University Leadership: Occupying Campus

On September 17, 2011, a group of protesters erected a tent city in New York City’s Zuccotti Park, located in the Wall Street financial district.  Thus began a twenty-four hour a day occupation in protest of economic inequality, corporate greed and the corrupting influence of money in politics.  The Occupy Wall Street protest sparked more than a hundred similar protests across the country.  With thousands of students and some faculty adding their concerns to the grievances of Occupy Wall Street, university administrators found themselves dealing with physical occupations of several college campuses.  Two incidents at University of California campuses received national attention.  

UC Berkeley

On November 9, thousands of protesters attempted to erect an encampment on the University of California Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza in defiance of administration’s policy.  Campus police in riot gear, and armed with batons, used force to remove the tents and arrest several resisting protesters, injuring several protesters—both students and faculty.  Berkely Professor, and former U.S. Poet Laureate, described his experience at the protest in The New York Times:

Once the cordon formed, the deputy sheriffs pointed their truncheons toward the crowd. It looked like the oldest of military maneuvers, a phalanx out of the Trojan War, but with billy clubs instead of spears. The students were wearing scarves for the first time that year, their cheeks rosy with the first bite of real cold after the long Californian Indian summer. [...]  
[T]he deputies in the cordon surged forward and, using their clubs as battering rams, began to hammer at the bodies of the line of students. It was stunning to see. They swung hard into their chests and bellies. Particularly shocking to me — it must be a generational reaction — was that they assaulted both the young men and the young women with the same indiscriminate force. If the students turned away, they pounded their ribs. If they turned further away to escape, they hit them on their spines.

The account of Shane Boyle—a PhD student—was less literary: “‘It really, really hurt – I got the wind knocked out of me,’ [he said], raising his shirt to reveal a red welt on his chest. ‘I was lucky I only got hit twice.’”

In response to the incident, Berkeley Chancellor Robert Birgenueau, along with other administrators, sent a message to the Berkeley community stating, in part:

It is unfortunate that some protesters chose to obstruct the police by linking arms and forming a human chain to prevent the police from gaining access to the tents. This is not non-violent civil disobedience. [...]  

We regret that, given the instruction to take down tents and prevent encampment, the police were forced to use their batons to enforce the policy. We regret all injuries, to protesters and police, that resulted from this effort. [...]


The UC Student Association and thousands of faculty and staff condemned the police action, and the administration’s response to it.

UC Davis

A second incident, at UC Davis, occurred nine days later.  After protesters refused Chancellor Linda Katehi’s request to remove an encampment established the previous day, campus police arrived in riot gear to remove it.  A group of protesters engaged in a sit in, sitting in a circle with arms linked.  When the protestors refused to disperse, a UC Davis Police officer began spraying the sitting students directly in the face with pepper spray while several onlookers recorded videos of the event on their cell phones.  David Busco—one of the protesters—described the incident as follows: “‘I had my eyes closed [...].  My arm was around my girlfriend. I kissed her on the forehead, and then all hell broke loose. My entire body was eventually covered in pepper spray. My entire body. I was coughing up blood. I was puking.’”
  


Chancellor Katehi’s written response to the incident explained that “a number of protestors refused our warning, offering us no option but to ask the police to assist in their removal.  We are saddened to report that during this activity, 10 protestors were arrested and pepper spray was used.”
  Her response continued.
While we have appreciated the peaceful and respectful tone of the demonstrations during the week, the encampment raised serious health and safety concerns, and the resources required to supervise this encampment could not be sustained, especially in these very tight economic times when our resources must support our core academic mission.
We deeply regret that many of the protestors today chose not to work with our campus staff and police to remove the encampment as requested.  We are even more saddened by the events that subsequently transpired to facilitate their removal. [...]
The campus administration and police drew sharp criticism for the incident from UC Davis students, faculty, and staff—many of whom called for the resignation of Chancellor Katehi.
University of California President Mark Yudof criticized the use of force at Berkeley and Davis insisting:  “Free speech is part of the DNA of this university, and non-violent protest has long been central to our history. It is a value we must protect with vigilance.”
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