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For immediate release
University of South Florida
Selectively Purges Faculty E-Mail
TAMPA, Fla. --- The USF chapter of the United Faculty of Florida has discovered that e-mails were apparently deleted Tuesday, February 27, from one or more servers across campus. We find this an appalling attack on the integrity of the university's e-mail system, a violation of the faculty's academic freedom to participate in university governance, a violation of previous agreements with the United Faculty of Florida, and an attempt to cover up an embarrassing revelation about the attitudes of some administrators. 

To the best of our knowledge, every single such deleted e-mail had a subject line that included the phrase, “USF Board of Trustees Bargaining Update.” Some of these e-mails were copies of a prematurely released memo that included evidence of a lack of good-
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faith in bargaining on the part of the administration. Others were the final memo. Yet others were e-mails between faculty members and among other employees at USF about either version of the memo. 

On Tuesday afternoon, several faculty became aware that their copies of either version of the memo had disappeared from their in-boxes. In addition, they discovered that all e-mails about the memo versions had disappeared from in-boxes and from sent-mail folders. 

Because the purge included e-mails with the same subject line but different content, something that may be the result of a program to identify and purge e-mails with that subject line, we are concerned with the possibility that an administrator in a dean's office or above ordered the destruction of the public record of either version of the memo. The programming for this deletion of evidence swept up e-mail correspondence about this episode on at least one e-mail server, including between faculty. 

The Collective Bargaining Agreement protects the academic freedom of faculty to participate in university governance, and the deletion of e-mails about university events and decision making violates that right.  In a consultation with the United Faculty of Florida, the USF administration had previously agreed to intrude on individual faculty e-
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mail accounts only when there was a specific finding at the Vice Presidential level that an individual employee's actions warranted investigation, and the wholesale deletion of e-mail from multiple faculty e-mail accounts violates that understanding.

More broadly, the administration's attempt to purge embarrassing e-mails is inappropriate for any public agency that receives taxpayer funding and operates under the Florida Sunshine rules. Purging e-mails also threatens confidence in the university e-mail system: faculty and other university employees rely on the integrity of e-mails to do their work. 

“I have no idea what was in the mind of the administrator ordering the deletion of e-mails, but to some faculty I have heard from, this looks remarkably like old Soviet attempts to rewrite history,” said Sherman Dorn, a union member who has represented faculty in several academic freedom grievances in the past few years. 

“It would be absurd if it didn't waste taxpayer money to find and delete the e-mails and erode the trust of faculty in the university's e-mail system.”

The USF chapter of the United Faculty of Florida will be investigating this e-mail purge and will work with faculty governance bodies who may be concerned about the purge. The chapter calls for the administration to acknowledge the purging of e-mails, restore all 
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of the purged e-mail, identify who made the decision to purge, open up all records of that decision-making process, apologize to all involved faculty, and apologize to the individual defamed faculty member mentioned in the prematurely-released version of the memorandum.
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