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Water Mill Unitarian Universalists Stopped By Florida Police
(Sag Harbor, NY—Nov.1)--Two members of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of the South Fork in Water Mill, NY were involved in a police incident in Palm Beach, Fla. Independent journalist, James Henry, a resident of Sag Harbor, NY, who runs a highly distributed blog, submergedmarkets.com, a lawyer and economist, was photographing the line of voters outside a polling place on public property of the County Elections Headquarters. A witness to the event, fellow congregant, the Rev. George Wilson of Spring, East Hampton, NY, stated “Jim was tackled from behind, punched and handcuffed outside the Elections Supervisor’s office.” Both men were trained polling observers who had volunteered their services to watch over the elections process as legal observers.
The Rev. George Wilson, a Presbyterian minister from East Hampton, N.Y., who accompanied Henry to West Palm Beach Sunday morning, said Henry was interested in touch-screen voting in Palm Beach County and had arrived to observe the process.
“We flew down this morning,” Wilson said. “I can't believe they're treating him this way. He was just standing there taking pictures. When did taking photographs outside in a public place become a crime?” Wilson retrieved Henry's Minolta camera with a large lens from the top of the trunk of the parked car after Henry was put in a sheriff's car. Assistant Palm Beach County Attorney Leon St. John, who represents the elections supervisor, said Henry had been charged with disorderly conduct, a misdemeanor, based on LePore's instructions to deputies.

A spokesman and the county sheriff' and county attorney later said the deputy was enforcing a newly enacted rule from Elections Supervisor Theresa LePore prohibiting reporters from interviewing or photographing voters lined up outside the polls. The line stretched about 600 people when James Henry was charged with disorderly conduct for taking his photos. The arrest drew expressions of outrage from a leading Florida civil liberties expert — and even from one of LePore's fellow county election supervisors.

A Palm Beach Post reporter and British journalist Marcus Warren, of the London Daily Telegraph, witnessed Henry's arrest. So did dozens of waiting voters. Sheriff's spokesman Paul Miller said that before being transported to the Palm Beach County Jail, Henry was examined by paramedics when he complained of shoulder pain. Henry has been charged with disorderly conduct and resisting arrest without violence, Miller said. “We're not going to let anyone interfere with the orderly conduct of the elections process here,” Miller added.
One of LePore's peers, Leon County Elections Supervisor Ion Sancho, called restricting reporters and photographers on public sidewalks outside polling places “an outrage. I'm shocked. The First Amendment right to be there is absolute. Outside our early voting place we had Japanese journalists, the BBC, all kinds of reporters and photographers,” added Sancho, who is based in Tallahassee. “It's a public place, a public sidewalk. There is no statute, no law that can take away your right to talk to someone who is willing on a public sidewalk as long as no one is obstructing or interfering.” Howard Simon, executive director of the Florida chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union, also called Henry's arrest an outrage. “Where did Theresa LePore get the authority to criminalize activities protected by the First Amendment?”

The Water Mill Unitarians, the Unitarian Universalist Congregation has been active in non-partisan voter registration and telephoning voters to remind them of early voting in Florida. following their campaign to register single women in Pennsylvania. Jim Henry and the Rev. George Wilson are accompanied by fellow congregant, Carolyn Beegan, the UUSCF photographer and artist from Sag Harbor, NY. Unitarians across the nation have been involved especially in Faithful Democracy, an organization dedicated to protecting the right to vote.
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