INTRO:

      Of the many binding ballot initiatives this year in California, the one that attracted the most interest – and at least $35 million in funding for each side – was Proposition 8, a constitutional amendment that defined marriage as between a man and a woman. The state Supreme Court had ruled on June 17 that gay marriage is a constitutional right, and the passage of Prop 8 would have meant the end of that short-lived legal right of gays and lesbians in America’s most populous state to marry, at least for now. Prop 8 did pass, though it a hard-fought battle and the vote was close.

     BTL’s MT spoke with Marty Rouse, National Field Director for the Human Rights Campaign, which works for equal rights for gays and lesbians. He discusses the forces on both sides of the campaign, and next steps – and whether the gay marriages that have already taken place in California are still valid.
OUTRO:

    That was Marty Rouse of the Human Rights Campaign. For more information, visit the group’s website at www.hrc.org or call their Washington, D.C. office at 202.628.4160.
MR: We are pleased that there’s been a dramatic shift in the recoginition of gay and lesbian couples from the population in California from the last time they had a ballot question eight years ago. We lost then by just over 20 points; on Tuesday we lost by 2.5-3 points. So there’s been a significant shift in support of gay and lesbian couples and the recognication that they deserve to be treated equally. Unfortunately, of course, we did not break the 50 percent threshold, so in some ways it was a devastating loss.

BTL: After Prop 8 passed, many opponents protested the massive financial contributions from the Church of Latter Day Saints, or the Mormons, which is claiming the institution and its individual members contributed about $14 million for the Vote Yes campaign, and I know the Knights of Columbus, the largest Catholic fraternal order in the U.S. also contributed a million dollars. There’s no problem with tax-exempt organizations like religious groups spending money on these propositions?

MR: Well, tax-exempt, 501(c)(3) organizations are legally able to participate in ballot initiative questions. They cannot contribute to electoral candidates, but for ballot questions they absolutely are within their legal means to contribute as long as it doesn’t reach a certain threshold of their annual budget.
BTL: Speaking of tax-exempt organizations, Marty Rouse, how did the Human Rights Campaign participate in this effort?

MR: Well, early on what we tried to do is we worked in coalition with other groups to try to stop the ballot question from appearing on the ballot in the first place. There was a Decline to Sign campaign that we participated in that HRC participated in, with bodies and with money. We contributed $100,000 and I think it was eight staff people, in the ground, to actually stand in front of shopping centers, usually Wal-Marts and other places like that, to try to get residents of California not to sign these petitions to put this on the ballot. We were ultimately unsuccessful; I think we came pretty close, but we worked in coalition with others. After it was officially going to be on the ballot, HRC joined the leadership team of the coalition which was called Equality for All and then the No on 8 Campaign. We’ve been on the executive committee, which is the leadership body of the coalition, and we raised and contributed $3 million in cash to the No on 8 Campaign, as well as several staff members spent many months on the campaign trail, and I spent the last 3.5 weeks of the campaign at the San Francisco headquarters of No on 8 as well.. So, significant staff resources, and significant financial resources.
BTL: I understand that AG Jerry Brown said gay marriages that took place before this proposition passed would be legal, would still be valid. Is that your understanding, and how many couples are we talking about?

MR: Well, at last count I believe it was just over 18,000 gay and lesbian couples have been legally married in the state of California. I believe that was from June 17 of this year until Election Day, and my understanding is that indeed those marriages will be valid. However, I can imagine that there will be some challenge to those marriages from some groups, so it’s a little unclear. We support the attorney general’s understanding that these marriages should remain valid, but that remains to be seen.

BTL: What’s your next step in trying to make gay marriage legal in California?

MR: Well, there is going to be a legal challenge; there are several legal challenges filed already, and we’ll see what the state Supreme Court ultimately decides to do about those challenges. But regardless of those challenges, there needs to be continued education throughout the state of California, among all the populations of the state. There needs to be some kind of campaign recreated, either an educational campaign or again, an electoral-type campaign. But clearly, our work is not done. Time is on our side: the younger you are, the more supportive you are of marriage equality, and so, just demographically, one or two years could make a difference, but we need to continue to talk to our families, friends and neighbors. This is clearly an issue where the more people understand and know people who are gay and lesbian, and understand their relationships, the more supportive they are of them. So we need people to live their lives more openly and find ways to talk about their lives to their family, friends, neighbors, the taxi driver, the people on the bus, the people they work with. It’s extremely important to be out and visible and that is going to change attitudes faster. In the short time that’s what we need to do. This might be on the ballot in two years or four years, but it’s definitely going to be on the ballot very soon, and we feel we’ll be successful. In the meantime, we have other states that we know are going to be going forward with marriage equality. There seems to be a race between Vermont, New Jersey and New York for which state can enact marriage legislation most quickly. We expect those three states will likely have marriage equality soon, and then California again should be back on the ballot, also very soon.
