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2009 First Freedom Award Gala to Honor Three Religious Freedom Advocates
RICHMOND, Va. (January 8, 2009) –  Three noted advocates of religious freedom will receive the 2009 First Freedom Award, presented each year by the First Freedom Center.  The awards honor a Virginia, national and international recipient for advancing freedom of conscience and basic human rights for people of all faiths, traditions and cultures.  The awards will be presented at the First Freedom Awards Dinner, held at the downtown Richmond Marriott on January 15, 2009.  “All three Award recipients have made profound contributions to furthering the principles of religious freedom in Virginia, in the U.S. and around the world,” said Tommy Baer, Chair of the First Freedom Center’s Board of Trustees.
The 2009 Award winners are:

· International Winner:  W. Cole Durham, Jr. is the Susan Young Gates University Professor of Law and Director of the International Center for Law and Religion Studies at Brigham Young University’s J. Reuben Clark Law School. He is a graduate of Harvard College (A.B. 1972) and the Law School at Harvard University (J.D. 1975). Durham is a respected scholar of religious liberty and comparative law.  He has authored, contributed to and edited many books and law review articles dealing with religious liberty, e.g., Religious Organizations in the United States: A Study of Identity, Liberty, and the Law (2006, Carolina Academic Press).  Durham has advised governments on laws dealing with religious freedom and religious associations in Albania, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Peru, Romania, Russia, Slovakia and the Ukraine.  He consulted the Iraqi government on the development of their current constitution and was present during its signing.
· National Winner:  Douglas Laycock is the Yale Kamisar Collegiate Professor of Law at the University of Michigan Law School. He has a B.A. from Michigan State University (1970) and a J.D. from the University of Chicago Law School (1973). Laycock is a leading authority on the law of remedies and on the law of religious liberty, including such issues as conflicts between government regulation and religious practice, religious freedom restoration acts, religious speech by citizens and by government, and government funding of educational and social services delivered by religious organizations.  Laycock has been involved in many of the Supreme Court’s religious liberty cases concerning such issues as animal sacrifice, the Pledge of Allegiance, and the Religious Freedom Restoration Act.  He has testified many times before Congress about issues of religious liberty and has argued many cases in the courts.  His carefully nuanced positions have led him to represent conservative religious organizations, secular civil liberties organizations, and many groups in-between.
· Virginia Winner:  Samuel Ericsson is President and CEO of Advocates International in Fairfax, Virginia.  He is an immigrant from Sweden and a graduate of Harvard Law School.  Ericsson founded Advocates International in 1991 as a global network of lawyers, judges, and national leaders committed to religious liberty, human rights, and conflict resolution.  In 1995 Ericsson co-founded the Rule of Law Institute, a network of Christian professionals working to promote rule of law, human rights, religious liberty, justice and reconciliation.  Ericsson is a signatory of the Williamsburg Charter, which reaffirms the religion clauses in the U.S. Bill of Rights.  
Additional biographical information on each of the 2009 recipients, as well as background information on the First Freedom Center and the Awards event, is attached.  For more information about the Awards dinner, which is open to the news media by request, please contact Meg Riner at (804) 643-1786 or mriner@firstfreedom.org.

