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Prop. 22 fails to deal with city potholes
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La Mesa City Council members clashed with Mayor Art Madrid
recently over their decision to collectively endorse Proposition 22, the
Protection of Marriage Initiative.

Citing a council policy of not taking action on issues that don't directly
impact the city, Madrid refused to vote on the matter.

The measure would prevent the recognition of same-sex marriages
that take place in other states by declaring the union between a man
and a woman to be the only legal marriage in California.

It will appear on the March 7 ballot.

Madrid says his refusal to vote shouldn't be mistaken for opposition
to the initiative. He simply doesn't think council or staff time should
be devoted to political causes.

Some supporters of the measure say municipalities could incur
additional costs in city-funded benefits to same-sex couples. Madrid
suspects that his colleagues are less interested in protecting tax dollars
than jumping on a political bandwagon.

"This is not about the merits of Proposition 22," he said. "It is about
how we address issues."

Gov. Gray Davis has expressed fear that the initiative will serve
mainly to divide people and stir up prejudices.

I'm still trying to figure out what it has to do with running a city.

Asking city councils to intervene in state and national affairs is a bit
like asking a chiropractor to give your car a tune up. However sincere
he may be, he simply isn't equipped to do the job.

I'm more comfortable when local officials talk about filling potholes or
eliminating government waste. There are more than enough pressing
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city matters to keep them occupied.

Same-sex marriage isn't the first such emotional issue to wend its way
past local city councils. In 1994, dozens of California city and county
governments took stands on Proposition 187, which sought to reduce
public services for undocumented immigrants.

Similarly, La Mesa council members are not alone in joining the
debate over who should be allowed to marry. Last month, several
candidates in the San Diego mayoral race gathered to announce their
opposition to Proposition 22. Other contenders in that race asked the
public to support the measure on moral and religious grounds.

I respect their feelings, but believe too much in the separation of
church and state to start allowing politicians to be my moral compass.
A city council dais was never intended to serve as a pulpit.

I'm certain that many East County residents support the ballot
measure. However, I can't believe they care more about their city
council's stand on same-sex marriages than the level of crime in their
neighborhoods or the health of the local economy. Those are issues
that municipal government can address effectively.

It's interesting to note that leaders of the Yes on Proposition 22
campaign place little importance on endorsements from city officials.

"Our strategy is not to focus on the cities," said Sacramento-based
campaign spokesman Robert Glazier. "We have focused on the grass
roots of everyday Californians, the ones who make the decisions."

In other words, the voters are capable of making up their own minds.

La Mesa's policy against taking action on issues that don't directly
impact city government is a good one. Debating emotional hot-button
issues may generate publicity for local officeholders. It will do
nothing, however, to improve the lives of their constituents.

Emmett Pierce writes about East County issues. He can be reached at
(619) 593-4955 or bye-mail atemmet.pierce@uniontrib.com.
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