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Reported this week by Pam Marshall and Chris Wilson

  President Barack Obama signed into law on October 28th what’s been described as the first major piece of federal civil rights legislation in the U.S. for LGBT people.  The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act was attached to a 2010 defense-spending bill, which helped secure Congressional approval.

College student Matthew Shepard was brutally tortured and murdered in Laramie, Wyoming in 1998 in what became the highest-profile anti-gay hate crime in U.S. history.  James Byrd Jr. was an African American man who was murdered in a racially motivated assault in Jasper, Texas, also in 1998.  He was beaten, stripped naked, chained by the ankles to a pickup truck and dragged for 3 miles.

Existing hate crime laws already include people targeted because of their race, color, religion, or national origin.  The new measure gives the Justice Department the power to investigate and prosecute bias-motivated violence where the perpetrator selected the victim because of his or her actual or perceived gender, sexual orientation, gender identity or disability.  It gives the Justice Department the ability to assist state and local jurisdictions or, if necessary, take the lead in investigations and prosecutions of anti-LGBT-based violent crime that results in death or serious injury.  It also makes grants available to state and local jurisdictions to train law enforcement officers to combat violent crimes committed by juveniles.

National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Executive Director Rea Carey joined a chorus of LGBT and civil rights groups who hailed the new hate crimes law, calling it "a milestone for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender Americans."
  President Obama also announced 2 days later that the federal government would end its ban on travel and immigration to the U.S. by people who are HIV-positive.  Official publication on November 2nd is the final step in repealing the ban that Obama said was based on "fear rather than fact."
First implemented in 1987, the policy prevented non-U.S. citizens who were HIV-positive from traveling or immigrating to the United States, most recently unless the Department of Homeland Security granted them a waiver.

Obama announced the ban’s repeal during a signing ceremony for the Ryan White HIV/AIDS Treatment Extension Act, which will fund critical care and prevention programs through 2013.  According to the Government Accountability Office, it helps about 500,000 mostly low-income and uninsured people living with HIV and AIDS each year.  The measure, named after an Indiana teenager who contracted AIDS through a blood transfusion in 1984, was originally passed in 1990 and has since been extended 3 times.

  The government of Kenya announced this week that it will conduct a census of gay men in an attempt to control the spread of HIV/AIDS in the east African nation.  The survey will be carried out by the National AIDS/STD Control Program sometime within the next few months.  The government said it will be confidential, distributed through gay networks and in gay areas, and will ask participants about their sexual history, condom use, and whether they get tested for HIV.

However, consensual adult homosexual acts are illegal in Kenya, and convictions can bring up to 14 years in prison.  Same-gender sex has been widely condemned by religious leaders there, and often sensationalized in the media.  The recent civil partnership ceremony of 2 gay Kenyan men living in London has led to unflattering coverage in their native country and threats to their families.  During a telephone interview this week with Nairobi’s “Daily Nation” newspaper, the couple appealed to “the Kenyan public and the media to leave us alone; we have not committed any crime.”
An estimated 100,000 gay people live in Nairobi and the coastal city of Mombasa.  Critics say that many of them will be too frightened to participate in the survey.  Nicholas Muraguri, head of Kenya's AIDS prevention program, acknowledged to the BBC that a truly comprehensive survey is unlikely.  But "Kenyans cannot actually afford to say that the gay community are isolated somewhere in the corner – they are part of our lives," he said.  "This group must be reached with information and services so they know how to protect themselves from getting infected."

  Meanwhile, two Moscow lesbian activists who were denied a marriage license in Russia were legally wed in Toronto on October 23rd.  Irina Fedotova-Fet and Irina Shipitko honeymooned in Niagara Falls, then returned home with their lawyer, gay activist Nikolai Alekseev, to demand that Russia recognize the Canadian marriage.  According to Alekseev, Russian law requires recognition of all foreign marriages except in cases of bigamy or incest, and same-gender unions are not among those prohibited.  "It's sort of a loophole in the law," he said.  Russia is not expected to recognize their marriage, however, and Alekseev said the couple would then file a case with the European Court of Human Rights.

  Argentina’s lower house began debate this week on marriage equality legislation.  If enacted, it would be the first nation in Latin America to give same-gender couples the right to civil marriage.  However, the Roman Catholic Church, a politically powerful force in the country, strongly opposes the move, as do some evangelical Christian groups.

Activist Maria Rachid, who’s among the plaintiffs in a marriage equality lawsuit pending in Argentina’s Supreme Court, told the “Associated Press” that “The proposal has ruling-party support, but President Cristina Fernandez has yet to take a public stand.”  Rachid said that more than 20 lawmakers back the legislation, and they believe they have enough votes in committee for a full vote in the lower house.  Passage there would then move the bill to the Senate.

  In other news, up to 25,000 LGBT people and their supporters marched for equality in Taiwan’s 7th annual Pride parade in the capital city of Taipei on October 31st.  In what is probably Asia’s largest Pride event, participants also came from China, Japan, Malaysia, and other countries in the region.  Marchers dressed in traditional Chinese attire, drag, street clothes, or just swimwear.  They carried rainbow balloons and flags, with placards demanding that the government make good on its promises to advance anti-discrimination protections and the legal recognition of same-gender couples.

LGBT activists have accused Taiwan’s politicians of making promises to advance equality during election campaigns only to win their votes.  Pride march organizer Tung Chu-chu told the “Associated Press” that this year's theme "Love Out Loud," reflected the participants' hopes that "through love, we can eliminate discrimination... We love the people around us,” she said, “but sometimes the society and the government don't love us, or even see us."  Marchers called on former Taipei Mayor Ma Ying-jeou, who won the presidency in 2008, to honor his campaign pledge to promote equal rights.

The procession moved from the square in front of the presidential office building to downtown Taipei, before returning to the same square for a post-march concert.

Hundreds of Bible-quoting self-identified Christians held their own march on October 24th to protest the pending Pride parade, warning that granting rights to gays and lesbians would lead to the downfall of Taiwan.  A group of LGBT activists and supporters, who said they were also Christian, held a peaceful counter-demonstration.  Several carried large crosses to symbolize the religious oppression they said they’ve experienced.

  But in the U.S. state of Florida this week, the Tallahassee City Commission unanimously approved domestic-partner benefits for municipal employees, and also added sexual orientation and gender identity to the capital city’s anti-discrimination and anti-harassment policies.

The domestic-partner policy change will provide same-gender partners of city workers access to the same health, dental, vision and other benefits given to married employees.  Applicants will be required to provide joint mortgage statements, bank accounts, or other documents confirming the relationship.

  A group called Concerned Parents of Green Valley High in Henderson, Nevada, however, has filed a lawsuit to stop school productions of “The Laramie Project”, scheduled to be performed in mid-November, and “Rent”, slated for a run early next year.  The parents' group objects to students playing gay characters, and claims that the productions violate the school’s policy against “R-rated” material.

This isn’t the first high school dust-up surrounding “Rent”, the Jonathan Larson play that won the 1996 Tony award for Best Musical.  A Dallas, Texas-area high school canceled its production in December following organized opposition by conservative parents and students.
Green Valley High School Principal Jeff Horn told the “Advocate” that the school decided to stage “The Laramie Project”, about the impact on its citizens of the October 1998 gay-bashing murder of Wyoming college student Matthew Shepard, in conjunction with the 10th anniversary of the play’s premiere, which has since led to a “Ten Years Later” sequel.
  But finally, in another sign of changing times in the U.S. South, the Birmingham, Alabama Board of Education this week approved a new policy that protects LGBT students from harassment and bullying – and also protects LGBT teachers.

Board Member Howard Bayless spearheaded the trailblazing action.  “Being the first openly gay man elected in the state and the first openly gay school board member anywhere in Alabama,” he told “Gay-Politics-dot-com”, “I... wanted our system to be more inclusive and welcoming to ALL of our students, but I also knew this would have to be a process that involved my eight fellow board members."

Bayless says he explained to all of them how damaging anti-gay bullying is, and described how it personally affected him when he was a student in Birmingham's schools.

