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Josephs blasts Republican plans to deny benefits opportunities
for same-sex couples
HARRISBURG, Feb. 19 – State Rep. Babette Josephs is fired up over a Republican legislator's efforts to prevent same-sex partners of state employees from receiving benefits.
When the House returns to session in March, Rep. Jerry Birmelin of Wayne County is planning to offer legislation that would ban same-sex benefits, a measure strongly supported by his Republican colleagues.
"The state is down in the economic dumps; our health-care system is broken; local property and wage taxes are too high; everyone is afraid of violent crime; we must develop more jobs and more businesses; and public education needs more support, yet Representative Jerry Birmelin and his allies want to concentrate on benefits in a union contract, because he doesn't like our fellow gay citizens," Josephs said.

"Why are these state representatives wasting the time and money of the taxpayers with their narrow-minded, mean-spirited little ideas?"
At issue is the recent tentative labor contract that could provide benefits to partners of gay faculty members at Pennsylvania's 14 state-owned universities, provided the same benefit is first given to other state employees. And last summer, state employee unions approved contracts that gave leave benefits, such as sick, bereavement and family leave, to care for same-sex partners.
Birmelin's proposal would ban all benefits, including life and health insurance, medical leave and pension survivorship. His other proposals include preventing marriage, civil unions or any other type of spousal-equivalent relationship from being recognized in the state, as well as banning adoption by gay or lesbian Pennsylvanians.

Josephs said these measures would only perpetuate the discrimination faced by many gay, lesbian and transgendered individuals.
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"In 2002, the General Assembly overwhelmingly supported making changes to the state's hate crime law to cover crimes that are committed against individuals because of the victim's actual or perceived sexual orientation and gender," she said. "I believed that the legislature had broadened its consciousness and that we would be able to work toward ensuring equal opportunities and safeguarding rights for all individuals. Now I see that there's a great deal more work to do, and I'm glad that Governor Rendell has remained involved in this important issue."

Rendell repeatedly has offered support on this issue, both as governor and when he was mayor of Philadelphia. As mayor, he extended partner benefits to city employees in same-sex relationships.
Josephs also noted that Republican House Speaker John Perzel, as the majority leader in 2002, helped to facilitate the hate-crime measure by putting it on the House floor agenda. She hoped that Perzel would demonstrate that same consideration now in refusing to let Birmelin's amendments reach the floor.

"I call on Representative Perzel to keep these amendments off the House schedule. In doing so, he will help prevent a nasty debate and not subject legislators to a divisive and difficult vote," Josephs said.

According to reports, 10 states and the District of Columbia offer health insurance benefits to partners of their state's public employees, and same-sex benefits also are offered to public employees in 180 cities and counties nationwide. In the private sector, 211 of the Fortune 500 companies and more than 6,800 other businesses offer such benefits.
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