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University administration concerned about UA 
professors' usage of mailing system
By Marlin Caddell
Administrative Affairs Editor
June 09, 2004

Raising national attention over free speech at the University campus and over 
the usage of the intra-campus mailing system, the University administration has 
received a letter from the Philadelphia-based Foundation for Individual Rights in 
Education (FIRE) claiming the administration had "sacrificed the principles of 
liberty for the sake of impairing the communication of views critical of the 
University administration and culture."

The controversy surrounds whether the Alabama Scholars Association can 
publish its newsletter, The Alabama Observer, using the intra-campus mail 
system. Judy Bonner, provost for the University, said the issue has nothing to do 
with restricting the ASA from publishing on campus but has everything to do with 
following postal regulations.

"The intra-campus mail exists to allow the University or other organizations on 
campus to conduct official business on campus," she said. "The Alabama 
Scholars distributes their newspaper to other places off campus, and so they 
should be using the campus mail.

"All we're asking is that they put a stamp on what they are going to mail," she 
said.
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David Beito, co-president of the ASA, said he believes this is a free speech 
issue because other faculty organizations on campus use the intra-campus mail 
system. Beito said one faculty organization, the Coalition for Diversity and 
Inclusiveness, has members who are not employed by the University or who 
distribute to other University campuses. 

He said the reason why using the campus mailing system is so important is 
because it costs $900 to publish The Alabama Observer, and he said this is 
prohibitively expensive. "They [University administration] will do anything to 
silence criticism," he said. "The University administration does not want to be 
criticized, and we are considered traitors because we don't promote University 
public relations."

Bonner said she and the administration do not care what is published in the 
Alabama Observer, but she said she wants to make sure all regulations are 
followed. The American Association of University Professors recently had to 
begin paying the same postage rate to publish its newsletter, the Academe'. 

Marten Ultee, campus contact for the American Association of University 
Professors for the University, said the AAUP has distributed its newsletter for 32 
years using the intra-campus mail, and he said he never was asked to use the 
regular postal system to mail the newsletter.

Bonner said this was simply an oversight that has been corrected, but Ultee said 
this has created a "chilling effect" for being able to distribute ideas on campus.

"This is a University attempt to tax the expression of certain ideas," Ultee said. 

Greg Lukianoff, the Director of FIRE, said the University has not answered any 
concerns about free speech violations, and he said President Robert Witt only 
responded to FIRE's letter with a three-line response.

"Rather than address the principles we raised in our letter -- principles of 
equality, of freedom of expression, and of fairness -- he treated our letter as if it 
had solely to do with postal regulations," he said. " We took the time to write a 
reasoned, three page letter explaining that it was unfair to require the ASA, a 
faculty group based at UA-Tuscaloosa, to pay rates 800 percent higher than 
other faculty organizations, especially considering the constantly shifting 
excuses UA was attempting to use to do it." 

He said he expressed alarm at "UA's tendency to restrict huge swaths of 
expression in order to restrict speech unpopular with UA administrators," 
mentioning another incident where FIRE wrote a letter to Witt about the displays 
in dorm room windows. 
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Lukianoff said FIRE is very skeptical of University administration quoting postal 
regulations as a justification for charging the Alabama Scholars Association 
higher rates than other faculty organizations which use the mail. 

"It is too convenient that UA has discovered this postal regulation immediately 
following a controversial expose in the ASA newsletter of potential grade 
inflation in certain departments at UA," he said. 

Bonner said the organizations which use the intra-campus mail must be strictly 
based at the University, funded by the University, and only have University 
employees hired in the organization. Beito said he meets all those requirements 
and should be able to use the intra-campus mail system.

Lukianoff said FIRE would keep pressure on the University to "end its policy of 
broad speech restrictions."

"It seems that every year UA administrators find another reason to try to 
minimize freedom of speech on campus, and UA students and faculty and 
Alabama taxpayers deserve better," Lukianoff said.

Ultee said he just wants to see everyone have a chance to have his or her ideas 
expressed on campus.

"This is a question of whether we are going to have the free flow of information 
or not, and whether the University is going to try to regulate it," Ultee said.

Bonner said this entire issue is "propaganda" from people who take statements 
out of context and "turn it into a free speech issue."

"The real story here is about organizations who are trying to get around paying 
postage to distribute their newsletters," Bonner said. "All we are saying is simply 
pay the regular postage."

Administration Shifts Reasoning

Beito said the University administration has shifted reasoning for not allowing 
the ASA to publish its newsletter. He said its representatives first claimed the 
ASA was not a "bona fide faculty organization" and therefore could not use the 
mailing service. However, Beito said all of the members of the ASA are hired 
faculty members and graduate students. 

He also said the Alabama Observer has been changed to say it is only the 
University chapter of the ASA in order to cancel the rule about not letting state 
organizations publish using the intra-campus mail system.
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Currently, no system exists for becoming a "bona fide" faculty organization on 
campus. Bonner presented a resolution to the faculty senate that would create 
rules for recognizing a faculty organization. 

However, the resolution failed in the steering committee.

"We want to become a chapter, but there is no way to do it," Beito said. "There 
are many ways a student organization can become 'bona fide,' but there is no 
way a faculty organization can."

Bonner said the issue has nothing to do with being a recognized faculty 
organization.

University administration concerned about UA professors' usage of 
mailing system 

Post your feedback on this topic here 

No feedback has been posted yet. Please post yours! 

(Feedback requires a Javascript-compatible browser) 
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