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Final Story: The Miami Hurricane

When Life & Art Editor Hunter Stephenson interviewed Steve-O, a former University of Miami student that achieved fame on MTV’s Jackass, the last thing he expected was to ignite a battle. But, more than a year later, the controversy inspired by the interview and resulting article has come to mark the beginning of what has been a tumultuous year for the entertainment section and The Miami Hurricane as a whole.


In less than a month, however, the war of wit that pit Stephenson and Life & Art Associate Editor Omar Sommereyns against university administration has come to a head with the election of a new Hurricane Editor-in-Chief and the resulting resignation of both section editors last Thursday.


"People see it [as] that cinematic battle between college journalists and administration but it’s really not," Stephenson said prior to his resignation, "It’s not us against this monolith. The foundation’s just [messed] up."


The foundation to which Stephenson refers is the University of Miami Board of Publications, a board that’s duty, among other things, is to elect the Editor-in-Chief of The Miami Hurricane at the beginning of each semester. This power is problematic, Stephenson claims, due to the conflicting interests of various members of the Board and the lack of journalism professionals present on the Board.


"If the Board of Publications doesn’t understand the conflicts involved with having a Student Government representative on the Board then how should we give them any respect," Stephenson said. "I’m not going to listen to people that are afraid of a bad word or don’t know trends, that don’t read Columbia Journalism Review. We do read it. We’re not just kids who want to rebel and write curse words."


Board member Ambar Hernandez, a representative of the Society of Professional Journalists and a senior writer for Life & Art, said the conflict between the Life & Art Editors and the Board is more a result of conflicting ideologies than anything else.


"A lot of the issues that I have seen come up with the Life & Art section are because they are critical of the administration and of government in general," Hernandez said. "I think this bothers the [Board] because they are very conservative."


Stephenson claims the problems extend far beyond a general disapproval of the section’s content.


In his Web expansion of a column published in the November 25th edition of The Miami Hurricane, Stephenson wrote: "A college newspaper cannot report objectively on campus organizations and administration when members belonging to each decide the most important position at this newspaper, or as is also the case, own the publication and/or are student employees on the newspaper staff."


This is not an issue that has escaped the Board. The recent election of Leigha Taber as Hurricane Editor-in-Chief was called into question when one of the Board members, Jorge Arauz, was found to have conflicting interests due to his position as both News Editor of the Hurricane and Student Government Representative on the Board. The result was an emergency meeting of the Board to re-vote but the outcome was the same despite Arauz’s replacement by another student.


Taber said that though she acknowledges weaknesses in the Board’s make-up, she does not think this hinders their ability to decide matters concerning the Hurricane. Instead she sees the diversity of the Board, which is made up of twelve members of which only five have a journalism background including Taber, as a strength in it’s role of electing the Hurricane Editor-in-Chief.


"[The Board’s diversity creates] a good cross-section of all the qualities a good editor-in-chief should be," Taber said, "I wonder how we could do anything better. Maybe we have the best way."


Stephenson, however, cites Taber’s promotion to Editor-in-Chief as one of the many direct actions of the Board that support his claim that they do not have the journalistic integrity needed to make such decisions. She is currently majoring in psychology and considering public relations as a field of study in graduate school.


In response to Stephenson’s claims, Taber said that she doesn’t think that it is important that the Editor-in-Chief be a journalism major.


"What the paper needs right now is management and communication," Taber said, "The journalism aspect is not what we need. We have that [with our writers]. We don’t need the Editor-in-Chief to be that too."


Taber also said that her interest in public relations has no bearing on her abilities to be successful in her new position.


"I wrote a couple of opinion columns that got me in trouble [but] I’ve worked through that and still I’m able to have relationships [with university administration] though I push," Taber said, "It’s not like all I write is good things and all I get is positive feedback."


Hernandez, however, said that the exact problems that both Taber and Stephenson say they have experienced with the Board might have more lasting effects on the quality of the Hurricane though no direct action has been taken.


"It looks like the paper sometimes practices self-censorship because of being burnt by the University in the past," Hernandez said. "It seems like the University does not want to publish anything detrimental to their reputation or their image in the collegiate world. [The Hurricane] is becoming a newsletter rather than a newspaper."


Taber said she did not feel any pressure in representing the University positively.


"I think the Hurricane needs to represent the students," Taber said, "and if we’re representing the student body and what they want, how it reflects on the University doesn’t really matter."


Like Hernandez, Stephenson also voiced concern over what he sees as a move toward overly positive coverage of the administration by the Hurricane.


"Until [the problem with the Board] is fixed, this paper is not going to be a newspaper. It’s just going to be a newsletter," Stephenson said, "It’s just like growing pains for this university."


Though Stephenson said that the future of the Hurricane looks "bleak,” Taber said that the recent resignation of the Life & Art Editors might have positive effects as well as negative.


"It’s going to hurt the section in terms of the amount of time and passion they put into what they did," Taber said when asked what she thought the consequences of the resignations would be. "[But] at the same time, I think that two new editors with fresh ideas and a lot of enthusiasm will really breathe life into the paper."


Taber said that the former senior Life & Art Editors will probably be replaced by freshmen, which she added will balance the Hurricane’s existing staff that consists mostly of seniors.


The results of the resignations and the subsequent effect it may or may not have on the Board of Publications, however, will not be seen until the beginning of the upcoming semester when Taber officially takes over as Editor-in-Chief and the resignations of Stephenson and Sommereyns will really be felt in the Hurricane office.


Stephenson hopes that his joint accomplishments with Sommereyns and his resignation, which he said came as a result of his perception that the Hurricane had "even less focus than before [Taber’s leadership]" and a feeling of "near guilt regarding personal journalistic ethics,” will spur debate within the University of Miami’s journalism community and ultimately cause a change in the way journalism is practiced on campus.


Whether the results of the recent actions by the Life & Art Editors and the University’s Board of Publications will serve as an end to the problems of The Miami Hurricane is yet to be seen. Stephenson, however, feels like this is only the beginning of conflicts between the Board and student publications.


"We did the best we could for two student editors attempting to bring awareness to the ethical conflicts and consequences of [the Board], but no significant difference was made," Stephenson said following his resignation. "What is more unfortunate is that these problems are going to come back and bite them in their elder asses."
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