Good morning members of the committee,

My name is Nahla Saleh. | am a Palestinian American, an Ohioan, a member of the Palestine
Society of Columbus, part of the Ohio Divest Coalition, and a human rights advocate. | am here
in strong opposition to Senate Bill 87.

Let me begin by saying clearly: true anti-dJewish bigotry must be confronted. Jewish
communities deserve safety and dignity — just like Palestinian Christians and Muslims do.
Fighting hate based on faith or ethnicity has always been a moral obligation of mine. Some of
the people | respect and trust most are Jewish allies who feel deeply betrayed by this bill.

SB 87 is not about combating antisemitism. It adopts the IHRA definition in a way that equates
criticism of the State of Israel or Zionism with hatred of Jewish people.

Judaism is a faith and a people.

Zionism is a political ideology.

Israel is a government.

Conflating those categories is inaccurate — and dangerous.

This bill is part of a broader nationwide effort to shield a foreign government from criticism and
ensure that American tax dollars continue to flow unconditionally without scrutiny. | urge you not
to allow a foreign policy agenda to erode free speech protections in Ohio law.

As a Palestinian American, when | speak about my family’s lived experience under Israeli policy
in the occupied West Bank — about state-sanctioned settler violence, decades of land
confiscation, and the depopulation of villages like my father’s, where my family now risks losing
ancestral land that has belonged to us for generations — especially in light of Israel’s recent
move to register large areas as “state land,” effectively annexing the West Bank to expand
Jewish-only settlements — is that antisemitism?

If | speak about home demolitions, forced displacement, military checkpoints, and midnight raids
where children are blindfolded, detained without charge under administrative detention, and
held indefinitely without due process — is that hate speech?

If | describe what major international human rights organizations have called apartheid — a
multi-tiered system where Palestinians live under military law while Jewish Israelis in the same
territory are governed under civil law with full rights; where hundreds of Palestinian children are
prosecuted in military courts without evidence — would that be criminalized speech?

If | educate my neighbors about Gaza — where Israel continues to confine two million
Palestinians into an open air prison, where they’ve been bombed relentlessly for over two years,
killing tens of thousands including at least 20,000 children, where electricity, medical supplies,



food, tents, and even baby formula are controlled or cut off with the purpose of destroying
anything that could sustain life — would that make me antisemitic under this law?

If | speak about a future where Christians, Muslims, and Jews live with equal rights and equal
protection under one system of law from the river to the sea — would that be considered
“delegitimizing Israel” and therefore unlawful?

This is the chilling ambiguity SB 87 creates.

No other country is shielded from criticism in this way. Americans criticize China, Russia, Saudi
Arabia — even our own government — without being accused of bigotry against an entire
people. Why should Israel be treated differently?

Proponents argue that no one has yet been jailed or arrested under similar definitions, and
therefore free speech concerns are unfounded. This is simply untrue.

Imagine academics holding a panel on international law and Israel’s policies. Someone claims
offense and calls the police. Under a vague, codified IHRA standard, law enforcement could
interpret the discussion as antisemitic. Arrests or charges — even if later dismissed as
unconstitutional — would break up the event, impose legal costs, jeopardize careers, and send
a clear message: stay silent.

Across the country, hundreds of students, professors, and employees have been investigated,
censured, or threatened for peaceful advocacy for Palestinian rights. The issue is not whether
someone ends up in jail. The issue is whether the government should codify a definition that
blurs the line between bigotry and legitimate political speech.

The First Amendment does not only protect us from prison. It protects us from
government-sanctioned chilling effects — from fear of investigation, professional retaliation, loss
of funding, or reputational harm for engaging in political speech.

We absolutely should combat antisemitism. But if the goal is protecting Jewish people from
hate, why must the definition include language about a foreign government at all?

Ohio law should protect people — not political ideologies, and certainly not foreign states.
I urge you to reject SB 87 and defend civil rights and free speech for all Ohioans.

Thank you



