Atheist Society banned from debating controversial film
LEEDS, UNITED KINGDOM – students at the University in Leeds are outraged after the students’ union intervened to ban the student atheist society from holding a screening and debate on the controversial 2008 film by Geert Wilders, Fitna.
The event entitled “Fitna: The Big Debate” was designed to be a screening of the film followed by a debate on the issues raised in the film[footnoteRef:0]. However staff at Leeds University Union told society president Sophie Stringfellow that they would not be allowed to run the event as it was a violation of the University’s freedom of expression policy. [0:  http://leeds.atheistsoc.org/events,343] 

Sophie explained "I was told ‘For the record’, that we not allowed to screen the film in a University/Union building." 
The group announced their plans to run the event at the start of January 2010, however on 4 February, but were only called in for a meeting regarding the event 5 days beforehand after complaints were allegedly received from the two Islamic societies on campus. The union has refused to provide the society with copies of these complaints.
The University’s freedom of expression policy states “[the university] tolerates a wide range of views, political as well as academic, even when they are unpopular, controversial or provocative” and “the University has an explicit duty in law to take such steps as are reasonably practicable to ensure that freedom of speech within the law is secured for members, students, employees and visiting speakers. This duty includes a responsibility to ensure that the use of University premises is not denied to any individual or group on the grounds of the belief or views of that individual or any member of that group or on the grounds of the policy or objectives of the group.”
Equality & diversity officer Norman Ralph commented, “The entire situation is ridiculous. The university campus should be a bastion of free speech where we can openly debate controversial issues. Failure to do so only leads to a rise in extremist views.”
Interfaith coordinator Nicola Jackson said the Union has also been obstructive in the Society filing an appeal. "[The Union] really wants to delay us as much as possible. I kept asking her for the forms saying we'd most likely want to get the ball rolling." The society has still not yet received any of the forms it has requested.
Nicola also commented that this wasn’t the first time that the Islamic societies on campus had tried to prevent the Atheist Society from running events. “The Islamic Society were against Adam Deen coming to debate. It makes [people] think they do have these [extremist] views and are just trying to limit the people that know."
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07745 549221
norm.ralph@googlemail.com
About Leeds Atheist Society
Leeds Atheist Society is a Leeds University Union affiliated student society based at the University of Leeds. Founded in 2006 is it the most active student atheist society in the UK, currently led by president Sophie Stringfellow.
The society is also the most active group on campus promoting interfaith activities organising debates, socials, discussion panels and running the nationally renowned Perspective course in which a representative from a different faith is invited down each week and given an open platform to talk about their faith before answering any questions the audience wish to ask.
About the University of Leeds
The University of Leeds is a Russell group university based in Leeds, United Kingdom. It has approximately 33,000 full time students and is currently ranked 99th in the world according to The Times newspaper rankings.
About Fitna
Fitna is a short film released in 2008 by Dutch politician Geert Wilders. The film is decribed as: “the film argues that Islam encourages - among other things - acts of terrorism, antisemitism, violence against women, violence and subjegation of infidels and against homosexuals and Islamic universalism.”
The film was initially released on Liveleak but was removed the next day by Liveleak citing serious threats to their staff as the reason.
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