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  The U.S. military’s Don’t Ask Don’t Tell policy requiring lesbian and gay service members to stay in the closet is being relieved of duty.  A last-ditch effort to block consideration of repeal of the 1993 law in the U.S. Senate failed early in the day on December 18th.  At least 60 votes in the 100-member chamber were needed to overcome Republican Party obstructionism, led by Arizona’s John McCain, to prevent an up or down vote on the issue after it was separated from the annual military spending bill, and re-introduced as a stand-alone measure.  Six Republicans joined the Democratic majority in a 63-to-33 vote to block a threatened filibuster that would have ended repeal chances in the waning days of the current Congressional session.  Final passage, which requires a simple majority, was all but guaranteed to reach President Obama for his signature by the end of the year.

Don’t Ask Don’t Tell was repealed in the House of Representatives earlier this week – for the second time.  The vote in the House was 250-to-175, with 16 more “yes” votes than in the first vote in May.

  Once repeal becomes law, the Pentagon will have an undetermined amount of time – probably a few months – to prepare for the policy change before it is ready to “certify” repeal.  Another 60-day period will then be required before the new policy takes effect.  Until that time "Don't Ask Don't Tell" is still officially in effect, so gay and lesbian service members are discouraged from immediately coming out.  The head of the Marine Corps, Commandant General James Amos, repeated his opposition to repeal earlier this week, saying that lifting the ban during wartime could cost lives.  Amos said of repeal this week that "I don't want to lose any Marines to the distraction."
Openly gay Congressman Barney Frank of Massachusetts told MSNBC’s “Countdown with Keith Olbermann” that, “The distraction is the policy, not getting rid of it.”
  Nearly 14,000 honorably serving gay and lesbian service members have been discharged under the policy.
One of them is the outspoken opponent of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, decorated Iraq War veteran and Arabic language specialist Lieutenant Dan Choi.  He wrote to “Pam’s House Blend” blogger Pam Spaulding and gay journalist Rex Wockner this week from a Veterans Hospital Psychiatric Ward after experiencing a breakdown and anxiety attack.  Choi said in the email message that, “I did not initially want to publicize this, but I now realize it is critical for our community to know several things.”  He discussed his frustration over ongoing efforts to repeal Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, and said that his vociferous activism had taken a toll.  But he said his was “not an isolated incident within the gay veteran community... The failures of government and national lobbying carry consequences far beyond the careers and reputations of corporate leaders, elected officials, High powered lobbyists, or political elites,” he wrote.  “They ruin lives.”
  Elsewhere, an attorney for eight British couples is preparing a lawsuit challenging the dual U.K. bans on same-gender marriages and heterosexual civil partnerships.  During the Equal Love Campaign over the past two months, four gay and lesbian and four heterosexual couples have applied for, and been barred from, the institution that the law now denies them.

Their legal advisor, Robert Wintemute, professor of human rights law at Kings College London, says that the double bans violate Article 14 – anti-bias protections; Article 12 – the right to marry; and Article 8 – the right to respect for family life – of the European Convention on Human Rights.

Campaigner Peter Tatchell said this week that the eight British couples would file a joint application to the European Court of Human Rights in the coming week.

  Civil unions in France were created to offer legal recognition to same-gender couples that could not marry. But they’ve become the preferred option for heterosexual couples.  According to a report in the “New York Times” this week, there are now two civil unions for every three marriages in France.  While civil unions do not offer all the rights of marriage, the “Times” said that when they became available in 1999, most thought of them as an advance for lesbigay rights.  “No one, though, anticipated ... that by 2009,” the “Times” said, “the overwhelming majority of civil unions would be between straight couples.”
Some fans of the institution note that divorce laws can be a messy business.  But all that’s required to end a civil union is a registered letter.

  In other news, Human Rights Watch issued a report this week documenting extensive state persecution of LGBT people in Iran.  The 102-page document is based on testimony from more than a hundred Iranians, and describes in detail “the government's violations against its general population, including arbitrary arrests and detentions, invasions of privacy, mistreatment and torture of detainees, and the lack of due-process protections and fair-trial guarantees.”  Iranian law criminalizes all sexual activity outside of marriage.  It’s one of seven countries in the world where people can be executed for having consensual adult same-gender sex.  The public hanging in 2005 of two men convicted of that crime — at least one of them a minor — drew international condemnation.  Human Rights Watch noted that it’s virtually impossible to get a full account of every gay sex-related case.  Defendants are usually tried in closed court, and often charged with other capital crimes in addition to sodomy.  The group said that several men condemned for having consensual gay sex are currently on death row, including some who were minors when they were arrested.  They also hope that their report will sensitize governments who consider asylum-seeking LGBT Iranians.

  The “Washington Post” reported this week that persecution of LGBT people is intensifying across Africa.  It’s being fueled by fundamentalist preachers – many imported from the U.S. – and intolerant governments led by homophobic politicians.

Monica Mbaru, Africa coordinator for the Cape Town-based IGLHRC, the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission, told the “Post” that “It has never been harder for gays and lesbians on the continent... homophobia is on the rise.”  After having her photo and address listed as one of “Uganda’s Top 100 Homos” by a widely read tabloid, activist Sheila Hope Mugisha said she feared leaving her home.  “Here,” she said, where pending legislation proposes the death penalty for some people convicted of consensual private adult same-gender sex, “homosexuality is like you have killed someone.”  Sexual minorities have also been attacked this year in Zimbabwe, and security forces recently removed LGBT people from a conference against gender-based violence. LGBT people have faced violence in Senegal, where some of their graves have been desecrated.  They’ve been attacked by police and targeted by the media in Cameroon.

Kenya’s Prime Minister had to backtrack on recent comments calling for the arrest of all gays and lesbians, and Gambia’s president has vowed to expel them from the country, while urging his citizens not to rent homes to them.
Giles Muhame, a 22-year-old journalist in Uganda’s capital of Kampala, eerily told the “Post” that "The world is under siege by homosexuals... They want to control the world, and they are starting with Africa.”

  But the United States announced this week that it would try to get sexual orientation restored as an explicit category in a routine United Nations resolution condemning “extrajudicial, summary, and arbitrary executions and other killings.”  Several specified targeted groups, including religious and ethnic minorities, indigenous people, human rights defenders, street people, and refugees are named in the resolution, which the U.N. votes on every two years. Lesbians and gay men have been listed since 1999.  But in a General Assembly vote last month, some Arabic and African countries successfully lobbied for their deletion.  Speaking at a panel on December 10th, International Human Rights Day, U.S. Ambassador to the U.N. Susan Rice said she was “incensed” by the exclusionary vote. U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon joined Rice on the panel, and called for universal decriminalization of consensual same-gender sex, and an end to sexual orientation-based discrimination.

  And finally, Sepp Blatter, president of the International Federation of Association Football, the world governing body of the sport that some call soccer, kicked up a round of global outrage this week.  He quipped during a conversation with reporters that gay fans who plan to attend the just-announced 2022 World Cup tournament in the Persian Gulf nation of Qatar should “refrain from sexual activities” there.  The Federation has already been criticized for awarding the international event to a country that criminalizes consensual adult same-gender sex.

Juris Lavrikovs is the communications director for the European branch of the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, known by the acronym ILGA.  He said Blatter’s apparently light-hearted comments were "not a joke,” calling it “a matter of life and death to people.”  Australian football columnist Jesse Fink called for Blatter’s immediate resignation.

Blatter issued an apology a few days later.  “It was not my intention and never will be my intention to go into any discrimination,” he said in a statement.  “That is exactly what we are against.  If somebody feels that they have been hurt, then I regret it and present apologies.”  Gay British-born former NBA basketball player John Amaechi said on his website that Blatter’s comments demonstrated “archaic, Neanderthal ignorance [that] should have been wholly unacceptable a decade ago... Instead, with little more than an afterthought,” he added, “FIFA has endorsed the marginalization of LGBT people around the world.”
========= brief Choi Update =========

Updating a “NewsWrap” story with some good news, tireless Don’t Ask Don’t Tell repeal advocate Lt. Dan Choi was released from the hospital on December 18th, and gay journalist Rex Wockner wrote that Choi “sounded like himself in a telephone interview with CNN.”
