Majority of queer couples not married

Census records more than 45,000 same-sex couples in Canada

Nathaniel Christopher

N SEP 12,
Statistics Canada
released the findings
from its 2006 census, the
first to include data on same-sex
married couples. The census
found that only 7,460 or 16.5 per-
cent of Canada’s 45,350 queer cou-
ples are married; the remainder
are in common-law relationships.
“I think that’s a pretty good
number considering it hasn't been
that long,” says Helen Kennedy,
executive director of Canada’s
national gay lobby group, Egale.
The findings contradict earlier
data released by Egale affiliate Cana-
dians for Equal Marriage, which
reported 12,438 married same-sex
couples by the end of summer 2006.
“The Canadians for Equal Mar-
riage figures include all couples
who have applied for marriage
licenses,” explains Kennedy.
“Some of those figures include
couples who've come up from the
States to get married and people
who've come from other jurisdic-
tions around the world from coun-
tries that might not recognize
same-sex marriage. There’s some
differential there, and there’s also a
differential in terms of the number
of people who didn’t check the

‘other’ box,” she says, referring to
Stats Can’s contentious instruction
to married same-sex couples to
check the ‘other’ box rather than
the usual ‘husband or wife’ option
on the census form.

At the time, a spokesperson for
the government agency acknowl-
edged that the form was outdated
because it was prepared before gay
marriage was legalized.

Methodological questions aside,
the census indicates that, across
Canada, gay and lesbian couples
are far more likely to be common-
law than married. In Quebec, only
9.2 percent of same-sex couples are
married; that figure jumps to 21.5
percent in Ontario and 19.4 percent
in British Columbia.

The option of marriage seems
most popular in the north, where
40 percent of queer couples in the
Yukon and 37.5 percent of queer
couples in the Northwest Territo-
ries are married.

“It probably has everything to
do with the long cold winters,”
quips Lorne Gushue, a Yellowknife
civil servant who was a volunteer
director of OutNorth, Yellowknife’s
queer community association, for
10 years.

Though the census also shows
that queer couples are most likely
to live in big urban centres (82
percent do), Gushue isn't sur-
prised by the queer presence up

north. The northern capitals offer
queers services and amenities not
typically found in other small
towns across Canada, he says.

“So being queer in a small town
in NWT is less problematic. It’s a
very diverse community across the
board and people care more about
who you are than what you are.”

But Kennedy says the census
results might not capture the full
queer presence in Canada, espe-
cially in rural areas.

“A lot of people are afraid to
come out,” she explains. “There is
a fear that still exists and espe-
cially when you live in small, rural
parts of the country. Even in larger
centres too, people still have that
sense of fear to out themselves on
paper, even though in every
instance you don't have to put
your name and address. But there’s
still that sense of outing yourself to
the government and not everyone
is comfortable to do that.”

Still, Ron Dutton, curator of
BC'’s Gay and Lesbian Archives,
believes the numbers are part of a
wider trend. The census found that
common-law unions are becoming
more popular across the board—
and beginning to outpace mar-
riage—with 2.8 million Canadians
now living common-law, up by 19
percent since the 2001 census.

“I think in many ways gay people,
in particular, have been alienated

from those sorts of [marriage] stric-
tures,” he says. “Whether the state or
the church likes our relationships or
not we're going forward with them
and we are formalizing relationships
personally without recourse to those
kinds of state-sanctioned formulas
or ceremonies.”

“I'm a man of a certain age and
the state wouldn't permit me to do
this over many years of my life and
now I don't care to ask their opin-
ion,” he continues. “I certainly
don't require any kind of approval
from them to do this.”

Gay author and philosophy
instructor Stan Persky believes this
census dispels the “neo-conserva-
tive wolf cries” that said same-sex
marriage would undermine the
institution of marriage.

“One of the reflections to draw
from the census is now gay mar-
riage exists a lot of people have
taken advantage of it—if only a
minority among gay couples—and
it at least demonstrates that the
world doesn'’t go to pieces if you
have legal gay marriage,” he says.

To Kennedy, the census is not
about the numbers. “It’s about
equality and the right to marry,”
she says. “It’s a human rights issue
as much as anything else. The
numbers will give the government
an opportunity to look at things
like policy surrounding same-sex
seniors, seniors housing. It allows
the government to develop policy
when looking at queer issues and
this is a good thing.”
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Tickets $20
Available at
Little Sister’s,
Urban Empire,
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...an isolated
LGTB senior?

Could you share your time and
experiences with...

...someone
coming out?

journey?

...a trans person
starting on their

...a LGBT person
with a disability?

This program is
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Making connections within the LGBT communities.
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’\ | o
X

Rainbow Connections offers opportunities for you to create
supportive relationships with people who want to make connections in
the LGTB communities. Volunteers are matched based on interests,
abilities, and personalities. No experience necessary.

If you would like more information on volunteering with someone in the
community, please call Maryn at 604 781 6396 for more information.
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equality

The Southern Common
Market’s (MERCOSUR)
human rights committee issued a dec-
laration in August urging an end to dis-
crimination against sexual and gender
minorities in member nations.

The declaration calls for repeal of all
anti-gay laws, an end to police harass-
ment, introduction of queer education in
schools and legislation protecting queer
couples and families, and allowing
transgender people to officially change
their name and sex designation, among
several measures.

MERCOSUR’s member states are
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and

Uruguay, and associate member states
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru
and Venezuela.

SEeE
gags

Metropolitan Commu-
nity Churches (MCC)
founder Troy Perry
was banned from speaking at a gay
rights meeting in Singapore last
month.

Perry was instructed by authorities to
speak with people individually, and
instead of giving his speech, answered
audience questions for three hours, one
person at a time.

Singapore has been in the news lately
for its anti-gay positions.

A July photo exhibition of gay people
kissing was prohibited, and authorities
also banned a Pride forum entitled
“Sexual Orientation in International Law:
The Case of Asia.”

Havana’s Roman
Catholic vicar general Monsignor Carlos
Manuel de Céspedes Garcia-Menocal,
supports civil law protection of “stable
same-sex relationships.”

Céspedes stated his position in the
July/August issue of New Word maga-
zine.

“Today we know that human reality is
much more complex than we believed
and that the situation of Christianity in
the world is not excessively appealing,
not even in the so-called Christian

West.”

couﬂ voms
marriage
An Islamic court in
< Malaysia’s Malacca
state voided a couple’s marriage Sep 4
after determining that the husband was
female, local newspapers reported.

Sufian Mohamad, 40, and Zaiton Aziz,
43, were ordered to separate after a
medical exam found that Mohamad was
awoman.

The couple had been married nearly
five years but ran into trouble in regis-
tering their marriage with the state’s
religious affairs department which
questioned Mohamad’s gender.

—Rex Wockner



