Testimony on Same Sex Benefits for State Employees

House of Representatives – November 15, 2006

House Bills 4001 and 4002

My name is Barbara Belknap. I am testifying as the President of the Juneau Chapter of the National Organization for Women, an organization that has been fighting for equality for forty years. 

Earlier today, a few people who testified against same sex benefits during the Senate Finance Committee talked about the Court going against the will of the people. I am one of the people and they do not speak for me. Nor do they speak for all the people who testified overwhelmingly for same sex benefits during the last session. 

We urge the House to reject the Administrative Branch’s refusal to adhere to the Constitution of the State of Alaska, and to let the Alaska Supreme Court ruling and recommendations for implementation on same sex benefits stand. Real people, our friends and neighbors, are being impacted adversely by the roadblocks put up by the Legislative and the Administrative branches of our government.

Yesterday, South Africa announced that it is legalizing same sex marriages and same sex civil unions. Their reasoning is that they have attacked discrimination based on race and could not ignore discrimination based on sexual preference. 

While state legislatures across the country have passed laws or constitutional amendments stating that marriage is between a man and a woman, hundreds of city governments, eleven state governments, and more than half of the United States’ largest corporations offer benefit plans to same sex couples. They are eradicating one of the last bastions of overt discrimination in the workplace is being steadily eradicated across the country.

Martin Luther King said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” We have a state Constitution that clearly affords justice towards all. It is simply and unequivocally stated in the Alaska Constitution in Article I, Section One on Inherent Rights, where it says, “…all persons are equal and entitled to equal rights, opportunities, and protection under the law.” It does not say that any class of people can have their rights denied by a vote of the people.

The Judicial Branch is not legislating from the bench – it is doing its job in enforcing the Constitution of the State of Alaska. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.

