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  Legislators in the Australian Capital Territory, which includes the city of Canberra, this week passed a law to allow same-gender civil unions that include official ceremonies.  But the measure, spearheaded by the Green Party, puts the territory on a collision course with the federal government, which can overrule territorial laws.  The Labor Government of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, like the previous Liberal Government of John Howard, opposes civil union ceremonies for gay and lesbian couples because it believes that they’re too much like weddings, and violate Australian law that defines marriage as exclusively heterosexual.

Legislation opening civil marriage to same-gender couples in the territory was repealed after federal intervention in 2006, and A.C.T. lawmakers backed down in 2008 after the federal government signaled its intention to overturn proposed civil unions for lesbian and gay couples that included legal ceremonies.  They then approved a civil partnerships law without an official ceremony.

Territorial attorneys are now arguing that same-gender civil unions are exempt from federal jurisdiction.  A.C.T. Attorney-General Simon Corbell told reporters that "Unless they are able to come up with an argument that says why this impinges on the constitutional powers available to them - and they haven't been able to do that to date - I simply have to conclude that [federal opposition] is a form of discrimination, it's a form of bigotry."
  A judge in Buenos Aires ruled this week that a same-gender couple should be allowed to get married.

If the ruling stands, Alex Freyre and José Maria Di Bello could become the first same-gender couple to legally marry in Argentina, or in any other South American country.

Administrative Judge Gabreilla Seijas said that denying a marriage license to the couple violated legal protections against gender discrimination.  "The law should treat everyone with the same respect according to their singularities,” she wrote, “without the need to understand or regulate them."

Buenos Aires was the first city in the region to establish civil unions for same-gender couples in 2002, and its government could have challenged the court ruling.  But Mayor Mauricio Macri said he approved of the decision.  “This is an important step,” his statement read, “because we must learn how to live in freedom without hurting the rights of others."
There have been no reports about other possible appeals of the ruling, which is valid only in Buenos Aires.

Federal marriage equality legislation is currently stalled in Argentina’s Lower House of Congress.

  A court in eastern France has granted a lesbian the right to adopt a child.  The woman, identified only as Emmanuelle B, fought an 11-year-long legal battle over the issue.

The European Court of Human Rights ruled in favor of Emmannuelle B in 2008, and ordered France to pay her court costs and damages.  But the Court had no power to force France to grant her adoption rights, even though single people can adopt there, and her application continued to be rejected.
The court in Besançon this week ordered local authorities in the Jura mountain region, where she lives, to extend adoption rights to the 48-year-old schoolteacher within 15 days, or face a daily fine thereafter.  Because it was a closely watched case, and even though she filed the adoption request as an individual, the court knew that Emmannuelle B is also in a long-term lesbian relationship.  Her partner is a child psychologist.

The French government immediately reiterated its opposition to adoption by same-gender couples.
In overturning the rejection of Emmannuelle B’s adoption application, the court wrote that "The parental, educational and psychological conditions provided by the applicant are in line with the needs and the interest of the adopted child.”
  In other news, the Church of Sweden this week consecrated its first openly lesbian or gay bishop.  55-year-old Eva Brunne became Bishop of Stockholm, Sweden's capital, in a ceremony in nearby Uppsala.  She’s in a same-gender civil partnership, and they have a 3-year-old child.

The Church of Sweden, which is Lutheran, supported the nation’s marriage equality legislation, which took effect on May 1st and replaced the inferior civil partnership law.

The Church claims about 3 in 4 Swedes, and previously blessed civil partnerships.  It began allowing its priests to conduct same-gender wedding ceremonies on November 1st.

  But the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Washington, D.C. says passage of a proposed marriage equality law there would force it to end its social service programs for the city.   The Church claims that the marriage measure would require it to comply with existing laws prohibiting discrimination against LGBT people.  While religious groups would not be required to perform or accommodate same-gender wedding ceremonies under the new law, the “Washington Post” reported this week that Church officials said they were “[f]earful that they could be forced, among other things, to extend employee benefits to same-sex married couples,” and that “they would have no choice but to abandon their contracts with the city.”
The Church’s social services agency, Catholic Charities, provides homeless services and health care for tens of thousands of D.C. residents.
The City Council is, by all accounts, undeterred by the Church’s apparent threats, and near-unanimous passage of marriage equality legislation is expected in early December.

The U.S. Congress has oversight on all District laws, however.  It remains to be seen if there’ll be a challenge there to a D.C. marriage law.

  Elsewhere, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, known as the Mormons, was reportedly instrumental in the unanimous passage this week in Salt Lake City, Utah of anti-discrimination protections for LGBT people.

The 2 city ordinances ban employment and housing discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity.  They’ll take effect in April.  Each bill has an exemption for religious organizations and their affiliates. "The Church supports these ordinances because they are fair and reasonable,” LDS spokesman Michael Otterson said after the vote, and they “do not do violence to the institution of marriage."

Mormon Elder Jeffrey R. Holland told the “Salt Lake Tribune” that "Anything good is shareable,” and that his city's legislation could be a model for the entire state.

The Church's endorsement stunned many in Utah's LGBT community, some of whom, according to the “Tribune”, called it historic.  Will Carlson, director of public policy for the advocacy group Equality Utah, told the paper that "This is a great step," but noted that 4 out of 5 LGBT people in Utah live outside the capital and should also have the same protections.
  Updating a story we reported a few weeks ago, the shows will indeed go on: a Nevada judge has ruled that a high school theater class should not be blocked from performing “The Laramie Project” and the musical “Rent”.
A group known as Concerned Parents of Green Valley High in the city of Henderson, near Las Vegas, filed a lawsuit in October complaining about the plays’ drugs-related content and gay characters.
Clark County District Court Judge David Wall ruled this week that since participation in and attendance at the plays was voluntary, he saw no legal reason to stop them.
Performances of “The Laramie Project”, which chronicles the 1998 slaying of gay college student Matthew Shepard and its aftermath, began this weekend.  “Rent: School Edition”, an edited version of the musical omitting certain expletives and one sexually explicit song, will be staged early next year.
  And finally, a 10-year-old boy in Arkansas has refused to pledge allegiance to the flag until gays and lesbians have equal rights in “the country for which it stands”.
Will Phillips, a fifth grader in the West Fork School District in Washington County, decided to remain seated last month while other children in his class stood to recite the traditional pledge.  After the teacher berated him several days in a row for refusing to stand, Will told the “Arkansas Times” that he finally lost patience with her, saying “With all due respect, ma’am, you can go jump off a bridge.”  That led to a visit with the school principal, who called his mother Laura.  She said it was Will's legal right not to stand.  The principal acknowledged that right – affirmed by a 1943 U.S. Supreme Court ruling – and Will reportedly hasn’t stood since.  His defiance has brought national attention – along with taunts, but also admiration, from other kids at his school.

Will has attended LGBT Pride events with his mother and father, and the family has gay friends.  Mrs. Phillips told the “Times” that her son is "probably more aware of the meaning of the pledge than a lot of adults. He’s not just doing it rote recitation. We raised him to be aware of what’s right, what’s wrong, and what’s fair."  Will told the newspaper that he hoped to be a lawyer one day, and that, contrary to the words of the pledge, "I really don’t feel that there’s currently ‘liberty and justice for all’.”
