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WASHINGTON, Nov. 7 — The House approved a bill this evening granting broad protections
against discrimination in the workplace for gay men, lesbians and bisexuals, a measure that
supporters praised as the most important civil rights legislation since the adoption of the
Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990 but that opponents said would result in unnecessary
lawsuits.

The bill, the Employment Nondiscrimination Act, is the latest version of legislation that Democrats
have pursued since 1974 when Representatives Edward |. Koch and Bella Abzug of New York
first sought to protect gay men and lesbians with a measure that they introduced on the fifth
anniversary of the Stonewall Rebellion, the confrontation between gay men and police officers at
a bar in Greenwich Village that is widely viewed as the start of the American gay rights
movement.

“On this proud day of the 110th Congress, we will chart a new direction for civil rights,” said
Representative Kathy Castor, a Florida Democrat and leading gay rights advocate, in a speech
ahead of the vote. “On this proud day, the Congress will act to ensure that all Americans are
granted equal rights in the work place.”

Senator Edward M. Kennedy, the Massachusetts Democrat and a long-time supporter of gay
rights legislation, said he would move swiftly to introduce a similar measure in the Senate, and
some Senate Republicans said that, if worded carefully, it would have a good chance of passage,
perhaps early next year.

Senator Susan Collins, Republican of Maine, has said that she would serve as the lead co-
sponsor of the Senate bill. Ms. Collins said in a statement that the House vote “provides important
momentum” and that “there is growing support in the Senate for strengthening federal laws to
protect American workers from discrimination based on sexual orientation.”

President Bush threatened to veto an earlier version of the bill, but a White House spokesman,
Tony Fratto, said the administration would need to review recent changes before making a final
decision. Few Democrats expect Mr. Bush to change his mind.

The House bill would amend the federal Civil Rights Act and make it illegal for an employer “to fail
or refuse to hire or to discharge any individual, or otherwise discriminate against any individual
with respect to the compensation, terms, conditions or privileges of employment of the individual,
because of such individual’s actual or perceived sexual orientation.”

While 19 states and Washington, D.C., have laws barring discrimination based on sexual
orientation, and many municipalities offer similar protections, federal law offers no such shield,
although it does bar discrimination based on race, religion, ethnicity, sex, age, disability and
pregnancy.



In the House today, 35 Republicans joined 200 Democrats voting for the bill, which was approved
235 to 184, a reflection perhaps of polls showing that a plurality of Americans now believe
homosexuality should be considered acceptable, although a majority still oppose gay marriage.
Voting against the bill were 25 Democrats and 159 Republicans

For more than 30 years, outlawing discrimination based on sexual orientation has been a crusade
for liberal Democrats who fought numerous partisan battles with Republicans but always came up
short. In 1996, the Senate came within one vote of passing a bill; the House did not vote on the
bill that year.

The twist this year is that the measure has emerged as an example of Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s
recent pragmatism in trying to make headway on key issues by granting concessions, even at the
risk of angering her party’s base.

To ensure passage of the bill, Ms. Pelosi of California and other Democrats, including
Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts, who is openly gay, removed language granting
protections to transsexual and transgender individuals by barring discrimination based on sexual
identity, a move that infuriated a number of gay rights groups.

The Democrats also carved out a blanket exemption for religious groups, drawing the ire of civil
liberties advocates who argued that church-run hospitals, for instance, should not be permitted to
discriminate against gay doctors or lesbian nurses. The civil liberties groups wanted a narrow
exemption for religious employers.

In comments on the House floor, Ms. Pelosi acknowledged the challenges. “History teaches us
that progress on civil rights is never easy,” she said. “It is often marked by small and difficult
steps.”

Ms. Pelosi did succeed in maintaining the support of the Human Rights Campaign, the largest
gay rights group in the country, even though it was disappointed not to include gender identity
protections in the bill.

“Today’s vote in the House sends a powerful message about equality to the country and it's a
significant step forward for our community,” said Joe Solomonese, the group’s president.

Others were not so upbeat. “What should have been one of the most triumphant days in
our movement’s history is not,” said Matt Foreman, the executive direction of the National
Gay and Lesbian task Force. “It’s one of very mixed reactions. And that in and of itself is
extremely disappointing.”

But many longtime supporters of the legislation cheered its passage. “It's wonderful,” said Mr.
Koch, the former congressman and mayor of New York City. “Even though it is a vote that was
delayed too long.”

Much of the debate on the floor today was taken up by Republicans complaining, somewhat
oddly, that they could not hold a vote on a Democratic amendment to restore the gender identity
language to the bill.

Democrats suggested that these Republicans were not hoping to protect transsexuals from
discrimination but to restore provisions to the bill that would have made it easier to rally
opposition.



Representative Doc Hastings of Washington, who led the Republican effort to get a vote on the
amendment, said he opposed the overall bill in part because many states had already approved
similar laws, and also because he viewed it as intrusive. “I do not think it is the place of the
federal government to legislate how each and every place of business operates,” he said.

Other opponents said they did not like the idea of outlawing discrimination based on perceptions
of a person’s sexual orientation.

“It would be impossible for employers to operate a business without having to worry about being
accused of discriminating against someone based on their ‘perceived’ sexual orientation,” said
Representative Ginny Brown-Waite, Republican of Florida, who raised two fingers on each hand
to flash quotation marks over her head as she said “perceived.”

Senator Kennedy, who is chairman of the Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee,
issued a statement praising the House vote. Aides to Mr. Kennedy said he had not decided
whether to introduce a measure identical to the one passed by the House or to introduce his own
version, which would likely restore language barring discrimination based on gender identity.



