
CITIZEN ADVOCACY CENTER CELBRATES CONSTITUTION 

WEEK BY HONORING LOCAL CITIZENS WITH CITIZEN 

INTIATIVE AWARDS FOR OUTSTANDING COMMITMENT TO 

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND BUILDING DEMOCRACY. 
 

SPECIAL GUEST MARY BETH TINKER  
 

 

In celebration of Constitution Week, the Citizen Advocacy Center is holding our Annual 

Citizen Initiative Awards on September 15.  Constitution Day honors the drafting and 

signing of the Constitution on September 17, 1787.  It provides an opportunity to 

remember that it is “We the People” who hold the power in a democracy.  The Citizen 

Initiative Awards were created in 1997 to recognize local citizens who act as catalysts for 

democratic participation in local communities.  Awardees are dynamic individuals and 

grassroots citizen groups who have organized community initiatives, advocated for 

greater accountability of public bodies, and have inspired others to engage in the 

democratic process.   

 

This year Mary Beth Tinker will present the awards.  When Mary Beth Tinker was a 13 

year old student at a public middle school in the mid 1960s, she wore a black arm band to 

protest the Government's policy in Vietnam.  School officials demanded that she remove 

her armband and subsequently suspended her from school.  Rather than allow her First 

Amendment rights to be trampled, her family filed suit against the school district.  In 

1969 the U.S. Supreme Court heard her case and famously ruled that public school 

students do not leave their First Amendment rights at the schoolhouse gate.  Since then, 

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District has been the standard to 

evaluate students’ rights to free expression. 

 

This year's award recipients are: 

 

Citizens for Healthy Development (CHD), Lisle.  CHD formed in 2009 upon learning 

of the relocation of the Navistar Corporation’s headquarter to the Lucent Technology site 

in Lisle.  When the group learned that part of Navistar’s plan included heavy 

development and industrial use operations, citizens started to investigate noise pollution 

and environmental pollution issues.  CHD discovered that the original proposal included 

an engine and truck testing facility that could have held up to 60 engines, fuel storage 

tanks totaling a 153,000 gallons, and outdoor storage and outdoor loading. Dissatisfied 

with the responsiveness from government officials in Lisle and DuPage County, the 

group began to organize, monitor government meetings, access public records, and 

question government decision-making.  Twice, Navistar withdrew their application from 

the approval process shortly before the citizen group was going to have their opportunity 

to present their issues and CHD was publicly ridiculed by government officials as driving 

Navistar away.  As recently reported, through the intervention of the Governor’s Office 

and the Illinois Attorney General’s office, CHD and Navistar fostered a resolution to the 

corporation’s relocation, which excluded the manufacturing and engine-testing 

components.  CHD stimulated discussion on an important community issue and are an 

example of the tenacity and sustained civic involvement needed to advance campaigns. 

- over - 



Deny DuPage SSA 36, Lombard.  Deny DuPage SSA 36 organized in response to a 

proposed special service tax to bring Lake Michigan water to their community.  The true 

cost of the project was unknown to the residents who would be directly affected until 

they began to attend meetings and collect information from their township and DuPage 

County.  Upon realizing that the SSA was not in their community's best interest, they 

began flexing their civic muscles by circulating a protest petition, collecting government 

information to document their concerns, and lobbied government officials.  Deny DuPage 

SSA 36 achieved what they wanted when DuPage County abandoned the special service 

area proposal at the committee level. 

 

Tamara Brenner, Elmhurst.  Ms. Brenner began attending Elmhurst City Council 

meetings in February 2010 when she learned from the local paper that the Mayor wanted 

to start each Council meeting with a prayer.  Concerned about the issue, but never having 

attended a local government meeting before, she contacted public officials about how to 

have her opinion heard.  She gave public comment at government meetings and discussed 

the issue with various public officials.  Dissatisfied with the responses she received and 

intrigued by the policy making process, she began to regularly attending Elmhurst City 

Council meetings.  Ms. Brenner has now broadened her interest in government to public 

financing, government regulation practices, and procurement issues.  She has attended 

every City Council meeting since February 2010, is a regular attendee of finance 

committee meetings, and routinely gives public comment on policy issues she identifies 

as important.  Elmhurst is the community where a resident was kicked out of a 

government meeting for rolling her eyes to convey opposition to a government proposal.  

Despite an atmosphere that is at times intended to intimidate those with dissenting 

viewpoints, Ms. Brenner continues to advocate on government issues important to her 

and is an inspiration. 

 

Mike Castronovo, Rockford.  Mr Castronovo began attending Winnebago County 

Board meetings when a traffic management issue affected his business in 2009.  When 

the County failed to be responsive to his concerns, he began broadly analyzing and 

studying traffic management and safety policies of the County and regularly speaking out 

at County Board meetings.  Simply deciding that they had heard enough from Mr. 

Castronovo, claiming that he was being disruptive during public comment and engaging 

in personal attacks, the County Board Chairman denied him the opportunity to speak at 

two meetings, four months apart!  Since then, as a small business owner, Mr. Castronovo 

has newfound energy and education that guides him in his monitoring of the Winnebago 

County Board.  A local issue of traffic management has turned into a First Amendment 

issue widely covered by the area press and has provided an ample civic education lesson 

about the right of the citizenry to petition their government.   

 

The Citizen Advocacy Center is a 501(c) (3), non-profit, non-partisan, community-based 

legal organization with a mission to build democracy for the 21
st
 century.  We are funded 

by private foundations and tax-exempt contributions. We do not accept government or 

corporate funding. Please make a donation to support YOUR democracy.  

 

  
  
 


