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Free speech versus a woman's right to choose: The issue is coming to a head – again – on university campuses across Canada.

The Canadian Civil Liberties Association is campaigning to overturn decisions by several student unions to withdraw funding and resources from pro-life organizations.

The civil liberties group, though "strongly pro-choice" on abortion, says the students' move violates an even more important democratic right – freedom of expression.

"At issue, in our view, is nothing less than the viability of free speech on the university campuses of this country," the civil liberties group's general counsel, Alan Borovoy, writes in a letter that was sent to student unions across Canada. It notes that the right to free speech gave many pro-choice groups their start on campus. The student union at York University says the civil liberties group has it all wrong.

"Student unions democratically made a decision not to give their space or resource to groups that want to criminalize a woman's right to choose," said Kelly Holloway, president of the graduate students union at York University.

The rights fight started last June when the York Federation of Students adopted a motion denying certain pro-life groups access to student resources, such as meeting facilities. 

It occurred after a group called the Canadian Centre for Bio-Ethical Reform was denied access to a student-owned building to participate in a debate about abortion.

The group compares abortion to the Holocaust and uses violent images to make its point, Holloway said. The decision to shut down the debate was made on "safety" grounds, Holloway said. "It was not in violation of free speech."

But the civil liberties group said just because their view is disturbing isn't sufficient reason to shut them out. "These may be valid reasons to challenge anti-abortion organizations, but not to muzzle them," the civil liberties group writes in its letter. Instead of trying to starve these organizations of access to meeting facilities and campus newsletters, students should challenge their views in public debates, it says.

Holloway says the Bio-Ethical Reform group was later able to present its views at a different location on campus, one not owned by the student union, so it wasn't banned from presenting its views.

But Borovoy says that's not the point. "One of the central tenets of a university education is the adventurous search for truth. This means that faculty and students must be free to ask challenging questions and to express provocative opinions," Borovoy writes.

The York student union later succeeded in persuading the Canadian Federation of Students, an umbrella group for all student unions, to endorse their actions and support any other schools that followed their lead. Since then, several university student unions have adopted similar policies, including those at Carleton, Lakehead, Guelph, Memorial in Newfoundland and Victoria in British Columbia.

By going public, the civil liberties group says it hopes students will lobby their leaders to overturn their decision.

