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Putting a Halt to Hate Crimes: Leaders in the House and Senate Armed Services Committee finally came to an agreement on Thursday over provisions regarding the Defense Authorization Bill (DoD).
Earlier this year, both the House and the Senate passed different versions of the DoD bill.  Subsequently, the two versions have been in conference, where the differences between the bills have been resolved.  The main point of contention between these bills was the inclusion of a hate crimes amendment in the Senate version.

While the House passed a separate “hate crimes” bill earlier this year, many GOP Representatives believed that hate crimes were unrelated to the defense bill, and therefore, should not be included. Sen. Carl Levin (D-MI) finally acquiesced and agreed to remove the hate crimes provision from the bill.  
The conference report will now receive a vote in the House and Senate before being sent to the President for his signature.  

Charter Schools vs. Religious Schools:  According to a recent report by Matthew Ladner of the Goldwater Institute, enrollment in private schools increases when public school and private school choice co-exist.

Ladner conducted his study after a report was released by the RAND Corporation, which cited that the growing number of charter schools in Michigan had caused enrollment in Catholic schools to decline.  Although Michigan has encouraged public school choice through the establishment of charter schools, there are currently no state programs that allow for private school choice.

Ladner conducted his study in Arizona, a state that employs several programs to encourage public and private school choice.  These programs include tax credits, scholarships, and charter schools.  (For a complete listing of the private school choice programs by state, click here:  Educational Options in the States.)
Ladner found that “despite the opening of hundreds of charter schools, the percentage of Arizona children attending private schools increased by 23 percent between 1991 and 2003.”  He adds, “Arizona's story proves that it is possible to have robust public and private school choice.  States with only public school choice programs, however, do seem to be witnessing the demise of inner city private schools.  This makes some sense: how can private schools compete against ‘free’ charter schools?  But in Arizona, tax credits and some modest vouchers make it easier for private schools to compete against free charters.”
Federal Fairness: Former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, who hears cases part-time on the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals, joined with two appellate judges in overturning a lower court’s ruling that would have effectively ended Prison Fellowship’s faith-based prison rehabilitation program.

Specifically, the Appeals court found that District Court Judge Robert Pratt ruled wrongly when he decided in favor of the Americans United for Separation of Church and State, who brought suit against the InnerChange Freedom Initiative (IFI) of Prison Fellowship. 

Judge Pratt ordered the program to shut down in Iowa and that IFI repay the state $1.5 million granted to the program by written contract for services rendered from 2000-2006.

Central to the Judge Pratt’s ruling against IFI was the acceptance of government funds by the Prison Fellowship ministry. Shortly after the suit was brought, even before the verdict was rendered, IFI stopped accepting any state funds. Consequently, Justice O’Connor cited the change in policy as a substantial reason for the overturning of the original ruling. Justice O’Connor and her fellow judges also refuted Judge Pratt’s “pervasively sectarian” criterion,” arguing that faith-based organizations should not be excluded from government partnerships simply because they are faith-based.

According to Eric Rassbach, national litigation director for the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty, the IFI ruling is not just a victory for Prison Fellowship, but for all faith-based programs. He stated, “A 1.5 million judgment against them would have crippled the most successful criminal rehabilitation program in the state. This court decided faith-based organizations aren’t automatically suspect just because they are faith-based. States have to consider what the programs are actually doing, said Rassbach.”

Preserving Our Religious Heritage:  Sen. Sam Brownback (R-KS) and Sen. Robert Byrd (D-WV) introduced legislation on Wednesday that would require the national motto, “In God We Trust,” to be inscribed on the front of the presidential one dollar coins.  Currently, the national motto is inscribed on the side of the coin.  

Sen. Brownback made the following statement:  “Since the beginnings of the United States, citizens of this nation have officially acknowledged their dependence on God.  It is important that our national motto, ‘In God We Trust,’ is prominently displayed on all of our currency.  We should not relegate our heritage to the side.”
 

 
-The Washington Flyer Staff Writer: Jennifer Groover
-The Washington Flyer Editor: Maureen Wiebe
