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Vermont Freedom to Marry
Task Force Hires Coordinator

he statewide non-profit
organization working for

the legalization of gay and

. /lesbian marriage hired its first

paid employee last month.

Dorothy Mammen, the suc-
cessful candidate from a recruit-
ing process that began in May,
started work as coordinator of the
Vermont Freedom to Marry Task
Force on July 12.

The position, seed funding for
which came from a local targeted
donation, involves day-to-day
administrative tasks as well as
fundraising, outreach, education,
and volunteer coordination.

In the past, the group has
relied solely on volunteer efforts
to accomplish these tasks. “(But)
for quite some time we have real-
ized that we need somebody
working full time to coordinate
our incredible volunteers around
the state and to recruit more vol-
unteers,” said Beth Robinson,
president of the VFMTF board.
“Far from supplanting our volun-
teer contributions, our expecta-
tion is that Dorothy will dramati-
cally expand our volunteer ranks
in the coming months.”

Mammen, whose background
and education are in the fields of
biology and computer science,
said she was finding “not a lot of
real life importance and value in
those fields.” A long-time politi-
cal activist on issues ranging
from battered women to animal
protection, she began volunteer-
ing for the Task Force in 1997. “I
was always doing Task Force
projects instead of working, any-
way,” she said.

Robinson noted that the num- -

ber of quality applicants made
the decision difficult.

“Dorothy is passionately com-
mitted to equal justice under the
law for her gay and lesbian broth-

ers and sisters, and we’re thrilled
to have her on board,” added
Robinson.

The source of that passion,
said Mammen, is her belief in the
richness of human diversity.
“I’ve never understood the need
to distinguish between groups
and pick on people,” she said.

Mammen, her two children,
and her husband, Middlebury
College  biologist  Stephen
Trombulak, live in Middlebury. ¥

And Insurance for All?

B Winooski ruling may
mean wider domestic
partner benefits

BY BARBARA DOZETOS

An independent arbitrator’s
decision in a contract disagree-
ment could be the impetus for
change in a major Vermont insur-
ance agency’s handling of
domestic partnership benefits.

Last month, an arbitrator set-
tling a dispute between the city
of Winooski and the association
representing its police depart-
ment ruled that the city must pro-
vide health insurance for domes-
tic partnersof city employees.

A" wrinkle developed when
the city learned that Blue Cross
Blue Shield of Vermont, its cur-
rent insurance provider, offers
domestic partner benefits only to
entities with 50. or more employ-
ees. The city employs only 42
people. Michael O’Brien, a
Winooski city councilor, asked,

| to Perform at UVM this fall

The University of Yermont’s 1999 National Coming Out
Weeld’s festivities begin with “An Evening with Ellen
DeGeneres” at Patrick Gym on Sunday October 10 at 7
pm. Tickets go on sale August | (see Calendar, pg 21).

The Samadhi Singers will open the show.

“How can we offer a policy that
we can’t get?”

The difference in policy came
as a surprise to the state as well.

“I didn’t realize that they dis-
criminated between large and
small groups,” said Elizabeth
Costle, Vermont’s commissioner

years ago. Because larger cus-
tomers handle their own admin-
istration and because cost fluctu-
ations can legally be reflected in
their premiums almost immedi-
ately, he said, the company test-
ed benefits in that market first.
“Time has passed,” he said.

“If someone has HIV or AIDS in

Vermont, we probably already insure

them, and if we don’t, we would.”

— Bob Opel, Vice President and General Counsel,
BlueCross Blue Shield of VT

of banking, insurance, securities,
and health care administration.

Although state laws do not
require insurers to offer domestic
partner benefits nor to make
them available to all clients
equally, she said she had contact-
ed Blue Cross Blue Shield Vice
President and General Counsel
Bob Opel. “I told him that they
had better change their policy or
the legislature would probably
make them change it,” she said.

Representative Bill Lippert of
Hinesburg said he would be will-
ing to introduce such a bill him-
self. Although he acknowledged
chances were “slim” the state
could require insurers to offer
domestic partner benefits, he felt
the distinction between employer
sizes could be eliminated.

But according to Opel, it may
not take legislation for Blue
Cross Blue Shield to change its
policy.

He denied allegations that the
policy is based on a fear of insur-
ing more people with HIV and
AIDS. “We are the largest insur-
er by far of direct payers in the
state,” he said. “If someone has
HIV or AIDS in Vermont, we
probably already insure them,
and if we don’t, we would.”

Opel said Blue Cross Blue
Shield didn’t know how to assess
costs or identify legitimate

domestic partners when the cov-
erage issue first came up six

“Domestic partnerships are more
widely accepted and document-
ed, and we’ve learned that there
are no different risk characteris-
tics involved.”

Opel said there has been
“active internal discussion” at
Blue Cross Blue Shield for sever-
al months about offering insur-
ance to partners in smaller
groups. In light of the Winooski
ruling, he said, the discussion is
“now being actively revisited.”

But there is no guarantee any
change in company policy will
come in time for Winooski. The
city has 60 days from the arbitra-
tor’s July ruling to act.

The city council will meet in
executive session to discuss the
matter on August 3. “We have to
change things,” said O’Brien.
“We’ll have to come up with
some options.”

The ruling came after a two-
year-old dispute that started when
Winooski police officer Jesica
Kraus requested health insurance
benefits for her partner. After city
council refused requests from the
police association and from Kraus
herself to add domestic partner
language to the contract, the mat-
ter went to binding arbitration.

Although encouraged by
recent developments, Kraus said,
“Having heard 25 different expla-
nations and excuses over the past
two years, I’m cynical.” ¥




