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FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND EVENT APPROVAL POLICY REVIEW 

A note by the Deputy President Clubs & Societies Abi de Bruin 

As part of the Freedom of Speech and Event Approval Policy it is advised that we report to 
Trustee Board annually on the process and any notable incidents. It is recommended here 
that this instead moves to a termly report to the Finance and Risk Committee because as it 
stands there are a variety of incidents that would be of benefit to have earlier Trustee 
engagement on.  

There is constant tension between supporting and protecting autonomous student-led 
activity, and protecting our students (and by extension, the reputation of the institution). 
Generally, we feel that this line has been followed fairly well, ensuring that free discussion 
can take place on-campus with proper security and our knowledge and preventing the cases 
that are inadvisable to allow.  

There have only been two notable incidents this year that resulted in actually not allowing 
events to go ahead: 

 The Animal Protection & Education Society had planned to bring in two speakers 
from the BUAV to give a talk on Animal Testing. Considering the Institutions past with 
the BUAV, and the history of protestors coming on to campus it was felt that this was 
too controversial an event to allow in this form with Security firmly opposed to the 
idea of allowing anyone from the BUAV to come on to campus to speak. After 
multiple meetings with the society we reached a point where we had a new proposal 
of a debate with four experts representing all sides of the argument. This allowed us 
to have : Maggie Dallman (previous Dean of FoNS), Dr. Julia Baines the UK Science 
Advisor for PETA, Dr. Brett Cochrane, Head of Science from the Dr. Hadwen Trust, 
and Tom Holder, a representative from the organisation ‘Speaking of Research’ all 
together to have a high level of debate. This was considered an appropriate format 
and thus allowed to proceed, though with monitoring by a Union Officer Trustee (DPE 
attended). The event in its new format occurred without incident. 
 

  The Islamic Society had planned to host a conference in conjunction with FOSIS 
(the national Federation of Student Islamic Societies) to discuss Palestinian culture, 
history and politics. Unfortunately, the decision was made very last minute that the 
event would only be able to go ahead if limited to Imperial College Students and 
Staff. Since much of the appeal of the event was that it would be an inter-Islamic 
society event, FOSIS simply held the event off campus by itself at a nearby hotel. 
This is clearly of concern as it prevented us being able to put appropriate safety 
measures in place for the students.  
 

Other events of note that did go ahead included the following speakers:  

 Abu Abdillah Yunus - Purification of the Heart. This attracted interest from security 
because concern was lodged from a Far Right group. We managed to successfully 
allay the fears around the event, allowing it to go ahead as planned. The DPW briefly 
attended. The same speaker also gave a speech earlier in the year about 
productivity. 

 Dr Yasir Qadhi – Revival of the Ummah. This was one of the potentially more 
controversial speakers that we allowed this year because it emerged that the speaker 
had previously taken a stance of Holocaust denial – obviously not an opinion that 
would be in any way appropriate to be voiced on campus. The decision was made 
that since the speaker had very publicly and repeatedly retracted the statements that 
the event should be allowed to progress as planned. The DPCS attended. 

 Joanna Moncrieff – Psychiatry Psychiatric Drugs- Do They Do More Harm Than 
Good? This event was less of a concern around the speaker themselves but the 
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audience that the event could attract, likely having a presence of those on psychiatric 
drugs. It was felt that since the event was held in SAF and thus swipe card restricted, 
the event could go as planned. The DPCS attended. 

 Ustadh Alomgir Ali - OPTIMISM! - The Forgotten Sunnah – concerns were raised 
around this talk because of a flagged values clash regarding the gender segregation 
of the audience, the fears were allayed and the event progressed as planned. The 
DPCS attended. 

 Lord Robert Winston - This House Believes that Religion is Harmful to the Progress 
of Science – this debate was flagged as one that may be highly controversial and 
that someone should ideally be present to ensure the event runs smoothly. The Felix 
Editor attended. 

 Fiorella Nash &  Anthony McCarthy – pro-life feminism. This talk was 
highlighted as potentially controversial considering the fact that they would be 
discussing pro-life matters. We spoke to the Catholic society chair to talk them 
through chairing difficult meetings and the event went ahead as planned. Following 
feedback, it may be worth looking more closely at our oversight on the content of 
talks of this nature. 

 

 

External Speakers – Policy Review 

ICU has identified a need to outline the procedural process involved when a CSP submits a 
Visiting Speaker and Visitor Approval Form, along with streamlining and diarising the 
process. Currently the process sits with the Deputy President Clubs & Societies solely, with 
no staff support other than from the Managing Director. Moving forward, the process will be 
adapted to allow the Student Activities Department to assist the DPCS, however overall 
authorisation of controversial speakers will remain with the DPCS. 
 
This review is to ensure that the process is transparent and effective in the short-term, until 
the end of the academic year 2014/15. An initial review suggested moving to paper based 
forms would solve certain issues in the short term, however we are now able to move to an 
integrated eActivities form and so this has been brought forward and will be implemented 
with the agreement of the new procedure. 
 
We are currently developing an eActivities form to allow clubs to submit their external 
speakers online, this would then be processed by the Student Activities Team and 
processed up the chain of authority to DPCS & Managing Director. Once this has been 
created and tested, it will be rolled out and all other avenues of submission will be removed.  
 
We have been in discussions with the College via Joe Cooper to ensure that information we 
are collecting is correct and useful, and that information is shared where appropriate.  
 
The Board are invited to pass the current policy as is, but to anticipate a new policy being 
created to reflect the new procedures being discussed between ICU and the College 
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Appendix 
Current Policy 

Freedom of Speech and Events Approval Policy 

Policy statement 

It is the policy of the Union that all events organised and hosted by the Union adhere to this 

policy. For the avoidance of doubt this includes all events organised by Clubs, Societies, 

Projects, the Constituent Unions, other student groups, Community Connections activities as 

well as corporate Union events, activities associated with the Union’s social enterprises and 

external events taking place within Union facilities. This policy applies equally to events 

taking place on campus as well as Union events held elsewhere. 

 

1. Background 

1.1. The Union’s Trustees, as the trustees of a registered charity, have a clear duty to act 

in the best interests of the charity and ensure that activities are avoided which might 

place the funds, assets or reputation of the charity at risk. In the context of the Union 

this applies to all activities of the organisation, the Union cannot distance itself from 

its recognised student groups. 

1.2. The Trustees have in place procedures that consider the risk posed by Charity 

events, and that steps are taken to identify when external speakers might present at 

an event and that checks are made on people that are planned to speak at an 

event1.  

1.3. Other Union policy is relevant in the context of this policy, specifically the Union’s 

policies around equality and diversity2. 

1.4. This policy supersedes the policy on Events Involving Speakers policy which was 

passed by the Board of Trustees on 29 May 2013 and the Room Booking policy 

which was approved by the Executive Committee on 18 April 2011. 

 

2. Context 

2.1. There are several risks which may face the Union which revolve around freedom of 

speech. Speakers at events hosted by the Union or its constituent parts, which 

include all the Clubs, Societies & Projects could: 

2.1.1. break the law or be considered by observers or commentators to be breaking 

the law, 

2.1.2. put the Union's reputation or other assets at risk, 

2.1.3. be otherwise inappropriate under charity law, e.g. unlawful political activity or 

breach of public benefit principles, 

2.1.4. put the physical security of the venue or the attendees of the event at risk, 

2.1.5. put the Union’s relationship with the College or external venues at risk. 

2.2. While many events that may require an evaluation of these risks are held on College 

campuses, on occasion events which take place off College campuses. The 

jurisdiction of this policy applies to all Union events regardless of their location. 

                                                           
1
 Managing the risks associated with external speakers, National Union of Students, July 2011 

2
 Currently this extends to the Equal Opportunities Policy, but could in future include others, for example a No 

Platform Policy 
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Events involving speakers including debates, presentations, speeches or talks are 

common examples of events which may take place away from College campuses.  

2.3. Events which take place away from College campuses may present specific 

reputational risks without necessarily involving consideration of freedom of speech. 

2.4. This policy binds all activities of the Union, which includes commercial activities and 

external events taking place within Union facilities. 

2.5. The Union must manage these risks with reference to the following obligations: 

2.5.1. The activities of Clubs, Societies & Projects and other recognised student 

groups involve a diverse range of ideas, interests and opinions. They involve 

the invitation of a number of speakers and guests each year.  

2.5.2. The Union should facilitate safe space for all its members and must ensure all 

its events and activities abide by its policies on equality and diversity. 

2.5.3. All events on campus are subject to Imperial College London’s Code of 

Practice on Freedom of Speech.  Imperial College London is bound by Section 

43 of the Education (No 2) Act 1986 which means it must do all that is 

practicable to ensure that freedom of speech is secured for members of the 

College community and visitors3. In addition the Union has additional 

responsibilities to consider as outlined in section 2.1. 

2.5.4. The right to freedom of speech is not absolute and must be “within the law”. 

Relevant legislation that applies to speakers and related issues include:  

2.5.4.1. Equality Act 2010,  

2.5.4.2. Public Order Act 1986,  

2.5.4.3. Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006,  

2.5.4.4. Terrorism Acts 2000 and 2006,  

2.5.4.5. Protection from Harassment Act 1997 

2.5.5. The Human Rights Act 1998 secures various rights including freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion (Article 9), freedom of expression (Article 10), 

freedom of assembly and association (Article 11).  

2.5.6. Union Trustees have a clear duty to act in the best interests of the Charity 

and to abide by the provisions of the Charities Act 2011 

2.5.7. For events which take place outside the United Kingdom compliance with 

local legislation must also be ensured.  

2.6. The Union President is ultimately responsible for the enforcement of the provisions 

outlined within this policy. Implementation of the policy is delegated to Union staff. 

 

3. Procedural framework 

3.1. All Clubs, Societies & Projects and other recognised student groups must notify, 

using established systems, the Union of the speakers and topics that are being 

discussed at the events they are holding, together with information about attendees.  

3.2. Identical information must be provided for any of the Union’s commercial events or 

events organised by external clients.    

3.3. Room bookings will not be processed and events will not be permitted to go ahead 

unless the correct processes and information have been provided within the correct 

timescales. 

 

                                                           
3
 Freedom of Speech Code of Practice, Imperial College London. Available online: 

http://www3.imperial.ac.uk/secretariat/collegegovernance/provisions/policies/freedomofspeech 
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4. Processes 

4.1. Requests for Union and College rooms and other spaces are made through a variety 

of routes: 

4.1.1. The majority of requests from student groups are usually received via the 

Union’s online room booking request system. 

4.1.2. Union spaces may also be booked through members of Union staff, this 

includes all bookings taken by the Union from external clients and members of 

College staff. 

4.1.3. The College’s Conferences & Events Office controlled spaces are booked via 

paper forms available through the Student Hub. 

4.1.4. It is expected that other College Departments do not directly make bookings 

for Clubs, Societies & Projects and other Union recognised student groups. 

Where requests are received by a department for rooms which are not available 

to be booked under the Union’s room booking system or through the College’s 

Conference & Events Office, they should liaise with the Union on a case by 

case basis.  

4.1.5. The Union will not process or be responsible for making bookings for 

individual students or groups of students who are not associated with a 

recognised Union activity.  

4.2. There is a defined approval process for each of these routes. This is usually: 

4.2.1. Union staff. Role: Process the booking request 

4.2.2. College Departmental administrators. Role: Approve use of College 

Departmental space (where required) 

4.2.3. Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) or their nominee. Role: Research 

speaker(s) and topic(s) to determine the risk of Union and College policies or 

the law being broken. Refer research to College Security or College Secretary 

where risks are identified. Recommend and implement control measures. This 

work will be done in conjunction with or delegated to members of Union staff. 

4.2.4. College Security. Role: Provide further research on speaker and topic and 

decide on security arrangements and implementation of control measures. 

4.3. The Union will automatically inform the College Secretary if an event is felt to fall 

under Section 2 of the College Code of Practice on Freedom of Speech, namely: 

“Any meeting or other activity on College premises where there is a real likelihood 

that the speaker may not be able to enter or leave College premises safely and/or 

deliver his or her speech or that a breach of the peace may occur will be deemed to 

fall within the requirements of this code.” 

4.4. Bookings or requests for the approval of additional speakers shall not usually be 

accepted less than two weeks before the date of the event taking place. Permission 

will usually not be granted in these circumstances.  

4.5. The details of the event required must include:  

4.5.1. the title of the event,  

4.5.2. date and intended locations, 

4.5.3. organisers name & contact details,  

4.5.4. anticipated number of attendees, 

4.5.5. details of any non-standard seating arrangements, 

4.5.6. whether the event will be filmed or recorded, and how this will be distributed,  
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4.5.7. details of the scope of advertising.   

4.5.8. Depending on the space being booked, this information will either be captured 

through the online room booking request system, or via a paper form (either 

from the Union or the Conferences & Events Office depending on the space). 

4.6. Details of any speakers are required are as follows:   

4.6.1. full name and organisation including any other known affiliations (specifically 

political and religious) 

4.6.2. contact details  

4.6.3. title of talk and subject matter  

4.6.4. if the speaker has attended an event at Imperial College before, if so when  

4.6.5. other establishments the speaker has spoken at before and whether there 

have been incidents of protest, public order, illegal activities, significant publicity 

or where permission to speak has been refused  

4.6.6. any notable details about the event including: 

4.6.6.1. known security threats  

4.6.6.2. media interest 

4.6.6.3. risk of protest or the attendance of unauthorised persons at or in the 

vicinity of the event 

4.6.6.4. potential for controversial or illegal aspects of the talk or for the 

incitement of controversial or illegal actions by the speaker 

4.6.6.5. potential for public order difficulties 

4.6.7. Weblinks should be provided wherever possible.  

4.7. If any high profile or controversial guests or audience members are attending an 

event the following information must be provided: 

4.7.1. full name and organisation including any other known affiliations (specifically 

political and religious) 

4.7.2. contact details   

4.7.3. details of personal security arrangements 

4.7.4. if the speaker has attended an event at Imperial College before, if so when  

4.7.5. other events at other establishments the person has attended before and 

whether there have been incidents of protest, public order, illegal activities, 

significant publicity or where permission to speak has been refused 

4.7.6. any notable details about the person including: 

4.7.6.1. known security threats 

4.7.6.2. media interest 

4.7.6.3. risk of protest or the attendance of unauthorised persons at or in the 

vicinity of the event 

4.7.6.4. potential for controversial or illegal action, or for the incitement of such 

action   

4.7.6.5. potential for public order difficulties 

4.7.7. Weblinks should be provided wherever possible. 

4.8. Information regarding speakers and/or attendees must be provided for any event 

taking place away from a College campus. 

4.9. If this information or any other requested by the Union or the College is withheld or 

not promptly provided when requested an event may be cancelled or a speaker 

refused permission to attend.  

4.10. Decisions on granting permission for an event to go ahead will be made by 

the Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) or their nominee. Appeals on decisions of 
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a nominee of the Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) can be made to the Deputy 

President (Clubs & Societies). Appeals on decisions of the Deputy President (Clubs 

& Societies) can be made to the Union President or their nominee. 

 

5. Assessment and management of risk 

5.1. Risk will be assessed based on the following:  

5.1.1. Whether there is a risk of disorder or unlawfulness arising from the speaker or 

attendees at an event  

5.1.2. Compliance with Imperial College’s Code of Practice on Freedom of Speech 

and the 1986 Education Act. 

5.1.3. Whether there is a risk of breaking the Union’s Equality and Diversity policies.  

5.1.4. The reputational and physical risk to the Union and the impact on its 

charitable purpose.  

5.1.5. The reputational and physical risk to the College and the impact on the 

Union’s relationship with it  

5.2. A procedures document will be in place which provides extra detail regarding the 

processes which will be used to inform the decisions required by section 5.1. This 

document will be reviewed bi-annually by the Finance & Risk Committee. 

5.3. Wherever possible the organiser of an event will be given the chance to change 

aspects of the event to conform to this or other policies.  

5.4. If College Security are of the opinion that the physical security of the building, 

attendees or College members cannot be guaranteed the event must be cancelled. 

Appeals against decisions of College Security should be made to the College 

Secretary.  

5.5. Conditions may be placed on events by the Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) or 

their nominee before they are granted permission to go ahead. These include but 

are not limited to:  

5.5.1. Ticketing the event  

5.5.2. Pre-registration of attendees 

5.5.3. Restricting entry to:  

5.5.3.1. Members of a society  

5.5.3.2. Students of Imperial College London  

5.5.3.3. Students and staff of Imperial College London  

5.5.3.4. Students at a Higher Education Institution  

5.5.4. Extra Security or stewarding, the costs of which will in principle fall on the 

organiser of the event. 

5.5.5. Imposing a Chair designated by the Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) or 

their nominee  

5.5.6. Putting a requirement on the format of the event – for example, that there is a 

question and answer session, or opportunity for debate of the topic. 

5.5.7. Putting requirements or restrictions on the advertising and promotion of the 

event 

5.5.8. Having a Union observer at the event 

5.5.9. Specifying certain seating, entry/exit or other venue configuration 

requirements. 

5.5.10. Requiring the speaker(s) to submit their speech beforehand, or sign a 

statement demonstrating their understanding of their responsibilities and 

obligations.  
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5.5.11. Imposing a no audio recording, photographs or videos ruling. 

5.6. Appeals to restrictions placed on events by a nominee of the Deputy President 

(Clubs & Societies) may be made to Deputy President (Clubs & Societies). Appeals 

to restrictions placed on events by the Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) may be 

made to the Union President or their nominee.  

5.7. Additionally the College’s Code of Practice on Freedom of Speech, outlines the 

conditions that the College Secretary may put in place for events on Imperial 

College premises. 

5.8. Furthermore restrictions may be placed on an event by the College or by an external 

venue. 

5.9. Consideration should be given to whether there are individuals or groups on campus 

who could be consulted or informed of visiting speakers or certain topics being 

discussed. 

 

6. Enforcement and reporting 

6.1. The Union’s disciplinary measures within Bye Law E may be implemented against 

the event organiser and/or committee member(s) of the responsible student group in 

the event of disrepute, disorder, breach of Union or College policy, non-compliance 

with imposed restrictions or unlawfulness arising from the speaker or attendees. 

College or police action may also be consequences. 

6.2. The Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) or their nominee will periodically update 

the Trustee Board on decisions that have been made in relation to this policy.  

6.3. An annual report will be presented to the Trustee Board detailing notable decisions 

or levels of restrictions imposed, together with information about events which were 

cancelled or where any difficulties were encountered. 

6.4. This policy will be reviewed annually by the Trustee Board. 

 

 

 
Summary of changes 

eActivities 
Submission 

·         ICU must be informed of speakers and visitors via the eActivities based 
form. 

·         Submission of the information via the room booking process will not be 
accepted. CSPs will be made aware of this via email, the room booking ticket, 
and in guidance material 

·         The reason behind this was for ease of processing with staff support and 
the requirement for more information inputted by the CSP. 

Deadline ·         The deadline for submission of this form will be 3 weeks (15 working days) 
before the event. 

·         This is to ensure that there is enough time for ICU to process the form, and 
then for the College to process it. 

·         This is the minimum amount of time 

Appeals ·         There will be a 1 week (5 working days) appeals opening, for any event that 
has sufficient mitigating circumstances. 

·         The DPCS will review the mitigation submitted and rule on the appeal. If 
appealed, the form will be included in the process at the point of the decision 
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within the timeline. 

Guidance ·         ICU will issue specific guidance to CSPs on this procedure, which will 
outline previous areas of issue along with recommendations on areas of risk 

Form Changes ·         As we have digitised the form, it has allowed us to expand the form to 
ensure that it includes all information required by Section 14 of Imperial 
College’s Freedom of Speech policy.   

Room Booking 
requirement 

·         For all events held on campus, a room booking confirmation should have 
been received by the CSP before submitting the form. 

·         For events off campus, the CSP is expected to have written confirmation of 
venue booking on request.  

Publicity ·         To ensure that events are not disrupted by a later than expected decision, 
publicity for an event with an visitor will not be authorised to be used until the 
speaker has been approved by both ICU and the College, or at the CSPs own 
risk within 2 weeks of the event. 

·         Neither ICU nor the College take responsibility for events being advertised 
before this process is complete and subsequently affected by the decision 
made.  

Timeline ·         To ensure that CSPs are aware of the processes and timescales involved, 
we shall produce a timeline showing the processes, bodies and decisions 
clearly. 

Review Meeting ·         If a visitor is to be not approved by ICU, the CSP will be invited to meet with 
the DPCS and Activities Team to consider a review of the event to mitigate 
any issues. 

·         This review meeting will then determine the final decision of the DPCS and 
this will be communicated to the College. 

College 
Confirmation 

·         We shall seek to request confirmation from the college on each visitor 
approved by them, so that we can feed the information back to the CSP. 

·         The process has been updated to ensure that the College and ICU 
processes can happen alongside each other, so that the decision made can 
taking both outcomes into account. 
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