
Fighting for Free Expression Across California	   
By David Loy, Legal Director

The fight for freedom of 
speech begins at home. In a 
time of great threats to First 
Amendment rights across the 
country, FAC fought harder than 
ever before for free expression 
and press freedom in our home 
state, winning key victories 
throughout California. 

In Alameda County, FAC represents 
Jose Fermoso, Oaklandside’s road 
safety reporter, in challenging a law 
that criminalizes journalism by making 
it unlawful to be anywhere within 200 
feet of a sideshow, or street takeover, 
for the purpose of observing the 
sideshow. FAC secured a victory in 
the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, 
which affirmed that newsgathering 
and recording events in public are 
protected speech and that one cannot 
report or record the news without 
first observing it. The court held the 
Alameda County law likely violates the 
First Amendment as a content-based 
restriction on speech.

In San Benito County, (see cartoon 
at right) FAC protected the First 
Amendment rights of anonymous 
authors of a satirical news outlet 
published on Facebook. When the 
Benito Beet Beat published a cartoon 
mocking a decision by the county’s 
board of supervisors, the board 
retaliated by issuing a subpoena 
to Meta demanding the authors’ 
identities. On the same day that FAC 
filed a lawsuit on behalf of the authors 
to defend their right to anonymous 
speech, the court ordered the county 
to withdraw the subpoena. Soon 
afterward, the county agreed to a 
settlement under which it is prohibited 
from seeking to identify the authors 
based on the cartoon.

In San Mateo County, FAC 
successfully defended the public’s 
First Amendment right of access to 
a hearing on a topic of extraordinary 
public interest: whether the county’s 
sheriff should be removed from 
office. The county and the sheriff 
had intended to keep the hearing 
secret, but after FAC objected and 
threatened to sue, they agreed to 

open it to the public, allowing the 
press to cover testimony from the 
hearing extensively.

In Shasta County, FAC defended 
press freedom against retaliation by 
the registrar of voters, who deprived 
the small nonprofit news site Shasta 
Scout of access to press releases 
sent to other members of the 
media. After FAC threatened to sue, 
the county’s board of supervisors 
rebuked the registrar, and he agreed 
to make all press releases available 
to the public. 

In Los Angeles, FAC joined with 
others to defend free speech 
in southern California. FAC is 
participating in a federal lawsuit 
challenging Los Angeles Police 
Department’s detention and assault 
of journalists who were covering 
protests against federal immigration 
enforcement. The court issued a 
preliminary injunction requiring the 
department to follow both the First 
Amendment and a California law 
specifically designed to protect 
journalists at protests.

In Orange County, FAC 
was also part of the team that 
won a victory enforcing California’s 
Freedom to Read Act against 
Huntington Beach, which had 
attempted to deprive anyone under 
18 of access to library books or 
materials with so-called “sexual 
content,” an undefined and vague  

term that could include the Bible 
or Romeo and Juliet. The court 
issued an order prohibiting the 
city from restricting access to  
such materials.

Above: FAC protected the First 
Amendment rights of a satirical news 

outlet from the county’s  
board of supervisors.

Because the truth matters		
By Ginny LaRoe, Advocacy Director 

Should Oakland police get to pick and 
choose which journalists get to cover 
their news conferences? Should a 
Redding politician be able to exclude 
a newsroom whose coverage he 
doesn’t like from receiving news 
releases about an upcoming 
election? Should Modesto police be 
able to arrest reporters for wearing 
safety gear to cover a protest?

In 2025, we worked to ensure public 
institutions heard a loud “no” when 
journalists faced these kinds of 
obstacles. We worked with partner 
press rights and civil liberties 
organizations to champion freedom of 
information and freedom of the press 
in communities across California. 

Californians rely on local journalists 
to shine a light on government 
decisionmaking, to bring facts and 
informed commentary to the people 

those decisions affect — you, your 
family, your neighbors. We need 
a press corps free to report on 
public-safety issues, to scrutinize 
how elections are run, and to safely 
document protests and cover 
everyday issues without facing 
unnecessary or unlawful obstacles. 

FAC’s advocacy work is rooted in the 
understanding that local journalists 
are pounding the pavement all over 
California, doing the important work 

of keeping us informed about issues 
big and small. And when they face 
policies and practices that threaten 
their rights, they need advocates who 
have their backs.

Right: FAC Advocacy Director Ginny LaRoe 
appeared on a keynote panel at the Society 
of Professional Journalists conference in 
San Francisco. Called “Free Press Under 
Fire,” the panel was moderated by New York 
Times’ Heather Knight, and also featured 
David Greene of the Electronic Frontier 
Foundation and journalist Tom Peele. 
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A Message from our Executive Director:

2025. Where to even start?

Last year brought some of the most serious challenges to First 

Amendment rights in living  memory. Journalists, universities, law firms, 

and everyday people felt the pressure. It all happened so fast, and with 

such intensity, that the chaos coming from Washington often distracted 

from free-speech and free-press violations closer to home.

Across California, local and state officials ignored — or at times openly 

violated — core First Amendment rights. Taking cover in the constant 

turmoil coming out of Washington, they tested the limits of what they 

could get away with.

But because of you, the First Amendment Coalition was ready.

With our community of supporters behind us, FAC responded with 

renewed strength. Our expanded staff — FAC’s largest ever — was in court, 

fighting for your rights. We were training journalists across the state. We 

showed up in towns, cities, and counties across California to push back 

when free expression and access to information were under threat.

FAC is stronger than ever, and none too soon. If history is any guide, the 

next three years will be rough.

But with you at our backs, FAC enters 2026 stronger than 
ever — prepared, determined, and ready to fight. 

For that, we thank you.

David Snyder 

FAC Executive Director

Q&A: How veteran journalists at FAC are  
empowering the next generation 

Communities need journalists. And journalists need 
support systems to overcome barriers to information. 
That’s why FAC has invested in growing its press 
education program, creating new tools and training 
opportunities. Veteran journalists Paloma Esquivel 
and Thadeus Greenson are leading those efforts after 
joining FAC in July 2025 as its first press education 
specialists. They had this to say about their first few 
months on the job. 

What surprised you most about stepping 
into this role?

Thadeus: The breadth of the need for it. As a local 
reporter, one can fall into a myopic view, wondering 
why this agency makes records requests so difficult 
or that city can’t follow the Brown Act. But I now 
see clearly that agencies throughout California are 
regularly violating transparency laws, and reporters 
need support navigating obstacles to bring light to 
dark places and hold governments to account.

What’s one thing you prioritized in the first 
90 days, and why?

Paloma: When our team decided to launch a series 
of field guides for reporters, I knew that I wanted 
to focus first on creating a guide to covering 
immigration enforcement. Raids and arrests were 
exploding across the state and as a journalist I had 
experienced firsthand how difficult it is to report on 
this issue because there is such little transparency 
from the agencies involved. It was important to me 
to support reporters who were navigating these 
challenges as they worked to inform the public.

Where have you already seen impact, 
 big or small?

Thadeus: I see impact in the dozens of journalists 
who have told us our Reporter’s Field Guides and 
workshops have helped them understand their 
access rights and the government’s transparency 
obligations. And I see it in the reporting our advice 
helps generate, like the story in El Centro about the 
police shooting of a 14 year old that, thanks to our 
help, named the officers involved and compared their 
actions to departmental policy.

Explain how your role advances  
FAC’s mission? 

Thadeus: Our role is critical to helping FAC fulfill 
its mission of educating, advocating and, when 
necessary, litigating to advance government 
transparency and First Amendment protections for 
all. On the front lines of that effort is and has to be an 
educated Fourth Estate that understands its rights 
and is ready to use them to access the information 
necessary to build and maintain an informed 
electorate.

What are you most excited to build or 
change next?

Paloma: I’m excited about continuing to build on the 
work we’ve started, offering support, educational 
materials and training for journalists in various 
ways. At a time when local journalism has been so 
diminished, it’s vital that reporters feel supported 
and well-prepared to do their work. It’s wonderful to 
be in a position to offer that help.

Veteran journalists  
Paloma Esquivel (left) and 
Thadeus Greenson (right) 
joined FAC in July 2025 as 
its first press education 
specialists.



Q&A: FAC Ramps up Public Records Litigation with  
New Senior Staff Attorney Aaron Field
What surprised you most about stepping into this role?

I have long believed in the importance of FAC’s work. But since joining FAC 
I have been surprised and impressed by the sheer number of people and 
organizations we are able to support, not only through litigation, which is my 
focus, but also through our hotline, our community and journalist education 
programs, and our tireless policy advocacy efforts.

Where have you already seen impact, big or small?
Since I joined FAC, we have ramped up our Public Records Act litigation 
efforts, bringing and litigating several new Public Records Act cases. These 
new cases present important issues of first impression. By advocating that 
these issues be resolved in favor of access, we hope to benefit not only 
the individual and organizational clients that we represent, but also other 
California journalists and members of the public.

I have already contributed to important First Amendment victories. For 
example, I played a central role in FAC’s successful advocacy for openness 
in San Mateo County’s hearings regarding whether its then-Sheriff, Christina 
Corpus, should be removed from office.

I have also already worked with FAC to launch new Public Records Act cases 
aimed at improving transparency with respect to jail deaths, use of force 
incidents involving so-called “less-lethal” weapons, and traditional police 
shootings. For example, I helped FAC file a Public Records Act lawsuit to 
enforce Senate Bill 519, a California law requiring the disclosure of public 
records related to deaths that occur in the custody or under the supervision 
of local detention facilities. I also wrote a “friend of the court” brief for FAC 
advocating for greater public access to federal wiretap application materials 
in a case before the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals.

What are you most excited to build or change next?
I am excited to continue to ramp up FAC’s Public Records Act litigation 
practice.  By litigating access cases, I hope to resolve important issues in favor 
of access and to pave the way for greater transparency for all Californians 
moving forward.

Battling for government Transparency
During 2025, FAC fought for open government from 

one end of California to the other. 

We persuaded the California Attorney 
General’s office to disclose records 
of its investigation into the killing of 
a 15-year-old girl by San Bernardino 
County sheriff’s deputies, and we 
convinced the city of Redding to 
release body camera videos of a 
controversial arrest in which officers 
broke a man’s ribs. 

We filed six new lawsuits to enforce 
the people’s right to public records. In 
Riverside County, we are challenging 
the sheriff’s refusal to disclose 
numerous records related to deaths 
in the county’s jails. In San Diego 
and Solano Counties, we are suing 
to compel disclosure of body camera 
videos and other records depicting 
controversial uses of force and 
shootings by police. 

With co-counsel, we’re fighting for 
access to videos depicting the actions 
of deputy sheriffs at an immigration 
enforcement operation in Ventura 
County. And we are challenging 
San Joaquin County’s unlawful and 
excessive fees for copies of autopsy 
reports as well as the California 
Department of Food and Agriculture’s 
refusal to disclose the locations of 
dairies under quarantine for bird flu.

FAC’s new Senior Staff 
Attorney, Aaron Field, is 

already making an impact 
across California.

Above: In Riverside County, we 
are working to disclose records 
related to deaths in county jails

Right: We persuaded the AG’s 
office to disclose records related 
to the killing of a 15 year old girl 
by sheriff’s deputies. 

2025 Impact Report
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In Shasta County, we demanded the county’s top elec-
tion official stop discriminating against a local news out-
let over coverage he didn’t like. The official relented and 
was reprimanded by the county.

In Mendocino County, we successfully protested high 
fees being charged to inspect trial court records at 
courthouses.

In Sebastopol, we opposed the mayor’s policy to restrict 
press access, a policy that made it more difficult for 
journalists to report on the city. Following our opposition, 
the city backtracked.

In Berkeley, we opposed police ending public access to 
scanner traffic. Full encryption hurts journalists’ ability to 
keep the public informed and takes away an important 
police oversight tool.

In San Francisco, we pushed back on police treatment 
of press at protests following arrests of and interference 
with journalists at anti-ICE demonstrations. 

In Redwood City, we objected to a plan that would have 
allowed removal proceedings against San Mateo Sheriff 
Christina Corpus to take place in secret. After FAC threat-
ened to sue, the proceedings took place in public.

In Modesto, we advocated for repeal of a local law that 
bans masks or safety gear at protests. The ban threatens 
the ability of the press to safely cover demonstrations.

In the San Joaquin Valley, we partnered with Central 
Valley journalists for custom trainings and support to 
obtain public records.

In San Jose, we held workshops for student journalists 
attending the Northern California conference of the Jour-
nalism Association of Community Colleges.

In Fresno, our legal team ensured a local reporter did not 
have to testify in a criminal trial the journalist was cover-
ing, invoking California’s journalist shield law in response 
to a city prosecutor’s subpoena.

In Los Angeles, we spoke out against censorship, oppos-
ing the City Council’s word ban that allows it to evict or 
silence speakers if they use one of two specific words, 
regardless of intent or context. We also hosted multi-
ple journalist trainings, including for the Daily Bruin, the 
student newspaper at UCLA, and for Los Angeles Public 
Press and CALÓ News.

In Northridge, we held workshops for student journalists 
attending the Southern California conference of Journal-
ism Association of Community Colleges.
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In Fullerton, we opposed a city council proposal to 
remove all news stands from City Hall and other 
government buildings.

In Riverside County, we filed a public records lawsuit 
against the county for its refusal to fulfill public records 
requests from a journalist investigating deaths at 
county jails.

In Palm Desert, we partnered with the Coachella Valley 
Journalism Foundation to put on a full day of training.

In San Diego, we filed a public records lawsuit to shed 
light on police officers’ use of force on an unarmed man 
who was badly injured by beanbag shotgun rounds and 
a K-9 unit. 

Served by Legal Hotline

Not Served by Legal Hotline

Advancing Transparency and Free Expression Statewide
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By Ginny LaRoe,  
Advocacy Director 

Shining a light on 

federal immigration 

enforcement 

activities. 

Using public 

records to provide 

communities with 

more context about 

police shootings. 

Preparing to safely 

cover protests 

and other public 

assemblies. 

Those were among the transparency 
and press rights topics FAC staff 
covered during 43 educational 
programs and appearances in 
2025, including more than 30 for 
journalists. In partnership with 
the Coachella Valley Journalism 

Foundation, FAC provided training for 
dozens of reporters, photographers, 
editors and journalism students in a 
single all-day, in-person training in 
October in Palm Desert.

“What set this workshop apart was 
the instructors’ deep expertise 
combined with their commitment 
to practical application,” said Julie 
Makinen, a veteran newsroom leader 
who serves as secretary-treasurer 
of the Coachella Valley Journalism 
Foundation. “They understood the 
challenges journalists face and 
equipped attendees with tools to 
overcome them.“

Makinen added: “The First 
Amendment Coalition’s investment 
in supporting journalism in the 
Coachella Valley, an area that 
has one of the lowest per-capita 
numbers of journalists of any 
region in the state, demonstrates 
their genuine commitment to 
press freedom and government 
transparency at the local level.”

New Reporting Tools
Responding to news coverage 
priorities around the state, FAC 
recently launched a series of  
Reporter’s Field Guides and rolled 
out related workshops. The first 
three guides cover immigration 
enforcement (available in English 
and Spanish), police shootings and 
election day access. 

Supporting the work of local 
journalists has never been more 
important. Journalists are working 
tirelessly to bring news and 
informed commentary to their 
readers, viewers, and listeners. 
And FAC has stepped up its efforts 
to provide additional resources 
and advocate for press rights and 
government transparency to help 
journalists do their important work 
of keeping communities informed.

Getting Involved
If you want to work with FAC to 
bring an educational program to 
your newsroom, classroom or 
community, contact education@
firstamendmentcoalition.org. 

We offer California Public Records 
Act training in English and Spanish, 
conduct Brown Act training 
and offer presentations on 
various First Amendment and 
newsgathering topics.

Spotlight on expanded journalist training initiatives   	  	 	

Above: Our first Reporter’s Field Guide, focused on Immigration Enforcement, 
helps reporters understand access to state and local public records, immigration 

courts, and detention centers in California.

Bottom Left: More than two dozen reporters, journalism students, and newsroom 
managers representing TV stations, newspapers, local schools, and other outlets 
participated in an all-day training FAC led in partnership with the Coachella Valley 

Journalism Foundation on Nov. 13, 2025.

Bottom Right: FAC press education specialist Thad Greenson co-led a session on 
how to incorporate records-based reporting into all stories and beats.
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L i s t e n i n g,  L e a r n i n g,  L e a d i n g : 

FAC’s Data-Driven Approach to Inclusion
In 2020, as part of a five-year Strategic 
Plan, the First Amendment Coalition 
made a clear commitment to embed 
diversity, equity, and inclusion into 
all of our work. This commitment 
guides how we deliver programs, 
expand access, and serve the 
individuals and communities that rely 
on FAC to protect press freedom and 
government transparency.

We began by establishing a board-level 
DEI Committee, examining the makeup 
of our Board of Directors, and adopting 
an intentional approach to recruiting 
representative leadership. Four years 
later, these efforts have resulted in a 
reshaped board with board strategic 
recruitment goals. Staff share regular 
updates with the board on its DEI-
informed programming, ensuring our 
services reflect a shared value and 
strategic priority.

A major step forward came in 2024, 
when the Jonathan Logan Family 
Foundation made a generous 
investment to support a three-year, 
data-driven approach to DEI. Led 
by Jiquanda Nelson and People 
Decoders, this work includes a 
Culture of Belonging survey launched 
in 2025, along with internal staff and 
board surveys, and ongoing “pulse 
surveys” of the journalists, activists, 
attorneys, and community members 

we serve. Together, this feedback 
helps FAC listen more closely, act 
more intentionally, and build a 
stronger, more inclusive future.

Campaign Announcement: 
Full Court Press for Democracy
As attacks on individual rights, the 
press, and the rule of law intensify, 
FAC is launching Full Court Press for 
Democracy, a bold $3 million, three-
year campaign to strengthen press 
freedom and free expression across 
California.

At this critical moment, journalists 
and the public face increasing 
barriers to information, growing 
restrictions on speech, and uncertain 
access to legal support. FAC is 
expanding its services to ensure 
accountability journalism can not 
only survive, but thrive. With nearly 
40 years of experience defending the 

public’s right to know, FAC is uniquely 
positioned to meet this challenge 
— yet doing so requires new and 
sustained investment.

FULL COURT PRESS FOR DEMOCRACY 
will expand FAC’s capacity to serve 
every journalist who needs help, 
enforce public-access laws so 
Californians receive the information 
they are entitled to, and defend free 
expression wherever it is threatened. 
The campaign also focuses on 
building a stable financial foundation 
that will power FAC’s work for the 
next 40 years.

FAC enters this campaign from a 
position of strength, with consistent 
budget surpluses, $1.9 million in net 
assets — the highest in our history 
— and a rapidly growing operating 
budget. With a new endowment and 
its first completed audit, FAC is ready 
for the decades ahead. 

Our vision is clear: 

a California where 

transparency and First 

Amendment rights are a 

given, not a fight.

Scan for Survey Results



by the numbers

1,101 

695

43

12

15

legal hotline 
users served

news stories and 
broadcasts featuring 
FAC’s litigation, advocacy, 
or commentary 

educational events
 Including custom workshops,  

classroom appearances and conference 
presentations and panels.

Legal actions 
filed by FAC

California bills 
influenced 
Affecting government 
transparency or First 
Amendment protections.
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financials

Foundations
Knight Foundation
Jonathan Logan Family      
    Foundation	
James B McClatchy  
    Foundation	
Skyline Foundation
Pryke Foundation
OAL Foundation 

Ida B. Wells Visionaries
$25,000+ Donors
The ETHAPAX Fund
Rowland & Patricia Rebele
The Commodore Management  
    Trust
Carol & Doug Melamed
Mel Opotowsky
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$20,000+ Donors
Hal Fuson
Coxe Family Fund
Donald E. Graham
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$10,000+ Donors
Karl Olson
Susan McClatchy
Peter Scheer
Donal Brown
Greg & Anne Avis
Sandra Yoffie

Florence Perlow Shientag 
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$5,000+ Donors
Southern California News Group
Ken Miller
Eleanor Sue
Carl Douglas
Margaret & Will Hearst
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$2,500+ Donors
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Jean Walker
John Temple
Antonia Hernandez
Peter Opotowsky
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Kristi Humphries
Jay Harris & Marcia Cohen
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Bob & Cynthia Rawitch
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    Charitable Trust
Erwin Chemerinsky
David McCraw
Steve Fainaru
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Robert M. Ornstein, Esq
Sandra Coliver
Catherine Trimbur
Boog Charity
Bob Buster
William Bennett Turner

Ida Tarbell Muckrakers
$750+ Donors 
Lila LaHood
Stephen Kessler
Gerald Bean
Dick Rogers
Guardians - $250+ Donors
Bettye Miller
Ricardo Sandoval-Palos
Kris Lovekin
Theresa Moyers
Martha Beattie
Linda Bowen
Matt Kilman
Jean-Paul Jassy
Anna McLean
Christine Peek
James Bettinger
Scott Rushing
David Lewis
Diane & Harry Greenberg
Carrie Peyton-Dahlberg
Don Zimmerman

Ed Chapuis
James Chadwick
Francis Currie
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Benjamin Schular
Paul Podrid & Susan Levenberg
Cynthia & Peter Hecker
Beverly Keever
Duffy Carolan
Steven Clark
Lloyd Guccione
Patience Milrod
Paul Krueger
Jerry Threet
Geoff & Judy Alexander
Lance Williams
Regina Mundekis
Paul Skolnick
Dawn Garcia
David Haddock
John Spinola
Timothy Alger
Antonio Convit
Amelia Harris
Joe Dworetzky
James White
Vicki Haddock
James Gentleman
Stephen Brucker
Linda Sutter
John Raess
Lynn Bregman & Barry Malter
Lois Henry
Gregory Fearon
Julie Gruenbaum-Fax
Stephen Hut
Jonathan Hart
Finn Sullivan
Craig McNamara
David Michels
Kelli Sager
Jacqueline Kinney

REVEnuE EXPEnsEs

our donors:

FOR THE YEAR ENDED DECEMBER 31, 2024   

Programs: 71%

Admin: 13%

Fundraising:
16%Contributed & 

Earned Income: 
36%

Foundation Grants: 
31%

In-Kind 
Contributions
 28%

Other Income: 1%

BALANCE SHEET AS OF DECEMBER 31, 2024 
Cash and cash equivalents	   	 $1,068,720 
Pledges and grants receivable	 $320,648 
Investments	  		  $213,122 
Prepaid expenses and deposits	 $25,317 
Property and equipment	   	 $2,601 
Intangible assets			   $15,400 

Total Assets	   		  $1,645,808

Liabilities 			   $55,197 

Net Assets			   $1,590,611 
Without donor restrictions		  $1,250,940 
With donor restrictions	  	 $339,671 

Total Liabilities & Net Assets		  $1,645,808 

Investment 
Earnings: 3.72%
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and First Amendment protections for all.
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