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“Star-Tribune-capital bufeau

CHEYENNE — in-é'ddition to
dealing with the_tragic beating
death of a gay University of
Wyoming student in October,
Gov. Jim Geringer said state res-
idents were targeted collective-
ly as “brutal and uncaring.”

“That hit hard,” he said dur-
ing an interview Friday.

Now, residents of the state
are feeling the second wave: of
national negative reaction after
the Legislature’s rejection of a
bias crime law. .

A glance at the governor's
email shows how upset some
people are with Wyoming. One
writer vehemently vowed to by-
pass the state during his up-
coming Western trip because it
will not pass a bias crime law.

whelmed by some of the letter§
and emails that come in that
say, 'lIf you'don't pass this hate
crime law [ will hate you."” Ger:
inger related. “Excuse me, but
aren't we trying to eliminate
stereotypes and dlscrlmmatlon
and hatred?”

The four previous bias crlme
bills that were killed by the Leg:
islature this decade received
scant attention in Wyoming, let

"-alone nationally. The death of

Matthew Shepard, however;

changed the debate forever.
The 21-year-old Shepard was

pistol-whipped, tied to a fence

and left for de ramie
subdivision in October. He died
O_F_'rﬁgg?]i_\_@_laga/d_imm.uﬁl_a
Fort Collins, Colo., hospital. five
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BIAS CRIME: Geringer favored Senate File 91

_ Continued from Al

The attack sparked a call
from human rights groups, gay
rights organizations and others
for the passage of hate crime
laws at both the state and fed-
eral level that include sexual ori-
entation.

Wyoming is one of only nine
states that do not have a hate or
bias crime law on its books.

The House debated the issue
on the floor this year for the
first time, but after narrowly
surviving two votes House Bill
132 died on a 30-30 final vote.

The bill enhanced penalties
for misdemeanors motivated by
bias or prejudice toward an in-
dividual or group due to reli-
gion, race, color, sexual orien-
tation, disability, national origin
or ancestry. The House added
occupation to the list.

Proponents of the bill and a
similar measure, Senate File 84,
emphasized it was modeled af-
ter a Wisconsin law that has
been upheld by the U.S.
Supreme Court.

Geringer, however, favored
SF 91, a compromise sponsored
by Sen. Rich Cathcart, D-Car-
penter, that removed the list in
favor of unspecified “groups or
individuals” protected from bias
crimes.

Both Senate proposals were
killed 3-2 by the Senate Judicia-
ry Committee last week. The on-
ly related bill still alive is House
Bill 193, which would create a
“Human Diversity Task Force”
to study bias crimes in Wyo-
ming and report to the gover-
nor and Legislature.

Sen. John Schiffer, R-Kaycee,
chairman of the Senate panel,
said he could explain the rea-
son the House killed HB 132 “in
two words: sexual orientation.”

Geringer agreed that includ-
ing homosexuals as a protected
class was a factor in the bill’s
demise, but not the only one.

The governor said his main
problem with the list is that
“when you start to enumerate
who would be affected or not

affected, you inadvertently — or
perhaps purposely — leave
things out.”

David Smith, communica-
tions director of the Human
Rights Campaign (HRC)
Washington, D.C., said Wyo-
ming’s decision to kill bias crime
legislation “flies in the face of
public opinion.”

“It leaves a very serious
problem unresolved for at least
another year,” he said.

Smith said Wyoming legisla-
tors who objected to giving
“special protection” to any
groups were trying to.mask ho-
mophobic attitudes.

“It’s very clear what they are
talking about,” he said. “It illus-
trates the pervasiveness of anti-
gay bias in society.”

21 think as we get removed
from the Matthew Shepard
évent, it will become clear that

this is not a bill that is just di-
rected at protection of homo-
sexuals.” said Rev, Daniel Mon-
san_djmﬂomLLhﬁﬂwig

Church Coalition.
The WCC has lobbied for a

.bias crime bill since 1990.

Monson said he believes Ger-
inger “is very sincere in wanting
a good hate crimes bill, but I al-
so think he knows the political
circumstances in Wyoming well
enough to know that if you put
sexual orientation in it you may
doom the bill.”

He said the governor’s pref-
erence of SF 91 which is based
on a Texas law, is understand-
able.

“The problem i is it has turned
out to be unenforceable and un-
constitutional,” Monson said.
“It’s too vague.”

Sponsors of the Texas law,
he added, discovered its inef-
fectiveness and are trying to
pass a version with a list similar
to the one Wyoming rejected.

Monson said he would like to
see both gender and age added
to the list of protected classes
because both are targeted for
crimes.

The sponsors of the bill this
year, he said, refused to include
gender because they thought it
would lead to its defeat.

“The reality is it might actu-
ally bring in every female in the
state as a supporter,” Monson
said.

Geringer also said he was
baffled by the House's decision
not to include gender, as well
as an amendment that eliminat-
ed felonies from HB 132.

Jesus Rios, president of the
Associated Students of the Uni-
versity of Wyoming (ASUW),
said he is personally disap-
pointed in the Legislature’s de-
cision.

“What it says to me is that
they’ve missed the big picture,”
he said. “They completely seem
to miss what occurred here in
October and take that too heav-
ily into account in trying to de-
termine what direction they
should go with this legislation.”

The ASUW leader said he ex-
pects individual students and
organizations to write letters
and make phone calls to legis-
lators in protest of the bias
crime bills’ rejection.’

“I think we needed something
to reaffirm the state’s support
of students’ concerns.” Rios
said. “I think the failure to pass
{bias crime) legislation is a shot
to students.”

Rios said he supported Ger-
inger’s call for a dialogue on
how to prevent bias crimes but
added, “lI definitely think it
would take the governor’s sup-
port for this legislation to pass.”

“l think (Geringer) was key
in how this played out,” he said.
“Asking the Legislature to just
open it up for dialogue, by all

means, wasn't enough.”

“I'd like to know just what
else he expected,” Geringer said,
adding that he worked exten-
sively with the co-chairmen of
the Joint Judiciary Committee
on the issue.

The governor said if he had
just reacted to popular opinion
in Wyoming he would not have
supported any bias crime law
instead of endorsing SF 91,

Geringer said he also felt a
responsibility “to lead people
where they ought to go,” but
the approach he took was “tg
let them discover on their own
that there is a better way” in:
stead of pushing them. ~

“That’s what we did,” he said.
“We tried to raise the aware-
ness of what the important parts
of human behavior are that
need to be changed. It has to
come from within, not by dic-
tate from without.”

Geringer said he believes the
debate about bias crime laws
has been healthy for the state..

“The issue of sexual orienta-
tion is now more vividly in peo-
ple’s discussion than ever be:
fore,” he said.

Monson said the WCC will fo-
cus on education until the bias
crime issue can be reconsid-
ered. He said the coalition will
sponsor a conference on hate
in Lander in October.

“Obviously a lot of people
don’t understand what a bias
crime bill is all about because
they don’t understand what a
bias is,” Monson said. “A lot of
people are bhssfully unaware o‘I
their own biases.” e
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