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“ I am convinced that
Just in the same way we
made so miuch progress
decades ago, we can
continue thar work and
Improve on thar. ”
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But the painful
truth is that rights
and liberties in this
country have always
been at risk and they
have always needed

and for more than a

advance and defend them.

Immediately following World War |,
many in America were gripped by the
fear that the Communist revolution would
spread to the United States. U.S. Attorney
General Mitchell Palmer began rounding
up and deporting so-called radicals in
what became known as the Palmer Raids.
Thousands of people were arrested
without warrants and without regard to
constitutional protections against unlawful
search and seizure. Those who were
arrested were brutally treated and held in
horrible conditions.

In the face of these egregious civil
liberties abuses, a small group of people
decided to take a stand and created the
American Civil Liberties Union.

In 1935 here in lowa, another small
group of forward-thinking activists
were concerned about an lowa criminal
syndication law that was being misused
by the state to detain and prosecute
dissenters who spoke out publicly against
the government.

And so they created the lowa Civil
Liberties Union—at the time only the fifth
affiliate of the national ACLU.

Since then the ACLU has evolved
from these small groups of idealists into
the nation’s premier defender of the

people like you, me—

Q[ : 5 century, the ACLU—to

@& As shameless as today’s attacks on our civil rights and liberties are,
they are merely the latest chapter in the multi-generational pursuit of a state
and a nation worthy of the ideals we claim to hold. 99

rights enshrined in the U.S. and state
Constitutions.

We remain a champion for those
who have traditionally been denied their
rights, with much of our work focused
on equal rights for Black, indigenous and
people of color, LGBTQ people, prisoners,
immigrants, and people with disabilities.

We join with and on behalf of directly
impacted people to advocate, educate,
and litigate for constitutionally protected
rights both statewide and nationally.

Yes, these are difficult times. But as
our shared history reminds us, we have
been through similar difficult times before.
This issue of The Defender highlights
the perspectives of lowans who have
navigated
civil liberties
setbacks in
areas including
LGBTQ rights,
access to
books, voting,
racial justice,
and immigrant rights. Their words remind
us that through these challenges we can
grow stronger, more resilient, and more
focused on upholding our nation’s promise
of liberty and justice for all.

As shameless as today’s attacks on our
civil rights and liberties are, they are merely
the latest chapter in the multi-generational
pursuit of a state and a nation worthy of
the ideals we claim to hold. And, since
its founding, the ACLU has been there,
advocating for all of us, playing the long
game and not giving up.

We were literally built for this. And, with
your help, we will be there into the future
as well.

Thank you for standing with us.

Our shared history
reminds us that we

have been through
similar difficult
times before.

ACLU of lowa
Executive Director
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| GET MY INSPIRATION

FROM THE RESILIENCY
OF BLACK FOLK

| was born in 1963 to a family near Evelyn

Davis Park in Des Moines. It was the year of

the Birmingham church bombing and Martin

Luther King's “I Have a Dream” speech.

But as a child, | wasn't
aware of racism or

race. | was just a blissful,
smart, creative Black girl.
Then in 1968, my brother
and | became some

of the first children to
be bused out of our
Black neighborhood to
the then all-white Hillis
Elementary.

Learning Lessons
in Racism

I
Overall, it was a positive
experience. It wasn't
until | graduated from
college and went to
work in the corporate
world that | learned too
well what racism was
all about through many
microaggressions and
snide remarks.
Over the decades,
| saw my state and
my country make
progress in reducing
systemic racism
and discrimination
in housing, voting,
education, and
employment. It was
slow, but it happened.
Then in the 1980s,
with the war on drugs—
which was really a war
against Black America—I
saw things start to
change for the worse.

Today, our policies
and laws are taking us
backward and erasing
the progress that was
fought so hard for. It
has been two steps
forward and now four
steps back.

Today lowa ranks
seventh-worst among
states in prison racial
disparities. Black
people make up only
4 percent of lowa'’s
population but roughly
25 percent of its prison
population.

Policing continues
to have grave racial
disparities. For
example, if you're a
Black driver in Des
Moines, you're three
times more likely to be
stopped by police than
a white driver.

In 2024, 35 percent
of all arrests in Des
Moines for marijuana
possession were of
Black people, yet
they make up only
11 percent of the
population.

There are serious
racial economic
disparities, too. In
Polk County, around
a third of the Black
community has

incomes below

the federal poverty \wﬁ

threshold, 4.5 times
the rate of the white
community. Statewide
and national statistics
aren’t much better.

Yet I'm optimistic.
Life for Black people
in America has always
been a struggle. If we
are nothing else, we
are resilient. And we've
consistently fought for
the justice, respect, and
equity we deserve. Our
humanity is God-given
and not something
another human can
bestow or deny.

Again, We Can
Make Progress
I

| am convinced that
just in the same way
we made so much
progress decades ago,
we can continue that
work and improve

on it. It's one reason
that | have become
involved in racial justice
advocacy work.

Taking action gives
me a way to set aside
my disappointment
and my righteous
anger with our current
government leaders.

How can we Americans
resist growing fascism?
Do something! The
power is with the
people. We need every
single person to do
something right now.

So take action, even
if it's small. And keep
doing it.

A Call to Action
I
Call or email your
local, state, and federal
representatives and tell
them what you want
done. Be informed and
stay engaged with local
politics like city council
and school board.
Donate to organizations
and candidates who
align with your personal
values and beliefs, even
if it's a modest amount.
Boycott greedy
corporations who hurt

NILLLS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
Fourth Grage 1912.13

communities of color.
Believe in the power
of we the people.
Continue to be kind
and respectful. If you
believe in God, pray!
Frederick Douglass
said, “Power concedes
nothing without
demand. It never has
and it never will.” It
is hope, faith, and
determination that
have allowed Black
people to survive and
thrive for centuries.
We all need to
engage and make
America better.

Lori A. Young

is the former
communications
director for Just
Voices, a racial justice
non-profit that seeks
to end racially biased
policing in lowa.
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POLITICANS CAN’T
ERASE TRANSGENDER
PEOPLE LIKE ME

As an openly transgender person living in lowa, this is
a difficult time. The lowa Legislature seems hell-bent
on removing any fundamental right | ever had and

our national leaders want to pretend that | and people. | grew up people, trying to live
everyone else like me don't exist. learning to keep your our lives. That's caused
head down, to keep a backlash of people
Trans folks are being can be tricky for them | will grow up seeing quiet, and to try to trying frantically to
demonized as people | to get, they do exist celebrities, artists, and pfetend that you are erase us'and put
who somehow in a way they didn’t influencers who are something you are not. us back in some
are determined to when | was a kid. openly trans. More transgender closet.
invade bathrooms And they'll see Transgender Thatisn't going to
and sexually assault Role Models me! I'm living a life Support Than happen. Trar’wgender
people. We're That Aren’t that even 20 years You Might Think peo.ple arent some
incorrectly labeled Going Away ago | didn't know was — gemgthat can be put
as mentally ill. And — possible. | can be open boiticians lik y baik into a bottle.
transgender children . about who | am. | have oliticians like to make m not going
They will grow u i
in lowa are being withyparegts wh(f a good job in nursing, transgendgr people §nywhere, either. lowa
denied the medical know what being and | love helping a pol.ltlcal issue, but | |? my home .state.
care that every major | o o der s, and people on a daily basis. feel like your average 'm not moving to
medical organization if they're Iucky, the»,/’ll My medical insurance— everyday |°W§” 15 California or Canada
has endorsed. h ' h after some legal battles more supportive of or anywhere else.
, ave parents who : ; transgender people | am staying here
Yet I'm hopeful. are knowledgeable involving the ACLU ’ ” k
I'm 44, old enough and supportive of lowa—paid for my than you might th{nk. and showmg u’p anq
to grow up not They're more IiI;er gender-affirming care. Even small towns in speaking up. I m going
even knowing what 10 have classmates My family and | have a lowa 'these days put fo d‘? everything I can,
transgender is. That's h cibale house and two dogs on Pride parades to Just like all the LGBTQ
; teachers, principals, ; ; celebrate who we are. activists before me,
changed. Any child d h h and | can live a life that
. and coaches who : ~ All this hate and to make it better for
today who feels like know what being is genuinely me.
they were born in d | can't imagine what energy targeted at everyone to come.
; transgender means, ; ; trans people right now .
a body that is the and maybe who wil it would have been like ; Jesse Vroeghis a
wrong gender now stand up for them if | had been born just is a symptom of our nurse living in the Des
has the terminology o two or three decades success. We are open; Moines area with his
when the inevitable . . we're in the public:
for that—gender : . earlier. Growing up P ' wife and famil
. . bullies—both children N we're in the media y-
dysphoria. And while and adults—do what in small-town lowsa, | ) .
information and bullies do, They heard all the slurs about We’ are showing that
medical resources ' gay and transgender we're just normal
i
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PROGRESS IN VOTING
RIGHTS ENDURES
DESPITE SETBACKS

Ever since 1920, when American women finally

gained the universal right to vote, we have seen an

overall expansion of the vote. And that overall gain

has not gone away.

Since 1920, voting
rights advocates have
continued to remove
other obstacles for
voting, so that people
can vote no matter
their color, work
obligations, family
obligations, economic
status, health, and
ability physically to get
to the polls.

In the 1960s, for
example, we lowered
the voting age from
2110 18 so that young
people who were old
enough to be drafted
and die for their
country could also cast
their vote.

However, after
nearly a century of
progress, we are now
in an era of moving
backwards in voting
rights both in lowa and
nationally.

Politicians are once
again erecting barriers
that unnecessarily
make it more difficult
for you to cast your
vote. They say that
it's to make sure that
voting is secure—even
though the number of
documented invalid
votes is less than
one percent of one
percent of all votes.

These setbacks are
disheartening, to
be sure.

My involvement
with the League of
Women Voters has also
taught me to take the
long view and put in
context our many gains,
especially for those
who can't drive, have
inflexible schedules,
or who can't navigate
even the modest fees
and hassles associated
with additional
documentation.

Here are some that
stand out to me:

¢ GAINS IN VOTING
AFTER A CRIMINAL
CONVICTION

Over the past 15

years, we've made
tremendous progress in
lowa in allowing more
people with criminal

convictions in their
backgrounds to vote.

As recently as
2014, if you had even
a mere aggravated
misdemeanor, like
stealing an expensive
bike, you might not
be able to vote.
Today, most people
with a felony can
cast their vote after
they discharge their
sentence.

e ABSENTEE VOTING
Despite some recent
restrictions being
implemented, about
40 percent of lowa
voters continue to
vote in advance by
mailing or dropping
off their ballot in
advance or voting in-
person at a designated
location.

e SAME-DAY VOTER
REGISTRATION

In 2007, lowa became
one of what is now

just 23 states that allow
voters to register the
same day that they cast
their ballot.

° ONLINE VOTER
REGISTRATION
Since 2016, lowa has
offered this helpful
option, with thousands
of lowans choosing to
use it each year.

¢ EARLY VOTING
In 1990, lowa became
one of the first states
to offer early voting,
which is now widely
offered across the
county. It's been
troubling to see

the number of days
trimmed. But it remains
an important option for
many voters.

In fact, lowa is
currently one of only
seven states that
offers online voter

registration, same
day voter registration,
early voting and no-
fault absentee voting.
To be sure, we
need to continue to
work to make sure
every qualified voter
can cast their ballot
easily. But | also look
back on the progress
we have made in the
past few decades,
progress that has
not been erased. |
am optimistic that
we'll continue to
make progress in the
decades to come.

Terese Grant of
Grinnell has held
various leadership
roles with the lowa
League of Women
Voters.




YOU CAN BAN BOOKS
BUT YOU CAN’T SHUT
DOWN IDEAS

For more than 30 years, I've had the privilege of

serving as a youth librarian in northwest lowa, in

suburban communities, and Ames. Again and again, |

have witnessed the profound power of books.

I've seen a child pick
up a book and see a
character with curly
hair or skin color the
same as theirs and go
from thinking, “l can’t
do that” to “They did
it—so can I.”

| saw a toddler’s joy
at a first picture book,
a middle-schooler
discovering a book
series they can't put
down, and a teenager
finding a novel that
feels that it was written
just for them.

Books also cultivate
empathy, allowing
children to feel what it's
like to live in someone
else’s shoes; confront
experiences they may
never face directly; and
imagine solutions to
the challenges others
encounter.

Yet today we
are seeing a rise in
attempts to block
young people from
reading widely
and learning about
the world—and
themselves. In 2023,
a book ban law was
passed in lowa. Even
though the ACLU of
lowa and others have
managed to get it
temporarily blocked,

it resulted in 3,700
titles across 117 districts
being removed. They
included time-honored
classics, like “1984” and
“The Handmaid’s Tale,”
and “Tango Makes
Three,” the story of two
male penguins raising a
chick together.
Especially in this era
of vast amounts of
online information,
books matter. Youth
literature presents
information and
stories in a manner
that helps children
process information in
a completely different,
more nuanced way.

Even Today,
Books at School
Matter

And it’s critical that
young people have
access to books at
school. Not every child
has a family who will
or can take themto a
public library. Not all
children can afford to
buy books. Each book
removed from a school
is a lost chance for
children to learn about
themselves, practice
empathy, or see lives
unlike their own.

Book bans are not
new, but we are seeing
this latest wave in part
because of how much
children’s literature has
grown. Beginning in the
1970s, books featuring
diverse voices across
race, sexuality, cultures,
and gender gave more
young readers mirrors
that reflected their own
experiences.

Bans Like This
Don’t Last

While | am disturbed at
these latest attempts to
ban children’s books,
history reminds me bans
like this do not last.

I'm heartened to see
librarians, teachers,
authors, students,
and ordinary book
lovers speaking up
and standing up and
asserting that books are
lifelines, not threats.

| am optimistic that
no matter what laws
are passed, books and
ideas prevail. We can't
remove a half century
of flourishing youth
literature from our minds,
our hearts—or our state.

Jerri Heid is the retired
Ames Public Library
youth manager.
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MOVING TOWARD A NEW
LIFE IN A NEW COUNTRY

It can be difficult to hold onto

Despite attacks on people like me, | am building a future.

hope in these days of increased

animosity towards immigrants.

I'm an immigration attorney, and | am seeing
increased violence against immigrants, as
well as policy changes that continually strip
away their rights and opportunities.

The people | work with are often
frightened, and not without justification.
Many have witnessed alarming actions at
the hands of enforcement agencies, which
target not just those people with criminal
histories, but also honest, hard-working
members of our community.

In this environment, our legal advocacy
is increasingly constrained with fewer
pathways or remedies available for our
clients to pursue.

Kindness, Solidarity, and
Resilience

Yet | still find sources of hope that keep me
showing up and doing this work that | see
every day is so important.

| see the kindness and solidarity in our
community of immigrants and advocates.
| find it in the resilience of our clients who,
despite living with uncertainty and fear,
continue to pursue their dreams, support
their families, and contribute positively in
countless ways.

June Keith is an immigration attorney at
lowa Migrant Movement for Justice.

When | was just 14 and living in my home country of Honduras, my mother sent me
away. It wasn't because she didn’t love me, but because she loved me so much
that she made me take the difficult step of traveling unaccompanied to the United
States and lowa, to stay with my aunt.

Although | don't feel safe here in the U.S., in Honduras | was even less safe. A
cousin of mine was killed, and a gang cut off his fingers. The adults tried to keep it
from the children, but we found out anyway.

Back home, people think that if you move to America you'll have lots of
money and a good life. But that’s not the case. Immigrants here work really hard,
sometimes two and three jobs, all the time. They work so hard they can't even take
the time to call back home. They're scared all the time, sometimes too scared to
go outside because ICE might grab them.

Immigration Status in Flux

I'm scared, too. | just turned 18 and am finishing high school. With all the changes in
immigration law, | am afraid | will be put into a detention center. Right now, | have
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, so | am authorized to be in the U.S. and to work.
But who knows if that is going to change?

I'm eligible to apply for a green card, but there’s a backlog in the immigration
system. My attorney, June Keith, says it will likely take several years. She also says
that there is an ongoing lawsuit that might also affect my immigration status. It’s all
very scary, but | don’t tell my mother about it because | don’t want her to worry.

| do cleaning work so that my aunt and | have money, but | have dreams. | am
struggling to learn English, and | want someday to have a job in an office. Any
office. It doesn't matter what the work is. | want to be a professional.

Following a Dream

Like so many other immigrants before me, I'm here and | stay because | have hope
for a better life. That's what they say the American dream is all about. | want to
make my mother proud.

At church, they say you should never give up hope, so | don't. | will finish school.
If 'm lucky and the laws hold out, I'll stay here long-term. I'll get an office job. I'll
hug my mother and she will be proud of me because | have made a better life.

The author is remaining anonymous to protect her safety.
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IN THIS ISSUE, we’re featuring
five stories of people impacted
by recent attacks on our civil
liberties, people who remain
hopeful and determined

in the face of book bans,
setbacks of transgender rights,
diminished voting rights, lack
of racial justice, and the brutal
treatment of immigrants in our
country and our state. Their
clear-eyed assessment of this
moment in history inspires us
and we hope they will inspire
you, too.

GIVE TO THE ACLU OF IOWA

[1si00 ['1s150 [ 1s250 ['1s

Payment:

[ 1Check enclosed, payable to ACLU Foundation of lowa
[ 1visa [ 1MasterCard [ 1Discover [ ]1AmEx

NAME ON CARD (PLEASE PRINT)

CARD NUMBER

EXPIRATION DATE  3-DIGIT CODE EMAIL ADDRESS FOR CONFIRMATION
CHARGE MY CARD MONTHLY AT PER MONTH

Name(s):

Address:

City: State: Zip Code:

Preferred Email Address:

[ 11 would like to receive email updates and alerts from the ACLU of lowa.

Cell Phone: Home Phone:

Employer(s):
[ 11/We will check with my/our employer(s) and submit the proper matching
gift paperwork to the ACLU of lowa office.

[ 11/We would like my/our gift in honor/memory of
Mail to: ACLU of lowa, 505 Fifth Ave. #808, Des Moines, lowa 50309-2317.

Make your gift online: \isit www.aclu-ia.org/donate
Contributions to the ACLU Foundation of lowa, a 501(c](3) organization,
are tax-deductible to the extent of the current tax code.




