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Judge throws out free-speech lawsuit

By TIM MCGLONE, The Virginian-Pilot 
© September 4, 2003 

NORFOLK -- Old Dominion University's president cannot be sued for prohibiting a 
group from distributing political leaflets on campus, a federal judge ruled 
Wednesday. 

The Tidewater Libertarian Party sued university President Roseann Runte, 
claiming she violated free speech rights by refusing to allow the group to hand out 
leaflets on campus. 

U.S. District Judge Henry C. Morgan Jr., without ruling on the merits of the case, 
said Runte has immunity from such lawsuits. The Libertarians vowed to appeal. 

On Oct. 26, two party members were handing out leaflets opposing the 
transportation referendum. Security guards outside the Ted Constant Convocation 
Center asked them to leave. They returned later that day and again were forced to 
leave. 

The Libertarians argued in court papers that the sidewalk outside the new arena is 
a public place, and the university president cannot prohibit political speech. 
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During an hourlong hearing Wednesday on 
the state's motion to dismiss the case, 
Morgan appeared to be leaning toward 
allowing the suit to go forward on the 
grounds that handing out leaflets on a public 
sidewalk is protected free speech. 

``When we're talking about freedom of 
speech in regards to political activity, it's an 
important matter,'' the judge said. 

But toward the end of the hearing, he 
dismissed the case on the state attorney 
general's argument that Runte, as a 
government official, has qualified immunity. 
Runte was the only defendant named by the 
Libertarians. 

Senior Assistant Attorney General Alison Paige Landry also argued that the 
Libertarians could have been permitted to hand out leaflets had they obtained 
permission beforehand. 

Stephen G. Merrill, an attorney for the Libertarians, said, ``Nothing is more 
important than exercising the right of political expression.'' 

He argued that ODU's ``no solicitation policy remains in effect and needs to end.'' 
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Reach Tim McGlone at tim.mcglone@pilotonline.com or 446-2343. 

More News Articles 
• Portsmouth councilmen request review of project - Sep. 4

• Education, taxes dominate legislative races - Sep. 4

• Back-to-back thunderstorms hit - Sep. 4
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