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UM students say club blocked
BY ERIK SCHELZIG
Associated Press

Four University of Miami conservatives say the student 

government is blocking them from starting a club and say the 

college's president, former Clinton Cabinet member Donna 

Shalala, has refused to intervene.

The students say they were told by student leaders that since 

the university already has a College Republicans chapter, 

there was no need for another conservative group. Shalala, 

who was former President Bill Clinton's Health and Human 

Services secretary, has ignored a letter asking for help, the 

four women and their supporters say.

They call the decision discriminatory because along with a 

Democratic club, the school has several groups that they say 

represent liberal beliefs and causes, such as Amnesty 

International and Students for a Free Tibet.

''There's a difference between Republican and conservative,'' 

said Sarah Canale, 19, the would-be club's co-president. 

``But they kept telling us there's too much overlap with the 

College Republicans.''

A university spokeswoman said Thursday that neither the 

school nor the student government would comment. She said 

Shalala was traveling Thursday in Washington and was 

unavailable.

The four students met last fall while working with the College 

Republicans on Gov. Jeb Bush's reelection campaign and 
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decided to form their own group called ACT -- Advocates for 

Conservative Thought.

They submitted an application to the student government 

committee that oversees clubs asking for recognition but were 

refused, they say. They continued meeting anyway, but 

learned when they tried to hold a support-the-troops rally 

during the Iraq war that without university accreditation they 

could not advertise on campus, invite speakers or use school 

facilities.

They resubmitted a revised constitution to the club oversight 

board, trying to highlight that they were not interested in 

party politics. They were denied again.

Frustrated, they called the Foundation for Individual Rights in 

Education or FIRE, a Philadelphia-based group that has 

worked on freedom of speech and religion issues on campuses 

nationwide. FIRE, which calls itself nonpartisan, says Shalala 

has not personally responded to its letter urging her to 

intervene on the students' behalf.

''Universities should be places where there should be all sorts 

of things going on, all sorts of ideas,'' said Thor Halvorssen, 

the group's CEO. ``But they say no, the College Republicans 

group is enough.''

In response to the letter, the women were given another 

hearing before the club oversight committee. The meeting 

lasted 40 minutes and felt like an ''interrogation,'' Canale said.

''We really think we made the point that we didn't overlap 

with the College Republicans,'' Canale said. ``And even if we 

were, we feel like there's so many clubs on campus that 

overlap already, so the argument doesn't make a lot of sense 

at all.''

There are approximately 175 clubs on campus and many of 

them have similar agendas, FIRE president Charles Kors 

argued in his letter to Shalala.
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