Chairman Manning, Vice Chairwoman Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members

of the Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to submit written testimony in opposition to Senate Bill

87.

S.B. 87 adopts the IHRA definition of antisemitism and expands Ohio’s ethnic
intimidation law in ways that threaten free speech, academic freedom, and constitutionally
protected political expression. While the bill is framed as a measure to protect Jewish
communities from hate, Ohio already has laws addressing hate crimes, religious discrimination,
and ethnic intimidation. What S.B. 87 does differently is blur the line between unlawful

discrimination and lawful political speech.

Ohio Revised Code 2927.12 already prohibits ethnic intimidation. Existing state and
federal laws prohibit employment discrimination and religious discrimination. There is no gap in
Ohio law that leaves Jewish Ohioans unprotected from violence, threats, or discrimination. If this
bill were narrowly focused on strengthening enforcement of those protections, it would be
unnecessary but harmless. Instead, S.B. 87 imports a controversial and politically charged

definition that conflates criticism of the State of Israel with antisemitism.

The IHRA definition includes examples such as “applying double standards to Israel” or
“claiming that Israel is a racist endeavor.” These phrases are inherently subjective and political.

Under S.B. 87, student activists, professors, clergy, and ordinary Ohioans who express strong



views about Israeli government policy could face investigation, discipline, or accusations of
engaging in conduct tied to ethnic intimidation. Even if prosecutions are rare, the effect will be

real.

I have carefully informed myself about the ongoing conflict in Gaza and the broader
Israeli—Palestinian issue. Based on my own research and moral reasoning, I hold strong views
about the policies of the Israeli government. Under the framework proposed in S.B. 87, those
views could be labeled “antisemitic,” even though they are directed at a nation-state and its
government, not at Jewish people as a religious or ethnic group. That is precisely the problem.
The First Amendment does not permit the government to impose ideological loyalty tests or

punish citizens for holding controversial foreign policy positions.

Supporters of S.B. 87 argue that the bill contains language stating it does not intend to
infringe on free speech, but disclaimers cannot override reality. When a definition explicitly
labels certain political viewpoints as evidence of antisemitism, and when that definition is tied to
enforcement mechanisms under ethnic intimidation law, individuals and institutions will
understandably self-censor. Universities, in particular, may overcorrect to avoid legal risk,

disciplining speech that is constitutionally protected.

This bill also places Ohio in the position of adjudicating highly contested political
debates about a foreign government. The state should not be in the business of deciding which
criticisms of Israel are acceptable and which are punishable. That is not small government. That

is government overreach into the realm of ideas.



Antisemitism is real, dangerous, and must be condemned unequivocally. Threats,
harassment, vandalism, and violence against Jewish Ohioans should be prosecuted to the fullest
extent of the law; however, conflating antisemitism with political criticism weakens the fight
against genuine hatred and risks diluting the term and undermining public trust in hate crime

enforcement.

There are multiple definitions of antisemitism in circulation, including ones that more
clearly distinguish between hatred of Jews and criticism of a state’s policies. By selecting the
IHRA definition—particularly with its illustrative examples—S.B. 87 chooses the most
expansive and controversial approach, one that civil liberties advocates across the political

spectrum have warned against.

Ohio lawmakers should ask a simple question: Does this bill protect people from violence

and discrimination, or does it regulate speech about a foreign government? The answer, based on

the text and structure of S.B. 87, is that it does the latter.

For these reasons, I respectfully urge the Committee to reject S.B. 87

Thank you for your consideration.

Joe Reardon



