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We are honored to have Robert McChesney, host of 
WILL radio's Media Matters and co-founder of the me-
dia reform organization Free Press as the featured 
speaker at the annual meeting of Champaign County 
ACLU on Sunday, April 6.   We will begin with brunch 
at 11:30 a.m. at the Great Impasta in downtown Cham-
paign, followed by a brief meeting to elect the officers 
and steering committee for the coming year, awards 
presentations and McChesney's talk.

At the meeting we will present the Victor J. Stone 
Award for life-time service in the cause of civil liberties 
to Robert McChesney.   The W. Horace Norton Award 
for service to the ACLU chapter will be awarded to 
Rachael Dietkus who served as President of our chapter 
from 2005-2007.
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In January, the Law School chapter of the American 
Civil Liberties Union held a forum with the three De-
mocratic and Republican candidates running for State's 
Attorney in Champaign County.   Members of the pub-
lic filled the Law School's auditorium to listen to the 
candidates answer questions from a panel of questioners 
comprised of members of the ACLU, The Criminal 
Law Society and The Federalist Society.  In the hour-
long debate candidates tackled issues such as treatment 
of juveniles, factors considered in charging decisions, 
the use of plea bargains, and racial disparities in the 
Champaign County criminal justice system.  The event 
was very enlightening and highlighted the diverse views 
of those running for office.

In February, Randy Rosenbaum, the Champaign County 
Public Defender was a guest at the monthly steering 
committee meeting to answer questions raised by 
ACLU members in recent months.   He explained that 
according to state statute, the Public Defender can only 
provide representation for criminal matters and cannot 
help clients with ancillary matters.   Issues such as un-
warranted traffic stops, illegal searches or improper use 
of a taser by a law enforcement officer might arise dur-
ing plea bargaining of a criminal charge, but if the cli-
ent wishes to pursue any civil remedy such a filing a 
civil suit or a complaint with a Police Review Board, 
other representation must be sought. 

Rosenbaum also explained the use of station adjust-
ments in juvenile cases.  For minor offenses, this is an 
approach similar to adult diversion that allows the ac-
cused to perform community service with police super-
vision as an alternative to being prosecuted for a crime.  
He said that his office sees very few minors being 
charged for criminal offenses who had not already 
benefited from the option of a station adjustment for a 
previous offense.

Overall he is seeing better charges now.  Felonies have 

LOCAL FOCUS ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE

gone down, with fewer obstructing justice charges. 
There has been an increase in the number of armed vio-
lence and conspiracy charges. If you are stopped with 
an empty crack pipe and gun in the car, a class x felony 
is now charged, which is armed violence. It should be 
only weapons possession and drug possession. The in-
tention of the law was to jail drug dealers who have 
stashes of drugs in the car and guns to defend them.

The Public Defender's office is very understaffed and 
overworked.  When asked what would be his top prior-
ity if he could hire one more person, Rosenbaum said 
his highest priority is funding to hire a social worker for 
mitigating sentences.
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How do we balance the compelling need to stand up against hate and intolerance while protecting the constitu-
tionally guaranteed right to freedom of speech?  While the ACLU's position is that more speech is the best an-
tidote to hate speech, the University of Illinois and some community members have advocated different ap-
proaches. 

In response to the airing of anti-Semitic programming on UPTV, Urbana's public access cable television sta-
tion, a group of local residents have advocated that the City eliminate the entire public access aspect of its tele-
vision station.  If hate speech can't legally be banned from the station, they argue it would be better to elimi-
nate all programming.   ACLU members attended UPTV meetings to express our concerns and were assured 
that the City will not censor any programming.  Instead, a strong statement of non-discrimination and toler-
ance now appears on screen before every program aired on UPTV.

At the University of Illinois last fall, an initial announcement that images of Chief Illiniwek were prohibited in 
the homecoming parade was retracted after complaints to U of I Chancellor Herman that the policy violates 
first amendment rights of participants.  Soon thereafter, the University announced that a special web site had 
been created for students to report any incident of bias or intolerance.  Complaints to the site about racial 
stereotyped-theme parties in a private residence and in a fraternity resulted in the Office of the Dean of Stu-
dents asking the students involved to participate in tolerance education programs.  At this time, we do not 
know if participation in the education was voluntary.   Last month, the University's Housing Division removed 
from a bulletin board in a residence hall a student's poster that contained a medically accurate, labeled drawing 
of a woman's vulva - after Inclusive Illinois, the University's diversity awareness initiative, received an anony-
mous e-mail complaining the poster was offensive.

To further explore these issues, we sponsored a forum, "Talking Back to the First Amendment", to address 
questions such as: Are First Amendment rights adequately defended in the current political climate?  Is some 
speech so destructive that it should not be protected by the First Amendment?  

Panelists Paul Weichsel, Chair of the Jewish Community Relations Committee of the C-U Jewish Federation 
and Chime Asonye, the Student Trustee at the University of Illinois explained why they and others believe that 
hate speech should be subject to certain restrictions.  Wendy Shelburne, Assistant Professor of Library Ad-
ministration at the University, discussed her work collecting and studying hate speech on the internet and the 
educational value of having access to the web sites that reflect the activities and beliefs of hate groups.  Filling 
in for ACLU's Colleen Connell, Steve Helle, a lawyer and Professor of Journalism at the University presented 
the ACLU perspective that freedom for the speech we hate is necessary to protect everyone's freedom of 
speech; if government has the authority to limit offensive speech, any of us could find our beliefs declared of-
fensive and our speech restricted.

During the two-hour forum, audience members spoke passionately with diverse viewpoints.  One proposed re-
strictions on public access channels such as to only air locally produced programming,  while another de-
fended such channels as the ultimate vehicle for free expression.  Several gave personal stories of how hate 
speech has affected them, and one expressed frustration that too many people consider the first amendment in-
fallible. 

FREE SPEECH CHALLENGED
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Annual Chapter Elections

One of ACLU of Illinois' top legislative priorities this year is passage of 
HB1826, the Illinois Religious Freedom Protection and Civil Unions Act.   
This bill would allow all couples, including same-sex couples to enter into a 
civil union that provides "the same protections, benefits and responsibilities 
under law" as are granted to spouses in marriage while stating that nothing in 
the law would interfere with or regulate religious practices of any faith with 
regard to marriage.

State Representative Naomi Jakobsson is a co-sponsor of the bill.   All other 
area legislators need to hear from as many constituents as possible, asking for 
their support.   It only takes a moment to send a short, simple message to your 
legislator asking for a "yes" vote on House Bill 1826.  If you need to find out  
who your state legislator is, you may do so by entering your address at:  
http://tinyurl.com/7ug4a

CIVIL UNION LEGISLATION ADVANCING THIS YEAR

104th District

105th District
              

110th District

Rep. Bill Black
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Rep. Chapin Rose
1113 Lincoln Ave.
Charleston IL 61920

The local ACLU Steering Committee meets on the 
first Thursday of each month at 7:00 pm, in the confer-
ence room at Campbell Hall (WILL studios) in Ur-
bana.  Meetings are open to members—if you would 
like to be placed on the agenda, please contact Esther 
Patt or any other committee member ahead of time.

At the annual meeting on April 6th, the Champaign 
County ACLU membership will be asked to vote on 
the following slate of officers and steering commit-
tee members for 2008-2009:
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Season two of the ACLU television series Freedom 
Files is now available on DVD.  The 2-disc set can be 
ordered online at: www.aclu.tv.  A teacher’s guide is 
also available which features a curriculum guide for 
each episode. Using the Teacher's Guide, each episode 
can be easily integrated into curricula on American his-
tory, social studies, civics, media literacy and current 
events.  The Champaign County Chapter has ordered a 
DVD set to be played on public access TV.

The nine new episodes are: "Freedom to Vote: Protect-
ing the Ballot," "Freedom to Parent: Lesbian & Gay 
Families," "Freedom to Marry: Same-Sex Couples," 
"Freedom from Government Spying: Surveillance," 
"Freedom from Abuse of Power: Torture and Unlawful 
Imprisonment," "Freedom to Dream: Rights of Immi-
grants," "Freedom to Live: The Death Penalty," 
"Freedom to Know: Sex Education," "Freedom to 
Learn: School to Prison Pipeline".

SEASON TWO OF ACLU FREEDOM
FILES NOW AVAILABLE

Annual Meeting
 Sunday April 6th!

RAISING FREEDOM'S VOICE

IN ILLINOIS

The ACLU of Illinois annual Membership 
Conference will be held in Peoria this year 
on Saturday, April 5.  Speakers will include 
U.S. Representative Ray LaHood, State 
Senator David Koehler and Rich Miller, po-
litical pundit from Capitol Fax.  

Learn more about what you can do to re-
spond locally to fulfill the promise of the 
Bill of Rights.  Attendance for ACLU mem-
bers is free but registration is required.
  
Please go to www.aclu-il.org/conference to 
register.


