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Holiday Display Statement
Board of Trustees Meeting
December 21, 2006

The following statement was read hy Mayor Vescio at the December 21, 2006 Board of Trustees meet-
ing:

The Board of Trustees wants to update our Villagers on the Law Park Holiday Display issue.

Several months prior to the 2005 holiday season, a great deal of research was done to develop a holi-
day program that would be more representative of the diverse cultures of our Villagers. Trustees Smith
and Waxenberg spoke with religious leaders, laypersons as well as Village Counsel. And input was so-
licited from ad hoc committees, which included members of different faiths, in order to come to a com-
munity consensus.

That research included a Supreme Court decision regarding a holiday display which was important to
the Board of Trustees decision 1o have our Heliday Display include both a Christmas tree and a Meno-
rah. We were advised that the Supreme Court decision ruling in County of Allegheny v. ACLU, 492 US
573 (1989) stated that a Menorah, when displayed with other Holiday symbols, iike a Christmas tree,
is not a religious symbol, but another symbol of the holiday season. This was the secular balance we
were striving to achieve in order to celebrate the diverse holiday traditions our residents enjoy.

The Board of Trustees, in an attempt to be more inclusive and representative of the diverse culture of
our community, made the decision to display both a Christmas Tree and a Menorah for the holiday
season. Qur intent was to respect, honor and celebrate the traditions of all our residents. | reiterate,
this was done with the intention to represent difference of cultural holiday celebrations and not as a
celebration of their religious meanings. The decision was made after struggling to decide on what
most appropriately represented not only the culture, but values, of our community, and this action was
widely accepted and applauded by the community, including local clergy of all faiths.

The traditional Menorah has its candles lit one at a time over an eight day period. To reinforce that the
Menorah was not being displayed as a religious symbol, the Menorah in the Village display had its can-
dles tit all at once along with the Christmas tree. Both were decorated at the same time, lit and dis-
played together. And both were to be removed together. This is quite similar to displays commonly
seen within the schools, as well as retail establishments, during this festive time of year,

Last year, when the Menorah was vandalized, the Christmas tree lights were darkened until a new Me-
norah was erected, as a sign of unity and reflective of the fact that this was intended to be a single
display. Again, our community widely applauded that decision. There was a true sense of togetherness
of our community, despite our different religious beliefs and cultural celebrations.

Also last year, when the display was installed, a resident, Mr. Henry Ritell, sent a letter requesting that
the Village install HIS privately owned Créche in Law Park. After due consideration, Mr. Ritell was noti-
fied that the Village does not aliow private unattended displays of any kind in Village Parks or property.
This policy is as per the “Policy of Village of Briarcliff Manor Regarding Private, Unattended Displays on
Vilfage Property” adopted by the Board of Trustees on December 2, 1999, which is what Mr. Ritell's
Creche would have constituted.

Thie Village prohibits unattended private displays of any sort in our public parks. We think this prohibi-
tion is very important. if Law Park or any of our Public parks are open to any private unattended dis-
play, it must be open to all private displays. A policy of allowing unattended private displays led to a Ku
Klux Klan symbol in Ohio and herd of live cows to celebrate Hinduism and a pyramid to honor the Egyp-
tian sun god Ra in Lexington Massachusetts. We are not saying that would happen in Briarcliff but as
stewards for the Village we cannct refinquish the orderly control of our parks.

Indeed Judge Conner even said in his decision today that “The constitutionality of such a policy is un-
deniable, and without restrictions like the one of the issue herein, the Village's parks would be clut-
tered with alf manner of signs and displays.”

Altheugh Mr. Ritell could have approached the Board of Trustees at any time after the 2005 Holiday
season to discuss this matter or to present different ideas on how to address his wishes, he chose not
to do so but, instead, waited until the 2006 Holiday season was upon us once again to ask for his pri-
vate display to be placed in the Law Park, knowing full well the reasoning by which his request was
denied the previous year. His request was made on October 20, 20086, and was again denied, in writ-
ing.

This year, after being denied his private display, Mr. Ritell sought relief from a Federal Court Judge to
allow him to place HIS Creche in Law Park. Village Counsel fulfilled its legal obligation to respond and
filed its response to the Court, as required. The Plaintiff, Mr. Ritell, did not undertake this legal action
alone, as he was aided with support from two out-of-state Christian Advocacy organizations and/or
legal representatives from other States. Not only did they support his suit, they helped Mr. Ritell
launch a public relations campaign portraying our Village negatively.
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