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But it also got attention be-
cause the university decided to
open in Texas’ capital city.

“If it’s good enough for Elon
Musk and Joe Rogan, it’s good
enough for us,” the new universi-
ty’s website reads, referencing
the CEO of Tesla and podcast
host, respectively, both of whom
have relocated from California to
Austin since mid-2020.

The University of Austin’s mis-
sion is to create a “fiercely inde-
pendent” school that offers an al-
ternative to what founders see as
a rise in “illiberalism” on college
campuses and a waning dedica-
tion amonguniversities to protect
free speech and civil discourse.

“Most people, most institu-
tions are reallywell intended,”Pa-
no Kanelos, the new university’s
president, said in an interview.
“And I don’t think there’s like evil
people out there causing this. It’s
just a kind of cultural drift.”

Kanelos, who left a job as presi-
dent of St. John’s College in An-
napolis, Md., this summer, said
he sees this new university as a
“north star” for universities to
“reclaim a space for open de-
bate,” which he doesn’t think is
happening as frequently as it
should on other college campus-
es across the country.

“We may never find the truth,
but that’s what scholars do,” he
said. “It’s hard to do that if you’re
afraid that if you make a mistake,

you may be punished.”
Kanelos said the decision to

open the university in Austin had
more to do with the city’s attrac-
tiveness to “innovative thinkers
and mavericks.”

“Austin’s like one big maker
space now,” he said. “Being adja-
cent to a lot of that space is really
intellectually stimulating.”

Kanelos said the proposed uni-
versity has received a lot of finan-
cial support, raising $10million in
private donations in two months,
allowing it to hire about seven
staff members. Since publicly
launching Monday morning, Ka-
nelos said he has received more
than 1,000 requests from profes-
sors to participate in the universi-
ty,whichhebelieves indicates the
need for this type of school.

But the university is still many
steps away from operating as a
traditional university. It lacks a
permanent address for a campus
(leaders say they’re acquiring
land in the Austin area), degree
programs (estimated time of ar-
rival for an undergraduate pro-
gram is fall 2024) and accredita-
tion (founders believe the stan-
dard accreditation process needs
reform but acknowledge over-
sight is necessary so degrees are
considered legitimate).

They also haven’t officially re-
ceived nonprofit status from the
federal government. They are us-
ing Cicero Research, which is run
by Austin-based tech investor and
advisory boardmember Joe Lons-
dale, as a temporary nonprofit
sponsor.

According to the 2020 tax filing
for Cicero Research, its mission is
to “create and distribute nonpar-
tisan documents recommending
free market-based solutions to
public policy issues” and to “pro-
duce and distribute nonpartisan
educational materials about the
importance of preserving Texan
policies, values and history.”

The University of Austin’s web-
site also promises a new, more af-
fordable tuition model made pos-
sible with low administrative
costs and fewer amenities than a
traditional college campus.

Kanelos estimates tuition
wouldbeabouthalf of the average
annual cost of attending a typical
private university, or “$30,000.”
Founders aim to raise $250 mil-
lion to launch the undergraduate
and graduate program over the
next few years.

Don’t expect state-of-the-art re-
creation centers or high-end food
services, either, Kanelos said.

“We’ll probably have a soccer
field and a basketball hoop out-
side,” he said. “No food court.
We’re gonna be an old-school,
1950s cafeteria, stand-in-line kind
of place. ... And the reason is that
ultimately the students pay for it.”

The school plans to start next
summer with a noncredit pro-
gramcalledForbiddenCourses. It
will be open to students from oth-
er universities to participate in
discussions about topics that “of-
ten lead to censorship or self-cen-
sorship inmanyuniversities.”The
program is currently in design
modewith the help of three foun-

ding faculty, including Peter
Boghossian and Kathleen Stock.

Boghossian resigned from
Portland State University because
of his belief that the university
“has transformedabastionof free
inquiry into a social justice facto-
ry.” Stock resigned from the Uni-
versity of Sussex after being ha-
rassed and criticized because of
her work questioning whether
gender identity is more impor-
tant than biological sex.

A master’s program in entre-
preneurship and leadership
would start next fall ahead of the
launch of an undergraduate pro-
gram.

The University of Austin an-
nouncement comes at the same
time that leaders of theUniversity
of Texas at Austin have been
working with private donors and
Republican Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
to launch anew think tank on that
school’s campus that would be
“dedicated to the study and
teaching of individual liberty, lim-
ited government, private enter-
prise and freemarkets.”Texas leg-
islators already approved an ini-
tial $6 million in funding for the
Liberty Institute. UT-Austin offi-
cials have also committed $6 mil-
lion.

Emails obtained through an
open records request by the Tri-
bune showat least onememberof
the University of Austin’s adviso-
ry team has connected with UT-
Austin President Jay Hartzell.

According to the emails, Hart-
zell had lunch this yearwithLons-
dale, the Austin-based tech inves-

tor. In February, Hartzell con-
nected Lonsdale via email with
Carlos Carvalho, the professor at
UT-Austin who was leading the
work on the Liberty Institute.

“Joe is interested and actively
working in many of the same
areas you are — bringing data to
policy questions, supporting free
markets and capitalism, etc,”
Hartzell told Carvalho. In the
same email, he told Lonsdale
about UT-Austin’s planned think
tank.

“We’re working together on a
campuswide initiative that could
amplifymany of the same themes
in a broader, cross-campus way —
with aworking title of the ‘Liberty
Institute.’”

UT-Austin andLonsdaledidnot
respond to requests for com-
ment. Kanelos said that while he
metwith people at UT-Austinwho
are involved in launching the Lib-
erty Institute, the center’s goals
don’t represent the entire univer-
sity he is trying to launch.

Disclosure: The New York Times
and the University of Texas at
Austin have been financial
supporters of the Texas Tribune,
which is funded in part by
donations from members,
foundations and corporate
sponsors. Financial supporters
play no role in the Tribune’s
journalism.
The Texas Tribune is a nonprofit,
nonpartisan media organization
that informs Texans about public
policy, politics, government and
statewide issues.
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ald. “We do believe odor control
is important.”

Councilman Curt Maddux said
sewage odor near homes and
schools is a concern.

“It’s a large project and being
where it is at with housing and
schools, the last thing I would
want to cut would be any odor
control on the facility,” Maddux
said.

Councilman Todd Yancy said
he was concerned about the po-
tential affect for patrons to the
new community center.

“We don’t want people out
there, kids playing and people
calling saying ‘My gosh, I’m not

coming back because of this
odor,’” he said.

City Engineer Chris Bogart said
the staff does have concerns
about the potential odor but said
the issue could be addressed
down the road.

“This is a state-of-the-art plant
sowhatwewant todo is operate it
and if we do have an odor issue
then if can add a CIP and correct
it,” Bogart said. “I think it will be a
low odor plant but it is a sewer
plant. I’m hesitant to give you a
guarantee.”

Bogart told the council he
would put together information
on adding the odor control mea-
sure back in and bring back for
discuss at a future meeting.
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Conroe City Councilman
Curt Maddux said he
was concerned about the
removal of odor control
measures from the city’s
$60 million wastewater
treatment plant project.
“It’s a large project, and
being where it is at with
housing and schools, the
last thing I would want
to cut would be any odor
control on the facility,”
he said.
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