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Senate Bill 1084, which 
would reduce the Idaho Depart-
ment of Fish and Game’s over-
sight of animal facilities with a 
Class C Exhibitor’s License from 
the USDA, passed the House 
Resources and Conservation 
Committee on Wednesday.

The bill was introduced after 
reports from Fish and Game and 
the Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration each filed 
reports stating Yellowstone Bear 
World had committed multiple 
violations under both organiza-
tions’ regulations.

Witnesses testified both for 
and against the bill, with sup-
porters arguing that the removal 
of Fish and Game oversight 
would remove regulations that 
are already in place at the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Crit-
ics said the USDA wouldn’t pro-
vide the same level of oversight as 
Fish and Game.

Jonathan Oppenheimer, exter-
nal relations director for the Idaho 
Conservation League, testified 
against the bill, citing the 1995 
“Ligertown disaster,” an incident 
in which multiple lions and ligers 
escaped from a privately owned 
animal facility, leading to 18 of the 
animals being killed.

That incident led to legislators 
increasing Fish and Game’s over-
sight of other animal parks.

Oppenheimer said he was par-
ticularly concerned about the issue 
of bonding, a fee animal facilities 
must pay to Idaho Fish and Game. 
In Idaho the bond is either $2,000 
per animal or $50,000.

“The bonding issue is criti-
cal to provide for public safety in 
the event of an accident,” Oppen-
heimer said.

Attorney Jeremy Chou, who 
represents Bear World, said his 
clients would keep up its insurance 
to cover costs from accidents.

Oppenheimer also repeated 
arguments he previously made in 
an interview with the Post Regis-
ter, that the effort to overturn the 
law was “revenge” after Fish and 
Game found Yellowstone Bear 
World had not kept proper docu-
mentation of its animal transfers 
and deaths. The report also stated 
Bear World’s advertised bottle 
feeding of bear cubs was a viola-
tion of Idaho law.

Tricia Hosch-Hebdon, assis-
tant chief of wildlife for Fish and 
Game, testified that the depart-
ment had worked with Bear 
World’s staff to correct the viola-
tions.
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BOISE — In Idaho, an art 
exhibit was censored and teens 
were told they couldn’t tes-
tify in some legislative hear-
ings. In Washington state, a 
lawmaker proposed a hotline 
so the government could track 
offensively biased statements, 
as well as hate crimes. In Flor-
ida, bloggers are fighting a 
bill that would force them to 
register with the state if they 
write posts criticizing public 
officials.

Meanwhile, bans on books 
and drag performances are 
growing increasingly common 
nationwide.

“We are seeing tremendous 
attacks on First Amendment 
freedoms across the country 
right now, at all levels of gov-
ernment. Censorship is pro-
liferating, and it’s deeply trou-
bling,” said Joe Cohn, legisla-
tive and policy director with 
the Foundation for Individual 
Rights and Expression.

“This year, we’re seeing a 
wave of bills targeting drag 
performances, where simply 
being gender nonconforming 
is enough to trigger the pen-
alty. We’re also seeing a wave 
of bills regulating what can 
be in public or K-12 school 
libraries,” Cohn said. “On col-
lege campuses, we have been 
tracking data about attempts 
to get faculty members pun-
ished or even fired for speech 
or expression and the numbers 
are startling — it’s the highest 
rate that we’ve seen in our 20 
years of existence.”

First Amendment rights 
had been stable in America 
for decades, said Ken Paulson, 
director of the Free Speech 
Center at Middle Tennes-
see State University, but in 
recent years many states have 
reverted to the anti-speech 
tactics employed by people 
like Sen. Joe McCarthy during 
the “Red Scare” of the early 
1950s.

McCarthy and others tried 
to silence political opponents 

by accusing them of being 
communists or socialists, 
using fear and public accu-
sations to suppress basic 
free speech rights. The term 
“McCarthyism” became syn-
onymous with baseless attacks 
on free expression, and the 
U.S. Supreme Court has 
referred to the phenomena in 
several First Amendment-re-
lated rulings.

“We are seeing a concerted 
wave that we have not seen in 
decades,” said Paulson, high-
lighting states like Florida 
where Republican Gov. Ron 
DeSantis has pushed for legis-
lation that would criminalize 
drag shows, limit what pro-
nouns teachers can use for stu-
dents, allow parents to deter-
mine what books can be in 
libraries and block some his-
tory classes entirely.

“It’s pretty mind-bog-
gling that so many politicians 
are waving the flag of free-
dom while doing anything 
they possibly can to infringe 
on the free speech rights of 

Americans,” Paulson said.
Still, no one political group 

has a monopoly on censor-
ship — aggression is increas-
ing across the spectrum, Cohn 
said.

Washington state’s bias 
hotline bill, which died in 
committee earlier this year, 
was sponsored by Democratic 
Sen. Javier Valdez and backed 
by several groups including 
the Anti-Defamation League, 
Urban League, Council on 
American-Islamic Relations 
and others. It aimed to help 
the state collect information 
about hate crimes and bias 
incidents and to provide sup-
port and compensation to vic-
tims at a time when hate crime 
reports are rising.

Opponents, including 
the Foundation for Individ-
ual Rights and Expression, 
said they feared it would chill 
protected speech because 
it encompasses both crimi-
nal behavior and offensively 
biased statements.
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An Idaho Falls man who has 
already served seven years in 
prison after being convicted in 
two child sex abuse cases was 
sentenced to more prison time 
Wednesday.

Michael Schwindt, 36, pre-
viously was convicted in 2016. 
The new case was filed in 2019 
after he was already imprisoned. 
Police learned of a third victim 
who said Schwindt touched her 
inappropriately.

The victim reportedly spoke 
up after learning Schwindt had 
been imprisoned for sex-
ually assaulting other 
children. She described 
one incident in which 
she tried to flee from 
Schwindt and he chased 
her down. He also took 
nude photos of the vic-
tim.

The victim said she had 
not previously reported 
the rapes because she was afraid 
he would hurt her.

District Judge Bruce Pickett 

handed down a sentence of four 
years fixed with an indetermi-

nate life sentence. He 
gave Schwindt credit for 
the time he had spent in 
prison since the case was 
filed, meaning Schwindt 
will be eligible for parole 
in September 2024.

Defense Attorney 
Jason Gustaves said 
Schwindt had admit-
ted to the sexual assaults 

when questioned by police. 
He told Pickett that Schwindt 
had participated in every 

program available in prison for 
sex offenders, learning better 
impulse control.

Gustaves argued that 
Schwindt had already been 
rehabilitated and that the four-
year fixed sentence would pro-
vide justice for the victim while 
taking into account the time his 
client had already served.

Bonneville County Assistant 
Chief Deputy Prosecutor Penny 
North-Shaul also recommended 
a fixed sentence of four years. 
She pointed out that Schwindt 
had undergone a polygraph 

examination when he was first 
arrested that showed he was 
being dishonest. She said it was 
now clear he had lied to cover up 
his abuse of the third victim.

Pickett said he believed 
Schwindt had made genuine 
efforts to change himself. He 
agreed to sentence Schwindt to 
four years fixed, but made the 
indeterminate period life, lon-
ger than was recommended by 
either attorney, saying there was 
also a need for punishment and 
deterrence.

Experts say attacks on free 
speech are rising across the US

First Amendment experts say attacks on free speech 
rights are escalating across the United States
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A content disclaimer sits at the entrance to the Unconditional Care exhibit Monday, March 6, 2023, at the Lewis-Clark State College 
Center for Arts & History in Lewiston, Idaho. Artists said some of their works weren’t allowed in the exhibit by LCSC, which cited Ida-
ho’s No Public Funds for Abortion for removing some of the pieces. In Idaho, an art exhibit was censored and teens were told they 
couldn’t testify in some legislative hearings. In Washington, a lawmaker proposed a hotline for reporting people who make offen-
sively biased statements. In Florida, bloggers are fighting a bill that would force them to register with the state if they write posts 
criticizing public officials.
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