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  Austria’s parliament approved a bill this week to create civil unions for same-gender couples.  According to the “Associated Press”, 110 of the lawmakers present voted for the measure, and 64 voted against.  It provides many of the rights given to heterosexual married couples, such as inheritance, social security and pension benefits.  But the new law also specifically bans same-gender couples from adopting children, and denies them artificial insemination services.  Lesbian and gay couples will also not be able to hold ceremonies at civil registry offices, as heterosexual couples can do.  And they’ll only be allowed to register their relationships at municipal or magistrate’s offices.

The new law takes effect on January 1st.

Most LGBT activists called passage of the bill a great success after two decades of lobbying.  Gabriele Heinisch-Hosek, a Social Democrat who is the coalition government’s minister for women's affairs, told the “Associated Press” that it was "the first step in the right direction."
  The Green Party in the Australian Capital Territory, sponsors of same-gender civil union legislation that included legal ceremonies, will apparently yield to pressure from the Labor government of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd to water it down.  Under Australian law, the federal government has oversight over territorial laws, and it could veto the measure outright.

The “Australian Associated Press” reported this week that the Greens have agreed to amendments negotiated with the federal government that would require gay and lesbian couples to register first, and return signed papers after their ceremony before the relationship could be recognized.  The amendments remove provisions that made the ceremonies legally binding.

LGBT activists said the revised bill would not accomplish everything they’d hoped for, but that it would be another small step toward their ultimate goal of full equality for same-gender couples.

  The progress of a marriage equality bill has been delayed in the U.S. state of New Jersey – and the clock is ticking.  A vote that was expected this week in the state Senate was postponed.  Its sponsors said that the bill would now be introduced first in the Assembly before the Senate would vote.

They have until the end of the legislative session in January to deliver the bill to lame duck Democratic Governor Jon Corzine, who’s promised to sign it.  But he lost his bid for reelection in November to Republican Chris Christie, who favors a constitutional amendment to ban same-gender marriage, and has vowed to veto such a measure.

The marriage equality bill got a boost this week from New Jersey native Bruce Springsteen.  Calling it a civil rights issue, the iconic performer said on his Web site that

“I... urge those who support equal treatment for our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters to let their voices be heard now.”
  But a federal lawmaker in the Philippines introduced a bill this week to make attempted same-gender marriage a crime – even though it’s not legal in his country.

The proposed legislation by Manila Representative Bienvenido Abante, Jr., a former pastor and anti-pornography campaigner, calls same-gender unions “highly immoral, scandalous, and detestable.”

Under the bill's provisions, same-gender couples attempting to marry would face 15 years in prison and a substantial fine.  Anyone who issues a marriage license to a gay or lesbian couple, or who performs a marriage ceremony for such a couple, would be jailed for 10 years and also be fined.  Individuals who misrepresent their gender in order to get a marriage license would be punished with 12 years behind bars and a fine.

Media sources did not discuss its chances for passage, but LGBT activists immediately called on lawmakers to “junk” the bill.

  The President of Gambia, Yahya Jammeh, said this week that all gays and lesbians serving in the West African nation’s armed forces should be fired.  In his address to newly promoted army chiefs, he called lesbianism “taboo” in the military, and homosexuality “evil” and “ungodly”.

Jammeh once threatened to behead gays in the predominantly Muslim country.  In his latest comments, he said he wants the country’s military to be the best in the region.  That can’t be achieved, he said, without discipline and moral values.

But a top government official told Gambia’s “Freedom Newspaper” Web site that the president has “gone nuts”.  The unnamed insider said that “It is unfortunate that he is making such an irresponsible statement... He wants to comment on issues he doesn’t have any clue about... He even threatened to fire female soldiers suspected of skin bleaching.”
  There were suggestions this week that the most horrific elements of the proposed new “Anti-Homosexuality Act” in Uganda have been dropped.  The “Bloomberg” news service reported that James Nsaba Buturo, the Ethics and Integrity Minister, said that the death penalty and life imprisonment for certain consensual adult homosexual acts have been removed from the draft bill, which is currently being considered by a parliamentary committee in the east African nation.  He said those provisions have been deleted to gain the support of some religious leaders who had voiced concerns over the harsh punishments.  He restated the government position that homosexuality is “repugnant to the Ugandan culture,” but said that there will be a new focus on “counseling” to help “attract errant people to acceptable sexual orientation.”  Such beliefs have been widely promoted in Uganda by U.S.-based so-called “ex gay” groups and “change therapy” proponents.

As openly lesbian news commentator Rachel Maddow has relentlessly reported on her MSNBC cable show, there are close ties between Uganda’s leaders and anti-gay Christian evangelical groups in the United States.  Ugandan President Yoweri Musevini, Ethics Minister Buturo, and the lawmaker who introduced the anti-gay legislation, David Bahati, are each said to be affiliated with a U.S.-based evangelical political organization called The Family.

That group offers its “C Street” below-market rate housing for conservative Christian U.S. lawmakers in Washington, D.C., and has done considerable outreach in Uganda.  Some Republican lawmakers caught up in recent extramarital sex scandals are also reportedly members of The Family.

The bill in Uganda would still impose lengthy prison terms for those convicted of homosexuality.  It would also jail anyone who promotes LGBT rights, or fails to report suspected gay people to the authorities for prosecution.

  But the European Union's Treaty of Lisbon came into force on December 1st.  It incorporates the E.U. Charter of Fundamental Rights, the only international governmental document that bans discrimination based on sexual orientation.

Article 21 states that "Any discrimination based on any ground such as sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation shall be prohibited."

According to Martin K.I. Christensen of the European branch of the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Intersex Association, known by the acronym ILGA, three countries opted out of the agreement: the United Kingdom, Poland and the Czech Republic.  "We are particularly concerned with Poland's reasons for not signing the charter,” Christensen wrote, “as Polish leaders believe the charter might compromise their sovereignty in the 'sphere of public morality [and] family law.'"

The Treaty of Lisbon gives more power to the European Parliament, increases the obligations of E.U. member states and institutions to act against discrimination, and makes the E.U. a signatory to the European Convention on Human Rights.

  The proposed “Anti-Homosexuality Act” in Uganda was one of the subjects discussed this week at a meeting of a United Nations General Assembly panel on discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity.  It was held on December 10th, the 61st anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  According to a joint press release issued by Human Rights Watch, the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission, and other advocacy groups, the panel was organized by Sweden, in coalition with Argentina, Brazil, Croatia, France, the Netherlands, and Norway.  About 200 people at the meeting included delegates from over 50 nations.
Probably most notable was a somewhat surprising statement read during the meeting on behalf of the Roman Catholic Church that strongly condemned the criminalization of homosexual conduct, which Papal edicts have described as “intrinsically evil”.  Father Philip Bene, its legal attaché to the U.N. mission, said the Vatican “opposes all forms of violence and unjust discrimination against homosexual persons, including discriminatory penal legislation which undermines the inherent dignity of the human person... [T]he murder and abuse of homosexual persons are to be confronted on all levels, especially when such violence is perpetrated by the State.” 
  And finally, the Los Angeles diocese of the Episcopal Church, the U.S. wing of the global Anglican Communion, has named a partnered lesbian as an assistant bishop.  If she’s approved by a group of national Church leaders, the Reverend Mary Glasspool will become the Episcopal Church’s second openly queer bishop, following partnered gay Reverend V. Gene Robinson of New Hampshire.  Robinson’s consecration in 2003 sparked a growing rift between conservatives in other regions of the worldwide Anglican Communion and its more liberal North American affiliates.  Biblical traditionalists in Africa, Latin America and Asia firmly object to the ordination of openly gay or lesbian clergy.  They also oppose the blessing of same-gender unions, a practice endorsed by some Episcopal and Canadian Anglican congregations.
The 55-year-old Glasspool is currently a Canon, or adviser, to the bishop in the Baltimore, Maryland diocese.  She’s been with her partner Becki Sander since 1988.

While her selection is certain to exacerbate the schism that already exists within the Anglican Communion, she told the “Associated Press” this week that it’s “liberating” for the denomination.  “I’ve had hundreds, probably a thousand, e-mails from people all over the world who don’t know me,” she said, “but who are expressing through the fact of my election a pride in the Episcopal Church.”

