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State senator from county seeks auditor
review of UConn


https://westfaironline.com/106923/state-senator-from-county-seeks-auditor-review-of-uconn/

A Fairfield County state senator is asking Connecticut’s Auditors of Public
Accounts office to investigate the University of Connecticut after UConn
announced that a professor and his administrative assistant violated travel
and compensatory time policies that cost the university more than $100,000.

“This activity only was discovered because of a whistleblower complaint, not
the university’s own systems of checks and balances,” State Sen. Michael
McLachlan, a Republican whose district includes Bethel, Danbury, New
Fairfield and Sherman, wrote to the APA. “Additionally, this lack of oversight
is frighteningly similar to problems discovered earlier this year at the UConn
Health Center.”

UConn announced last week that Prof. Ram D. Gopal, who was also the head
of the Operations and Information Management Department in the School of
Business, resigned after fraudulent activity and an inappropriate relationship
with an administrative assistant, Melissa Burk, were discovered.

The professor took the assistant on trips to Dublin, Los Angeles, South Korea
and India “on the university’s dime,” according to McLachlan; the pair
approved each other’s travel expense forms, and the assistant was paid
nearly $90,000 in unearned compensatory time.

The misdeeds were uncovered by an internal UConn audit.

Earlier this year, it was discovered that the UConn Health Center continued to
send regular payments to a professor who had not reported to work in about
eight months and was discovered to have been dead much of that time. A
later APA report disclosed improper payment of compensatory time for UConn
Health Center staff and poor record-keeping, as well as other irregularities.

"I am concerned that management and financial oversight problems are
endemic to all of the facilities and organizations under the University of
Connecticut umbrella,” McLachlan wrote. "How many other instances of
inadequate record-keeping and lax management practices have not been
discovered?”

UConn did not have an immediate comment.
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UConn Professor Resigns
Amid Allegations of
Engaging in an
Inappropriate Relationship
with Employee

Ram D. Gopal, an Indian American professor who headed the University of
Connecticut’s Operations and Information Management, has resigned in the wake of
allegations that he violated the university’s policies by unduly favoring his

administrative assistant.

Gopal was alleged to have been engaging in an inappropriate relationship with an

employee whom he supervised, according to university spokesperson Stephanie Reitz.

Gopal was accused by UConn of violating the school’s travel policies, including
invalid business travel expenses and taking his administrative assistant, Melissa Burk,

on non-university related trips, and also approving compensatory time for her without



proper approvals, according to an official university memo, according to the UConn
Daily Campus.

“UConn expects all of its employees to comply with university and state policies.
When the university finds that any employee has failed to do so, it takes appropriate
action,” said Reitz, adding that the investigation ended in spring 2018 and the
university had begun the process to dismiss him.

In response to Gopal’s resignation, Craig H. Kennedy, provost and vice president for
Academic Affairs, said in a letter: “The Office of Institutional Equity investigated and
concluded that you engaged in conduct in violation of the ‘Policy Against
Discrimination, Harassment and Related Interpersonal Violence’ by having an

inappropriate amorous relationship with an employee whom you supervised.”
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“UConn expects all of its employees to comply with university and state policies.
When the university finds that any employee has failed to do so, it takes appropriate
action,” said Reitz, adding that the investigation ended in spring 2018 and the

university had begun the process to dismiss him.

In response to Gopal’s resignation, Craig H. Kennedy, provost and vice president for
Academic Affairs, said in a letter: “The Office of Institutional Equity investigated and
concluded that you engaged in conduct in violation of the ‘Policy Against
Discrimination, Harassment and Related Interpersonal Violence’ by having an

inappropriate amorous relationship with an employee whom you supervised.”

The Daily Campus notes that a university memo in December 2017 cited that UConn

Audit and Management Advisory Services was asked to assist the Office of



University Compliance on an anonymous allegation that Gopal and Burk incorrectly

charged business travel expenses to the university.

The assistant accompanied Gopal on trips to Dublin, Ireland; Los Angeles, Calif.;
South Korea, and India. They billed the university nearly $24,000 for those trips that

were used for “sightseeing.”

Burk and Gopal were also reported to have approved each other’s travel expenditures

as well as their joint participation in travel despite him being her direct supervisor.

Before tending his resignation, Reitz said, Gopal offered to reimburse the university

for all improper travel expenses incurred. It is unclear if that happened.

Gopal was hired by UConn in 1993.

Burk is still employed by the university.
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OPIM department head resigns
after violating UConn policies

and misconduct

The University of Connecticut’s Operations and Information
Management (OPIM) department head resigned at the end of August
after being accused of violating university policies and engaging in
an inappropriate relationship with an employee whom he
supervised, according to university spokesperson Stephanie Reitz.

Ram D. Gopal, the School of Business’ OPIM department head and
professor, was accused by UConn of violating the school’s travel
policies, including invalid business travel expenses and bringing his
administrative assistant, Melissa Burk, on non-university related
trips, according to an official university memo.

“UConn expects all of its employees to comply with university and
state policies,” Reitz said. “When the university finds that any

employee has failed to do so, it takes appropriate action.”

The findings were complete in spring 2018, Reitz said.
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“UConn was actively moving through the necessary steps toward
firing [Gopal] when he resigned,” Reitz said.

Gopal is no longer employed by the university and left “not in good
standing,” according to Reitz.

“The Office of Institutional Equity investigated and concluded that
you engaged in conduct in violation of the ‘Policy Against
Discrimination, Harassment and Related Interpersonal Violence’ by
having an inappropriate amorous relationship with an employee
whom you supervised,” Craig H. Kennedy, Provost and Vice
President for Academic Affairs, said in a letter in response to Gopal’s
resignation.

In December 2017, UConn Audit and Management Advisory Services
was asked to assist the Office of University Compliance on an
anonymous allegation that Gopal and Burk incorrectly charged
business travel expenses to the university, according to a university
memo.

“The audit found that [Gopal] violated existing UConn policies; this
misconduct was not due to a lack of applicable policies,” Reitz said.

Burk traveled with Gopal on three separate occasions: to Dublin, Los
Angeles and South Korea and India.

Burk declared the business purpose for the trips as “[ Workshop on
Information Technologies and Systems] WITS Conference” and
“WITS Feeder Workshop - assisted the president of WITS,”
according to a university memo.

Gopal is the president of WITS, which is not a university-established
organization, deeming these trips not reimbursable by the
university, according to a university memo.

According to the University Travel Policy, “All business expenditures
must have a business purpose and must be supported by
documentation.”

Burk’s travel expenses for the three trips totaled $17,222, including
lodging, meals, airfare, transportation and conference registration,
according to a university memo.
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“We noted four instances in which [Gopal and Burk] appeared to
have included undisclosed personal days in business travel
requests,” University Audit Services said in an official memao.

According to the memo, review of emails between Gopal and Burk
indicate this time was spent sightseeing.

The total unallowable reimbursed travel expenses amounted to
$23,874, according to an official university memo.

Burk and Gopal were reported to have approved each other’s Travel
WebForms, the platform used to file travel expenditures, despite
Burk’s direct supervision by Gopal, as well as their joint
participation in travel.

According to University Travel Policy, “To avoid actual or apparent
conflicts of interest...employees may not approve payment or
reimbursement or expenses... of an individual to whom they directly
or indirectly report.”

Before his resignation, Gopal offered to fix his wrongdoing.

“Records indicate [Gopal] offered during the dismissal process to
reimburse the University for all improper travel expenses incurred,”
Reitz said. It is unsure if this has happened.

University Audit Services found “significant, ongoing payroll
expenditures charged to object code 5370, Overtime.”

An email from Gopal to Burk displayed Burk worked accrued
compensatory time and failed to record it.

“You have on several occasions stayed beyond the normal work
hours,” Gopal said in the email to Burk. “And I agreed that in return
when there is no pressing work in the department you can leave
earlier.”

According to article 18.3 of the University of Connecticut
Professional Employees Association contract, “Employees will make
every effort to request the utilization of accrued compensatory time
and supervisors are encouraged to approve these requests.”

Gopal’s salary at the time of resignation was $320,306 and was paid
approximately an additional $60,000 annually in stipends for



research, according to Reitz. Gopal was hired by UConn in Sept.
1993.

Burk is still employed by the School of Business OPIM department
as an administrative assistant with a current salary of $54,895. She
was hired in Sept. 2014, after being a temporary worker since early
2013, according to Reitz.



