Changes to Food Services made to make a profit
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Many returning students noticed shorter hours and increased prices at all three of the food retail outlets on campus: Snack East, Café a la Carte at Webb Hall, and Closet Café at Shafer Hall.

Snack East is open thirteen and a half hours less, Café a la Carte is open six hours less, and Closet Café is open four and a half hours less, while the Hurley Food Court has the same hours as last year. Stu Gerhardt, a manager from Sodexo Food Services, said that hours were cut due to lack of business. Customer counts were studied in fifteen-minute increments and hours were shortened because of slow business in the early mornings, evenings, and weekends. 

“The operational side of management didn’t take care of business the way they should have,” he said. He acknowledged that there has been much management turnover in the past two to three years. “In order to run an efficient operation we meet the needs of customers and look for continuous improvement,” he explained. 

One of the problems the food retail outlets have been experiencing in the past several years is the ability to break even. Last year, special emphasis was given to provide better service and a bigger variety of products. However, this still did not assist Snack East with providing enough customers to warrant staying open at night. Some nights only five or six students would come in between 8pm and 10:30pm while busier nights only had about fifteen to twenty students coming in. 

Gerhardt said that the prices at Snack East have increased because of the Consumer Price Index and a Market Analysis of surrounding businesses. A study was done of similar products at food outlets such as Bagel One, Burger King, McDonald’s, and the various restaurants in downtown Willimantic. The study concluded that the food outlets were severely undercharging their products. 

Dennis Hannon, Vice President for Finance and Administration, said that the meal plan rates have subsidized the loss that the food outlets have had for the past five years. He explains that the “missed meal factor” helps Sodexo make money at ECSU. This factor takes into account that many students on the meal plan do not use up all of their meals. Students using their meal plan go to the Hurley Hall Food Court. He explains that 1,360 students are on the meal plan. Most of these students live in residence halls requiring students to be on a meal plan. Those requiring students to be on a 14-meal plan include Burnap, Burr, Crandall, Mead, Niejadlik, and Winthrop. Students living in Occum Hall are required to be on a 10-meal plan while residents living in Noble or Windham Street Apartments have kitchens and are not required to be on a plan. However, 140-160 students voluntarily chose to be on the plan. The majority of those voluntarily on the plan are on the 10-meal plan and while some live at Noble or WSA, others are commuters. 

Hannon went on to say that prices increased at the food outlets as a result of the Standard Wage Law which requires minimum rates for certain job categories equal to what the state pays employees with fringe benefits. He also says that Sodexo was non-unionized in the past but now they are unionized meaning that employees negotiated with management for wage increases and benefits. 

Even though prices increased, the price for meal transferability at Snack East also increased allowing students who are on a meal plan to spend up to $3.50 at Snack East. Since Snack East closes at 5pm on Fridays, meal transferability is only available Monday through Thursday nights from 4pm to 7pm. Special combo meals will be developed so that students will be able to buy a sandwich, chips, and a soda for $3.50 without having to use the points on their card.

Snack East is open 8am to 8:30pm Monday through Thursday, 8am to 5pm Friday, and 6:30pm to 9pm Sunday. Café a la Carte is open 7:30am to 7pm Monday through Thursday, 7:30am to 1pm Friday, and it is closed Saturday and Sunday. Closet Café was open (check on hours). Closet Café is open 7:30am to 1pm Monday through Friday and closed Saturday and Sunday. The Hurley Food Court is open 7am to 7pm Monday through Friday, 11:30am to 1pm and 5pm to 6:30pm Saturday, and 11:30am to 1pm and 4pm to 7pm Sunday.

At Snack East, coffee and the breakfast bakery opens at 8am with grill breakfast available 8:30am to 11:30am. Grill lunch and the dinner menu is available 11:30am to 8:30pm. Deli is available 11am to 7pm while pizza is available 11am to 8:30pm. Soup and chili is available starting 11am and the hot lunch special is available from 11:30am to 1:30pm. Sunday nights will have limited service with only the pizza and the grill available.  

