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I
t was the moment in which a
state that had been knocked
down decided to get back up.
It was a moment that made
clear that times in Indiana
have dramatically changed.

The state’s top two legislative
leaders, both conservative Repub-
licans, stood on the floor of the
Indiana House on Thursday morn-
ing amid a storm of protest about
what many believe is a discrimi-

natory “religious freedom” bill. They stood on the
same floor that less than a year ago was home to a
sustained, angry and almost successful push to
amend a prohibition against same-sex marriage into
the Indiana Constitution. 

Thursday, though, House Speaker Brian Bosma
and Senate President Pro Tempore David Long stood
on that floor to announce a plan to enshrine in state 

Matthew 
Tully
Columnist

» See TULLY, Page 7A

Now Hoosier state
can begin to heal

After a week of tumult in Indiana, Gov. Mike Pence
signed a legislative fix for the state’s “religious free-
dom” law late Thursday that eliminates the potential
erosion of LGBT protections in communities, includ-
ing Indianapolis, that have local anti-discrimination
ordinances protecting sexual orientation and gender
identity.

But the change was not universally hailed because
it does nothing to provide those protections in much of
Indiana where such local ordinances do not exist.

Still, the revision is potentially a first step in the po-
litical fight to add sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity as a protected class in the state’s civil rights law. It
also provides greater protection to religious minor-
ities throughout Indiana.

“There will be some who think this legislation goes
too far and some who think it does not go far enough, 

Pence signs new bill,
ending week of fury

Tom LoBianco and Tony Cook
tom.lobianco@indystar.com

» See PENCE, Page 6A
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House Speaker Brian Bosma (right) and Senate President Pro Tem David Long discuss changes to the law early Thursday. By sundown, both chambers and Gov. Mike Pence had OK’d the revision.
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RELIGIOUS FREEDOM RESTORATION ACT

On Thursday, Chris Doug-
las stood next to Republican
legislative leaders at the Indi-
ana Statehouse as they an-
nounced their proposal to
modify the controversial “reli-
gious freedom” law aimed at
eliminating fears that it would
allow discrimination for gays
and lesbians.

Douglas, a gay man and
successful local businessman
who co-founded Indiana
Equality Action and the Indy

Rainbow
Chamber of
Commerce, has
seen a major
shift in atti-
tudes over the
past 25 years.

“We know
this is only the
beginning” on
the path to full

LGBT protection, he said at
the gathering before the Indi-
ana House and Senate mem-
bers broke away to vote on and
approve on the measure.

The past two weeks has
done more to advance the fight
for civil rights for lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgendered
Hoosiers than anyone would
ever have suspected before
then.

While many opponents of
the Religious Freedom Resto-
ration Act approved of Repub-
lican leaders’ proposal Thurs-
day to modify the controver-
sial bill to prohibit businesses
from using it to discriminate
on the basis of sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity, they
said it was just the first step.

The next step, they said,
should be legislation that ex-
tends Indiana’s civil rights law
to LGBT rights. And, many
said, the events of the past
week have galvanized that
movement like nothing else
before it, including last year’s
battle over same-sex mar-
riage.

“The level of engagement
we have seen in the past two
weeks is just unprecedented,”
said Nate Nahler, president of
Indiana Equality Action. “The
level of excitement among the
community is even higher
than after the marriage ruling;
it’s shocking and encouraging.
I do believe that the LGBT
community and our allies will
not stand any longer for the
status quo.”

Coming on the heels of the
success of themovement to se-
cure legal recognition of
same-sex marriages, the
RFRA battle already has
strengthened the sense that
now is the time to act, said
Chris Morehead, IndyPride
president.

The same-sex marriage
fight showed that the commu-
nity could come together as
one and this more recent
struggle affirmed that, More-
head said. But the current
measure under discussion to
amend Indiana’s RFRA will
not go far enough to assuage
concerns.

“I don’t believe that they
will be satisfied with this
Band-Aid,” he said. “They’re
ready to fight as one for equal
rights and equal protections.
Think this movement, this mo-
ment in time, is a very impor-
tant one for Indianapolis and
the state of Indiana as a
whole.”

However, not much has yet
changed legally in the state
overall over the past two
weeks, Nahler said, noting
that in most parts of Indiana, it
is still legal to discriminate
against LGBT Hoosiers. 

Several legal experts say
the clarification approved

Thursday simply eliminated a
provision in the original law
that could have overridden lo-
cal anti-discrimination ordi-
nances that included protec-
tions based on sexual orienta-
tion. Only Indianapolis and 10
other communities across the
state have such ordinances.

The status quo remains in
the rest of the state, where dis-
crimination against gays and
lesbians is not expressly pro-
hibited because they are not
covered by statewide civil
rights protections, the experts
said.

But the proposed measure,
if passed and signed, could be-
come the first time that sexual
orientation and gender identi-
ty has been mentioned in state
law in the context of discrimi-
nation.

That alone counts for pro-
gress, advocates agree, limit-
ed though it may be.

“This definitely opened up
a dialogue, and I think in that
way we are further forward
because we at least have the
dialogue now,” said Chris
Paulsen, a spokesperson with
Indiana Equality Action. “It’s
out in the open that we need
these protections but as far as
the law, we’re not farther for-
ward than we were.”

More than two decades ago,
when Douglas, now 50, first
came out of the closet by an-
nouncing he was starting a lo-
cal chapter of the Log Cabin
Republicans, a gay conserva-
tive group, he said his candor
cost him his job at an Indiana
company. 

Most Hoosiers, he said
Thursday in an interview, do
not approve of discriminating
against members of the LGBT
community and would be sur-
prised to hear that as of now,
the law in many places in the
state does not prohibit such
discrimination.

So in the long run, he said,
the RFRA story may prove a
win for his cause. 

“I think a lot of good will
come out of this,” he said.
“What we as a community
have the opportunity and obli-
gation to do ... is to open the dis-
cussion with Hoosiers, so that
Hoosiers understand the reali-
ty. I think that will prove to be
a very healthy conversation.”

On the national scale, many
groups agreed that the action
taken Thursday should not be
the end of the story.

Lambda Legal called it “a
significant step forward” but
echoed the call for further ac-
tion.

The National LGBTQ Task
Force Action Fund launched a
“Nix it Now” campaign, urg-
ing politicians elsewhere to re-
ject laws that resemble the
one passed in Indiana.

Earlier this week, Arkan-
sas’ governor opted not to sign
a similar RFRA bill, after ini-
tially saying he would do.

“Arkansas has benefited
from Indiana’s stupidity,”
Paulsen said. “They were
smart enough to stop before
they signed it. So we have
helped Arkansas. Unfortu-
nately, Indiana has taken a
huge hit.”

When the national attention
turns away from Indiana, the
onus will fall once more on lo-
cal activists to keep alive the
momentum for additional leg-
islation to improve the lives of
LGBT Hoosiers, Nahler said. 

“We need to maintain that
fire among our constituents
and our voters,” he said. “So
it’s our jobs. We’re the ones
that will be left to take on the
fight after CNN leaves.”
✭ Call Star reporter Shari
Rudavsky at (317) 444-6354.
Follow her on Twitter:
@srudavsky.

RFRA fight seen
boosting gay rights

Shari Rudavsky
shari.rudavsky@indystar.com
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Jackson
Blanchard
(center), 18,
who is gay
and a junior
at Herron
High School,
and Annette
Gross (right),
a Carmel
PFLAG
member,
cheer as the
City-County
Council
passes a
resolution
denouncing
RFRA.

Chris Douglas

Three of the most prominent
social conservative activists in
Indiana are lining up against
changesto the “religious free-
dom” act they shepherded into
law. 

Eric Miller, Micah Clark and
Curt Smith — who are collec-
tively able to marshal thou-
sands of like-minded sup-
porters around the state —
stood behind Gov. Mike Pence
last week when he signed the
Religious Freedom Restoration
Act into law.

But on Thursday morning,
when legislative leaders stood
with a phalanx of the state’s
business and sports leaders to
try to tamp out the firestorm
that’s engulfed the state since
the signing, Miller, Clark and
Smith were nowhere to be seen.

As the day wore on, the three-
some made known their displea-
sure with changes to the “reli-
gious freedom” law.

Miller, as president of Ad-
vance America, has been nota-
ble for saying the religious free-
dom law would protect florists
and bakers who wish to decline
to service gay weddings. But he
was first out of the gate with a
message to followers saying the
changes would “destroy reli-
gious freedom protection in In-
diana.”

By afternoon, Miller was tes-
tifying before lawmakers that
their proposal would remove
the protections for florists and
others. “I believe what you have
done,” Miller said, “is make it
worse for Hoosier businesses.”

Clark, executive director of
the American Family Associa-
tion of Indiana, issued a state-
ment urging his followers to ask
Pence to veto the proposed
changes, which he says go too
far. “Our legal advisers tell us
that it actually changes our law
in a way that could now erode
religious freedom across Indi-
ana,” Clark said.

Similarly, Curt Smith of the
Indiana Family Institute said
the changes would “erode reli-
gious freedom in Indiana” and
urged supporters to ask Pence
for a veto.

“By taking RFRA protection
away from small business own-
ers at the local level this addi-
tional legislation creates a prob-
lem the current law was de-
signed to fix,” he wrote.

Together, the three organiza-
tions led by Miller, Clark and
Smith represent a substantial

block of religious and social
conservatives in Indiana.

Like Pence, who has blamed
sloppy news reporting, and like
legislative leaders Brian Bosma
and David Long, who say the
original law was “mischaracter-
ized,” the activists said the
problem with the religious free-
dom law wasn’t in the legisla-
tion but the messaging.

Smith said his organization
urged the veto despite being
“keenly aware that mispercep-
tions about this bill are creating
economic pressures and sully-
ing our great state’s reputa-
tion.” Miller, meanwhile, told
lawmakers that rather than
change the law it would be bet-
ter to “hire a PR firm to get the
truth out.”
✭ Call Star reporter Robert King at
(317) 444-6089. Follow him on
Twitter: @RbtKing.

Law’s backers fought changes
By Robert King

robert.king@indystar.com
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Those on both sides of the “religious freedom” issue rallied for support at
the Statehouse last month.

Using sports as a high-pow-
ered economic engine — one
that drove out the erstwhile rep-
utation of Indianapolis as Nap-
town — is practically a civic
creed here.

When the nation’s eyes are on
Indy, it’s usually because of
sports, especially events such
as this weekend’s men’s Final
Four.

But Thursday at the State-
house, where many of the most
powerful people in Indy sports
gathered, it wasn’t about build-
ing a dome before the city even
had an NFL team. It wasn’t
about race cars. Or confetti
raining down on Final Four
champions. Or national acclaim
from hosting a Super Bowl.

It was about using the local
clout of sports to help move a
seemingly intractable social is-
sue — even if it didn’t move
nearly far enough for many —
and to do so with urgency.
Downtown Indy is about to be
flooded with thousands of col-
lege basketball fans for the Fi-
nal Four. 

Purdue history professor
Randy Roberts, who has written
several books about sports,
couldn’t think of anything else
like it in Indiana.

Ryan Vaughn, president of
the Indiana Sports Corp, was
among the city’s sports leaders
who stood behind lawmakers at
the Statehouse as they an-
nounced a “fix” to the “religious
freedom” law. The law has
brought national scorn onto
Hoosiers as bigots with little re-
gard for LGBT people.

It was clear that the people
who run sports in this city had
much to lose from the national
perception problem, and they
played huge roles in trying to
correct that.

“It’s always about more than
a game here,” said Ryan
Vaughn, president of the Indi-
ana Sports Corp. “It’s about who
we are.”

Mark Miles, head of the com-
pany that owns Indianapolis
Motor Speedway, was behind
closed doors with lawmakers as
they tried to hammer out a solu-
tion.

NCAA President Mark Em-
mert spoke with Gov. Mike
Pence and explained to him “the
seriousness with which univer-
sities and colleges take issues
like this. These are not sidebar
issues for a university. These go
right at the heart of who a uni-
versity is and what they stand
for. I made that really clear.”

Allison Melangton, who ran
the Super Bowl host committee

for Indy, stood behind the law-
makers at a news conference, as
did Tony Mason, senior vice
president of the Super Bowl
host committee. IMS president
Doug Boles was there, too.

“I think we have a higher per-
centage of people here in Indi-
anapolis who are leading the
sports industry and also happen
to be business and community
leaders,” Melangton said.

No one fits that description
more than Pacers vice chair-
man Jim Morris, an architect of
the strategy to use sports to
grow the city.

“For 50 years, Hoosiers, peo-
ple who live in Indianapolis,
have worked as hard as human-
ly possible with the most colle-
gial, inclusive mindset, to tell
the world that we want them to
come to Indiana, to Indianapo-
lis,” Morris said. “That they’re
welcome here. That this is a dy-
namic, upbeat, happy, positive
place. And the results of that ef-
fort have been extraordinary.”

But the law still threatens to
dismantle that reputation. And
that’s not to mention major
events scheduled for Indian-
apolis that are in jeopardy —
next year’s women’s Final Four,
early-round men’s tournament
games in 2017, the men’s Final
Four in 2021.

And, of course, the NCAA
headquarters is in Indianapolis,
an easy walk from the State-
house. While praising Indy as a
great home for the NCAA at
Thursday’s news conference,
Emmert wouldn’t absolutely
rule out moving. 

The NCAA has taken action
on social issues before. Em-
mert’s predecessor at the
NCAA, the late Myles Brand,
used to talk about Jackie Robin-
son as his hero and using sports
as a catalyst for social change.

Brand led the effort in 2005
to ban Native American mas-

cots deemed “hostile and abu-
sive” at NCAA schools. Some
schools appealed successfully.
At the University of Illinois,
Chief Illiniwek was retired.

“Somehow in American cul-
ture, we continue to think that
it’s all right to caricature Native
Americans in a way we wouldn’t
other ethnic groups,” Brand
said. “It’s disrespectful.”

The NFL has shown it will
use its power on a social issue,
moving a Super Bowl out of Ari-
zona after voters there rejected
a Martin Luther King holiday.

Now Emmert, who has en-
dured endless criticism during
his time as NCAA president, has
won praise for his role in the
RFRA debate.

“The issue here was, first of
all, near and dear to us because
we have 500 employees in this
state,” Emmert said. “We run
the enterprise from here. We
have to attract a diverse work-
force, we have to have a work-
force that is attractive to all
walks of life. We have a partic-
ularly young staff. These issues
for young people are very, very
different than they are for old
codgers like me.”

Polls show people under 30
having vastly more tolerant
views of LGBT rights than older
people.

“When we talk about the role
of sports,” said IPFW professor
Andy Downs of the Downs Cen-
ter for Indiana Politics, “a lot of
people will talk about it as just
sports.”

But the events of the last cou-
ple of days — and the show of
force at the Statehouse on
Thursday and in private meet-
ings with lawmakers and the
governor — demonstrated it
can be about something much
more.
✭ Contact Mark Alesia at (317)
444-6311. Follow him on Twitter:
@markalesia.

When sports becomes 
a force for social change
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Final preparations are made for the NCAA Final Four in Indianapolis. NCAA
President Mark Emmert was praised Thursday for his stand against RFRA.

Mark Alesia
mark.alesia@indystar.com
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