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All-or-Nothing Strategy on Women’s Equality
Legislation Ends With Nothing
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In his State of the State address in January, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo
described New York State as the “equality capital of the nation” and
called on lawmakers to pass a 10-point Women’s Equality Act that
would strengthen the state’s laws against sexual harassment, human
trafficking, domestic violence and salary discrimination. Much of the
legislation had widespread support.

FACEBOOK
TWITTER
GOOGLE+

U.S. Student
Killed in Egypt
Protest Was
Drawn to a
Region in Upheaval

Bhutan Is No
Shangri-La

SAVE
E-MAIL
SHARE

Enlarge This Image

Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times

Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo had insisted
he would accept nothing less than the
entire package, even if dropping the
abortion language might allow nine of
the 10 proposed provisions to pass.
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But after more than five months of
PRINT
advocacy by the governor — including
REPRINTS
a trip to Seneca Falls, a landmark of
the women’s suffrage movement —
lawmakers ended their annual session
over the weekend without approving a
single element of the proposal, in
large part because one of the
measure’s provisions would have strengthened abortion
rights language in state law.
The bill’s failure followed an abrupt strategic shift in the
final days of the session. Until then, Mr. Cuomo, as well as
women’s right’s advocates and other Democratic elected
officials, insisted that they would accept nothing less than
the entire 10-point package, even if dropping the abortion
language might allow them to win nine of the proposed
provisions. But on Friday, the advocates splintered — Naral
Pro-Choice New York stood by the all-or-nothing approach,
while others, including Mr. Cuomo, urged accepting a
partial victory — and the entire package sank.

The result has left many lawmakers disappointed.
“Women’s equality and health should not be compromised because of a political game of
chicken,” said Assemblywoman Nily Rozic, a Queens Democrat, who opposed ceding any
element of the package.
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There was little agreement, even about the substance of the legislation: Mr. Cuomo and
women’s rights advocates said it would simply codify in state law the right already
guaranteed by Roe v. Wade, but abortion opponents said it would expand the availability
of abortions.
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nine provisions not about abortion. When the leader of the independent faction of
Democrats, Senator Jeffrey D. Klein of the Bronx, tried to attach the abortion language to
a bill on medical records, the effort failed by one vote.
Some advocates of the legislation now want the Assembly to come back and approve the
non-abortion measures, even while hoping to strengthen abortion law at some other time.
The Assembly speaker, Sheldon Silver, has not ruled that out.
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“The bottom line is the other nine points provide important protections for women in the
workplace and in the community,” said Donna Lieberman, the executive director of the
New York Civil Liberties Union, “and it’s a disappointment that with such broad support,
and such broad bipartisan support, those have yet to become law.”
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But some lawmakers were adamant that the abortion issue was inseparable from other
women’s rights concerns.
“I think it’s inappropriate and unfair to leave out women’s health when you’re claiming to
be an advocate for all these other parts of a woman’s life,” said Assemblywoman Didi
Barrett, a Hudson Valley Democrat who is a former board member of Planned Parenthood
of New York City and Naral. “They’re all really important, but if a woman can’t make
choices about her own body and her own reproductive health, you’re really not delivering
equality in these other areas.”
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In addition to the abortion language, the legislation, according to the Cuomo
administration, would have banned sexual harassment in workplaces with fewer than four
employees. It would also have banned employers from denying jobs or promotions to
workers because they have children, barred landlords from discriminating against victims
of domestic violence, and increased potential damage payments in pay equity
discrimination cases.
Opponents of abortion said the collapse of the legislation demonstrated that the only issue
of concern to the bill’s champions was abortion.
“That’s what we were saying from Day 1: that this was just a smoke screen for abortion
expansion, and the only reason they were bundled together was for political reasons,
which we found unconscionable,” said Dennis Poust, a spokesman for the New York State
Catholic Conference.
“It would have been very nice to see these other pieces pass, but their agenda is abortion,”
he added. “They couldn’t get that, so they torpedoed the whole thing.”
One thing is certain: the abortion issue will be a prominent one in next year’s legislative
elections. Naral Pro-Choice New York ran an independent-expenditure campaign for some
candidates in 2012, and Andrea Miller, its president, said, “One of the things that this
made crystal clear, and probably one of the most important things that this session
demonstrated, is what our roadblock is, and that roadblock is the State Senate.”
Mr. Cuomo, through a spokeswoman, said he believed the debate had advanced the topic
of women’s rights, and that now it was up to voters to respond.
“Issues that have long been nonstarters in the Legislature, including stronger laws against
human trafficking, sexual harassment in the workplace, income inequality and other
critically important protections, are now in their strongest position in years to become
law,” said the spokeswoman, Melissa DeRosa. “In the end, the public will hold individual
legislators accountable if they stand in the way of finally achieving equality for women in
New York State.”
A version of this article appeared in print on June 24, 2013, on page A16 of the New York edition with the headline: All-orNothing Strategy on Women’s Equality Legislation Ends With Nothing.

Ads by Google

Kate Middleton Photos
Stunning Pictures of Princess Kate
Middleton and the Royal Family.

Kate-Middleton.StyleBistro.com

what's this?

SAVE

E-MAIL

SHARE

Try unlimited access to NYTimes.com for just 99¢. SEE OPTIONS »

Get Free E-mail Alerts on These Topics
State Legislatures

New York State

Law and Legislation

Women's Rights

Ads by Google

what's this?

B.Y.O.D. VoIP $5.99/month
Unlimited Calling, Voice Mail,
Free Setup & 2nd Line. No Contract

www.PhonePower.com

INSIDE NYTIMES.COM
THEATER »

N.Y. / REGION »

SUNDAY REVIEW »

TRAVEL »

SUNDAY REVIEW »

ART & DESIGN »

Getting Your Feet Wet at
Water Parks

The Strip: Cutting Carbon
the Healthy Way

Bringing Art and Change to
the Bronx

Notebook: The
Talented
Justice Kagan
Elena Kagen offers
penetrating legal
analysis, but with a
down-to-earth writing
style.
Some Playwrights Get ‘Real’

Disappearing in Place

© 2013 The New York Times Company
Site Feedback

Site Map

Privacy

Your Ad Choices

Advertise

Terms of Sale

Terms of Service

Work With Us

RSS

Help

Contact Us

MORE IN N.Y. / REGION (1 OF 42 ARTICLES

Helicopter Makes Emergen
in Hudson River
Read More »

