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Construction pushes Miami debt up 12-fold in last 12 years 

 
By Sarah McIlwain 

 
With the spring 2014 completion of the first 
phase of the $53 million Armstrong Student 
Center, money has been a focal point of 
conversation among student and faculty at 
Miami University.  
 
Also under discussion: the university spent 
$62 million for three new dormitories and a 
geothermal plant on Western Campus. Next, 
the university plans to renovate East Quad, 
with a projected cost of $93 million, and will 
lay out $21 million more for phase two of the 
Student Center project.   
 
“Miami's debt has increased 10-fold over 
recent years, which is concerning, especially 
when considering the rise in student charges 
that will have to be implemented to pay for it 
in future years to come,” James Brock, an 
economics professor at Miami University, 
said via e-mail. 
 
Actually, Miami’s debt level has increased 
just more than 12-fold in the last dozen 
years, from $53 million in 2002 to $641 
million this year, according to David 
Creamer, vice president of finance at Miami. 
 
Where is the school getting the money to 
pay for these multi-million dollar projects? 
Most of these costs are being paid for by 
bonds.  
 
According to Bruce A. Guiot, the university’s 
chief investment officer, Miami has a 
financial plan to take care of the debt 
collected through the issuing of bonds. The 
bonds issued are amortized for 25 years, so 
each year the outstanding debt will shrink; 
This debt service spans over years but will 
eventually be paid off. In some cases, 
financial gifts from donors that go toward 
reducing the deficit, he said.  
 
According to Guiot, Miami plans to slow 
down its borrowing and is not planning to 
issue any new bonds.  
 

 “I expect that Miami will retire its debt in 
accordance with the debt repayment 
scheduled associated with its bonds. As a 
result of the Board of Trustees' decision to 
forego any new debt in the near future, the 
outstanding debt will decline every year 
based on the annual debt service 
payments,” said Creamer.  
 
Debt by its nature leads to reduced flexibility 
for an organization. The university has less 
flexibility because of the increased debt 
levels, Creamer said.  
 
But while Miami’s debt has risen over time, 
its credit rating hasn’t changed. 
 
“If we need to borrow more, we could, but it 
could jeopardize our credit rating,” Guiot 
said. “We are financially healthy, we are in a 
good place.” 
 
According to university officials, these 
spending projects are an investment in the 
university’s future. For instance, better 
quality dorms and campus buildings will 
attract prospective students and the use of 
geothermal energy will save the university 
money on energy bills in the long run. 
 
“If you don’t invest in your investment, it will 
become a worthless asset,” Guiot said.  
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Construction of new dorms and related projects 
on Miami’s Western Campus cost $62 million. 



If campus facilities do not meet the needs of 
the faculty or students, it would be difficult to 
attract either one. If the residence halls are 
not sufficiently meeting the student needs or 
safety requirements, students will not want 
to live in them, said Cody Powell, vice 
president of facilities planning and 
operations at Miami.  
 
“I think it is sometimes difficult to 
comprehend why we must spend so much 
on construction,” Powell said. “Our campus 
consists of well over 7,500,000 square feet 
of buildings. If we were to replace these 
buildings today, it would cost the state of 
Ohio in excess of $2 billion dollars. The age 
and condition of all the buildings vary 
significantly, but all such physical structures 
do not last forever. In most cases, we build 
buildings with great bones -- the concrete, 
brick, and tile roofs last longer than the 
finishes, technology, and electrical systems 
within the buildings. This is why we renovate 
rather than tear down and build new.  
 
“Regardless, it is absolutely necessary to 
continually reinvest in the buildings and 
infrastructure or we would otherwise fall 
behind,” he added. 
 
Miami is not the only university to spend 
millions on facilities. Ohio University spent 
$60 million on a new student center that 
opened in 2004 and Ohio State University 
spent $119 million on a student union that 
opened in 2010.  
 
According to Brock, Ohio universities “…are 
caught up in an unrestrained amenities 
‘arms race,’ ” that's really expensive for 
students who want the latest and greatest 
facilities, but may not fully recognize that 
they have to pay for it through higher tuition 
and fees. 
 
“My deeper concern is that increased 
(spending on) housing and dorms suggests 
that the university may be intending to 
significantly increase enrollment, and I'm 
greatly concerned about what that will do to 
class sizes and the quality of undergraduate 
education without a corresponding increase 
in faculty,” Brock said.  
 

According to Brock, concern should not be 
focused on debt but rather the “exploding” 
budget expenses overall.  
 
“The university's overall budget spending 
has more than doubled over the past 
decade or so, even though the number of 
undergraduate students has increased very 
little,” he said. “Think about that. The 
number of students being educated hasn't 
increased much, but the cost of educating 
them has more than doubled.” 
 
Brock attributes this to the “exploding 
bureaucratic bloat.” The number of full-time 
administrative positions has increased 10 
times faster per 100 students than the 
number of faculty.   
 
What does this all mean? 
 
“Bottom line:  More and more employees 
who teach less and less,” Brock said.  
 

 
Source: Board of Trustees meeting, Dec. 5, 2014. 



 


