
 

 

 

 

May 29, 2022 
 
VIA EMAIL 
 
Mayor Richard Irvin 
City of Aurora 
44 E Downer Place, 3rd Floor 
Aurora, IL 60507 
mayorsoffice@aurora-il.org 
 
Dear Mayor Irvin: 
 
 
The ACLU of Illinois is concerned by reports that government officials have apparently 
attempted to pressure the organization Aurora Pride to alter the composition of this year’s Pride 
Parade. I write to advise you of Aurora Pride’s constitutional rights with respect to the parade, 
and the corresponding limits on government authority.   
 
My understanding of the situation is as follows: Aurora Pride holds a special events permit for a 
Pride Parade on June 12, 2022.  A group called “Gay Police Association – Gay Officers Action” 
is interested in marching in the parade.  Aurora Pride has said that the Gay Police Association, is 
welcome to join, but it has asked that members not wear police uniforms or weapons. Many 
LGBTQ people and people of color have experienced or witnessed disturbing interactions with 
law enforcement and therefore feel deeply uneasy around such symbols of police authority.  
Parade organizers have not asked the group to conceal their affiliation with the police 
department; instead, they have invited them to wear or carry t-shirts, caps, banners, or other 
items that display their membership in the Aurora Police Department or in the Gay Police 
Association.  
 
Some elected officials and police have vocally denounced Aurora Pride’s decision.  In your May 
25, 2022 letter to Aurora Pride, you called the exclusion of police uniforms and guns 
“unacceptable,” and “urged” the group “to reconsider this decision immediately and advise me 
on how you plan to proceed by the close of business this Thursday [May 26, 2022].”  In an 
article in today’s Chicago Tribune, you refer to a “plan of action” to be announced next week. 
 
Please be advised that the First Amendment to the United States Constitution protects Aurora 
Pride’s right to control the message of its parade, which includes the composition and 
appearance of marchers.  For example, in Hurley v. Irish-Am. Gay, Lesbian & Bisexual Group of 
Boston, 515 U.S. 557 (1995), a group of gay, lesbian and bisexual people of Irish descent sought 
to march in Boston’s St. Patrick’s Day parade. Parade organizers denied the request because they 



believed the group’s presence would undermine the “traditional values” they wished to convey.  
Id. at 562.  They “disclaim[ed] any intent to exclude homosexuals as such, and no individual 
member of [the organization] claim[ed] to have been excluded from parading.” Id. at 572. 
Organizers simply did not want the group marching as its own unit with its own banner. Id.  
 
The Supreme Court held that the First Amendment protected the St. Patrick’s Day parade 
organizers’ right to determine what their parade was about and that state law could not abrogate 
that right. It noted that “every participating [parade] unit affects the message conveyed by the 
private organizers,” and that the state court judge had “essentially require[ed] petitioners to alter 
the expressive content of their parade.” Id. 572-3. “Since all speech inherently involves choices 
of what to say and what to leave unsaid, one important manifestation of the principle of free 
speech is that one who chooses to speak may also decide what not to say.” Id. at 573. The 
government had no authority to require parade organizers to include a group that it believed to be 
contrary to their message.   
 
Likewise, the First Amendment protects Aurora Pride’s right to prevent police uniforms or 
weapons from appearing in the Pride Parade when they believe those symbols contradict their 
message.  Neither the City nor its officials has authority to coerce the group to include those 
symbols in the Pride Parade.   
 
Nor may government officials retaliate against Aurora Pride because of the message it has 
chosen.  Retaliatory acts may include, but are not limited to:  
 

 Revoking or altering Aurora Pride’s parade permit;  
 Preventing Aurora Pride from marching along its designated route;  
 Raising Aurora Pride’s expenses, including by increasing insurance requirements, 

security requirements, clean-up costs, or any other fees or costs;   
 Attempting to march in the Pride Parade in police uniforms contrary to the 

group’s preference;   
 Failing to protect the parade from the intimidation or violence of others; 
 Participating in harassment against parade organizers and participants;  
 Otherwise interfering with the operation of the parade; or 
 Any official act against Aurora Pride or its members that is motivated by 

disagreement with their message. 
 
Government retaliation based on a group’s constitutionally protected speech violates the First 
Amendment.   
 
 Notably, Aurora Pride has been far more welcoming and inclusive than the St. Patrick’s 
Day organizers in Hurley. The organizers in Hurley suggested that gay Irish-Americans march 
anonymously with other parade units. By contrast, Aurora Pride has welcomed the Gay Police 
Association to march as their own unit and identify themselves in virtually any way they wish—
except by wearing uniforms and weapons that might intimidate others and thereby exclude them 
from the celebration.   
 



 Of course, individuals—including City officials—have a First Amendment right to 
criticize Aurora Pride’s decision.  Given the language of your May 25 letter and your public 
reference to an “action plan,” however, it bears repeating that such speech may not cross over 
into coercion or retaliation. 
 
 Thank you for your attention to this matter. 
 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 

Rebecca K. Glenberg 
Senior Staff Attorney 
 
 

Cc: Richard Veenstra 
Corporation Counsel 
rveenstra@aurora-il.org 


