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Elliot Spillers ends his term as the University of Alabama
Student Government Association president hopeful that
he has laid the groundwork for a more united and diverse
campus.

Elliot Spillers ends his term as the University of Alabama Student Government
Association president hopeful that he has laid the groundwork for a more united
and diverse campus.

“Because I love this campus, I have to be very critical of it,” said Spillers, a Pelham
native, who will leave office April 5. “And I know its potential, and I won’t be
satisfied until we fully tap into that potential.”

During Spillers’ year in office, he faced obstacles, such as the SGA Senate’s refusal
to confirm his chief of staff, but he also successfully launched campus initiatives
and institutional changes addressing diversity and inclusivity. A testament to his
legacy will be whether those developments continue to progress as new officials
are elected to the SGA by a student body that grows more geographically diverse
each year.

Spillers became the first independent candidate to earn the SGA presidency at
UA since 1986. Spillers’ opponent was supported by the Machine, a bloc of
sororities and fraternities that have heavily influenced campus politics since the
SGA formed in 1914. Only eight times in UA’s history has a candidate become
SGA president without the backing of the Machine. Spillers is also the second
black person in UA’s history to serve as SGA president.
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Spillers said he made an effort during his presidency to reach out to all students
on campus, rather than only students in the Greek organizations that Machine
candidates often catered to.

His goal of working toward a more inclusive campus comes as the student body
at UA becomes more diverse: Out-of-state students make up 51 percent of the
student body, and international students account for 3 percent, leaving only 46
percent of students enrolling from in-state.

Cleo Thomas, UA’s first black SGA president, said Spillers is exactly the type of
leader the campus needed.

“To the extent that the student body remains a geographically diverse, very
bright student body, I think you’re likely to have a constituency that calls for
progressive policies, thoughtful responses, and consequently, we are hopeful that
we’ll continue to see policies that serve a majority of the students,” said Thomas,
who was elected to office in 1976.

Spillers was elected on a platform that emphasized wellness for the entire
Alabama campus, focusing specifically on sexual assault awareness and mental
health.

While Spillers said progress was made on these issues, he and his executive
board have pledged to work with the seven newly elected SGA officers
throughout the transition this spring in order to offer advice and guidance in
hopes that those advances can be sustained.

He will be succeeded as SGA president by Lillian Roth, who has declined to
comment on her association to the Machine when asked by the student
newspaper, the Crimson White. Both openly non-Machine presidential
candidates were defeated.

The SGA elections in March this spring was the first time in several years that
the ballot featured numerous contested races, with Greek and independent
candidates vying for the executive positions.

Only one of the seven executive positions, the vice president of external affairs,
was uncontested, although in that uncontested race there was strong support for
a second write-in candidate. Previously, only half of the races have been
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contested, and as recently as 2013, less than 20 percent of the student body voted
in SGA elections.

Mark Hammontree, who served with Spillers’ campaign staff, believes it is part
of his friend’s legacy in campus politics.

“That’s good, that there are multiple people running, and that multiple people
feel that they have a chance, and there are multiple people who want to get
involved in being part of the SGA, regardless of the politics, the political strategy
of it,” Hammontree said. “That’s no coincidence that that’s happened the year
after [Spillers’] successful run.”

Spillers also served on the university’s Strategic Planning Council. As SGA
president, he became a representative for the council’s Subcommittee on
Diversity and Inclusion, a committee that began meeting in February. Among
the goals of the committee is to make the Alabama family more inclusive, said
UA President Stuart Bell, who was complimentary of Spillers’ character and
accomplishments as student body president.

“There have been a lot of initiatives that the SGA has had at the university over
the past eight months, and he’s not tired of continuing to move those things
forward, so I think he has a lot of resiliency and a lot of energy that has served
our students and our campus well,” Bell said. “I think we’ve been fortunate with
(Spillers’) tenure.”
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