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          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Good morning.

          3  This hearing of the General Welfare Committee is now

          4  called to order.

          5                 At the outset, I would like to

          6  welcome by colleague, Council Member Annabel Palma,

          7  and I'd like to thank some of the folks from the

          8  City Council staff who made this hearing possible,

          9  and put a lot of work into preparing for it,

         10  including Carry Sender of the Speaker's staff, and

         11  General Welfare Committee staff, Molly Murphy, and

         12  Freya Riel.

         13                 I would note just one programming

         14  note, the Administration was scheduled to testify

         15  first today, and there's just been a logistical

         16  issue, so they will be testifying in the midst of

         17  the hearing, some time in the next hour or so.

         18                 Today's topic is Intro 105.  I'm

         19  sorry.  I did that backwards.  Let's try that again.

         20  Intro 501.  I could change history right there by

         21  getting the number wrong.  Could have passed the

         22  entirely wrong bill.  Intro 501.

         23                 I'll just say at the outset, you

         24  know, a lot of us have been involved over the years

         25  in the struggle for equality.  A lot of people in
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          2  this room have devoted their lives to it, which I,

          3  for one, and I know my colleagues, deeply

          4  appreciate.

          5                 From my personal perspective, it's

          6  amazing how long this road has been, and I know we

          7  have more to do.  I'm going to go over a little bit

          8  of the history, but to me it's amazing that we are

          9  still doing this work of fine tuning and improving.

         10  In my heart, I think, and I think everyone here

         11  would agree, this could have and should have been

         12  done by other leaders in our City long ago, but

         13  thankfully we do have folks here now who are

         14  committed to getting this done.

         15                 Now, Intro 501 lead sponsor is

         16  Council Member Maria Baez.  It is a bill which would

         17  ensure domestic partners receive the same City

         18  benefits offered to married couples.  It covers, and

         19  this is important, it covers both benefits and

         20  services provided by the City to City employees, and

         21  any City benefits provided to the general public.

         22                 Now, let's just go over the history

         23  again.  There were Executive Orders over the

         24  previous Administrations, starting with the Koch

         25  Administration and going into the Dinkins
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          2  Administration, that took us through incremental

          3  improvements.  I was very much involved in the

          4  effort within the Dinkins Administration to have the

          5  Executive Order, which resulted in the Domestic

          6  Partnership Registry.  I can remember how difficult

          7  it was even just to get the Registry, and how

          8  frustrated I was as a staffer, at the forces inside

          9  City Government that didn't even want to establish a

         10  Registry in 1993.  It feels like times were very,

         11  very different then, and I'm at least thankful to be

         12  able to see now how some of the political climate

         13  has improved.

         14                 In '98, the Council finally codified

         15  the Domestic Partnership Registry, which was another

         16  step forward.  Then in 2002, I was honored to Chair

         17  the Hearings and have the Bill come out of this

         18  Committee, which expanded the definition of domestic

         19  partnership by including all of those who had

         20  lawfully entered into a marriage, a domestic

         21  partnership, or a civil union in another

         22  jurisdiction.

         23                 Obviously, there are very important

         24  benefits which accrue to domestic partners,

         25  bereavement and childcare leave for City employees;
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          2  visitation in City Correctional, Juvenile Detention

          3  and, HHC facilities; the ability to qualify for

          4  Housing benefits in NYCHA and HPD Housing; and

          5  certain health benefits.  So, this covers a lot of

          6  very serious and important benefits.

          7                 Now, Intro 501, I think, takes us to

          8  the next logical step.  It says that "Any benefits

          9  that may be added over time would automatically

         10  apply to domestic partners, as well," so that we're

         11  not in a situation where the world around us

         12  changes, a new benefit is made available, and then

         13  we're trying to catch up by making sure it applies

         14  to domestic partners.  This would, in effect,

         15  proactively guarantee that domestic partners have

         16  access to the same benefits and services offered by

         17  the City and by City Agencies, that are provided to

         18  married couples.

         19                 I think it's another step towards

         20  equal access, equal benefits, equality, and it's a

         21  very important one.

         22                 So, we look forward to testimony

         23  today.  I just want to let you know that Council

         24  Member Baez, unfortunately, has two other hearings

         25  going on, and is not able to be with us.  But I know
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          2  she has put a lot of energy and spirit into this

          3  bill, and she will be working closely with us to

          4  make sure it continues moving forward.

          5                 So, now it is my honor to welcome our

          6  first panel, which would have been our second panel,

          7  but now is our first panel. Ross Levi of Empire

          8  State Pride Agenda, and Miriam Yeung of the LGBT

          9  Center.

         10                 I always go by the rule in making a

         11  decision on who goes first, tall people should go

         12  first.  But, I realize someone accused me of bias in

         13  that, and I've introduced legislation today to make

         14  sure that never happens in City policy, that tall

         15  people don't get favored.

         16                 Which of you would like to go first?

         17  You see, this trend is still happening, we've got to

         18  stop it.

         19                 We welcome your testimony.

         20                 MR. LEVI:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

         21                 My name is Ross Levi.  I am Director

         22  of Public Policy and Education for the Empire State

         23  Pride Agenda.  We are a New York statewide lesbian,

         24  gay, bisexual and transgender civil rights and

         25  advocacy organization.
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          2                 On behalf of our tens of thousands of

          3  members and their families across New York State,

          4  and especially those here in New York City, I urge

          5  the General Welfare Committee, and, indeed, the

          6  entire City Council to adopt the proposed Ordinance

          7  of Council Members Baez, Mendez, and De Blasio, to

          8  ensure that registered domestic partners will be

          9  entitled to all the same protections and

         10  responsibilities as married couples here in New York

         11  City.

         12                 Today same- sex couples and our

         13  families live in a time of great promise and great

         14  peril.  In some ways we have more choices of how to

         15  legally protect our families now than at any other

         16  time in history.  Whether we decide to register here

         17  in New York, or in a number of other localities

         18  across New York State, as domestic partners, or

         19  travel to, or come from, places outside of New York,

         20  having been married, or made parties to a civil

         21  union, there are legal structures available to us

         22  that didn't even have a name a decade or so ago.

         23                 Still, because Government has yet to

         24  establish some predictability about how our families

         25  will be treated, even when we have legally availed
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          2  ourselves of a domestic partnership, civil union, or

          3  marriage, our families remain highly vulnerable, in

          4  a precarious legal limbo.  With each time we go to

          5  our Government and expect to be treated as the

          6  couple that we are, we never know if despite our

          7  best efforts, we will be embraced or treated as

          8  legal strangers to each other.

          9                 For this reason the "Full Equality

         10  for Domestic Partnership Bill" is a welcome step in

         11  the right direction.  It ensures that New York City,

         12  in New York City at least, all present benefits and

         13  services offered by our Government, and any new ones

         14  created in the future, will be available to us on

         15  the same basis as spouses.  While we continue to

         16  fight for statewide mechanisms to protect our

         17  families, especially the ability to marry, this will

         18  offer families at least some stability on which to

         19  rely here in New York City.

         20                 Clearly, this equal treatment for

         21  same- sex couples and our families has been the

         22  intent of New York City Government for some time

         23  now.  The City has long ago recognized that it makes

         24  no good sense to leave same- sex couples and their

         25  children out in the cold to fend for themselves,
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          2  especially in times of need.  It's anti- family,

          3  it's bad public policy, and it's just plain unfair.

          4                 The Pride Agenda was a key player in

          5  getting the original Domestic Partnership Bill

          6  passed here in the City.  At that time it was seen

          7  as very forward looking, as you know Mr. Chairman,

          8  because it did not limit its reach to City

          9  employees, as you illuded to, but included everyone

         10  living within City borders, which was pretty

         11  revolutionary at that time.

         12                 This law would simply effectuate the

         13  intent of the original Domestic Partner Ordinance,

         14  namely, to ensure that there is consistent, equal,

         15  and fair treatment of lesbian, gay, and bisexual

         16  families by their own Government.  It would continue

         17  the precedent of giving same- sex couples the same

         18  rights as spouses to visit partners who are in

         19  public hospitals, the right to assume tenancy of

         20  their partners in City housing, and for City

         21  employees, the same bereavement and childcare leave

         22  and health and retirement benefits.

         23                 It would also carry on the forward

         24  looking spirit of the original, by removing the need

         25  for all future City Councils to determine how every
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          2  future benefit created by the City would apply to

          3  the domestic partners.

          4                 The Empire State Pride Agenda

          5  commends the sponsors of this Ordinance, as well as

          6  Speaker Quinn, for working so diligently to further

          7  equality and justice for LGBT New Yorkers, and we

          8  stand ready to assist in any way we can to make sure

          9  this important bill become law, and thank you for

         10  the opportunity to address the Committee.

         11                 MS. YEUNG:  Thank you, Committee, Mr.

         12  Chairman.

         13                 Good morning.  My name is Miriam

         14  Yeung, and I'm the Director of Public Policy and

         15  Government Relations at the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual

         16  and Transgender Community Center.

         17                 In the 24 years since its founding,

         18  the Center has born witness to the struggles and

         19  triumphs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender

         20  people, as we try to live out our lives and create

         21  and protect our families in an often hostile world.

         22  The Center's family program, Center Kids, has seen

         23  well over 3,000 families come through its doors

         24  seeking services, support, and social connections

         25  for themselves as parents and couples and for their
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          2  children.

          3                 Though witnessing this procession has

          4  largely been a joyful experience, it is impossible

          5  to do so without being aware of why a program such

          6  as Center Kids is necessary to begin with. The

          7  constituents of Center Kids come to the Center for

          8  many reasons, but across the board, they come

          9  because they seek a space in which their intimate

         10  relationships are validated, honored, respected, and

         11  celebrated.  This often doesn't happen out in the

         12  world where the legal cannon renders our families

         13  invisible and illegitimate.

         14                 We have received countless calls from

         15  LGBT people seeking information on the legal steps

         16  they can take to legitimize their relationships, the

         17  powers of attorneys, wills, guardianships

         18  agreements, domestic partnerships, second parent

         19  adoptions, living wills, et cetera, all in an

         20  attempt to prove the sincerity of their commitment

         21  and the depth of their connection when scrutinized

         22  by their Government and its intimidating

         23  institutions, like the school system, or the medical

         24  system, the welfare system, and so many others.

         25                 Until the Government makes
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          2  fundamental changes in the law, changes that reflect

          3  the reality of the true family diversity in the

          4  United State, all these efforts to protect

          5  themselves on the part LGBT people, will only go so

          6  far.

          7                 Through its Domestic Partnership Law,

          8  New York City has made important inroads towards

          9  protecting both same- sex couples and their

         10  families, as well as other partners who choose not

         11  to marry or are unable to do so.

         12                 Unfortunately, we have seen time and

         13  time again that domestic partnerships are not valued

         14  the same as marriage in New York City.  For example,

         15  we've spent the last two years trying to change the

         16  Department of Homeless Services' policy requiring

         17  domestic partners who seek family shelter, to

         18  provide extra documentation, burdensome proof not

         19  required of married couples, in order to be

         20  sheltered together as a family.  Thanks to the hard

         21  work of many community members and organizations,

         22  and the support of the New York City Council, DHS

         23  has recently agreed to change its domestic partner

         24  policy on a trial basis.

         25                 The passage of Intro No. 501 would
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          2  ensure that this policy change remains permanent,

          3  and that domestic partners will no longer have to

          4  face similar unequal treatment in other City

          5  Agencies.

          6                 On behalf of thousand of same- sex

          7  couples and families in New York, we strongly

          8  support Intro No. 501.  We are grateful for the

          9  Speaker and the City Council Members for seeking to

         10  ensure that domestic partners no longer face

         11  unnecessary and undue burdens of proof of their

         12  relationships when seeking services vital to their

         13  health and well- being.

         14                 Thank you.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you

         16  very much.

         17                 I just want to say, I think both of

         18  your testimonies are very, very helpful and self-

         19  explanatory, so I don't have any questions coming

         20  off them, but I just want to commend your two

         21  organizations, and there's a lot of good

         22  organizations in the room today, so I'm not

         23  personally trying to play favorites or anything.   I

         24  just want to say, since I first started working with

         25  the Dinkins Administration in 1990, I've had the
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          2  real honor of working with both these organizations

          3  regularly.  Each of us, sort of develops along the

          4  way in terms of our understanding, our approach, our

          5  sense of strategy, everything, and I really feel

          6  like I've had the honor to have a partnership with

          7  both the Center and with Pride Agenda, throughout my

          8  public life, and it's been a very fruitful one.

          9            I just want to thank you. I think you've

         10  always tackled real tough issues and not shied away

         11  from them, but you've also kept an open door to, you

         12  know, everyone and all sorts of viewpoints, and I

         13  think you've been a tremendous coalition builders,

         14  each in your own way.  So thank you for that.

         15                 MR. LEVI:  Thank you.  We've enjoyed

         16  the partnership.  Thank you.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you.

         18                 Okay.  Now, our next panel, Patrick

         19  Markee, and Anya -- all right, I 'm going to try

         20  here -- Mukarji.  How did I do? Yes?  Are you just

         21  being nice?  Say it again?  Okay.

         22                 MS. MUKARJI-CONNOLLY:  Yes.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  I came close.

         24                 Well, you see your name threw me for

         25  a moment, but I would say about Patrick, the only
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          2  thing uncontroversial about Patrick is his name.

          3  It's a very mainstream name, very pronounceable,

          4  very boring.

          5                 Who would like to go first?

          6                 MS. MUKARJI-CONNOLLY:  Sure.

          7                 Good morning.  Thank you so much for

          8  this opportunity to speak with you today.

          9                 My name is Anya Mukarji-Connolly, and

         10  I am a staff attorney with the Peter Cicchino Youth

         11  Project at the Urban Justice Center.

         12                 The Peter Cicchino Youth Project is

         13  dedicated to serving homeless and at-risk lesbian,

         14  gay, bisexual and transgender young people.  We

         15  provide free legal services for individual LGBT

         16  youth, and we advocate for the LGBT community as a

         17  whole.  We want to make sure that LGBT young people

         18  in homeless shelters, detention facilities, foster

         19  homes, group homes, and other institutions, are safe

         20  and free from discrimination, abuse, or harassment

         21  due to their sexual orientation or gender identity.

         22  It is our mission to ensure that all youth,

         23  regardless of their sexual orientation or gender

         24  identity, are free from discrimination or abuse, and

         25  have the opportunity to lead fulfilling, enriching
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          2  lives.

          3                 I am here today to offer our stronger

          4  support for the Full Equality for Domestic

          5  Partnership Bill that would amend New York City's

          6  Administrative Code to provide domestic partners

          7  further protection under the law.  I'd like to

          8  commend Speaker Quinn for her leadership in this

          9  area, as well as Council Members Maria Baez, Rosie

         10  Mendez and Bill De Blasio, for their commitment to

         11  protecting all of our families.

         12                 This bill is of particular importance

         13  to low- income and homeless LGBT youth and their

         14  families.  I should note here that most of the

         15  clients we work with are 18 or older, and,

         16  therefore, entitled to become domestic partners.

         17  For these families, protecting their right to

         18  potential services that may one day be made

         19  available, is critical.

         20                 LGBT youth and young adults are some

         21  of the most vulnerable populations in our City.  One

         22  out of four LGBT teens in the United States at some

         23  point either runs away from home or is thrown out of

         24  his or her home, and upwards of 40 percent of

         25  teenagers living on the street, self- identify as

                                                            19

          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2  LGBT.  They are over- represented in our City's

          3  homeless youth population and in our juvenile

          4  justice system.  Once on their own, these young

          5  people face further hostility and discrimination

          6  when trying to access services.

          7                 We applaud the recent efforts of the

          8  Department of Homeless Services in implementing its

          9  pilot program granting equal access to shelter for

         10  homeless families.  This is one step towards

         11  ensuring that those in need of shelter are given

         12  access.  At the same time, we want to guarantee that

         13  all City benefits and services, including those that

         14  are available today, and those that we're sure to

         15  get in the future, are available to all families.

         16                 The Full Equality for Domestic

         17  Partnership Bill will do just that.  We want to

         18  ensure that no City Agency or Government can deny

         19  rights to domestic partners, that are available to

         20  married couples.  Expanding the rights and

         21  protections of LGBT families is one step in helping

         22  these vulnerable young people stabilize their lives.

         23                 We hope to achieve even greater

         24  benefits for poor and struggling families in New

         25  York City.  With the Full Equality For Domestic
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          2  Partnership Bill, we can be assured that LGBT

          3  families won't be left behind.

          4                 Thank you.

          5                 MR. MARKEE:  Thank you.

          6                 My name is Patrick Markee.  I'm

          7  Senior Policy Analyst at Coalition for the Homeless.

          8  Thank you for this opportunity to testify.

          9                 We submitted written testimony, and I

         10  won't read that, because I think my colleagues have

         11  made many of the most important points that need to

         12  be made.

         13                 We are strongly in support of Intro

         14  501, for the reasons that were outlined.  I think I

         15  just would just say a word about a recent example of

         16  discrimination against domestic partner families by

         17  a City Agency, and why it's vitally important that

         18  we pass this law and enact the protections there.

         19                 It's been spoken about by Miriam and

         20  Anya, the Department of Homeless Services' nearly

         21  four- year old policy discriminated against homeless

         22  couples who had registered as domestic partners, and

         23  required them to produce additional proofs, often

         24  impossible to obtain, in order for those families to

         25  obtain emergency shelter from the elements, as
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          2  families.

          3                 In over nearly four years, hundreds

          4  of these families were denied emergency shelter,

          5  denied food, often forced to sleep on the floors of

          6  an Intake Office in Manhattan.  Many of them were

          7  essentially turned back to the streets, and were

          8  forced to sleep out on the streets because they

          9  didn't get shelter.

         10                 I think we see right there, the

         11  importance of Equal Protection for Domestic Partner

         12  families in a way that is, in addition to the

         13  principle of non- discriminatory equal treatment,

         14  it's simply bad public policy to discriminate

         15  against these families, and ineffective and

         16  unproductive public policy for a City Agency to

         17  develop an arbitrary and even illegal definition of

         18  who's a family and who's not, in order to decide who

         19  gets vital services.

         20                 Homeless New Yorkers, like other low-

         21  income New Yorkers, are forced to rely on the City

         22  and City services and benefits for life- sustaining

         23  assistance, including emergency shelter, emergency

         24  food, and other vital public benefits.  That's why

         25  it is vitally important that we protect domestic
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          2  partner families in the same way that we protect

          3  married couples.

          4                 So, thank you for this opportunity to

          5  testify.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Well, thank

          7  you both.  And Patrick, I want you to know that I

          8  really do appreciate your advocacy and coalition's

          9  advocacy, in terms of the DHS issue.  I think it's

         10  been, of all the many interesting, challenging,

         11  complex issues that we worked together on with DHS,

         12  this is one of the ones that confuses me the most

         13  about why DHS ever ended up in that stance to begin

         14  with.

         15                 I'm not going to say we should be

         16  shocked by efforts to keep the shelter population

         17  down, and I'm not saying that as a compliment.  I

         18  think there's obviously been a number of areas where

         19  we've disagreed with DHS, both advocates and the

         20  Council, on policies that might be purposefully

         21  difficult or harsh, but this one of all them, really

         22  troubled me and confused me the most because we have

         23  a clear, as I think several witnesses said, a clear

         24  history in the City, of the way we're supposed to

         25  honor and respect, acknowledge and act on domestic
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          2  partnership.  It really seemed like there was one

          3  agency off in a different place from the rest of the

          4  City.

          5                 Now, I do think there's been progress

          6  made, and I think there's been a much  --  we're in

          7  a very different place now, and I do think we're

          8  turning the corner.  But that history was troubling

          9  to me and I appreciate all you did to bring that to

         10  light and act on that.

         11                 MR. MARKEE:  Well, thank you.  I also

         12  just once again want to say thank you to you, to

         13  Council Member Baez, to Council Member Palma, and

         14  the other Members of the General Welfare Committee,

         15  and to the Speaker, for really helping to force this

         16  Agreement, as well as to the Mayor and Homeless

         17  Services Commissioner Robert Hess for agreeing to

         18  make this change that's long overdue.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you.

         20  Thank you very much.  We appreciate your testimony.

         21                 Before we turn to our next testimony,

         22  I'd like to welcome Council Member Jessica Lappin,

         23  who I think is a growing presence in the City

         24  Council.  It's a pregnancy joke, anyone get it?

         25   "Growing presence."
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          2                 Welcome.

          3                 Okay. We're now just doing a little

          4  panel juggling here.  So, we're going to go to panel

          5  of two people, Marianne Brennick and Daryl Cochrane.

          6                 MR. COCHRANE:  Hi.  Good morning.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Good morning.

          8                 MR. COCHRANE: Chairman De Blasio and

          9  Council Members, thank you for this opportunity to

         10  testify before you today.

         11                 My name is Daryl Cochrane.  I am the

         12  Assistant Director of Government Relations at Gay

         13  Men's Health Crisis.

         14                 GMHC is the world's oldest aids

         15  service provider, serving over 15,000 men, woman,

         16  children, and their families each year.  A quarter

         17  of a century ago we became the first in the fight

         18  against aids, then known as "gay cancer", and simply

         19  worked to help those gay men die with dignity.

         20                 Since its humble beginnings, the aids

         21  epidemic has spread throughout every community in

         22  our society, touching every New Yorker and every

         23  American.  Despite the shift of the epidemic, 65

         24  percent of our client base still identifies as gay,

         25  lesbian or bisexual.
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          2                 GMHC's dedication to the LGBT

          3  community is unwavering.  We have long fought for

          4  the civil rights of all New Yorkers, regardless of

          5  sexual orientation or gender identity and

          6  expression.  In that vein, we wholeheartedly support

          7  the Domestic Partners For Full Equality Bill.  We

          8  applaud the efforts of the City Council a decade ago

          9  to begin to address the disparity between same sex

         10  relationships and heterosexual relationships in the

         11  law.           Whereas, the enumerated rights made

         12  sense back then, more must be done and this bill

         13  seeks to do just that.

         14                 The expansion of the rights for

         15  domestic partners is a step in the right direction

         16  for New York City, and is in line with the current

         17  climate of equality.  Many of our neighboring states

         18  in the region have taken steps to grant full

         19  equality for same- sex couples, Vermont,

         20  Connecticut, and New Jersey, with Domestic

         21  Partnership rights, and Massachusetts with Full

         22  Marriage Equality.

         23                 This Bill will go a long way to bring

         24  us closer in line with the rights afforded to our

         25  neighbors.
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          2                 GMHC has long been at the

          3  intersection of LGBT civil rights and LGBT health.

          4  This bill will ensure better physical and mental

          5  health for the LGBT community, by bestowing greater

          6  equality for our City's domestic partners.

          7                 This bill will give them a greater

          8  sense of security and provide greater options when

          9  it comes to healthcare decision making.  Having the

         10  ability to participate fully in the benefits and

         11  obligations long associated with marriage, will give

         12  LGBT couples an ability to care for one another with

         13  the knowledge that healthcare decisions can be made

         14  without question from various Government authorities

         15  and healthcare providers.

         16                 GMHC supports full-marriage rights

         17  for same- sex couples, but until the State of New

         18  York grants such rights, the City of New York must

         19  do all in its power to protect the health and well-

         20  being of same- sex couples.  This bill accomplishes

         21  that goal.

         22                 Special thanks to Speaker Quinn,

         23  Chairman De Blasio, and Council Members Mendez and

         24  Baez for introducing this remarkable piece of

         25  legislation.
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          2                 We urge you to support his bill.

          3  Thank you.

          4                 MS. BRENNICK:  Good morning.  My name

          5  is Marianne Brennick, and I am the Lesbian, Gay,

          6  Bisexual and Transgender Services Manager for

          7  Community Health Action of Staten Island.

          8                 Community Health Action of Staten

          9  Island is a community- based health service

         10  organization providing education, disease

         11  prevention, and direct services to HIV positive

         12  Staten Islanders, affected family members, and the

         13  LGBT community, people with drug and alcohol

         14  addiction, and other communities challenged by

         15  health disparities.

         16                 I want to thank Council Speaker

         17  Christine Quinn, Chairman De Blasio, of the General

         18  Welfare Committee, and the Council for allowing me

         19  the opportunity to speak in support of the Domestic

         20  Partners For Full Equality Bill.

         21                 Many people think of Staten Island as

         22  the forgotten Borough, and a bastion of

         23  conservatism, but it is home to many LGBT people,

         24  many of whom have entered into domestic

         25  partnerships.
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          2                 Community Health Action of Staten

          3  Island sponsors an annual LGBT Pride parade and

          4  festival, as well as programs that serve lesbian,

          5  gay, bisexual, transgender teenagers and young

          6  adults, friends and relatives of the LGBT community,

          7  and rainbow families, where LGBT persons are raising

          8  children in same- sex coupled households.  These

          9  people work, support local businesses, pay taxes,

         10  contribute to the economy, care about their

         11  neighbors and the issues affecting the community,

         12  take pride in their homes, and vote.

         13                 This bill, if enacted, will at least

         14  give those domestic partners equality in accessing

         15  the same New York City benefits and services that

         16  their married neighbors already enjoy.

         17  The assurance that this bill will automatically

         18  provide to domestic partners, full access to future

         19  New York City benefits and services, is a welcome

         20  thing.

         21                 Community Health Action of Staten

         22  Island is committed to the health and well- being of

         23  LGBT persons, advocates for their basic civil

         24  rights, and believes they should not be treated as

         25  second- class citizens.
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          2                 The City of New York should not be

          3  able to discriminate against a segment of its

          4  population, namely, those in domestic partnerships,

          5  by denying that group the same rights and

          6  protections offered to those who are married.

          7                 In this regard it is disturbing to

          8  note that until recently, under a policy of the New

          9  York City Department of Homeless Services, homeless

         10  domestic partners were being made to jump through

         11  extra burdensome documentation hoops, not required

         12  of married couples, in order to stay as a family in

         13  the shelter system.  Due to the advocacy efforts of

         14  the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender

         15  Community, this DHS policy has been temporarily

         16  suspended.  Hopefully, with the enactment of this

         17  bill, the policy will be ended permanently.

         18                 The Domestic Partners For Full

         19  Equality Bill is an important stepping stone to true

         20  equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender

         21  persons, which will come only through full marriage

         22  benefits for same- sex couples, at both the State

         23  and Federal levels.  While we continue to make

         24  progress for the right to marry, this legislation

         25  proactively ensures that whatever married couples
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          2  are entitled to, domestic partners will be entitled

          3  to as well.  Since we cannot anticipate what

          4  benefits might be available down the road, this

          5  legislation will ensure that we do not, we will not

          6  have to fight for equal rights and access every time

          7  a new City benefit or service is available.

          8                 As an employer that has its roots in

          9  the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender

         10  community, Community Health Action of Staten Island

         11  strongly supports this bill, and urges the Council

         12  to enact it into law.

         13                 Thank you.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you

         15  very much.

         16                 I want to say two things.   One is, I

         17  appreciate the way you characterize your experience

         18  in Staten Island, and I think it's real important

         19  that people open up their minds a bit about the

         20  reality, just like any other place in our City and

         21  our Country.  I think there's been too many

         22  stereotypes, and I think you're right that there's a

         23  large LGBT population, and I really appreciate  --

         24  I'm sure it's not always easy, what you do.  The

         25  work itself, and the environment, and I appreciate
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          2  what you do very much.

          3                 I just want to say, Daryl, I just

          4  would ask that you pass on my appreciation and best

          5  wishes to Marjorie Hill.  I had the honor, I

          6  mentioned earlier I was involved in the work on the

          7  Domestic Partnership Executive Order under the

          8  Dinkins Administration, as you may know, Marjorie

          9  served as our LGBT coordinator for the latter part

         10  of the Administration, and did a fantastic job.  I

         11  really think it's wonderful that GMHC has chosen her

         12  as its leader.

         13                 So, please pass on my best wishes.

         14                 MR. COCHRANE:  I will.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you

         16  both very much.

         17                 Before I call the next panel, I just

         18  want to welcome my colleague Tom White of Queens.

         19  We're very glad to have you here.

         20                 Next panel, just, again, continue a

         21  little juggling. So, we're going to call up Craig

         22  Gurian, even if he wasn't ready, but I think Craig

         23  is quick on his feet, and Robert Voorheis.

         24                 Who would like to go first?

         25                 MR. GURIAN:  I think I will, and
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          2  thank you Mr. Chairman.  Good morning to Council

          3  Members Palma, Lappin, and White.

          4                 My name is Craig Gurian.  I'm

          5  Executive Director of the Anti- Discrimination

          6  Center.  I'm also Adjunct Professor at Fordham Law

          7  School, and am a Scholar- in- Residence in the Law

          8  School's Stein Center for Law and Ethics.  I've been

          9  fighting for equal rights for unmarried couples for

         10  many years.

         11                 I wanted to bring to the Committee's

         12  attention the fact that one element of the Local

         13  Civil Rights Restoration Act of 2005, was the adding

         14  of "partnership status" as a protected class in each

         15  of the areas covered by the Human Rights Law.

         16                 The Committee Report that accompanied

         17  that bill stated, "this provision will ensure that

         18  life partners who have memorialized their

         19  relationship by becoming domestic partners, receive

         20  protection from all forms of discrimination

         21  addressed by the Human Rights Law, just as married

         22  partners do."  The Council also contemplated that

         23  courts would be obliged to reassess their previously

         24  narrow construction of the protections against

         25  discrimination on the basis of marital status, and
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          2  it remains the case that the overwhelming percentage

          3  of unmarried couples are not in domestic

          4  partnerships, that courts would have to reassess, in

          5  light of the Restoration Act's requirement, that

          6  City Law be interpreted in a way to best fulfill its

          7  uniquely broad and remedial purposes.

          8                 Among the protections now available

          9  to domestic partners under the City Human Rights

         10  Law, are protections against discrimination in

         11  public accommodations.

         12                 What are pubic accommodations as

         13  defined by the Human Rights Law?  When the Law was

         14  comprehensively amended in 1991, the definition was

         15  expanded to be maximally inclusive.  The current

         16  definition includes every provider, whether licensed

         17  or unlicensed, of "good, services, facilities,

         18  accommodations, advantages, or privileges of any

         19  kind."  As such, all City services, facilities, et

         20  cetera, are already covered under the Law and are

         21  required to be free of discrimination on the basis

         22  of any protected class, including partnership

         23  status.

         24                 We believe strongly that it is

         25  important to provide equal benefits, both to
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          2  domestic partners, and to all other unmarried

          3  couples, and I want to make sure that well-

          4  intentioned legislation such as Intro 501, does not

          5  unintentionally suggest that existing Human Rights

          6  Law is narrower than it is.  And we have a few

          7  concrete suggestions.

          8                 First, allow me to say that I

          9  strongly support the oversight requirement set forth

         10  in proposed paragraph (b)(2) of this legislation.

         11  The Administration should have already compiled this

         12  information as part of its responsibility to enforce

         13  the Human Rights Law.  I would simply recommend that

         14  the proposed paragraph track the language of the

         15  public accommodations section of the Human Rights

         16  Law, and ask for a report that sets forth "any

         17  goods, services, facilities, accommodations,

         18  advantages, or privileges of any kind" where

         19  domestic partners are currently being disadvantaged.

         20                 As for the rest of the bill, and I

         21  certainly support the goals of the rest of the bill,

         22  I think it is important to make explicit that

         23  nothing in the bill is intended to be interpreted as

         24  suggesting that the City or its associated Agencies

         25  are not currently bound to provide equal rights to
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          2  all protected class groups in connection with all

          3  goods, services, et cetera, including those not

          4  specified by Intro 501.

          5                 I've taken the liberty to submit to

          6  the Committee, a couple of friendly amendments that

          7  I think would accomplish that and make sure that the

          8  bill's coverage is as broad as I think everybody

          9  intends it to be, and I hope the Committee takes it

         10  under advisement.

         11                 Thanks for the opportunity to offer

         12  these remarks.

         13                 MR. VOORHEIS:  Hi.  I'm Robert

         14  Voorheis.  I am the Co- Executive Director of

         15  Marriage Equality New York.

         16                 I would like to thank Speaker Quinn,

         17  and all of the Council Members who have allowed this

         18  Hearing today on the issue of an improved domestic

         19  partnership law for New York City residents.

         20                 The items outlined in Intro 501,

         21  represent a true effort to achieve equality for all

         22  New York City residents.  We, at Marriage Equality

         23  New York applaud your efforts and urge you to vote

         24  on and pass this bill to make it law in this great

         25  City.  It will provide an increased level of

                                                            36

          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2  protection to the LGBT community.

          3                 However, as our name implies, we do

          4  not feel your job is complete.  We all know that

          5  civil marriage, and only civil marriage, will make

          6  us all equal under the law.  While this bill will

          7  protect New York City domestic partners, it does

          8  nothing to protect residents beyond the City

          9  borders, as it is not portable. It also will not

         10  protect those of us who work in New York City, but

         11  reside in the suburbs.

         12                 We implore you to use the

         13  considerable strength that you maintain as the

         14  Governing Body of New York City to bring our plight

         15  of unequal representation to our State Legislators.

         16  Without equal access to civil marriage laws, our

         17  families will continue to suffer.

         18                 As a minority, we depend on the

         19  assistance of fair minded people.  We hope that we

         20  can count on all of you as supporters of equality

         21  for all New Yorkers.

         22                 Again, Marriage Equality New York

         23  thanks you for this opportunity.  Please make it law

         24  so that we can all move forward in the struggle for

         25  marriage equality.
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          2                 Thank you.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you

          4  very much, Mr. Voorheis, I appreciate your comments,

          5  and I agree with you.  We have some unfinished

          6  business, and I think you're absolutely rights to

          7  keep reminding us.  We may not be the State

          8  Legislature, but we still can play an important

          9  role.

         10                 Craig, I just wanted to say, I

         11  appreciate the point you're making, very much.

         12  We'll take the specifics to heart, and look at the

         13  legislation in light of them, but I think the bigger

         14  point, I'm just really glad you put it on record,

         15  which is that we need to constantly recognize what's

         16  already in our Human Rights Law, and make sure there

         17  isn't any attempt, particularly in the way it's

         18  applied, by the Human Rights Commission, to diminish

         19  it in practice.

         20                 I want to thank you.   You've made

         21  that point in a lot of good ways over the last few

         22  years.  You've put forward some important

         23  legislative ideas and really been one of the

         24  consciences of the Committee.  As a conscience, of

         25  course, some times you've raised stuff that's
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          2  difficult for all of us to grapple with, but that's

          3  exactly what you should be doing.  But, I think

          4  you've contributed a lot to the General Welfare

          5  Committee, and as I said earlier, I appreciate, more

          6  recently the work you've been doing on the issue of

          7  discrimination in the co- op purchase process, which

          8  is another, separate, but related, area that needs

          9  some clarification. I appreciate the leadership

         10  you've shown on that.

         11                 So, thank you very much, both of you

         12  for your testimony.

         13                 MR. GURIAN:  Thank you Mr. Chairman.

         14                 MR. VOORHEIS:  Thank you.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Okay.

         16                 Now, we were supposed to hear from

         17  Amanda Moretti of the Legal Aid Society.  I'm not

         18  sure if she's here.  She is here. Okay.  Amanda,

         19  come on up.  And, Tony Simone of People for the

         20  American Way.

         21                 If we were holding this Hearing in

         22  Italy, I would call him Simone'.  But we're not, so

         23  I won't.  Tony, I hope you appreciate that moment of

         24  heritage connection there.

         25                 Who would like to go first?
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          2                 MS. MORETTI:  Sure.  Thank you.  My

          3  name is Amanda Moretti.  I'm a staff attorney with

          4  the Legal Aid Society's Homeless Rights Project, and

          5  I thank you for this opportunity to speak in support

          6  of Intro 501.

          7            In 1989, the New York State Court of

          8  Appeals ruled in Braschi versus Stahl Associates,

          9  that the surviving gay life partner of a rent

         10  controlled tenant could inherit the apartment of his

         11  deceased partner because he qualified as a member of

         12  the tenant's "family."

         13                 This groundbreaking decision matched

         14  housing law to the reality of people's lives by

         15  recognizing that people live together in all sorts

         16  of relationships, not only marriages, and by holding

         17  that these relationships need to be honored by the

         18  laws governing successorship of rental housing.

         19                 In other words, someone who, in fact,

         20  is a member of a tenant's family, should be able to

         21  stay in his or her home when the tenant dies,

         22  whether or not he or she happened to be the tenant's

         23  legal spouse.

         24                 Since the Braschi decision, expanding

         25  the legal definition of "family" to match the
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          2  realities of family life, has become a burgeoning

          3  area of the law.  One of the achievements of this

          4  effort has been the creation of domestic

          5  partnerships by Municipalities like New York City.

          6  This development is especially critical to low-

          7  income people whose access to City and other public

          8  services, as well as private resources, including

          9  housing, health insurance, pensions, and other

         10  critical means of support, all too often depend on

         11  family relationships.

         12                 As an organization that annually

         13  represents tens of thousands of low- income New

         14  Yorkers in civil legal matters, including access to

         15  housing, the Legal Aid Society applauds the

         16  expansion of City Law to recognize the reality of

         17  people's relationships, and, in particular, applauds

         18  the expansive use of domestic partnerships to allow

         19  people access to City services as the families that

         20  they are.  The bill before you would serve exactly

         21  that function.

         22                 We wish to emphasize a central point,

         23  the recognition of domestic partnerships neither

         24  replaces marriage, or serves as a second- best

         25  arrangement to marriage.  Obviously, there are same-
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          2  sex couples who wish to marry, and may not yet

          3  legally do so in New York State, and who

          4  appropriately take advantage of domestic partnership

          5  laws to gain recognition of their relationships.

          6                 But domestic partnerships are not

          7  merely stop- gap interim measures.  Domestic

          8  partnerships are different types of relationships

          9  for marriages.  For this reason, opposite- sex

         10  couples, including ones who could marry, can obtain

         11  domestic partnership certificates.  The point of

         12  this bills, is that such relationships exist and

         13  they need to be respected when the City is providing

         14  services.  The City should be taking an expansive,

         15  and pragmatic, and respectful view of family when

         16  meeting the needs of its residents.

         17                 Finally, we do wish to caution that

         18  recognition of domestic partnerships does not ensure

         19  full recognition of all families.  There are many

         20  people who live as families, and support each other

         21  as families, who would be recognized as a family

         22  under the Braschi test, but who cannot enter into

         23  domestic partnerships. Among these groups of people

         24  are, siblings caring for each other; people raising

         25  legally unrelated children; people who are taking
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          2  care of legally unrelated older or disabled adults,

          3  as if they were children; people who cannot locate

          4  spouses from years ago to divorce them, or for whom

          5  contact with a former spouse might pose a danger.

          6                 These family relationships must be

          7  honored, too, in the provision of City services.

          8  Recognition of domestic partnerships should not been

          9  seen as a limit of family recognition in the

         10  provision of City services, it should be a starting

         11  point.

         12                 In sum, we thank the Speaker, and the

         13  Council for their efforts to achieve recognition for

         14  domestic partnerships, and we ask that the bill

         15  before you be approved.

         16                 Thank you.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you

         18  very much.

         19                 Tony.

         20                 MR. SIMONE:  Good afternoon.

         21                 My name is Tony Simone.  I am the

         22  Deputy Director for People for the American Way,

         23  Northeast Regional Office.

         24                 I want to thank and commend the

         25  Council Members; Committee Chair, Bill De Blasio;
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          2  Council Speaker, Christine Quinn; and fellow Council

          3  Members, for introducing this legislation.

          4                 I'll try not to repeat what everyone

          5  else has said.

          6                 My fellow colleagues, People for the

          7  American Way fully supports Intro 501, the Full

          8  Equality For Domestic Partnership Bill.  The LGBT

          9  community has come a long way in the last few

         10  decades, from protesting in the streets, to the City

         11  Council passing a Civil Rights Law; a Transgender

         12  Rights, Civil Rights Law; and a Domestic Partnership

         13  Bill.  We commend this expansion of Domestic Bill to

         14  make sure all City Agencies cover benefit in the

         15  future, as well as today.

         16                 In addition to that, I just wanted to

         17  commend the fact that the City Council's always been

         18  in the forefront of gay rights in New York City.

         19  While we have neighboring States passing anti- gay

         20  amendments and the real battle for full marriage

         21  equality continues, we hope one day we can come to a

         22  Council Hearing where we're actually talking about

         23  implementing full marriage rights for folks like

         24  myself, and my boyfriend, a tight American Irish

         25  family.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  You know,

          3  Tony, mixed marriages are very challenging.

          4                 First of all, I thank you.  I agree

          5  with you.  I look forward to that day, too.

          6                 I also want to offer a personal

          7  appreciation to Tony that he volunteered on my first

          8  electoral run for School Board in Brooklyn, which

          9  will particularly resonate with my new Chief of

         10  Staff, Joe Harris, who is looking in the back, who

         11  preceded me on School Board 15.  The people

         12  volunteering in School Board races really have

         13  influence in your lives.  So, I thank you for that.

         14                 Amanda, I do appreciate the points

         15  you made on some of the areas not yet covered in the

         16  Domestic Partnership Law and the Registry.  It's

         17  interesting to me having been involved in a lot of

         18  the back and forth on the construction of the

         19  original Registry and the Executive Order, I have to

         20  say, from my memory some of these areas didn't get

         21  the attention they should have, and I appreciate

         22  your raising them now.  It think you are right,

         23  these are some of the things we have to look at and

         24  maybe subject to future amendment.  So, thank you

         25  for raising those, very much.
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          2                 Okay.  Thank you to this panel.

          3                 Now, we have a couple of folks who

          4  were hoping to be here.  I just have to see if, in

          5  fact, they have arrived.  Rosemary Paladino?  I

          6  don't think I saw her.  Is Rosemary here?  No.

          7  Rabbi David Zwiebel?  I don't think I saw either.

          8  Is he here?  No.   All right.

          9                 So, those two will reserve their

         10  rights to speak if they show up in the course of the

         11  hearing.

         12                 Now, we had been expecting Anthony

         13  Crowell, Special Counsel to the Mayor, around this

         14  time.  I don't think he's here yet either.  Should

         15  be quite soon.

         16                 I want in the mean time to welcome

         17  Council Member Gale Brewer, a long-standing member

         18  of the General Welfare Committee.  And, I guess,

         19  since we have run through the witness list at this

         20  point, and those three, Mr. Crowell, Mr. Zwiebel,

         21  and Ms. Paladino, are all somewhere that's not here,

         22  we're going to take a brief recess until we get our

         23  next witness.

         24                 So, we will stand in recess.

         25                 (Recess taken.)
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO: And now we're

          3  very appreciative to have Special Counsel to the

          4  Mayor, Anthony Crowell, with us and we look forward

          5  to his testimony.  I'm sorry our schedules all got a

          6  little confused earlier, but glad we've all caught

          7  up now and we welcome your comments.

          8                 MR. CROWELL:  Thanks very much.

          9                 Good morning.  Chairman De Blasio,

         10  and other members of the Committee.

         11                 I'm Anthony Crowell, Counselor to

         12  Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and I'm here on behalf of

         13  the Administration to support Intro 501 today.

         14                 Intro 501 aims to make access to City

         15  benefits and services available to married couples

         16  and domestic partners on an equal basis to the

         17  maximum extent allowed by State and Federal Law. The

         18  bill also provides that domestic partners applying

         19  for such benefit or services, would need only to

         20  provide proof of their relationship by providing a

         21  certificate of domestic partnership registration.

         22                 The City and the Mayor have had a

         23  long- standing commitment to extending City benefits

         24  and services on an equal basis, to married couples

         25  and domestic partners, and Intro 501 will strengthen
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          2  the existing City Laws and policies protecting the

          3  interests of all domestic partners, many of whom may

          4  be of the same sex.

          5                 For example, in 1986, the City passed

          6  Local Law Number 2, known as the "Gay Rights Law",

          7  which was amended by the City's Human Rights Law, to

          8  prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation.

          9    Mayor Koch and Mayor Dinkins adopted Executive

         10  Orders conferring benefits on domestic partners,

         11  which were later ratified by Mayors Giuliani and

         12  Bloomberg.

         13                 In 1994, City employees became

         14  eligible to obtain health benefit coverage for the

         15  domestic partners.  Local Law No. 27 of 1998,

         16  codified the domestic partner registration program

         17  and amended provisions of the Charter and

         18  Administrative Code that provided rights and

         19  benefits for, or imposed responsibilities on,

         20  spouses and married couples, so that domestic

         21  partners would be treated equally in all areas that

         22  are subject to Local Law.

         23                 Under these amendments, for example,

         24  death benefits are now available to domestic

         25  partners of uniformed employees who are killed in
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          2  the line of duty, and employees subject to financial

          3  disclosure requirements, must provide information

          4  about their domestic partners, just as married

          5  employees provide information about their husbands

          6  or wives.

          7                 In 1998, City Agencies also amended

          8  their regulations to provide equal treatment for

          9  domestic partners and spouses.  The rights and

         10  benefits that were extended to domestic partners

         11  registered in the City were made applicable to

         12  domestic partners registered in other jurisdictions

         13  who came to the City, as well as to parties to same-

         14  sex marriages, and civil unions from other

         15  jurisdiction, by Local Law 24, of 2002, which the

         16  Mayor Bloomberg signed into Law.  Mayor Bloomberg

         17  also signed Local Law 85 of 2005, which amends the

         18  City's Human Rights Law to make discrimination on

         19  the basis of partnership status, unlawful.

         20                 Further, in 2004, at the Mayor's

         21  request, the Boards of the City's five pension

         22  systems adopted Resolutions extending pension rights

         23  and benefits then available to opposite- sex spouses

         24  or surviving spouses, to same- sex spouses or

         25  surviving spouses who are legally married or entered
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          2  into a civil union in an other State or Country.

          3                 In 2005 Mayor Bloomberg instituted

          4  the City's current policy, which is to recognize,

          5  equally, all marriages and domestic partnerships,

          6  whether between same- or opposite- sex couples, and

          7  civil unions lawfully entered into in other

          8  jurisdiction, including New Jersey, Massachusetts,

          9  Vermont, Canada, and other foreign nations, for the

         10  purpose of extending and administering all rights

         11  and benefits belonging to these couples, to the

         12  maximum extent allowed by law.  Building on this

         13  policy, the Mayor also secured commitments from the

         14  City University Of New York and DC 37, the City's

         15  largest Municipal labor union, to adopt this policy,

         16  as well.

         17                 And finally, also in 2005, the Mayor

         18  obtained commitments from major health insurance

         19  companies in the City to make domestic partner

         20  insurance widely available to City businesses with

         21  between two and 50 employees.  At the time, those

         22  size businesses made up approximately 74 percent of

         23  the City's vendors.  Previously, these small

         24  businesses were unable to obtain domestic partner

         25  coverage for their employees, because no insurance
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          2  product existed in the private market.

          3                 However, businesses with more than 50

          4  employees were already able to obtain domestic

          5  partner coverage.  To encourage vendors and other

          6  businesses Citywide to take advantage of this newly-

          7  created market, the Mayor signed Executive Order 72,

          8  which requires certain City vendors to report

          9  whether they offer healthcare coverage to their

         10  employees, and, if so, whether that coverage is

         11  offered on an equal basis to spouses and domestic

         12  partners of those employees.

         13                 In sum, indeed, the Administration

         14  supports the passage of Intro 501, and we look

         15  forward to working with the Council to successfully

         16  implement it.

         17                 Thank you for the opportunity to

         18  testify today, and I'll be glad to take any

         19  questions you have.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Well, your

         21  last few sentences are really good, so I don't have

         22  questions.  I'm really glad you are supporting this.

         23    It's very helpful, obviously, and I appreciate a

         24  lot of what you said in your testimony.  It is a

         25  very nice moment when we're all on the same page.
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          2                 MR. CROWELL:  Yes.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  And I thank

          4  you, and I look forward to working with you as we

          5  finish this legislation and bring it to fruition.

          6                 Terrific.  Thank you very much.  It

          7  was worth waiting for that testimony.

          8                 Okay.  Before I call up Rabbi

          9  Zwiebel, I just want to do one last call to see if

         10  after him, Rosemary Paladino is here. I don't know

         11  if she has arrived, so.  No, she's not coming, we

         12  don't think?  Okay.

         13                 So, then our final witness will be

         14  Rabbi David Zwiebel.  We welcome him.

         15                 While he's coming up here, I'll say

         16  I've had the honor of working with Rabbi Zwiebel on

         17  many issues that affect my District, and, obviously,

         18  the City as a whole.

         19                 Okay.  I don't have any more

         20  interesting conversation over here than the one I'm

         21  having, so, I'm going to wait.

         22                 Rabbi, suffice it to say, there are

         23  many areas, particularly related to social services

         24  and helping those in need, where we very much agree,

         25  and it's been an honor working together. There's
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          2  been a few areas where we don't agree. This may be

          3  one of them today.  But, it's always been

          4  respectful, and anyone who knows you, respects your

          5  intellect and your thoroughness, and your

          6  commitment.  You could have done a lot of things in

          7  life that would have been more renumerative, but you

          8  chose to do this public work,

          9  and I appreciate that.

         10                 We welcome your testimony.

         11                 Well, that's the whole point.  We're

         12  not letting you out of here until you change your

         13  testimony.

         14                 RABBI ZWIEBEL:  Oh, you have to press

         15  it, okay.  I apologize.

         16                 Mr. Chairman and your very dedicated

         17  staff, with whom I've had the pleasure of

         18  interacting over the past several days regarding

         19  this legislation, thank you very much for inviting

         20  me to testify on Intro 501.

         21                 My name is, as the Chairman has

         22  pointed out, is David Zwiebel.  I'm an Executive

         23  Vice President for Government and Public Affairs for

         24  Agudath Israel of America, which is a national

         25  Orthodox Jewish Organization.
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          2                 501 would extend to domestic partners

          3  any benefit or service that the City currently makes

          4  available to persons based on a spousal

          5  relationship.  And as you guessed, Bill, we do

          6  oppose this bill.

          7                 We oppose it, I guess, for reasons

          8  that are both symbolic and practical.  The symbolism

          9  is obvious.  This bill would elevate the status of

         10   "domestic partnership" into the legal equivalent of

         11  marriage, for purposes of City Law.  That would mean

         12  that in New York City, the traditional institution

         13  of marriage no longer occupies its singularly

         14  favored status, and there's a lot of symbolism

         15  attached to that.

         16                 What has gathered the most attention

         17  in the national debate over this issue has been one

         18  aspect of this, which is the question of same- sex

         19  relationships, and conferring even the status of

         20  marriage to those relationships in certain states,

         21  and the national debate that's taking place around

         22  that issue.

         23                 So, on this point I guess for the

         24  record I should reiterate our long- standing

         25  position that we oppose such legal recognition of
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          2  same- sex relationships.  We think that the law

          3  should not place its imprimatur of social legitimacy

          4  upon such relationships, because so many citizens,

          5  in fact, have religious, moral, and other reasons

          6  that they may find such relationships to be

          7  objectionable.

          8                 But I don't want to dwell on that

          9  here.  I'd rather focus on what I think is a

         10  practical point that is worth noting. I'd like to

         11  focus really on the impact this bill will have on

         12  heterosexual relationships.  We, from the start,

         13  this goes back, I think to 1997, or '98 when the

         14  first Domestic Partnership Bill was introduced, were

         15  concerned about its impact with respect to men and

         16  women who are living together and choose not to

         17  formalize their relationships through the marital

         18  process.

         19                 New York State does not recognize

         20   "common law marriage."  The only way by which a man

         21  and woman can become husband and wife, is by

         22  complying with the statutory provisions of the

         23  State's Domestic Relations Law.  Men and women who

         24  live together and are capable of formalizing their

         25  relationship through marriage, but consciously
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          2  choose not to do so, should not be treated as a

          3  married couple.

          4                 This is one of the points that we

          5  raised back in 1998 when this Domestic Partnership

          6  Bill was first introduced. This has potential

          7  implications for children.  We have heard many

          8  horror stories about the impact of divorce upon

          9  children, and the notion of "no- fault divorce",

         10  which allows people, even in a marital relationship,

         11  to relatively easily dissolve that relationship

         12  through the no- fault divorce process that exists in

         13  the State, and that has proven, in many situations,

         14  to be devastating for children.

         15                 Society has an interest in preserving

         16  marriages, and preserving relationships in which

         17  children can grow up in healthy environments.  Why

         18  is it that we would now create a situation where

         19  there is literally no incentive at all for an

         20  unmarried couple living together to formalize their

         21  relationship through marriage, which means that they

         22  can't dissolve their relationship without going

         23  through the formal process of divorce, as opposed to

         24  the way one would be able to resolve a domestic

         25  partnership relationship even more easily than
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          2  through the no- fault divorce process.

          3                 What I think this bill means, and can

          4  mean, something I think that the Council should

          5  consider as the bill will move forward through the

          6  Council, is that we are creating,  --  we are

          7  removing what may be an incentive for couples who

          8  are able to get married, from getting married.

          9  That's not a good thing.           Marriage is

         10  important.  Being able to get out of the

         11  relationship in which children are being raised in a

         12  family unit should not be easy, it should not be

         13  simple, it should be something that is done only

         14  through careful consideration, when there is no

         15  other choice.

         16                 Our view is that social policy should

         17  acknowledge the traditional family structure, with

         18  marriage at its foundation, as an asset that's well

         19  worth preserving.  This bill, I worry, will

         20  undermine that institution further still, and we

         21  oppose it.

         22                 Thank you.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Well Rabbi, I

         24  appreciate your testimony.  Obviously, our job is to

         25  listen to all perspectives.
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          2                 I think, you and I know each other

          3  well, and you understand that I think I have a

          4  particularly helpful vantage point on this issue,

          5  because I do happen to represent the largest

          6  lesbian, gay population, LGBT population in

          7  Brooklyn, and I also happen to represent part of a

          8  very large Orthodox Jewish population, and

          9  obviously, Brooklyn, is, I think this is factually

         10  correct, after Israel, the largest concentration of

         11  Orthodox Jewish people in the world, is in our

         12  Borough.

         13                 So, I've spent a lot of time  --

         14                 RABBI ZWIEBEL:  Yes you have.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  --  Listening

         16  and working with both communities, and I feel

         17  there's a great consistency in protecting the rights

         18  of everyone, and recognizing the special needs of

         19  everyone.  I think you have every right, of course,

         20  to raise the concerns, and I'm very sensitive to

         21  your community, but I also think this is a matter

         22  where we have a lot of people whose rights are not

         23  yet advanced to the point that they feel in their

         24  lives, protected, and that's crucial.

         25                 I know we've talked many times, and
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          2  with other leaders of the Orthodox community, about

          3  areas in which public policy doesn't recognize and

          4  support and embrace the Orthodox community.  I think

          5  we need to do that with the LGBT community, and

          6  that's why I support this bill.

          7                 I just want to say, practically, you

          8  raise a concern about the status of marriage, per

          9  se, and the lack of common- law marriage in New York

         10  State.  I think you make an interesting point about

         11  wording issues in the bill, and, of course, we'll

         12  look at, you know, all testimony.  I do want to say

         13  that having been involved in the original creation

         14  of Domestic Partnership Registry, I don't think

         15  people lightly become domestic partners.  I just

         16  want to say that as a response, respectful response

         17  to you.  I think if you look at the numbers, they

         18  suggest that it is a substantial process and

         19  relatively few people still go about it.

         20                      So, I just wanted to note that I

         21  think, intellectually, I don't quite agree with your

         22  analysis because I don't think it's something people

         23  enter into lightly, nor do they lead it lightly.

         24                 Secondly, on the larger role of

         25  marriage, and I say this as a parent, I think you're
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          2  absolutely right to say, protecting children should

          3  be an underlying realty of all policies. In some

          4  ways, and you know some of the work I've done on

          5  childcare and child abuse, that should be sacred in

          6  a sense.

          7                 I would also say, that the dynamic of

          8  children in marriages is so complex and there are so

          9  many instances where a child staying in a -- you

         10  know a child in a marriage that isn't working, can

         11  be a very bad situation for that child.  But I don't

         12  think its clear enough to say, preserving marriage,

         13  per se, is in the interest of children.  Preserving

         14  a "positive" relationship of any kind is in interest

         15  of children but preserving marriage, per se, it

         16  really depends, case by case.

         17                 I just wanted to offer those two

         18  responses.

         19                 RABBI ZWIEBEL:  Okay.  And I accept

         20  that.

         21                 Obviously, I think we do have a

         22  difference of perspective, a very respectful one,

         23  with respect to the same- sex relationship being

         24  formalized into something which is the equivalent of

         25  marriage.
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          2                 But on the other point, which, again,

          3  I think has not been the focus of much discussion

          4  when people hear about this bill and about what it

          5  seeks to achieve, the mind set is immediately that

          6  this is an issue that affects pretty much, you know,

          7  this larger, divisive issue of same- sex

          8  relationships, and how they should be treated.

          9                 What I'm suggesting is that the

         10  Council should look more closely at the impact,

         11  particularly in the context of heterosexual

         12  relationships, and those that are formed.  If I'm

         13  not mistaken, and I haven't checked this recently,

         14  but I believe there are more heterosexual domestic

         15  partners than there are homosexual domestic partner

         16  in the City.   I may be wrong, but I believe that to

         17  be the case.  It is true.  It's an unknown fact.

         18  People are not aware of that, and my feeling is,

         19  because of the reasons that I've outlined, that

         20  society aught to be pushing those who can get

         21  married, right now in New York that means

         22  heterosexual couples, to get married, and not leave

         23  the relationship at the level of being merely a

         24  domestic partnership, because a domestic partnership

         25  can be dissolved instantaneously almost, and that
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          2  can have, sometimes, extremely deleterious affects

          3  on children.

          4                 I'm not suggesting, of course, that

          5  marriage must be preserved at all counts.  Even in

          6  our religious tradition, we make provision for

          7  divorce, but there is a bias wherever possible to

          8  try and keep marriages going for the sake of

          9  children in particular. And I think there has been

         10  study, after study, after study about the fact that

         11  divorce leaves scars.  Sometimes it's the best thing

         12  to do, but it leaves scars.

         13                 Certainly being able to create a

         14  formal relationship that has all the benefits of

         15  marriage, but imposes none of the burdens of having

         16  to go through this formal process we call divorce

         17  before terminating that relationship, is something

         18  that might have an impact on children.  I believe

         19  it's something worthy of study by the Council,

         20  particularly in light of the fact that, again, in

         21  light of the reality that more heterosexual couples

         22  take advantage of the domestic partnership law in

         23  New York City than homosexual couples.

         24                 This is an issue that should not be

         25  ignored, and I wanted to take this opportunity to
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          2  put it on the table no matter what the Committee

          3  decides to do with this particular bill in terms of

          4  moving it forward.  I think it's an issue that

          5  deserves study.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Well, thank

          7  you.   I appreciate, as always, the seriousness and

          8  the intelligence of your analysis, and very much

          9  appreciate your being here.

         10                 RABBI ZWIEBEL:  Thank you.  My

         11  pleasure and thanks for everything that you do for

         12  the community and for all of New York City.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON DE BLASIO:  Thank you.

         14                 I think that concludes our group of

         15  witnesses, and I want to thank everyone who has been

         16  here today.  We look forward to working together on

         17  this legislation going forward.

         18                 Now, this meeting of the General

         19  Welfare Committee is adjourned.

         20                 (Hearing adjourned at 11:35 a.m.)
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