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Amberst fund aids
gay marriage drive

By NICK GRABBE
Staff Writer

AMHERST — This month’s advanc-
es toward same-sex marriage in Ver-
mont and Iowa are particularly sweet
to alocal foundation that has provided
money to these campaigns.

The Proteus Fund, founded in Am-
herst in 1994, raised and donated $2.2
million last year to educational efforts
in 12 states through its Civil Marriage
Collaborative. Since 2004, it has been
the largest supplier of money to the
marriage equality effort in the U.S,,
with $9.1 million in grants, said Meg

Gage, its president and founder.
~ “Our mission is giving money
away,” she said.

Paul Di Donato, program officer for
the collaborative, based in New York
City, was in the area this week. He
said in an interview that polling data
shows that younger people are more
supportive of same-sex marriage, in-
dicating that its long-term prospects
are bright.

Making the case

The program provided $200,000 to
two organizations in Iowa last year,
and $110,000 fo a Vermont group.
These organizations typically do not
do legal work, but rather public edu-
cation, polling and research.

“At the end of the day, in a lot of

M See FUND / Page A7

CAROL LOLLIS
Meg Gage, left, president and founder of the Proteus Fund, sits
with Paul Di Donato, program officer for the fund’s Civil Marriage
Collaborative, this week at the Hotel Northampton. The group has
given money to gay-marriage advocates around the country, including
in Iowa and Vermont.
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states, you need some level
of popular will behind the no-
tion of marriage equality,” Di
Donato said. “On an issue like
this, with so much passionate
feeling, you need some degree
of popular sentiment.”

On Monday, Vermont became
the first state in the nation to
allow same-sex marriage by
legislative action rather than a
court ruling, after being to first
to adopt civil unions in 2000.
Last week, the Iowa Supreme
Court approved marriage
equality, joining Massachusetts
and Connecticut as the other
states with same-sex marriage.

About 10 other state legisla-
tures are looking at the issue,
and the ones to watch this year
are New York, New Hampshire,
New Jersey and Maine, Di
Donato said. The New Hamp-
shire House voted narrowly
in favor of same-sex marriage
last month. New York and New
Jersey groups are major recipi-
ents of money from the Proteus
Fund, he said.

The Civil Marriage Collab-
orative donated $430,000 to the
Equality California Institute
last year. Although same-sex
marriage was defeated at the
polls in November, a decision
is due in June on a court case
challenging the validity of the
opponents’ ballot initiative, Di
Donato said. If that fails, mar-
riage equality supporters could
bring the issue to voters again,
he said.

Federal campaigning may
seem fruitless, but sooner or
later the patchwork quilt of
state policies could make na-
fional change seem sensible,
he said. Some states recognize

All the groups work with
faith leaders, and the
campaign has become
smarter at appealing to
churchgoers instead of

ceding them to
their opponents.

same-sex marriages performed
elsewhere while others do not,
and New Hampshire and New
Jersey allow only civil unions,
he said.

President Obama’s position
has been equivocal, Di Donato
said. His official position is that
marriage is between one man
and one woman, but he op-
posed the California initiative,
he said.

Federal action will be neces-
sary if same-sex couples are
to receive the same rights of
access to Social Security and
other programs as heterosexu-
als, he said. Marriage equality
is more than symbolic because
there are over 1,000 rights that
are unavailable to couples in
civil unions, he said.

“Any civil union bill that gives
you less than that is unequal in-
trinsically,” Di Donato said.

Fund’s work

The Proteus Fund has given
more than $48 million to orga-
nizations working on social jus-
tice, public interest advocacy
and other efforts. It has four
other programs, on public fi-
nancing of elections, access to
media and information, nuclear
disarmament and the impact of
terrorism policy on civil liber-
ties, Gage said.

It raises money chiefly from
foundations, she said. “We work

with donors to coordinate grant-
making in a strategic way,” she
said.

The - state organizations
supporting marriage equality
reach out with targeted mes-
sages to specific communities,
such as labor unions, faith com-
munities, Latinos and African-
Americans, Di Donato said.

“We want to make sure you
define the fight for marriage

. equality instead of having it

defined for you,” he said. “The
opponents talk of undermin-
ing heterosexual marriage or
a negative impact on children.
State groups need to talk about
fairness and equality and how
same-sex couples are no dif-
ferent than heterosexual cou-
ples.”

All the groups work with faith
leaders, and the campaign has
become smarter at appealing
to churchgoers instead of ced-
ing them to their opponents, Di
Donato said.

“There’s an unfortunate con-
fusion between the notions of
religious morality and marriage
equality, which have been put in
opposition by evangelicals,” he
said. “We’re not trying to tell
religious institutions what they
can do; that’s their business.
We want to remind people that

EXOTIC FISH &
PET WORLD

NOW OPEN
7 DAYS
Sat., Sun. & Mon. 10-6

Tues.-Fri. 10-8
25 College Hwy,, Rte.10

Southampton 01073
527-3361

marriage is a civil institution.”

Demographic trends may
favor the marriage equality
movement, but Di Donato said
it’s not inevitable.

“If people think that, they
might become lethargic and
feel like they don’t have to fight
now,” he said. “And there is real
harm being done to people. It
matters if it takes 50 years as
opposed to 15 years. We have
to be careful not to get compla-
cent.”

Statistician Nate Silver,
whose state predictions of the
2008 presidential race were
uncannily accurate, has used
demographic data to foretell
when popular opinion in each
state will tip toward favoring
marriage equality, he said.

“Our allies among progres-
sives, fair-minded people, and
equal-protection advocates
should feel as urgent about this |
issue as they do about spying '
on U.S. citizens or torture or re-
productive rights,” Di Donato
said.
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