February 2, 2006
ACLU requests to see 'spy files'

BY JOHN A. TORRES 
FLORIDA TODAY 
The national domestic spying controversy has come to Brevard County.

The American Civil Liberties Union on Wednesday announced a nationwide effort to obtain government files that contain investigative information focused on anti-war groups, including some in Brevard.

The filing of several Freedom of Information Act requests was done to reveal the extent and purpose of Pentagon spying, the national ACLU said.

It's a battle that's already been played out in Brevard. Last year, local police changed their surveillance policies after officials videotaped an anti-war rally in front of Melbourne City Hall. The Brevard chapter of the ACLU negotiated and reached agreements with Melbourne police and the Brevard County Sheriff's Office.

But Kevin Aplin, vice president of the ACLU Brevard chapter, said the U.S. Department of Defense also might have surveiled some local people and groups. Aplin said documents the organization got last year, some involving Patrick Air Force Base, led them to believe that was a possibility.

"And there is some hint of evidence that there has been communication between the sheriff's department and the federal government," Aplin said.

The Brevard sheriff's office targeted people as those "of interest" who joined an anti-President Bush rally Jan. 20, 2005, at Melbourne City Hall. Melbourne police videotaped protesters from a sidewalk across the street.

Months later, the sheriff's office changed its policy, saying agents will respond to protests only when a potential threat has been identified in advance.

Similarly, Melbourne police banned filming of public demonstrations unless there was a threat of criminal activity.

"We are very glad to have worked with Sheriff (Jack) Parker to address those reforms at the local level," Aplin said, adding the latest requests target the federal government.

Some of the local people or groups who have requested to see their "spy files" include Jeff Nall, the Melbourne Florida Counter Inaugural, the Global Network Against Weapons & Nuclear Power in Space, Bruce Gagnon and Maria Telesca-Whipple.

Gagnon, coordinator of Global Network Against Weapons and Nuclear Power in Space, recently moved to Maine. He said the government's interest in his opposition to nuclear weapons in space is nothing new.

When asked whether he thought the government would turn over his file, Gagnon sighed. "These days, that's a real question mark," he said. "We might not get anything."
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