
 
 
 
 

23 November 2021 
 
Peter Smailes 
Vice-President, Finance & Operations 
University of British Columbia 
1958 Main Mall 
Vancouver, BC  V6T 1Z2 
 
Dear Mr Smailes, 
 
I am writing as president of the Society for Academic Freedom and 
Scholarship (SAFS), an organization of university faculty members and 
others dedicated to the defense of academic freedom and the merit principle 
in higher education. (For further information, please see our website at 
www.safs.ca.) 
 
SAFS is concerned about the cancellation of an event booked by UBC 
Students for Freedom of Expression (SFE), that was to have taken place on 
17 November.  UBC cancelled this event on 12 November. 
 
According to the statement you issued, the reason UBC cancelled the SFE 
event was that, “We believe proceeding with this event would adversely 
affect campus and community safety.” 
 
It would appear that UBC is encouraging those who dislike a speaker or 
disapprove of their message to threaten violence in order to shut events 

down.  Surely UBC would not wish to endorse the heckler’s veto. 
 
If threats have been made against the event, UBC should report them to the police. 
 
Universities are rightly assumed to be places of freedom of expression and discussion.  
Promoting free discussion is part of their mission as institutions of learning.  For that reason, 
universities have traditionally been willing to rent space to groups for lectures, discussions, and 
other events.  UBC itself recognizes in official university documents its responsibility to 
protect and promote free expression and the exchange of ideas.  As recently as 24 September 
2019, Provost and Vice-President, Academic Andrew Szeri reminded the UBC community of 
its commitments when he quoted a UBC statement on academic freedom: 
 
“The members of the University enjoy certain rights and privileges essential to the fulfilment 
of its primary functions: instruction and the pursuit of knowledge. Central among these rights 
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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, and to engage in full 
and unrestricted consideration of any opinion. This freedom extends not only to the regular 
members of the University, but to all who are invited to participate in its forum. 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 that 
obstructs free and full discussion, not only of ideas that 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.”  https://academic.ubc.ca/academic-
community/news-announcements/news/statement-provost-regarding-controversial-speakers 
 
UBC and Dr Szeri quite rightly insist that UBC has a responsibility to ensure safety and good 
order on campus for controversial speakers.  UBC cannot, consistently with its own expressed 
principles, allow threats of disruption to interfere with the peaceful expression and discussion 
of ideas and arguments. 
 
The final paragraph of your statement mentions UBC’s commitment to reconciliation and to 
“supporting Indigenous peoples and communities” and to “the principles of equity, diversity 
and inclusion.”  The statement does not explain how these commitments are put at risk by UBC 
renting space to the SFE so that they might host a discussion.  The implication, though, is that 
UBC cancelled the event because it believes free discussion of certain topics is inconsistent 
with the university’s mission.  This is surely not a position that would be consistent with 
UBC’s policy protecting academic freedom. 
 
We respectfully request that you respond to our letter. With your permission, we will post your 
response along with this letter on our website. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
Mark Mercer, PhD 
President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) 
1801 Chestnut Street 
Halifax, NS  B3H 3T7 
president@safs.ca 
http://www.safs.ca/ 
Facebook : https://www.facebook.com/safs.ca/ 
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Cc: Santa Ono, President and Vice Chancellor 
Andrew Szeri, Provost and Vice-President, Academic 
Ainsley Carry, Vice-President, Students 
Margaret Schabas, Senior Advisor to the Provosts on Academic Freedom 
Ron Holton, UBC Safety and Risk Services, Vancouver 


