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Catholic leaders take stands on ballot issues

By Nancy Frazier O’Brien
Catholic News Service

WASHINGTON — Much of the news
about referendum questions on this
year’s state ballots has centered on Cal-
ifornia’s anti-illegal immigration initia-
tive and Oregon’s proposal to permit
physician-assisted suicide.

But Catholics leaders also have taken
stands on issues that include abortion,
gay rights, gambling, health care, crime
and taxes.

A wide range of Christian and Jewish
leaders have united with Catholic lead-
ers to oppose both major West Coast
initiatives.

In Oregon, proponents of Measure
16 — which would allow doctors to pre-
scribe, but not administer, lethal drugs
for terminally ill adults — have targeted
the Catholic: Church in their ads, which
urge Oregon voters “not to buy the
garbage the Catholic Church is putting
out.” -

But the Rev. Rodney Page, executive
director of Ecumenical Ministries of
Oregon, called the ad campaign “a cyn-
ical, deliberate attempt to mislead vot-
ers” and said it was also designed to “ma-
nipulate religious prejudice.” Ecumeni-
cal Ministries is an association of 17
Christian denominations.

Jewish, Muslim and some Buddhist
leaders also have taken a stand against
Measure 16, Page said.

In California, the most hotly debated
ballot question is Proposition 187, which
would deny public education, govern-
ment-funded nonemergency health care
and other services to ilegal immigrants.
The state’s Catholic bishops have been
among those leading opposition to the
proposal. .

At a press conference with Jewish and
Protestant leaders, Bishop William K.
Weigand of Sacramento said he oppos-
es Proposition 187 because of his con-
cern for “the human dignity and the sa-
credness of all our people, including
those who happen to be illegal immi-
grants.” He also said he was worried
about the “financial and social costs” of
the initiative.

Bishop R. Pierre DuMaine of San Jose,
writing in the October issue of his dioce-
san newspaper, did not address Propo-
sition 187 directly but said Catholics
who criticize new immigrants to this
country “are largely ignorant or forget-
ful of our own history.”

The California Catholic bishops also

opposed the state’s other major initia-.

tive, Proposition 186, which would cre-
ate a health insurance system paid for
and run by the state. The bishops said
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that they have long supported health
care reform in the state, but Proposition
186 does not fit the bill. ,

“We believe it is better to delay tem-

porarily the realization of values we have
sought for 70 years than to put in place
permanent constructs and difficulties
that will be years in the undoing,” they
said.
- The bishops specifically criticized
Proposition 186’s provision that the state
“must pay for any abortion for a woman
unable to pay for her own” and its fail-
ure to allow taxpayers to refuse to pay
for abortions.

In Oregon, a second issue that drew
Catholic reaction was Measure 13, the
so-called anti-gay rights initiative.

Archbishop William J. Levada of Port-

" land and Bishop Thomas J. Connolly of

Baker said Measure 13 “is not a proper
vehicle” to address the concerns ex-
pressed by many Oregonians about le-
gal recognition of homosexual marriage
and marriage benefits to homosexuals,
inclusion of homosexuality in diversity
programs at schools and the teaching
of homosexuality as an acceptable al-
ternative way of life.

“We remain convinced that the legit-
imate objectives which many supporters

. of Measure 13 seek to ensure should not

be pursued through constitutional

amendments or legislation which would
prevent society from protecting indi-
viduals like homosexuals from discrim-
ination in regard to basic rights such as
employment and housing,” they said.
A similar proposal was before voters
in Idaho, where Bishop Tod D. Brown
of Boise said he could support neither
Proposition 1 as written nor future ef-

- forts to enact legislation “to create a new

protected class based on sexual orien-
tation.”

He said Proposition 1, if enacted,
“would contribiite to attitudes of intol-
erance and hostility in Idaho directed
at homosexual citizens and is potential-
ly dxscnmmatory

The issue arising on the highest num-
ber of state and local ballots Nov. 8 was
gambling. Most Catholic leaders have
opposed efforts to increase gambling
opportunities in their states, although
some have remained neutral on the spe-
cific ballot questions. .

Gambling initiatives face voters locally
or statewide in New Mexico, Colorado,
South Dakota, Iowa, Missouri, Florida,
South Carolina, Rhode Island, Wyoming
and Massachusetts. The future of gam-
bling in various other states — including
Pennsylvania and Texas, two of the most
populous in the country ~ may depend
on who is voted into office this year.

Many causes, few solutions
to problem of voter apathy

By Mark Pagtison { .
Catholic News Service

WASHINGTON — Anyonie who's not
going to vote in the Nov. 8 elections can
skip this article. -

That leaves only about a third of us, if
the last midterm elections in 1990 are
any indication. The prospects for 1994
don’t look much better.

Although “running” may be too strong
a term, voter apathy is running rampant.
Clearly, adults are staying away from the
political process in larger numbers with
nearly every election.

How, in what is so often called the
greatest democracy in the world, could
such a malaise settle in?

The U.S. Catholic Conference Ad-
ministrative Board tackled the issue in
its 1991 paper, “Political Responsibility:
Revnalxzmg American Democracy

It saw “increasing public cynicism
which too often dismisses the role of gov-
ernment and ridicules public officials in
sometimes understandable but often mis-
guided frustration with all politics.”

John Carr, director of the USCC De-
partment of Social Development and
World Peace, sees a number of ills.

- “There’s a lot of cynicism about cam-
paign financing,” whose reform was
stalled in the waning days of Congress
this fall, Carr said, and about “the pow-
er of political money” that put health
care and other issues in gridlock.

Nor is the media spotless in all this.
“Scandal crowds out the substance,” Carr
said. “We know a lot more about White-
water than welfare reform.”

Prospective voters themselves bear
some responsibility, too, Carr said. He
cited a poll of Virglma voters who said
they cared about the issues in the bally-

hooed Senate race between Chuck Robb

and-Oliver North.— but couldn’t say
where the candidates stood on them.

“I think there’s enough blame to go
around for everybody,” Carr said.

Eugene R. Declercq, chair of the po-
litical science department at Augustin-

jan-run Merrimack College in North An-

dover, Mass., said negative campaigns
are a tumoff.

- “I don’t think we have decidédly worse
candidates now than we did 20, 30 years
ago,” Declercq said. “Voters might think
so because that’s all they hear.”

The belief that one voter can make a
difference was frequently cited by sources
interviewed by Catholic News Service. .

“I look at two candidates, and I don't
like either one of them, or they don’t
make that much difference,” is a com-
mon voter sentiment, Declercq said,
which reduces the incentive to vote.

The sense of alienation is most acute-
ly felt by the old, the poor, and minori-
ties. But it’s their votes that make a dif-
ference, said David Bositis, senior re-
search associate at the Joint Center for
Political and Economic Studies.

Becky Cain, president of the League
of Women Voters, is mindful that a few
votes cast the other way in 1960, “and
John Kennedy would not have been elect-
ed president.”

In Texas, decreasing numbers at the

" polls were evident in last year’s special

election to fill the vacancy created by
Lloyd Bentsen when he became secre-
tary of the treasury. Sen. Kay Bailey
Hutchinson beat her Democratic chal-
lenger by a 2-to-1 margin but still got
nearly 1 million fewer votes than did

-Beau Boulter in the 1988 election for the

same Senate seat. And he was swamped
by a 3-to-2 ratio by Bentsen.

Bositis sees the irony of a nation that
sends monitors to virtually every con-
troversial foreign election — with huge
majorities swarming the polls — and then
is so apathetic about its own elections.

“There are many illusions ... people
have with the United States about their
system of government,” he said. The sys-
tem as it currently practiced, Bositis
added, is “fairly dysfunctional.”

How to fix it?

Bositis is skeptical about the effect of
suggested solutions.

Although the League of Women Vot-
ers’ Cain says it’s been a success in states
that adopted it ahead of the federal gov-
ernment, “motor voter” registration, by
which people can register as they’re get-
ting their driver’s license, will have “bare-
ly an impact.”




