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In the past two months, the University of Texas has begun laying off staff members at an alarming rate: 25 layoffs in the Information Technology department and 16 in the McCombs School of Business, in some cases employees with more than 20 years of service. Rumors are swirling throughout the university about future layoffs.

A 30 percent cut in the "soft money" budget of the College of Liberal Arts (used to pay untenured instructors) has been forecast, and the college recently attempted to scale back its language requirements for undergraduates in anticipation of draconian cuts in the ranks of instructors and lecturers from the language departments.

It is immoral and callous to lay off employees in the worst recession in 50 years when these layoffs are the result — not of necessity — but of a calculated choice to sacrifice jobs in order to advance UT's prestige. All such layoffs can be avoided by simply postponing plans to hire new faculty and to raise the salaries of current professors.

The university's budget is essentially flat: Tuition is still rising, and the Legislature's general appropriation for the Austin campus is up 4 percent. In these circumstances, there is no justification for throwing longtime employees out of work in circumstances that virtually guarantee their inability to find work in the foreseeable future.

University administrators are obviously not taking into account the very real hardship, economic and spiritual, that such layoffs impose on fellow members of our community. I ask my faculty colleagues and all of the students, staff, alumni and other friends in the community to demand an immediate halt to all such layoffs, joining over a thousand who have signed the Texas State Employees Union petition to this effect.

If there are, indeed, shortfalls in the university's operating budget, what are the alternatives? Recently, President William Powers Jr. asked UT's employees to submit ideas for cost savings to a central suggestion box. This would be a great idea, except for one inconvenient fact: The university's budget is nearly as difficult to access as the black-ops budget of the CIA.

Let's do as every other state agency, including every school district, has already done: open all of the books and put them on the Internet, including the check registers for every department, unit and center. If the residents of Texas had the same access to the UT budget that top administrators have, we could use the brainpower of thousands to eliminate waste and extravagance.

As a UT professor, I would be willing to forego any merit pay increase or cost-of-living adjustment during this fiscal crisis, if doing so would save the job of any staff member or untenured instructor. I call on all of my faculty colleagues to join me in pledging that we will not, during this economic crisis, seek outside offers as a way of increasing our salary.

In this way, we can eliminate any pressure that the administration might feel to sacrifice the well-being of the most vulnerable members of our community in order to preserve (or even improve) UT's national prestige.

In fact, such pressure is unfounded. Other universities across the country face even greater problems than ours. Witness the recent 32 percent increase in tuition at University of California System campuses. There is very little real threat that our best faculty will be lured away by our competitors in the near future.

In his state of the university address in September, Powers proposed hiring new faculty and spending $6 million on targeted faculty raises and fully funding sabbatical leaves. If a single staff member or instructor is laid off to pay for such plans, the trade-off is morally unconscionable. If anyone should be getting any raises under current conditions, it should be the graduate student instructors, many of whom are forced to subsist on a wage barely above the poverty line.

A flat budget, no threat of competition for our faculty, the worst unemployment in two generations ... In such circumstances, no one can excuse laying off a single untenured lecturer or staff member.

Koons is a professor of philosophy at the University of Texas, where he has taught for 22 years.
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