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The gay men and women behind this new Human Rights Foundation banner recognize that there are a lot of serious issues to be
dealt with, but this parade is about having fun, says Ronnie Billini, left. Beside her from left, are Tom Koontz, Ivin Reyes,
Andrew Praschak, and Herminio “Nino” Adorno.

By Peggy Ann Bliss
Of the STAR Staff

heir pride is palpable, but so is the
prejudice of others.

So as some 3,000 gays march out of the
closet today, they will be looking over their
shoulder every step of the way — at the
persons who would push them back inside,
and at their predecessors who have enabled
them to walk the street arm in arm without
fear of reprisals.

The 7th Parada de Orgullo Gay, (Gay
Pride Parade) with the theme “Identity Plus
Visibility Equals Strength,” will urge
tolerance and justice for all gay men,
lesbians, bisexuals, trans-sexuals and
transgenders in Puerto Rico.

After several years of activism, hundreds
of thousands of gays remain in the closet,
and many old issues remain unresolved.
They include the sodomy law, which makes
it a crime to engage in sexual relations with
a person of the same sex; Law 87, which
requires HIV-positive persons to disclose
their previous sexual partners, and “sting
operations” on the beach in which

undercover police entice gay men into “lewd
conduct” in order to atrest them.

Everywhere, gays hide their identity for
fear of losing their jobs, their apartments
and their families. In the past, the parade
has attracted all kinds of people, from
transvestites to straight families, even a few
gay-friendly dogs.

“We want people to see that we're not
trolls who walk underground; we are not a
freak show,” said Ivan Reyes, 27, director of
Community Outreach. “We ate your next-
door neighbor, your son, your cousin; maybe
your grandfather was a gay man.”

Reyes, whose gay sister is a physician, said
he has been “out” to his patents for some

mes Agamst Public Decency, also referrcd

xstoncally 4s.“crimes against nature.”

“Despitea public poll which considers it an
extremely minor critme, and court

:law, The revision of the penal code. which
-+ recommended it be struck from the books
--undet the Rafagl Hernéndez Colén

" a list be kept of everyone accused of sex crimes.

reéommenda&ions to eliminate it, it.is still the

administration was never completed when the
administration changed parties.
“The present government has suggested that

“And while seldom, if ever, enforced, the
" ctime of sodomy caries imprisonment of six to

Continued on next page
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Getting ready is
almost as fun as
marching, as these
gay activists found
. out as they “tested”
B their rainbow
banners for a
human flag in
today’s parade.
Preparing for a
parade with a
serious purpose is
hard work, but
these activists are
smiling, becausc
they have
discovered that
homosexual life on
the outside of the
closet isn't as hard
as being in the
closet.

STAR photos

time. “They're just glad their children ate all  who added: “Our sexuality does not define

educated and settled in their jobs,” he said. us.”

According to national estimates — that It is not something you choose like
10 percent of any population is homosexual  overspending, or staying out late, or going
— Puerto Rico has at least 380,000 gays. to a gym, they clarify.It is a way of life
Ouly a tiny percentage of them will march,  which defines your relationships with your
buc the parade is designed to give che friends, family and co-workers. It is not, as
closeted ones courage to liberate themselves  many detractors say, “what you do in bed,”
in small ways. but a way of relating to the world.

“This is not a lifestyle; it is a life,” said “You don’t come out of the closet once
Liza Gallardo, 28, who was echoed by her and shut the door,” said Gallardo, a self-
companion of two years, Olga Orraca, 41, Continued on Page 4

lesbian rights movement; and should be the

; :movements top priority.”

£The Foundation of Human Rxghts agrees
“The [aw sends the message that discrimination
is acceptable and justifies violence against us,”
said member Andrew Praschak. “The gay
‘commuanity cannot find support with a
legislarure submerged in prejudice and inertia.
The strategy. will be to challenge the
unconstitutionality of the statute in the courts,
mg a privacy chaJIenge to the sodomy statue,

Govemmenr with ics mtransxgcnt attitude,
is fomenung hatc, he saxd “This law'is
dchumnmzmg us.”
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Liza Gallardo, 28, and her partner Olga Orraca, 41, exchange a moment of tenderness.
Says Gallardo: “this is not a lifestyle; it’s a life.”

employed process server. “You go in and out
dozens of times a day.”

“It defines something as simple as where
you spend New Year’s Eve,” said Orraca, a
representative of the Rainbow Pride
Coalition (Coalicifi de Orgullo Arcoiris)
which is organizing the parade. A
government researcher in the area of drugs
and alcohol, she has been an activist in
homosexual visibility issues for almost a
decade. .

She said that unlike heterosexual couples,
homosexuals ate not encouraged to give
priority to their partners at important
family times. Lesbians, especially, are

é‘I t 15 because of people like her
and those much older who are
coming out of the closet that
young people can sit here and

talk about the parade.

Liza Geliardo

criticized for neglecting their parents at
holidays, even when heterosexual women are
encouraged to attend to their partner’s
needs.

“Society doesn’t provide any moral
support to our families,” said Orraca.
Another issue, she says, “is violence, which
takes subtle forms. We must listen to jokes
in the media, at work, even from friends and
family. I take every opportunity to let
people know how hustful their comments
are.”

Her partner, who is organizing an
international convention of the Latin
Lesbians and Gay Organization (LLEGO) in
October, looks to her as a pioneer.

“It is because of people like her and those
much older who are coming out of the
closet that young people can sit here and
talk about the parade, and have our pictures
taken,” said Gallardo.

Couldn’t homosexuals just leave things
well enough alone? detractors ask.

“There is so much ignorance that it leads
to violence; we must take a stand,” said
Gallardo, conceding that “defending your
life is wearying.”

Some burning issues are the ability of a
homosexual couple to get health care and
housing together.

“That a law (the sodomy statute, section
103 of the penal code) exists that makes me
a criminal is reason enough to march,” she
said. “I am a lesbian and that’s who I am.”

Female homosexuals’ acceptance of the
word lesbian has increased, as women
assume a more active role in the campaign
for civil rights. Gay, an acceptable word for
both sexes, has nevertheless been
appropriated by men.

Also in the movement for acceptance and
non-discriminating legislation are bisexuals
(people attracted to both genders);
transexuals (people whose gender is
medically changed via an operation);
heterosexuals (people attracted to the
opposite gender) and transgenders (people
who feel they are the opposite gender, but
don’t have a sex-change operation).

The more visible elements of the gay
community, like drag queens and
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transvestites are “part of our community,”
said Ronnie Billini, a board member of the
Fundacién de Derechos
Humanos,(Foundation for Human Rights),
which was launched March 1. “Many people
would like them to go away, but they arte
brave individuals,” she said.

A former New York resident of
Dominican background, Billini is a real
estate agent. “Things have been happening
in the U.S. for the last two decades, and
we've got to start somewhere. We must
educate elected officials that gays are not
just sexual beings, but human beings who
work, suffer, and contribute.”

She said the FDH has also denounced the
controversial Regulation 87, which requires
mandatory notification to the Puerto Rico
government of all persons who test HIV
positive, as well as reporting their sexual
contacts for the last 10 years.

The organization, which marched in New
York in front of the Commonwealth of
Puerto Rico Offices, fears that the
regulations can be used to prosecute gays
under the Commonwealth sodomy laws.

She said gays in many professions are
afraid to be found out, especially teachers,
whose work with children makes many
people unnecessarily nervous, and members
of the police force, which brags that it has
no gay members.

The beach entrapment issue has been a
priority of the Foundation during the last
few weeks. Tom Koontz, editor of the Jocal
gay newspapet, “The Puerto Rico Breeze,
disapproves of using the area for sexual
conduct. Nevertheless, he notes chat the
U.S. Constitution protects citizens from
entrapment.

Koontz said shirtless police in cut-off
jeans and sneakers approached men on the
beach and made lewd remarks to them. If
they responded, they were taken to a local
police facility where they were arrested,
given a hearing date and denied their right
to counsel.

Andrew Praschak, in an official bulletin
dated May 7 from the Foundation, warned
gay men to avoid the public beaches after
dark.

“We haven'’t had any more artests,” said
Reyes.

The parade, says Orraca, is a place to get
important information out for people who
don’t often go to gay bars. It is also an
opportunity to teach the non-gay
community about the issues.

“This parade, which attracts many
different kinds of people, gives us
empowerment,” said Orraca, recalling how
only 200 people turned out for the first
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event seven years ago. Last year, despite
controversy, 3,000 persons turned up. “Ir has
kind of leveled off,” said Orraca, a board

, membet of LLEGO. “We expect the same
number this year.”

Last year, the Parks and Recreation

: Department denied the group a permit for
the Peace Pavillion, but relented at the last
hour. “We thought people would be
frightened away by the publicity, but they
came in record numbers,” said Orraca.

, However, the police department made
surveillance videos, which the coalition is
trying to get them to return.

StephenAlvaréz a spokesman for the police
superintendent Pedro Toledo said the
department would provide whatever security
necessary to guarantee a normal and peaceful
pasade.

We want people to see that we’re not trolls who walk
underground; we are not a freak show.”

Ivén Reyes

Orraca said marchers are urged to observe
a strict behavior code, including abstaining
from answering insults and drinking
alcohol. However, she said, no one would be
asked to repress normal expressions of
affection.

The Condado Plaza Hotel, which will
serve as headquarters of the LLEGO
convention in October, offered its facilities
Friday for a press conference to discuss both
the convention and cthe parade.

A highlight of the parade will be a human
flag, made up of people carrying colorful
banners to represent the international
rainbow flag, a symbol of the gay pride
movement.

Puerto Rico’s parade has spawned dozens
of related events, from an ecumenical church
service last Sunday at Cristo Sanador Church
to an art show of lesbian and gay painters,
sculptors and photographers Saturday night
ar a local gallery.
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Many marchers also got a jump start on
the parade yesterday with a Fiestén de
Orgullo at Praschak’s home in Barrio
Sonadora in Guaynabo, to honor Margarita
Lépez, an outspokenly lesbian candidate for
the New York City Council, and Antonio
Pagin, a gay candidate running for
Manhattanboro President.

Ivin Reyes decided to invite his patents to
dance and sing and meet his friends in a
festive atmosphere.

There are many serious issues to be dealt
with, says the Foundation’s Billini. “But this
parade is about having fun.” &



