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A civil tradition

Data show same-sex unions in Vt. draw a privileged group

By Patricia Wen, Globe Staff, 6/29/2003

A s Vermont approaches the third anniversary of a landmark law granting same

unions, some patterns are emerging about who pursues these marriage-like b
make up two-thirds of the couples, and nearly 40 percent have had a previous heter
marriage.

The nearly 5,700 gay and lesbian couples who have been joined in civil unions are
America's elite: About 90 percent are white, most are college graduates in their 30s
typically earn above-average incomes, according to a recent study. And while thesc
to defy the mainstream view of marriage, many see themselves as upholding tradit

"We're just like other married couples who - 7
have settled down," said Michael Condon, a =
42-year-old Brockton transportation
manager who had a civil union two years
ago. "Here's a typical weekend: We go to a
graduation for a niece, we help friends with
vard work, we [go] with a straight couple to
watch a Harry Potter movie on DVD . . .
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We're just living our life." strategies ard alteriative ways of azcompl 2h
©sarme gezal e difficult, o rtoatlractl tap-l
Seeking civil-union licenses at a rate of and retain tham, | ceed Lo aifer the bast sere

nearly 160 a month, these couples are
widely regarded by researchers as "pioneers" |
who offer clues about the type of people |
who will seek same-sex marriages, should |
that be recognized. So far, the data from
Vermont's Office of Vital Statistics suggest that gays and lesbians who are comfort
open in society will be at the forefront.
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"It's people who have more status in society who will take a risk," said University o
psychology professor Esther Rothblum, who coauthored a study last year of about .
who had joined in same-sex civil unions in the law's first vear. "People who are alr
two oppressed groups -- why would they put themselves in another?"
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early data out of Vermont may be a warning sign that leaders in the gay and lesbia
need to do more to reach all segments of its population concerning same-sex marri
civil-union issues. "Are we not doing a good job in getting the word out?" he asked

Vermont's precedent-setting law hits its third-year anniversary Tuesday, at a time v
rights are being reexamined by the courts, states, and overseas. On Friday, the US ¢
overturned a Texas sodomy law and declared the importance of constitutional prot
and lesbian couples, a ruling that may have powerful implications for the rights of
marry. A decision is expected this summer by Massachusetts' highest court on lega
marriage for gays and lesbians here, and Canada's federal government appears on t
sanctioning same-sex marriage.

Several states, including Connecticut and California, are considering bills that are :
Vermont's civil-union law.

Sondra Solomon, a University of Vermont professor who worked with Rothblum o
civil-union couples, found that emotional reasons, not practical or legal ones, drov:
same-sex ¢ ouples to legalize their relationship. She said early data also show that
more drawn to marriage than gays, perhaps because of women's perceived greater 1
emphasize personal relationships and family ties. Also, there may simply be such a
marrying type, Solomon said: Those who once married someone of the opposite se
marry again when they fall in love with someone of the same sex.
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Individuals in civil unions also tend to have higher-than-average incomes -- roughl
st gays in civil unions and $55,000 a year for lesbians. Rothblum said this gives these
E resources to travel to Vermont for a legal document that remains largely symbolic.
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Obtaining a civil unien license did require travel for the overwhelming majority of
Vermont has the highest number of civil union licenses with 832, 689 couples cam
York, 535 from Massachusetts, 327 from Florida, and 296 from California. The sta
than 10 civil union licenses include Wyoming, Montana, South Dakota, Hawaii, ar

Some scholars question, though, if the early data on Vermont's civil-union couples
who would pursue same-sex marriage. Because same-sex marriage has the legally -
of "marriage" -- which civil unions explicitly are not -- it may attract larger number
cross-section of people.

Currently, same-sex couples with civil unions who live in Vermont receive many ¢
benefits as married heterosexual couples, including those related to property distrit
benefits, and financial support. But if a couple does not live in Vermont, they have
of those or any legal benefits, because other states do not recognize the legal autho
unions.

[f same-sex marriage is legalized in Massachusetts or in any other state, Richard M
health statistics chief for Vermont, predicted that Vermont's civil-union law will lo

attraction.

"Now, we are unique," he said.
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Though proud of their civil unions, many couples said they still struggle with how
about their "spouse” of the same sex. trving to strike the right balance between non
sensitivity to other people's potential discomfort.

Kert Jones, 32, who lives outside Salt Lake City, said she often startles people in h
Mormon community when she reveals she is a lesbian who has "a wife." She said h
appearance -- her long dark hair, her girlish voice, and preference for long dresses
people the impression she's "a nice Mormon girl.

"I never lie to people," said Jones, a nursing student with a 20-month-old child whe
civil union two years ago in Vermont. "People often see me wearing my wedding r
ask, "What does your husband do?' T always just say, 'I'm married to a woman.'"

Pat, a Boston mother of two who was previously married to the children's father, s:
speak openly about her same-sex civil union because she believes it's important to
gay relationships. She says she ultimately doesn't "care what most people think."” B
the topic upsets her parents and some relatives, so she remains discreet about reve:
lifestyle, and asked that she only be identified by her first name.

eligion 1s one area where gay and lesbian couples appear to be pursuing a nontrac
The University of Vermont study found same-sex couples in civil unions were far 1
than the general population to describe their religious beliefs as "spiritual,” and less
identify with the religion they were raised in. The dropoff for Catholics was partict
pronounced. While more than 30 percent of gay and lesbians who participated in tt
study were raised Catholic, less than 6 percent continued in adulthood to identify v
religion.

The study also noted that many civil union couples have children, either through pi
marriages or in their current relationship. It found that 31 percent of lesbian couple
percent of gay coupies had children.

Two years after their civil-union ceremony, Kate Finnick, a 35-year-old guidance ¢
Long Island, N.Y., and the woman she calls her spouse are now hoping to adopt a ¢
complete their ideal vision of home life.

"Other than being gay, we're very traditional," said Finnick, who changed her last n
spouse's. "We wanted to meet someone special. We wanted to buy a house and hav

While these couples hope for everlasting love, it doesn't always turn out that way.

[f same-sex unions reflect the break-up patterns of heterosexual marriages, then ro
would end in time. But so far, data is scarce. In the three years since the law took ¢
couples have legally dissolved their civil union, largely because Vermont requires
member of the couple reside in the state for a year before the ties can be severed. E
civil union is not recognized in other states, most estranged couples probably just s
legally dissolving the bond.
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A Massachusetts woman named Pamela would like to be celebrating the second ar
her civil union this week. But last February, she said, "my wife left me." She's not s
formally dissolve the relationship.

"I have no idea what I'll do," said the woman, who asked to be identified only by he
had figured I'd be spending the rest of my life with her."

Jenny and Brandy Tracy, who will be joining in a civil union ceremony today at th
Inn in Bolton, Vt., said they can't imagine a day they will be apart.

The couple believe so strongly in traditional marital unity that Brandy took Jenny's
Jenny, a 31-year-old manager at a car dealership in Kansas City, said she and her p
to legalize their relationship because "all other couples can live their lives as one u
wanted to do the same thing."

Some day, they hope to repeat their vows in a marriage ceremony that is legally rec
"That's our ultimate goal," she said. "We want to marry."

Patricia Wen can be reached at wen@globe.com.

This story ran on page B1 of the Boston Globe on 6/29/2003.
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