Tuesday, February 16

The Ohio Senate

Judiciary Committee

SB87, North Hearing Room

Bismillahi Arahman al Raheem. In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.
Asalaamu Alaikum. May peace be upon you.

Good morning, Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson and
members of the Senate Judiciary Committee. My name is Faten Odeh and | am the Executive
Director of the Council on American Islamic Relations, Northern Ohio Chapter. It's important to
me that | do not sanitize my testimony.

In October, | traveled to Occupied Palestine. On my way to pray in Jerusalem, | saw a child no
older than 12 being beaten by Israeli occupying forces. Three of them were hitting him inside a
bathroom while one stood guard outside. We stood there frozen. We wanted to help, but we
knew our interference could make it worse for him. We were paralyzed in that moment. We
wanted to call them out for their clear human rights violations.

After hours of traveling through checkpoints and buses, we reached the gates of Jerusalem.
Israeli forces looked at our American passports and visas and told us we were not allowed to
enter. No explanation. When we asked to speak to a supervisor, one of them said, “We are all
the boss.”

When my trip ended, | had to say goodbye to my family and ride with someone who had the
right identification and car plates to take me to the airport. We drove through narrow, crowded
streets of a refugee camp and waited for hours at a checkpoint. The air was thick and sour. My
lungs burned. | could hardly breathe. When | tell this story, | condemn their behavior and criticize
any support for the Israeli government because this is just one of many examples of how
innocent lives are harmed.

Why am | sharing this? If SB 87 becomes law, simply sharing this experience could be used
against me for my criticism of the Israeli government.

Freedom of speech is at the heart of American democracy. Why should our state punish people
for expressing their views about another country? Why should political expression or personal
testimony about lived experiences be used as evidence of a crime?

Let me be clear. Antisemitism is real. Islamophobia is real. All forms of hate are real. They must
be addressed. CAIR Ohio welcomes legislative efforts to confront hate and protect every
community in this state, including our Jewish neighbors. But from a policy perspective, SB 87 is
unnecessary and redundant. Ohio already has an ethnic intimidation law and policy addressing
discrimination. The ethnic intimidation law addresses bias motivated crimes. It focuses on



harmful conduct, not speech. Antisemitic acts are already illegal under Ohio law. So what gap is
this bill filling?

Instead, SB 87 adopts the controversial IHRA working definition of antisemitism and embeds it
into state law. That definition was never intended to function as a criminal statute. Its own author
has warned against codifying it because of the risk to free speech. If you don’t believe me,
please review the article I've provided below.

If this definition becomes law, agencies such as law enforcement and public institutions will be
left to interpret what qualifies as antisemitic. What happens when those interpretations differ?
What happens when personal stories like mine are viewed through a political lens? What
happens when criticism of a foreign government is treated as evidence of bias?

Vague standards combined with criminal consequences create real risk. They open the door to
uneven enforcement. They create the possibility that Ohioans will be investigated or penalized
based on how their speech is perceived rather than whether they committed unlawful conduct.
Ohio is home to many who care deeply about international human rights. Many are already
scrutinized for their activism and beliefs. SB 87 would force people to censor not only political
expression but also personal testimony about their own lived experiences to avoid potential
legal trouble.

We can protect Jewish Ohioans without criminalizing speech. We can enforce existing hate
crime laws, invest in education and community safety, and confront antisemitism directly without
expanding criminal law into protected expression.

So again | ask, who does SB 87 truly protect? Who does it benefit? Because it does not
strengthen our existing civil rights protections. It does not address a gap in Ohio law. It expands
the law in a way that risks criminalizing speech and empowering selective enforcement.

No Ohioan should fear that telling their story or advocating for human rights could have legal
consequences. | urge you to reject SB 87, protect all communities from hate, and safeguard the
constitutional freedoms of every Ohioan

Thank you.

Faten Odeh
Executive Director
CAIR Northern Ohio
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