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Press Release

Coalition Calls for End to Persecution of “Irvine 11” Students 
(Irvine, 3/3/2011) - A broad coalition of students, professors, and civic leaders will host a townhall on March 5, 2011 to call for the Orange County District Attorney (OCDA) to drop its recent criminal charges against 11 student protesters. The “Irvine 11” were responsible for a peaceful protest of a speech by Israeli ambassador Michael Oren at University of California, Irvine over a year ago on February 8, 2010.

The students continue to face unjust prosecution well over a year after the incident despite already having been arrested without posing resistance, and severely disciplined by UC Irvine. “The recent misdemeanor charges are excessive, unprecedented and have a chilling effect upon the exercise of First Amendment rights,” said community activist Marya Bangee. “The right to peaceful protest should be protected, not criminalized by the Orange County District Attorney.”

“There is no need for further punitive measures, let alone criminal prosecution and criminal sanctions” a joint statement by Jewish Studies faculty from across the University of California campuses said. “The use of the criminal justice system to police student speech is detrimental to the values exemplified by the academic and intellectual environment on our university campuses.”


The coalition in support of the Irvine 11 has representation from a number of civic and religious leaders including over 100 UC Irvine professors, the Orange County ACLU, the Los Angeles National Lawyers Guild, and prominent rabbis, preachers, and imams.

More information, including full statements of support from coalition supporters, can be found at www.Irvine11.com.
What: Community townhall for the Irvine 11
Who: Prominent scholars, attorneys, activists and community leaders are confirmed to speak including:
· Rev. Wilfredo Benitez, Rector, St. Anselm of Canterbury

· Rachel Roberts, Jewish Voice for Peace

· Hussam Ayloush, Executive Director, CAIR-LA

· Edina Lekovic, Director of Policy & Programming at the Muslim Public Affairs Council 

· Reem Salahi, Civil Rights Attorney, Legal Defense team, Irvine 11

Interviews:  Speakers will be available for interview after the townhall. 
The Protest and the Aftermath

February 8, 2010
· Michael Oren, Israeli ambassador to the United States, speaks at University of California-Irvine.

· At the event, 11 students interrupt his speech to speak against the injustices committed by the speaker and his propaganda.

· Students receive death threats and other hateful, racist comments during event.

· Although the students leave peacefully, they are arrested and threatened with academic punishment.

February 15, 2010
· A petition to Chancellor Drake, Dean Chemerinsky, and others, is written in efforts to drop all criminal charges against those now known as the “Irvine 11.”

· In addition to criminal charges, the Irvine 11 are also threatened with suspension and expulsion.

· Straight from Palestine, the Irvine 11 receive a letter of support from Omar Qassis of Birzeit University: “What you did was an expression that helped us inside Palestine feel proud, helped us feel united as a people, and helped us feel strong. You stood in the face of our oppressors and refused to let him whitewash the atrocities of his government, you refused to let him justify the murder of our civilians and children, the destruction of our cities, refugee camps and villages. What I am intending to say is, thank you. Thank you for standing up for Palestinian right to education, thank you for standing up for justice, thank you for risking your own educations and futures for the sake of others.”

February 17, 2010
· President Obama speaks to a New Hampshire crowd regarding abortion, where he was interrupted by protestors. Obama says, “Let me just say this though. Some people got organized to do that. That’s part of the American tradition we are proud of. And that’s hard too, standing in the midst of people who disagree with you and letting your voice be heard.”

· UCSD’s Associated Students unanimously pass a resolution condemning academic discipline of the UCI Eleven.

February 22, 2010
· UCI Professors defend Irvine 11 by writing an opinion piece in the Los Angeles Times and send a letter to Chancellor Drake.
February 23, 2010
· UCLA Associated Students pass a resolution that condemns any action that is to be taken place against the Irvine 11.

March 6, 2010
· A statement by Marya Bangee, a UCI alumna, is written to commend the support of  the Associated Students of the University of California, San Diego (ASUCSD), the Undergraduate Students Association Council of the University of California, Los Angeles (USAC), the Associated Students of the University of California, Berkeley (ASUC), and the Associated Students of the University of California, Irvine (ASUCI) for passing resolutions condemning the draconian response of the UCI Administration and demanding that all academic charges be dropped against the Irvine 11.

March 15, 2010
· Stand with the Eleven, an advocacy group for the Irvine 11, answers Ambassador Oren’s open letter, published in New University, a weekly UCI publication.

March 18, 2010
· UC Berkeley’s student senate passes divestment resolution against the state of Israel.

February 7, 2011
· The Irvine 11 are charged with two counts of misdemeanors by the Orange County District Attorney’s office.

Currently:
· The Muslim Student Union (MSU) at the University of California, Irvine (UCI), was suspended for one quarter and continues to face probation for two academic years.

· The Orange County District Attorney’s office charged the Irvine 11 with conspiracy to disrupt a meeting. The misdemeanor charges, announced in a news release, followed a grand jury investigation. These charges are pending an arraignment for the students in March 2011.
Irvine 11 in the News

Jewish Journal

“Stop the Irvine 11 Prosecutions” 2.14.2011

“In November of 2010, I went to New Orleans along with a dozen Jewish students and young activists to participate in A Jewish Voice for Peace’s Jewish Youth Leadership Institute.  That week culminated with five of my colleagues disrupting Benjamin Netanyahu’s address to the Jewish General Assembly. Inside the hall, one audience member tried to choke my friend and another ripped apart one of our banners with his teeth. Afterward, however, the protest was met with enormous warmth from the public.  … Finally, young Jews had challenged the “Israel right or wrong crowd” and had used American non-violent protest to do so.

Nine months before, 11 Muslim students at UC Irvine did the exact same thing when Israeli Ambassador Michael Oren visited their campus. In contrast to the way we were treated, they were met with contempt. The same voices who rushed to praise us stayed dead silent. The hue and cry over their actions has led the Orange County District Attorney’s office to press criminal charges against the students.

The marked difference in reactions reveals something disturbing about the American discourse on the Middle East. "

New York Times

“Charges Against Muslim Students Prompt Debate Over Free Speech” 2.9.11

“People are afraid to be seen as with us,” said Hamza Siddiqui, a senior and a leader of the Muslim Student Union. “It’s like they went after them, how do we know they aren’t going to come after us next? Everyone is afraid and looking over their shoulder.”

New University (UC Irvine School Newspaper)

“Leave the Irvine Eleven Alone”

“Several of us on the Editorial Board attended the Michael Oren speech last year and witnessed the protests. We have a variety of opinions about whether the protests were justifiable, productive or protected by the First Amendment. But we all agree that charging these students and sending them to jail for what they have done is completely ridiculous. We strongly urge the district attorney to drop the charges made against these students and allow the UCI community to finally move on from this chapter of our history.”

For more media coverage of the Irvine 11, please visit Irvine11.com

Supporters and Allies

For a complete list of signatories, please visit Irvine11.com
UC Irvine Faculty

As faculty of the University of California, Irvine, we are deeply distressed by the decision of the Orange County district attorney to file criminal charges against the students who disrupted Ambassador Michael Oren's speech on campus. The students were wrong to prevent a speaker invited to the campus from speaking and being heard. And the Muslim Student Union acted inappropriately in coordinating this and in misrepresenting its involvement to university officials.  But the individual students and the Muslim Student Union were disciplined for this conduct by the university, including the MSU being suspended from being a student organization for a quarter. This is sufficient punishment.  There is no need for criminal prosecution and criminal sanctions. The use of the criminal justice system will be detrimental to our campus as it inherently will be divisive and risk undoing the healing process which has occurred over the last year. It also sets a dangerous precedent for the use of the criminal law against nonviolent protests on campus.

We urge the district attorney to dismiss the criminal charges. At the very least, we urge the district attorney and the students to agree to resolve the charges with the students performing community service and a short probation, after which the matter will be expunged from the students' records. 

UC Davis Faculty

“We believe that the University campus should be a place for civil discourse and debate.  Last year, eleven students non-violently disrupted a speech by Israeli Ambassador Michael Oren on the UC Irvine campus, and were subsequently disciplined by the University.  We are disturbed by the decision of the Orange County District Attorney to bring criminal charges against these eleven students.  Responding to these non-violent student protests by way of criminal prosecution will have a chilling effect on the students, staff, and faculty of the University of California, and place the principles of free speech and freedom of expression at risk.  As evidenced by a video recording of the incident, the students engaged in verbal expression which resulted in the delaying of Oren’s speech, a speech he ultimately completed. To respond to such an act with criminal prosecution is excessive.  Accordingly, we urge the DA to dismiss all criminal charges against the students stemming from the above-described incident.”

UC Riverside Faculty

“Regardless of our varying perspectives on the students’ political views, or on the propriety of the strategies used to express their views, we are unified in our common belief that the decision to criminally prosecute these students is a grave mistake. Rather than protect free speech, this prosecution will likely silence and intimidate those who wish to express their political dissent thus posing a real threat to our constitutional right to organize, meet, and protest in the pursuit of political goals.

These charges are a form of selective prosecution. They are discriminatory and designed to produce a chilling effect on all subsequent exercise of free speech rights and public dissent. Organized student protest has long been a part of American campus culture. If these students are guilty of conspiracy, what group of people who meet to discuss forms of protest is not? Indeed, heckling, shouting and interrupting are standard actions in public protest by the left and right. Prosecuting these students—while thousands of other such similar acts go unprosecuted—suggests that the prosecution of the Irvine 11 appears discriminatory, based either on identity of protestors or on the specific content of their protest. Such prosecutorial bias would, to say the least, be unconstitutional. It is also an unduly harsh and selective response, completely out of proportion to the peaceful expression of dissent by our students…

Most importantly, criminalizing this sort of peaceful protest on a university campus—or indeed anywhere—would establish a damaging precedent that would resonate far beyond Southern California. Such selective prosecution creates chilling effects, not just for students, Arab-Americans, or Muslim-Americans, but for all citizens, who will be made wary of exercising their ability to organize politically and dissent peacefully. Universities are spaces where public dissent and freedom of expression are learned, and where our democratic traditions are thus developed and refined. Should we constrain that development by threatening our students’ ability to express themselves, and inculcating a climate of self-censorship and fear?

The prosecution of these students would have profound implications for the democratic traditions of our entire nation. We urge you to immediately drop these charges against the Irvine 11.

Coalition of Orange County Community Leaders

“It is with deep concern that we, Orange County community religious and civic leaders, write to you regarding the pursuance of felony criminal charges against students who verbally protested a speech by Israeli Ambassador Michael Oren at the University of California, Irvine (UCI) in February of 2010…

We fervently regret that the OCDA’s investigation of the event has risen to the level of grand jury proceedings, and we have no alternative but to believe felony charges would be excessive… While we acknowledge that crimes can and do occur on college campuses, we are hard-pressed to understand why a University-specific situation, which was thoroughly dealt with by UCI administration, would require the OCDA’s reopening of the matter, particularly by investigating it as a felony crime.

Our vision for Orange County is that it be a place where all faith groups are treated with equal respect and due process of law, where no political viewpoint is penalized, and where all of our public officials and offices utilize their stations to promote these ends.”

Asian Pacific American Legal Center and the Asian Law Caucus

“We, the Asian Pacific American Legal Center (APALC) and the Asian Law Caucus (ALC) are deeply concerned about the potential criminal prosecution of the eleven Muslim students who verbally protested a speech by Israeli Ambassador Michael Oren at the University of California, Irvine (UCI)…

Given the public availability of the evidence in the case, we have strong reason to believe that the purpose of the grand jury proceedings is to indict the student protestors on felony conspiracy charges. We are very troubled that the OCDA investigation of the event has rise to the level of grand jury proceedings, and believe that felony charges would be excessive. First, the students’ conduct does not warrant felony prosecution. They engaged in non-violent verbal protests, left the even peacefully, and conducted themselves in a less disruptive manner than some of the counter-protesters, which is readily apparent from the video footage available online. Moreover, the individual student protesters have been disciplined according to school policy and the MSU has been sanctioned. The events of February 8, 2010, occurred at UCI, at a UCI jointly-sponsored student administration event, and the young people in question were or are students. Mr. Oren was able to finish his speech, and the event concluded; the impact of the disturbance did not resound beyond the halls of that evening’s event. While we acknowledge that crimes can and do occur on college campuses, we are hard-pressed to understand why a University-specific situation, which was thoroughly dealt with by UCI administration, would require the OCDA’s reopening of the matter, particularly by investigating it as a felony crime…

It is difficult for us to express the extent to which this development disturbs the conscience and would disrupt the OCDA’s ability to establish meaningful justice. Our vision for Orange County and the greater state of California is that it be a place where all faith groups are treated with equal respect and due process of law, where no political viewpoint is penalized, and where all of our public officials and offices utilize their stations to promotes these ends.”

California Scholars for Academic Freedom

“Collective punishment of the MSU for the actions of individuals is obviously unacceptable and runs counter to community norms. The punishment of individuals for engaging in a planned, serious, principled, non-violent protest, especially a protest in which the target of protest was able to deliver his message, is obviously unacceptable and runs counter to every value that is at the core of the university’s mission. Indeed in the history of the UC system sanction such as that considered by UCI’s administration has been reserved for serious ethical infractions like cheating and harassment or for reckless behavior associated with fraternity life. Even in cases that reasonable people would consider might warrant sanctioning – for instance, in cases of racial incitement such as hanging a noose in the UCSD library – sanctions have not been used. Further, the MSU has recorded incidents of disruption of the speech of their invited speakers by pro-Zionist groups and made these recordings available on its website. UCI’s administration did not respond to those recorded incidents – which parallel the Oren incident – with concern over civility or the first amendment rights of MSU speakers.

The mission of the university is to secure, promote and protect the freedom of speech and thought of its students and scholars. It is not the mission of the UC system to provide an uncritical venue for the ambassador of Israel to spread his political message. It is not the mission of UCI to censure student activism for fear of repercussions in the form of loss of corporate or foundation dollars as is now rumored (in the pages of the Los Angeles Times). Indeed, the UCI administration should be doing everything in its power to allay fears that special interests of outside pressure groups have any influence on campus decisions affecting the constitution of student groups or the free expression of controversial ideas.

The failure of the UCI administration to clarify the principles of intellectual and political free speech and to underline the fundamental truth that the campus – any campus – must be a place where all voices are heard, where the traditions of civil disobedience are known and taught, where the courage of the civil rights movement is not forgotten and where principled disagreement is not only sanctioned but encouraged, these failures are aggravated by the UCI administration’s one success – its unfailing responsiveness to the complaints of pro-Israeli pressure groups.”

Other Supporters

·  Jewish Voice for Peace: Orange County DA: Charge me for interrupting for human rights 

·  MPAC: Orange County DA using prosecution to persecute students 

·  Jennifer Doyle, Associate Professor of English, University of California, Riverside 

·  CAIR California: Group Appalled by DA’s Effort to Charge the ‘Irvine 11′ 

·  Students for Justice in Palestine, UCI 

·  MSA West: MSA West defends the unalienable rights of Muslims around the world to peacefully assemble 

·  MASIJC: MAS Immigrant Justice Clinic Offers its Support 

·  IJAN: International Jewish Anti-Zionist Network 

·  CODEPINK: Solidarity with Irvine 11 

·  Right to Education Campaign: An-Najah University (Nablus) and BirZeit University (Ramallah) 

·  USACBI: Statement Condemning Disciplinary Action against the Irvine 11 and the Recommendation to Suspend the UC-Irvine Muslim Student Union 

·  UC Faculty: Jewish Studies Faculty at the University of California Ask D.A. to Drop Charges 

For more information on our supporters and allies, please visit Irvine11.com
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