November 30, 2006

Prof. Stephen J. Toope
President, University of British Columbia
6328 Memorial Road 
Vancouver, BC, V6T 1Z2

Dear President Toope, 

I have followed with interest the controversy happening at UBC’s Okanagan campus, with regard to a group of pro-life students being denied club status.  This is a serious threat to freedom of speech and academic freedom, which I hope you will recognize and do all in your power to remedy.

UBC’s own policy on Academic Freedom states: 

The members of the University enjoy certain rights and privileges essential to the fulfillment of its primary functions: instruction and the pursuit of knowledge. Central among these rights is the freedom, within the law, to pursue what seems to them as fruitful avenues of inquiry, to teach and to learn unhindered by external or non-academic constraints, to engage in full and unrestricted consideration of any opinion.... Suppression of this freedom, whether by institutions of the state, the officers of the University or the actions of private individuals, would prevent the University from carrying out its primary functions. All members of the University must recognize this fundamental principle and must share responsibility for supporting, safeguarding and preserving this central freedom. Behaviour which obstructs free and full discussion, not only of ideas which are safe and accepted but of those which may be unpopular or even abhorrent, vitally threatens the integrity of the University's forum. Such behaviour cannot be tolerated. [emphasis added]

Your own policy states that the behaviour of UBC Okanagan’s Student Society “cannot be tolerated.”  I await a response from you about how you plan to address this violation of your policy.

The students’ union may try to claim the decision was made by a student vote, but the students’ union is using the vote as grounds to deny club status (to pro-life students, I might add, who are forced to pay student fees to a group that censors them).  Beyond that, only 75 to 80 students, of a total campus student body of about 5000, attended the meeting with approximately two thirds of that group voting against the ratification of the club.  Even if all 5000 students had turned up to vote, and a majority of them voted against the club, it would still not be correct to deny the group club status.

This is an issue of freedom of expression.  If only popular messages are allowed to be proclaimed, if only groups with popular causes are allowed to be formed, then freedom of speech doesn’t exist.  Right is supposed to make might, not the other way around.
I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely, 

<Your signature, name, and address>
