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By EuAN BEAR

Montpelier — A handful of activists — paid

and unpaid — a couple of policy wonks,

and one self-identified transman crowded into

the small House Judiciary Committee room at
the State House on April 7 to testify in support
of H.478, the Gender Identity and Expression

Non-discrimination bill.

The bill adds the terms “gender
identity and expression” to the list of protected
categories in various state laws.

With nearly half the committee
members absent, the first to testify was
Michele Child from the Legislative Council,
whose members draft proposed bills. She
noted that there is no definition of the terms
“gender identity” and “gender expression” in
the bill as drafted.

Representatives from Outright
Vermont and R.U.1.2? Community Center
offered their support for the bill, as did Robert
Appel, executive director of the Vermont
Human Rights Commission, and Assistant
Attorney General Sandi Everitt. Everitt
referred.to-the AG’s opinion.in the 2004 case
of Tony Barretto-Neto vs. the Town of
Hardwick (see “Groundbreaking Ruling
Recognizes Trans Rights” in the May 2004
issue of OITM). She was asked why the pro-
posed amendment was necessary if the
Attorney General’s office had already given an
opinion that transgender people were covered
under the “sex” and “sexual orientation” pro-
visions of the current laws.

“That opinion is not case law,”
Everitt pointed out. “There has been no court
ruling. It was based on the specifics of that
case, and there is no certainty that Mr.
Barretto-Neto would have won in court based
on our interpetation.”

Low numbers of complaints, she
declared, don’t reflect an absence of discrimi-
nation, but rather an uncertainty about whether
there is a legal remedy. “We believe it is nec- -
essary to provide protection.”

Transman and lawyer Jes Kraus tes-
tified from his experiences, which he acknowl-
edged were mostly positive with regard to his
employer, the Vermont State Employees
Association. :
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: Kraus identified himself as an attor-
ney, a member of the Outright board of direc-
tors, a volunteer group coordinator at
R.U:1.2?, a former police officer, a Coast
Guard veteran, the parent of a daughter, and a
female-to-male transsexual.

Even though he has been lucky,
Kraus said, “Transgender people face discrimi-
nation in ways most people never have to
think about,” and his own identity — or more
accurately, dealing with others’ reactions to it
— “affects decisions in my day to day life.”

In response to a question, Kraus
clarified that “gender identity” is a person’s
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internal sense of gender, while “gender expres-
sion” is the external expression of gender,
such as by clothing, hairstyle, and other sec-
ondary sex characteristics. Both, he said, are
different from “sexual orientation,” which is
who a person is attracted to. “A transgender
person doesn’t conform to stereotypical
‘norms.” A transsexual has begun the process
of changing their physical gender or sex.”
-Asked what had brought him to
“make this life change,” Kraus said, “My Aunt
Suzie had it right. She said, “Why doesn’t
Jessie just be a damn man?’ It’s something you
just know. I thought I would grow up to be a

NTAINS

"www.m&mtatnprldemeéla.ors

man.” Kraus later realized he was attracted to
women and had a masculine appearance, so
identified for a time as a lesbian. “But that
wasn’t it.”

Making the decision to transition
from female to male involved both personal
and economic sacrifices for Kraus — and for
other transpeople he knows. He told of one
FtM friend who is comfortable training med-
ical services providers on transgender issues —
everywhere but in his home state of Vermont.
Another friend is a ttuck driver who was in an
accident. “His first thought was, ‘Oh my god,
the rescue services are coming.” The para-
medics thought he was being difficult when he
wouldn’t take off his shirt.” The real issue,
Kraus explained, was that the transman didn’t
want to have to explain to people who likely
would not understand.

Discrimination against transfolk is
fairly common in Vermont, according to
Kraus’s testimony. He related how one of his
friends waited two hours for treatment and
then was turned away at the state’s largest hos-
pital. Another transperson was refused a pur-
chase of beer because the sex on the driver’s
license didn’t match the appearance of the per-
son at the counter.

The bottom line, said Kraus, is that
H 478 is needed because it’s good for both
employers and for businesses “to know what
you’re going to hold them accountable for.”

Rep. Alison Clarkson (D-
Woodstock) asked how many years transition
might take. “There are different decisions for
different folks,” Kraus explained. “Because
the surgery isn’t covered by insurance, people
have to save up,” and that could add years to
the process. Transitioning people typically
take hormones for at least a year before under-
going surgery, “which makes it easier for peo-
ple to pass,” he said. Some transgender people
decide not to do surgery, he pointed out. H.478
would cover transgenders whether they elect
to undergo surgery or not.

; No one appeared at the April hearing
to testify against the bill, and eight of the 11
committee members are cosponsors of the
measure. Judiciary Committee Chairman Rep.

. Bill Lippert (D-Hinesburg) said he hopes to
" take more testimony on H.478 in the near

future. ¥
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