Pathways to Equality 

Monday, March 8, 2004

King County Executive Ron Sims

After several weeks of hard work with the Northwest Women's Law Center & Lambda, King County Executive Ron Sims today invited six same-sex couples who were denied marriage licenses, to file suit against King County in an appeal to the King County Superior Court, claiming discrimination under the state's equal protection law. He believes that the law is unconstitutional and the courts are the place to resolve the issue. Executive Sims believes we must use the law to change the law.

The following is the transcript of County Executive Ron Sims' comments to the media on marriage equality.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
When I was a kid I can remember the searing images of elected officials, police and businesses blocking doors to prevent bringing equality to America.  My parents themselves were very active in Spokane. They said that it was important both through their demonstrations, and through all of their civic work that Spokane was going to be an inclusive community and no matter who you were, wherever you were, you were going to have full rights.  This morning I opened the doors to the Department of Licensing because I did not want to be like those images that I saw on television. I was not going to fold my arms, hold my hand up and say that ‘You have no rights here.’  

Now, there is a law in the State of Washington and I have no control but to enforce that law. It doesn’t mean that I like it; it means that I have no choice. It doesn’t mean that I find it just; it means that I have no choice but to uphold it.  I welcome these individuals today who wish to obtain a license, because I know it will precipitate an action which concludes a script:  Our need as a society to recognize people who love each other and who wish to get a license.  And in that case I hope it will mean that we will redefine marriage and allow anybody who wishes to be married the right to do so.

I want to talk about marriage.  The Book of Common Prayer says that matrimony is a holy and honorable state. And, therefore, not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly but reverently, strictly, advisedly, soberly and with the fear of God.  We must bring the discussion and the definition of marriage to the same reverence - with discretion, soberness and prayer. 

The issue is not simple, nor is it for the faint of heart.  People of good will throughout the nation are divided on the question. Many push for the immediate legalization of same sex marriage and others are demanding a constitution amendment that will ban it.  

But we should never, ever tell people who love each other - who have entered into a relationship soberly, two people who will function for the rest of their lives as one, two people as one who will nurture each other, provide support for each other, love each other, raise children together - we should never deny those individuals the right to be married.  But we do.  

Today’s laws do not extend equality in marriage to same sex couples that traditional couples enjoy. Today’s laws offer no protection for same-sex couples who may have to make urgent health care decisions when one partner is ill or dying. Today’s laws offer no protection regarding inheritance, benefits and insurance for the surviving partner of same-sex couples. Today’s laws offer no security for same sex couples and their families. Today’s laws offer no equality for all. Today’s laws must be changed, to ensure a better tomorrow.

We take this path today, not just for these loving committed couples, but for equal protection under the law for all.

There are many who will say that our action today goes too far.  Some have said that now is not the time. Or that Washington State is not ready for equality for all.

In 1963 the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, 

“The time is always right to do what is right.”   

There are many who will say that our action today does not go far enough.

To this Reverend King also had an answer.  He wrote 

“The conservatives who say ‘Let us not move so fast,’ and the extremists who say, ‘Let us go out and whip the world,’ would tell you that they are as far apart as the poles. But there is a striking parallel: They accomplish nothing; for they do not reach the people who have a crying need to be free.”  

I believe our action today is the right way to reach the people who have a crying need to be free.

I have felt the sting of discrimination in my life. I have faced that monster and its evil. To say that the stings do not bring pain is an error, for discrimination is a painful thing to experience at any age and at any time. To see people sanction it to me lessens this extraordinary country.  It is time that this country move forward into the 21st century and tell people how this great grand experiment that has no common gene pool, no common faith, that this great experience, this great government, this great culture, that is now America – can tell the rest of the world what equality means and what justice looks like.

I wish that I did not have to remember the experience of watching people say that it is not okay for blacks to marry whites and that had to go through the US Supreme Court to be resolved in 1967.  I wish I didn’t have to remember the images of people not being able to move forward and enjoy each other.  But that was a part of my life.  

The time has come for great change. So I am humbled to be in the presence of people who have taken a step to remind us of what families are, who loving couples are and of how far we have to go. So that we can set aside our prejudices and our phobias and our anger and embrace change.  

I want to close with the parting words of President Johnson as he signed the Civil Rights Act.

“Let us pray for wise and understanding hearts.  Let us lay aside irrelevant differences and make our Nation whole.  Let us hasten that day when our unmeasured strength and our unbounded spirit will be free to do the great works ordained for this Nation by the just and wise God who is the Father of us all.”

So let us be an extraordinary people. 

I hope that when this issue arrives at the door of the Washington State Supreme Court that they will look and say that equal protection is an entitlement for everyone and that marriage - that very wonderful, extraordinary and loving institution - will be available to everyone. That we will not engage in limiting ourselves, but that we will become a limitless people, a great state a great county …and continue to be a great country.

Thank you.

