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  LGBT rights were a prominent topic in the European Commission's progress reports on the 7 countries that want to join the European Union: Croatia, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Turkey, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Serbia and Kosovo.  The October 14th reports recommend that the nations adopt LGBT antidiscrimination laws and policies that meet E.U. requirements and, in the 2 nations that have passed such laws – Croatia and Serbia – that sexual minorities be protected against discrimination "in practice."  The Commission was particularly critical of Serbia, where the LGBT Pride parade in Belgrade was canceled in mid-September after the prime minister told organizers that police could not protect marchers from violent right-wingers who planned to attack the event.  The Commission also criticized Turkey for violating LGBT activists' rights to freedom of expression and association.  In fact, the country’s most prominent LGBT rights group, the Ankara-based KAOS-GL, reported this week that the Black Pink Triangle Association in Izmir, like KAOS-GL itself, has become the fifth LGBT rights organization in Turkey to be threatened with closure by government officials for violating so-called “morality” laws.  Lilit Poghosyan of the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association – known by the acronym ILGA-Europe – said the Commission’s reports show that "LGBT rights are recognized within the European Union, and that it is expected and demanded of future members that they comply with European values."
  Meanwhile, the slow-moving European Court of Human Rights has combined lawsuits against Moscow Mayor Yuri Luzhkov over his bans on LGBT Pride events in 2006, 2007 and 2008.  The Court instructed Russian authorities to file a response by January 20th.  Luzhkov has opposed any public gatherings of LGBT people, called Pride events “satanic”, and sent riot police to violently arrest small groups of activists who tried to defy the bans.  Activist Nikolai Alekseev, a plaintiff in the actions, said that "It means that in one year we should have a decision... Justice always comes,” he said, “it's only a matter of time."

  Elsewhere, the governing board of the Church of Sweden decided this week, by an overwhelming vote of 176-to-62, to allow its clergy to perform marriage ceremonies for same-gender couples.  There were 11 abstentions, and 2 absences.

Sweden’s registered civil partnership law had provided marriage-like rights to same-gender couples since 1995.  But lawmakers from 6 of the country’s 7 political parties concluded that those partnerships did not offer real equality, and passed full marriage rights legislation by a wide margin earlier this year.  The measure took effect on May 1st.

The Church of Sweden had blessed registered partnerships since 1997.  This year’s marriage equality law made religious blessings optional.  But with this week’s vote, clergy in the Church of Sweden can begin celebrating weddings for lesbian and gay couples on November 1st.

The Lutheran-affiliated Church of Sweden was the national church until 2000 when state support ceased, but it’s still by far the predominant religious denomination in the country.

Vicar Fredrik Emanuelson of Sweden’s Roman Catholic Church and Father Misha Jaksic, coordinator of the family of Orthodox Churches at the Christian Council, issued a joint statement calling the Church of Sweden decision “a step backwards, not only from Christian tradition, but also from all of the major world’s religions views of what marriage is.”  The Church of England also expressed concern earlier this year that the move could lead to “an impairment of the relationships between the churches.”
  Apparently seizing an opportunity to increase his ranks in the wake of the schism in the worldwide Anglican Communion, Pope Benedict XVI this week approved a so-called "canonical structure" to ease the way for Anglicans, including married priests, to join the Roman Catholic Church.

The move follows years of discontent among many Anglicans opposed to the ordination of women in various branches of the Communion, and by the Church of England itself in 1992.  More recent defections have followed the 2003 ordination of openly gay and partnered Bishop Gene Robinson in the U.S. branch of Anglicanism – the Episcopal Church – and the increasing number of Episcopal and Canadian Anglican congregations that are blessing same-gender unions.

According to the “Associated Press,” “The new church structure, called Personal Ordinariates, will be units of faithful within the local Catholic Church headed by former Anglican clergy who will provide spiritual care for Anglicans who wish to become Catholic.”
The Anglican Communion’s spiritual leader, Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams, downplayed the significance of the move, saying that it would have "no negative impact on the relations of the Communion as a whole to the Roman Catholic Church as a whole."

  In other news, Germany's Constitutional Court, the country’s highest court, ruled this week that gay and lesbian government employees who are in registered civil partnerships are entitled to the same pension rights as their heterosexual married counterparts.

The case involved a Hamburg city worker who had been in his job since 1991.  The public-sector pension company VBL refused to consider him in the same way as a married person, despite the fact that he had been in a civil partnership since 2001.  VBL said his pension would be the equivalent of about 110 U.S. dollars less each month than a heterosexual married man, and that his partner would receive no surviving dependants’ pension upon his death.  The court ruled that the company's policy was unconstitutional.

Gay and lesbian couples can register their partnerships and gain most of the rights of marriage in Germany, but they are still denied the same tax benefits.

  A legislative committee in Kenya charged with drafting a new constitution this week ruled out including the rights of sexual minorities.  The Committee of Experts on Constitutional Review said it had rejected suggestions by British MPs to recognize and protect the rights of gays and lesbians in the draft.  According to Kenya’s “Daily Nation” newspaper, Committee member Otiende Amolo told the MPs that “such a thing cannot happen because if we did so, a majority of Kenyans will reject the draft during the forthcoming referendum.”
Meanwhile, 2 Kenyans living in London - Charles Ngengi and Daniel Chege Gichia – celebrated their union on October 17th under the U.K.’s Civil Partnership Act.  They’re believed to be the first Kenyan-born same-gender couple to do so, and it’s created a firestorm in their native country.  Kenyan Anglican Archbishop Eliud Wabukala called the union “abnormal.”  Muslim leader Sheikh Mohammed Dor told the “Daily Nation” that “Kenyans are opposed to same-sex marriages and anything to do with homosexuals and lesbians.”  The newspaper also quoted Noor Ali, identified as a correspondent for the “Reuters” news agency, as saying that “Gay issues are not acceptable in our society and therefore the experts should not waste time on such unnatural acts.”

  In the U.S., the Senate voted 68 to 29 this week to pass a Defense Department funding bill that includes a measure extending hate crime protections to people targeted on the basis of their gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, or disability.  Existing laws cover such categories as race, religion, and ethnicity.  The current bill already passed in the House, and now goes to President Barack Obama, who’s supported the measure, for his signature.

Named for 2 victims of bias-motivated murders, one gay and one African-American, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Junior Hate Crimes Prevention Act allows the Justice Department to assist local authorities in the investigation and prosecution of bias-motivated violent acts against LGBT or disabled people.  The Human Rights Campaign’s Joe Solmonese called it “our nation’s first major piece of civil rights legislation for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people.”
Meanwhile, 2 Cabinet departments announced lesbigay-friendly actions this week.  The Department of Housing and Urban Development proposed rules to ensure that gays and lesbians are not discriminated against in public housing, and said it would conduct the first-ever study of sexual orientation discrimination in housing sales and rentals.  The Department of Health and Human Services announced that it would establish a new national resource center to help local agencies provide services to gay and lesbian seniors.

  In Ireland, Dónal Óg Cusack, a star of the ancient Gaelic sport of hurling, has made headlines with the revelation that he’s a gay man.

He comes out in his autobiography, “Come What May”.  Excerpts have been published in the “Irish Daily Mail” newspaper.  He’s hugely popular in Ireland, and is believed to be Europe’s first major openly gay athlete.  While the reaction of the conservative Gaelic Athletics Association has been generally positive, Cusack has been subjected to abusive chants at away matches.  Because of that, his biggest fan – his mother – reportedly no longer attends those matches.

  And finally, Nepal wants you.  Government officials have met with well-known international tour operators and nonprofit organizations to discuss ways to promote Nepal as a welcoming destination for LGBT travelers.  According to “The Advocate”, an international conference is being planned for early next year to explore LGBT tourism opportunities.

Nepal was formerly a monarchy, but following democratic reforms about 2 years ago its Supreme Court ordered the government to end discriminatory laws against gays and lesbians.  The country is bordered by India and China in conservative South Asia, but it already boasts an openly gay lawmaker.  The report says that many restaurants, discos, and hotels catering to gay and lesbian couples have been established in the country, particularly in the capital city of Kathmandu.
