternative space when one of the other residence halls has been closed for life-safety 
construction projects. Hill Hall is used on a limited basis for upper classmen or graduate 
students who live in single rooms and typically need housing only for a semester to 
complete their academic program. The halls have often been used for alternative office 
space when units on campus have been displaced due to construction.  The Crane-Hill 
Dining area is occasionally used for campus functions, but with the UW Conference 
Center, the Marian H Rochelle Gateway Center (MHRGC), and the Student Union, those 
uses are rare. The Crane-Hill dining area also houses UW’s catering kitchen which serves 
events across campus, with very high volumes at the UW Conference Center and the 
MHRGC. That catering kitchen will need to be relocated as part of this project. 
 
UW believes that this project should be designed to accommodate approximately 2,000 
students. With increasing enrollments, traditional aged freshmen are expected to exceed 
1600 in the near term. A key component of the services provided to freshmen is the 
Resident Assistant (RA), an upperclassman who engages with a group of students to 
provide support. There are approximately 100 of those. There needs to be some room for 
growth in the incoming freshman class, and there are always a relatively small number of 
students who simply desire to live in residence halls. In short, if these new facilities are to 
serve UW for decades to come, an inventory to serve 2,000 students is a reasonable 
target. 
 
New Facilities – Housing configurations 
 
One might assume that suite style housing (a common living area with several bedrooms) 
is the optimum approach for freshman housing. Simply, it is not. UW does have an 
inventory of such housing in its other facilities. Freshman living is very different. The 
desirable model is two single rooms sharing a common bathroom or some larger 
variations on that theme. The rooms are relatively small.  Why? Because today, students 
who stay comfortably to themselves as freshmen are less likely to succeed. University 
classes require collaboration, engagement, and interaction. The living environment for 
freshmen needs to encourage that, including spaces in the residence hall that promote 
students’ working together. The 1960’s military barracks style “showers at the end of the 
hall” simply do not conform to the expectations of today’s students. 
 
Further, students desire a connection with their living group. A floor on a high-rise 
residence hall is yesterday’s version of that model. Today, students desire and thrive in 
living groups that are larger than the floor of a residence hall, but smaller than the nearly 
600 students that White Hall houses.  The optimum is in the 150 to 200 student range. 
And that has informed the design of the living spaces. 
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With smaller numbers of students in each building, the goal is not to exceed four stories 
in height. Setbacks from streets are still essential. Students also expect outdoor common 
areas, not buildings closely placed together, to generate sense of neighborhood and also 
continue the opportunity for informal interactions.  When students connect to the UW 
community, they tend to be successful. 
 
Dining  
 
The Washakie dining center has a variety of food stations and selections. It is passing 15 
years of service, and if there will be a total revamping of freshman housing, then it is 
necessary that food service facilities conform with modern expectations. UW remains 
committed to retaining the Washakie name in any new development; it is engrained in 
Wyoming’s history and that of UW. Moreover, with the recent modifications to the 
Grand Avenue corridor, the iconic statue of Chief Washakie (“The Battle of Two 
Hearts”) is literally near the edge of the road. Any new development will ensure that this 
incredible work of art will be at the forefront in the lives of UW’s freshmen who reside in 
these learning communities. 
 
Consultant’s Reports 
 
Appendix C is the presentation that Consultants prepared for the UW Board of Trustees 
dated May 15, 2015. It describes a phased approach to the project, but limits the project 
to the current footprint.  Appendix D is the September 21, 2015, response by the 
Consultants to the July meeting with a committee of the UW Board of Trustees and some 
state legislators. Some basic concepts contained as this document was being finalized 
were discussed with the UW Board of Trustees at its September 9 – 11, 2015 meeting. 
 
The five concepts are briefly described as follows. Appendix D contains descriptions and 
conceptual drawings of each alternative. 
 
Concept 1: Limit the project to the existing footprint 
 
Concept 2: A portion of the project is located on the east side of the current fraternity 
mall area, north of the Information Technology building and west of the Performing Arts 
facility. 
 
Concept 3: Requested as concept by the group of Trustees and legislators at the July 
meeting, this engages the west side of fraternity mall and would necessitate relocating 
Greek houses that are currently on the south side of the mall to the north side. Note that 
with one exception, the Greek houses on the south side of the mall are private property 
not owned by UW. Moreover, there are covenants affecting the west side of the mall that 
would require approval from the landowners on both the south and north sides of the mall 
to modify. But the notion here is to envision an approach that relaxes many of the 
constraints. No communications with private property owners have occurred as regards 
this concept. 
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Concept 4: This approach contemplates that UW would acquire private property south of 
Grand Avenue to include as part of the overall housing scheme. Again, this is a concept. 
No communications with private property owners have occurred as regards this concept. 
 
Concept 5: This approach moves the footprint to the east to the current parking lot south 
of the Corbett building.  
 
Phase I 
 
These alternatives were fleshed out in recent weeks. Neither the Consultants nor the UW 
Trustees and Administration have had an opportunity to evaluate these concepts in detail. 
But two things are clear. First, limiting the project solely to the footprint of the existing 
facilities has little support as a viable alternative. Second, whatever alternative that is 
ultimately selected, Phase I is the starting point. 
 
Phase I consists of the following components: 
 

1. Demolish Crane Hall and the Crane-Hill dining area 
 

2. Construct a catering kitchen to replace the one demolished in the Crane Hill 
dining area; one alternative is to expand the existing, though limited kitchen 
facilities at the UW Conference Center. 

 
3. Construct a parking facility, including a power plant within that facility, on 

the parking area east of the Information Technology building. A parking 
facility is essential to meet the long term needs of any housing configuration. 
Some universities restrict the ability of undergraduates to bring motor vehicles 
to campus. But UW students have limited ability to travel to Laramie 
otherwise than by private motor vehicle. So that restriction is impractical here. 
 
The small power plant is required to meet the ever growing needs of the 
campus. UW is also proposing an additional small power plant on the 
northwest side of the main campus to accommodate the demands of the Enzi 
STEM facility, the Engineering Building, and the envisioned facility for the 
Science Initiative. 
 
The power plant associated with this project will provide capacity for the ever 
increasing demands of the Information Technology building as well as student 
housing and food service. UW’s current power plant is at capacity. 
 

4.  New student housing – This student housing would be configured to be no 
more than four stories and also have the appropriate set back from streets. It 
would have common areas to create the sense of neighborhood as described 
above. It would accommodate no more than 700 students, and perhaps 
substantially fewer, e.g. 450, as necessary to meet those expectations.  
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UW intends to pursue more detailed analyses of these components following the 
submission of this report and present that information to the Governor and the Legislature 
prior to the 2016 budget session. But very rough figures suggest that these four 
components would cost at least $100 million. 
 
Balance of the project 
 
UW has requested Level II planning funds regarding Phase I of this project as part of its 
2016 budget request. If such funding was granted, even under the most optimistic 
circumstances regarding financing, Phase I would be operational no earlier than the 2019-
2020 academic year. That provides ample time for discussions with a variety of 
constituencies to determine how this project should proceed beyond Phase I.  
 
One thing is absolutely clear. Unless efforts towards accomplishing Phase I are 
undertaken, UW’s 50+ year old residence halls will remain as they are. This is totally 
inconsistent with cutting edge facilities that exist or are being constructed on the UW 
campus for students. UW has the Energy Innovation Center, Enzi STEM, Visual Arts, 
Performing Arts, and is building a High Bay Research facility, designing a new 
Engineering Building, and planning a facility for the Science Initiative.  In some cases, 
students may be living in the same housing their grandparents did. That will not meet the 
needs of our resident students or attract high performing students from outside the state. 
 
 
Financing 
 
With the exception of some appropriations related to life safety, UW’s housing and 
student food service operations have been funded solely through student housing and 
food service contracts. Those charges fund all the costs associated with the annual 
operations, as well as funding reserves for replacement of equipment and major 
maintenance. (The major maintenance formula in the appropriations bill excludes funding 
for housing and food service facilities funded by user fees.) 
 
First, UW’s housing and food service charges must be reasonably comparable to 
comparator universities. Recent information indicates that while UW is slightly above 
average, its charges remain reasonable. Consistent with remaining affordable, that 
suggests that only very modest increases in fees could occur to contribute to the cost of 
new facilities. 
 
Second, current statutes allow UW to issue revenue bonds to fund capital projects. 
Revenue bonds can only be issued for a project as specifically authorized by the 
Legislature. As of June 1, 2015, UW’s bonded indebtedness stood at about $96.5 million. 
That indebtedness reflects funding for academic facilities such as Visual Arts, Performing 
Arts and the Anthropology Building (UW’s statutory share of federal mineral royalties 
are used in part to pay that indebtedness) as well as projects funded in part by student 
fees (e.g. the Half Acre gym). It also reflects some indebtedness for work on the 
residence halls over the years. 
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UW currently has limited revenue bonding capacity to issue debt beyond current levels. 
That is because the total revenues available in accordance with law to repay the debt 
should be about 2.5 times the actual debt payments. This ratio, called “debt coverage,” 
determines the amount of interest that must be paid. Interest rates are simply too high if 
the debt coverage drops too low. 
 
However, by 2020, UW’s debt capacity will increase to about $38 million. In 2025, there 
would be an additional $30 million available. A great deal of fiscal analysis must occur, 
but it is clear that there exists the ability for UW to make significant contributions to 
financing over time. Those revenues might better be used for future phases of this project 
rather than unduly delaying Phase I. It is equally clear that this project cannot be funded 
solely through fees generated by student housing and dining contracts. 
 
Conclusion 
 
UW included in its 2016 biennial budget request, a request for $3 million to fund the 
Level II study for the first component of a project limited to the current footprint. That 
request was based on about 2.5% of a $130 million very preliminary budget for a 
different configuration. 
 
UW will provide additional financial detail prior to the 2016 budget session. But the $3 
million request for Level II planning is still within reasonable ranges of a project of this 
magnitude, Phase I which would cost at least $100 million.
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