
The Rome Sentinel has published a letter to the editor calling for mandatory testing at Poly before 

people return to campus (see https://romesentinel.com/stories/safely-reopening-suny-poly-utica-

campus,102167). We also expect it to be published in the Utica OD soon. Please let your friends and 

neighbors in the community know about this effort and encourage them to contact Interim President 

Wang to urge Poly to implement testing.   

The letter to the editor is a brief version of a of a guest editorial we had hoped to publish in those media 

outlets. However, given their space constraints, they would not be able to publish the guest editorial 

until the end of the month, which is too late. So we decided to publish the letter to the editor. But here 

is the guest editorial for your information, and in case you want to share the information with members 

of the community. 

 

Safely Reopening the SUNY Poly Utica Campus 

Our names are Dr. Linda Weber and Dr. Maarten Heyboer. We represent, respectively, the Executive 

Committee of faculty governance at the Utica campus of SUNY Polytechnic Institute, and the Executive 

Board of the Poly chapter of United University Professions (UUP), the union that represents the faculty 

and staff at the State University of New York. We are writing to alert the public to the concerns that our 

faculty and staff members have about the reopening plan for SUNY Poly, especially its Utica campus. 

While we understand that SUNY Poly's Reopening Plan adheres to standards established by the CDC, 

state and SUNY guidelines - the administration has adopted minimal and not best practice standards, 

especially for testing - whether at baseline or for surveillance. 

The reopening plans for the fall semester, which SUNY campuses individually devised and released, vary 

in detail but do have one thing in common: they do not go far enough to make our campuses safe for 

students, parents, faculty and staff when classes resume in the fall. That is true of Poly’s plan as well, 

and that puts students, staff, faculty, and the wider community at unnecessary risk.  

Generally, the reopening plans, including Poly’s, do NOT comply with the best practices presented in the 

state’s guidelines for reopening colleges and universities. 

(https://www.governor.ny.gov/sites/governor.ny.gov/files/atoms/files/Higher_Education_Summary_Gu

idelines.pdf) We believe that unless SUNY adopts a uniform standard for reopening that follows the 

state’s best practices for safety, students, faculty, staff and communities that host SUNY campuses 

would be at increased risk of coronavirus infection, and that campuses may once again have to shut 

down because of outbreaks of COVID-19. 

We believe that this scenario can be avoided by following a few basic safety practices: testing, contact 

tracing, physical distancing, mandatory mask wearing in class and in public areas, and telecommuting 

whenever possible.  Unfortunately, while SUNY Poly's plan (available at 

https://sunypoly.edu/sites/default/files/fall2020plan/SUNY-Poly-Fall-2020-Plan.pdf) complies with some 

of those best practices such as social distancing and staggering work schedules to limit density on 

campus, it does not comply with the most critical one: mandatory testing. 

Campuses must have baseline and surveillance testing. They must have a way to trace the contacts of 

infected individuals. Private colleges in New York are preparing these plans. On July 28, during a virtual 

hearing with relevant New York Senate and Assembly committees on the reopening of colleges, 
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statewide UUP president Fred Kowal said, “Once again, I am left to ponder: Are students, staff and 

faculty at public colleges worth less than those at private colleges?” To which we would add: Are the 

communities that host public colleges worth less than those that host private colleges?  

Instead, and even though the state guidelines recognize testing as the best practice, the administration 

at SUNY Poly is adhering to minimal standards with regard to testing – with a 7-14 day “good faith” 

precautionary quarantine and event testing upon arrival if the student is showing symptoms. Another 

SUNY institution, UAlbany, does require testing prior to return to campus. This recent decision by 

UAlbany means that SUNY Poly Albany campus’s students who are living in UAlbany dorms will be 

tested, creating a safer environment for Poly’s Albany campus students, staff, faculty, and for the wider 

Albany community. But the Utica campus’s request for mandatory testing prior to arrival for all of Poly, 

akin to what UAlbany is requiring, was rejected. This reinforces the perception that our Albany students’ 

health and safety concerns, and thereby our Albany faculty and staff and community, are more 

important than those in Utica and environs.   

Reopening campuses must be done in the safest way possible. On July 29, the New York Times “released 

a stark national assessment on the coronavirus on college campuses. According to the story, more than 

6,000 cases of COVID-19 have been linked to 270 campuses in the United States—including 23 SUNY 

campuses. While the cases on the SUNY campuses have been mostly limited to fewer than four since the 

pandemic began, those numbers reflect a period when the campuses have been closed to all but the 

most essential employees.” (https://uupinfo.org/communications/uupdate/200729.php) 

Mandatory testing of students, faculty, and staff before returning to campus is an essential prerequisite 

to protect the safety of students, staff, faculty, and of the wider community. We think the public should 

be aware that Poly’s plan falls short and does not do enough to protect the health and safety especially 

of the students, staff, faculty, and community in the Utica area. We applaud the examples set by private 

colleges and by UAlbany, and believe that the practice of mandatory testing should be extended to all 

campuses, and within Poly, to the Utica campus. It is understood and acknowledged by all relevant 

parties that campus reopening plans evolve. There is still time to require mandatory testing of students, 

faculty and staff before they return to the Poly Utica campus. We respectfully ask that the community 

support us in this effort to protect health and safety for all. Please join us in urging SUNY Poly’s Interim 

President Wang (president@sunypoly.edu; 1-315-792-7400) to do the right thing and require a rigorous 

program of testing before people return to campus and throughout the Fall semester.  

 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Linda Weber, Chair, Executive Committee, Poly Utica Faculty Assembly; SUNY Chancellor’s Award for 

Excellence in Faculty Service recipient 

Dr. Maarten Heyboer, President, Executive Board, Poly Chapter of UUP; SUNY Chancellor’s Award for 

Excellence in Teaching recipient 

(For a set of reopening principles that do go far enough, see: 

https://uupinfo.org/resources/covid19/pdf/UUPReopeningPrinciples.pdf). 
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