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Recognizing Non-Marital Unions
Civil union, civil partnership, gay marriage.  It's all the talk, these days.  
Unless you're one of those who believe homosexuality is some kind of curable disease like leprosy or else a fun lifestyle choice like drinking wine instead of beer, you would have to feel sorry for the plight of gays and lesbians in a hetero world.  
A minority wherever they go, largely despised or disliked or disparaged, whether to their face or not, they can never feel fully comfortable except amongst-fellow gays.  And since they constitute only around 3% of the population, and rarely wear labels to identify themselves, it cannot be easy for them to find fellow gays ot hang out with.  
For convenience, I am using the term “gays” to include “gays and lesbians”, ~
and also transgender people.
Furthermore, except for those torn few who try to hide or suppress their true sexual nature, conventional marriage is out, as is having children and enjoying a “normal” family life.  Conventional marriage is, of course, a union between a man and woman who vow to stay together for life.  
For gay adherents to religions that forbid extra-marital sex, the situation is even worse, because they are condemned to a lifetime of celibacy.  
Thus when you hear proposals for making marriage available to gays and lesbians, you'd have to be especially hard-hearted to remain unsympathetic.  
Of course, there's nothing to stop two gays vowing to remain together as a couple for life.  But without legal standing they would be denied all the social benefits of marriage, specifically - 
· the opportunity to be taxed as a single unit rather than individually,
· tax-free inheritance of assets between spouses, 
· the continued payment of a pension to a surviving spouse, and 
· certain other less pecuniary rights such as next-of-kin status.  
These benefits derive from the societal purpose of a sharing marriage: the procreation and raising of children by their parents, and thus not unduly penalising one parent for spending more time rearing and less time earning than the other.   Numerous studies demonstrate that for a child to have the best chance of growing up well adjusted mentally and able to support him/herself in adulthood, there is no better environment than being raised by its own, married (to each other) mother and father.  That's not to say that single parents or unmarried parents, or indeed gay parents, cannot raise children successfully, just that statistically the chances are lower.  
The payback for the state, therefore, of providing tax and other benefits is future citizens with the maximum chance of being able to contribute constructively to society.  
Thus, without children, or the possibility of children, such statutory benefits appear to make no sense.  
This is the practical objection to gay marriage: there is no reason for society to get involved because no children can ever result from the union.  
There are other, more spurious arguments for and against.   
· It is “discriminatory” to deny gays full marriage rights that heterosexuals enjoy.  
· This is nonsense.  Gays do have full right to marry someone of the opposite sex, just like everyone else.  It's just something they don't choose to do.  
· Nearly all religions abhor gay marriage because, well, it is contrary to their religious teaching.  
· Unless you live in a theocratic state, this is no argument at all.  It simply amounts to “the answer's no because it's no”.  
· Gay marriage undermines heterosexual marriage.  
· This too is ridiculous.  How can my marriage be demeaned just because two gays get married?  Does it bring me closer to divorce?  
· Indeed, heterosexual divorce is the one thing that truly does undermine marriage, for its widespread availability attributes to the vow “till death to us part” the meaning “till divorce do us part”.  This Alice-in-Wonderland verbal contortion turns marriage into a much less risky venture and can thus be entered into much more frivolously (just ask Britney).  
And yet, gays are human beings of flesh and blood with all the wants, needs and longings of everyone else.  
It seems churlish to deny them the benefits of marriage so freely - and frivolously - available to others.  Is there no benefit to society that might offset the cost of the benefits?
Well, as a matter of fact there is.  People often criticise the promiscuous lifestyle of many gays, with its scope to contract STDs on the one hand and set a bad example to impressionable youth on the other.  To such critics (though they may not want to admit it), a life-long commitment of love and fidelity between cohabiting same-sex partners, reinforced by the state, can only represent an improvement.  Society would certainly get some payback for the concession of legal recognition, but far less than that of generating responsible future citizens.  
On balance, therefore, I have tended to favour some kind of state recognition, though it should never be called “marriage” as this term has a strict meaning of one man and one woman and the language doesn't need another verbal contortion in this contentious area.  
And yet ... 
Since the result of granting legal status to gay unions, means conveying some very real financial advantages, a question immediately follows: what's so special about a partnership that's gay?  If gays are going to benefit, there are plenty of other partnerships that also need to be considered.  For example, think about these
· Two elderly brothers who have shared a house all their lives
· A spinster daughter and/or bachelor son living with their widowed mother
· Lifelong bridge partners who have long shared a home together
· Celibate gays
· Three siblings
Once you move away from the one-man-one-woman formula, the possible permutations become limitless.  
In such an ambience, the one thing that would distinguish gay partnerships from all the others is that sex is involved, albeit fruitless sex.  But do we really want the state, in supporting gay unions, to say that this status is available only if they promise to indulge in fruitless sex?  And is a gay-sex-monitoring policeman to make midnight calls to ensure compliance? 
Surely to grant special financial privileges, at taxpayer expense, to a sexually active gay couple, while denying it to a non-gay non-sexually active co-habiting pair (or even trio) is indeed discriminatory, as well as most odd, since it would be making gay sex a prerequisite.  
Yet the absence of this prerequisite is to open the doors to all kinds of people - genuine and mountebank alike - claiming to be civil partners as a tax-convenient ploy, often probably exercised on the deathbed of any conveniently ageing relative or friend.  
· And if you think people wouldn't take deathbed measures to minimise tax for their relatives and friends, Linda McCartney, resident in England for three decades, did exactly that.  Dying of cancer in 2000, she hired top Manhattan lawyers to dream up a wheeze whereby her will was probated in New York rather than her place of residence, in order to dodge 40% inheritance tax in Britain.  This handed her (almost penniless) husband Paul, family and friends a cool £60 million extra.   (Even Heather Mills will probably end up with a piece of it as part of her divorce settlement.)  
Without blatantly discriminating in favour of gays, I don't see how you can ever put proper limits on two people hitching up for purely tax purposes.  And that is not to talk about triple and quadruple partnerships.  For if the man-woman part of the marriage bargain is to be opened up, why should the two-person restriction not also be opened up?  Everything would be up for grabs.  
So, for all the sympathy I have for the plight of gays, I have reversed my thinking, and no longer would support any kind of civil union for them or anyone else.  It's 
· either too discriminatory against non-gays, or else 
· too wide open to abuse by tax-dodgers.  
In jurisdictions - such as Britain's - which have granted significant tax advantages to gay couples in civil unions, it is only a matter of time before non-gay couples claim and obtain similar rights.  It's already happening.  
Britain's two elderly Burden sisters, who have lived together all their lives, want to avail of the inheritance tax waiver now available to gay couples.  They fear that otherwise, when one of them dies, the other will have to sell their shared house to pay her dead sister's inheritance tax.  The UK's legislative system and the European Court have both denied their request, so they are now appealing to the EU's so-called Grand Chamber, claiming discrimination under the terms of the European Convention of Human Rights.  It is only a matter of time before they - or similar claimants who may follow them - are successful.  
And just as abortion law - originally highly restrictive - has over the years become de-facto abortion-on-demand until criminally late into pregnancy, so tax-advantageous civil unions will eventually become available to any couple (or triple) who ask for it, regardless of the reason for their coupling/tripling and despite what happens or doesn't happen in the bedroom.  The idea of any payback to society will be long forgotten in the rush.  
So make no mistake.  Each additional concession will cut into the tax take, which will then have to be compensated either by increased taxes paid by others or by reduced public services.  
So let gays make their vows and commitments to each other, and good luck to them, they need it.  But leave the state out of it.  It should be a purely private arrangement.  Just as the state cannot grow back the leg of an amputee, so it cannot reverse someone's homosexuality.  It is something the unfortunate person simply has to learn to live with.  

Chilling Prospect of an Obama Presidency
Barack Obama burst from nowhere onto the American and international landscape after a barnstorming performance from the podium of the US Democratic Party's national convention in 2004.  He completely overshadowed the candidate eventually nominated to challenge George Bush, namely the abysmal John Kerry.  
Mr Obama is wonderfully articulate, a stirring orator, yet courtly, charming and charismatic.  And in his determined quest for the 2008 Democratic nomination and ultimately the US presidency, he seems hardly to have put a foot wrong.  
Until now.  
Last week, he gave a lengthy - and thoroughly alarming - interview to the New York Times.  He clearly wants to parade to the world his vision, skill and diplomacy when it comes to foreign affairs - unlike a certain sitting president, and another ex-president's uppity wife.  
If/when elected, he promises to launch an aggressive, personal diplomatic effort to engage Iran, holding out the prospect of a guarantee that the United States will not seek regime change in Tehran. 
“I would meet directly with Iranian leaders. I would meet directly with Syrian leaders. We would engage in a level of aggressive personal diplomacy ... we are not hell bent on regime change ... ”, he says.
Wow!  So a leading contender for the next presidency of the world's most powerful nation wants to encourage the continuance of one of the world's most evil, repressive, dictatorial, anti-Semitic, anti-gay, misogynistic, theocratic, jihadist regimes.  A regime which 
· stones women for adultery, 
· beheads gays (whilst denying their existence), 
· promotes paedophilia (with a female age of consent of just nine years), 
· fosters terrorism and suicide bombing (via Hezbollah and Hamas amongst others), 
· develops nuclear weapons with the avowed intention of wiping a UN democracy from the map.  
 

Ah yes, those inconvenient nuclear weapons ... 
Question: When Vice President Cheney said we cannot allow Iran to become a nuclear weapon state, do you agree with that? 
Mr Obama: “What I believe is that we should do everything in our power to prevent that in the broader context of our long-term security interests.” 
Question: And if we fail to prevent it? 

Mr Obama: “I’m not going to speculate on whether we’re going to fail.” 
Make no mistake.  His unwillingness to reinforce Cheney's clear assertion means only one thing: that he is prepared to allow Iran have the bomb.  Again, 
“Iran has shown no inclination to back off of their support of Shia militias as a consequence of the threats that they’ve been receiving.” 
In other words, threats haven't worked so let's stop making them.  
You can just visualise the mullah sin Tehran as they salivate at the thought of an Obama presidency:  
· Their regime is safe; 
· their bomb can go ahead; 
· all nasty threats will cease.    
Who can blame them for concluding that Mr Obama will do anything for a quiet life (apart from the occasional Kaboom and a few million splattered Jews).  
And then there is that other annoying issue, Iraq.  
Would-be president Obama tells us he'll spend his first sixteen months removing troops from Iraq, but if “widespread sectarian killing” follows he will “work in concert with the international community”.  Hurrah for the UN.  But a bit unfortunate for those who end up murdered, but that's never worried the Left.  
“I am not going to set up our troops for failure and I’m not going to do something half-baked”  Oh, no?  It's not what it sounds like.  
This was not a quick live interview on TV but a long newspaper one.  Thus you cannot attribute Mr Obama's remarks to inept verbiage, inadvertently saying something different from what he really meant.  For he would have had an opportunity to correct any mistakes or loose language.  
He has thus has let a bright light shine on his inner thought processes, and what it has revealed is as you can see very dangerous.  
Unless he undergoes some kind of Damascene conversion on issues of national (and global) security, we non-Americans have to fervently hope Hillary thumps him solidly in the primaries.  She may not be my cup-of-tea, but she's a lot more mindful than he about the existential Islamist threat of our times.  

Bertie: Because He's Worth It
A couple of weeks ago, Ireland's Taoiseach (Prime Minister) Bertie Ahern awarded himself a whopping 14% pay rise, his 26th since taking office a decade ago, bringing his annual emolument to €310,000.  His fellow ministers and other public worthies such as top judges and policemen received similar (though not quite as large) largesse.  He did not improve things for himself when he said next day that, 
“There has been deterioration in our cost competitiveness in recent years and arresting this trend will be key to growth prospects.  This must be a key consideration when we come to consider the next phase of negotiations on pay under Towards 2016”, referring to a national wage deal that covers most public workers.

There has been understandable uproar among the downtrodden masses, not only those public workers whose belts must be tightened, but everyone who toils to provide the taxes needed to fund the politicians' bloated wages.  
Mr Ahern's excuse is that the pay rises were not his idea.  They were the recommendations of a special “Review Body on Higher Remuneration in the Public Sector” to bring the pay of senior public servants in line with that in the private sector.  Of course, he is loath to acknowledge certain caveats to this innocent sounding explanation (ref Sunday Times 4th Nov, no URL): 
· The commission members were appointed by friends and colleagues of the beneficiaries, so would naturally want to thank them.  
· They considered that international comparisons would not be “valid”.
· Their terms of reference were specifically to seek out instances of underpayment relative to the private sector, but not vice versa.  
· They considered it “unduly harsh” to take into account
· the unsackability of public servants, who enjoy both security of tenure and fat pensions, unlike in the private sector, or
· that many parliamentarians run lucrative businesses (pubs, property, farming) on the side.  
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To cap it all, it quickly emerged that Mr Ahern is now paid more than any other national leader in the OECD, including George Bush, Angela Merkel, Gordon Brown and Nicolas Sarkozy.  
As a taxpayer, I've been inclined to be as mad as anyone else about all this, but there are different ways of looking at things.  
The purpose of a government is essentially just twofold: to provide both security and prosperity for its people.  The rest is either details or trivia.  
Ireland has done fine from a security point of view.  No foreign invasions and no terrorist attacks.  You could argue that this is due to the implicit protection of Britain and the US, since its own armed forces are lamentably incapable of repelling anyone, but the result still stands.  Even the rising crime rate compares well with other countries.    
As for prosperity, the Celtic Tiger has been flying for a decade, outstripping nearly everyone in Europe and elsewhere, for whom it is a model to be emulated.  Its economic boom and feel-good factor are everywhere to be seen and felt.  And for this, surely government ministers can claim some credit and deserve some reward.  They have helped shape the environment and conditions that fostered the extraordinary growth.  
So I prepared this little table to compare the salaries of various rich-country national chief executives with Gross Domestic Product per person, a good indicator of the population's average income, the one thing most of us care most about.  
On this basis, Mr Ahern is not greedy at all, claiming just ten times the average GDP pp; most of the others listed are greedier.  The Executive Leader of the smallest country - tiny Singapore - is the most voracious by far with a massive factor of over sixty.  By contrast, in an almost biblical analogy (“the last shall be first”), the humblest is the largest - the born-again Christian Mr Bush with barely nine.   
So maybe we shouldn't be griping about Bertie's raise after all.  Because he's worth it.  


Shakespearean Guinea Pig
“Here's a small trifle of wives: 
alas, fifteen wives is nothing! 
Eleven widows and nine maids 
is a simple coming-in for one man ... 
Well, if Fortune be a woman, 
she's a good wench for this gear.”  
So says Launcelot, bragging to Bassiano about his gear, in the Merchant of Venice.  By my reckoning, this adds up to 35 lucky ladies.  
Sooty the guinea pig must have been swotting up on his Shakespeare, seeking to emulate the exploits of Launcelot.  

But sadly, though it appears Fortune did indeed favour his own gear, he could only manage 24. ... 

Issue 165's Letters to the Press
The Leftist Irish Times is always touchy over criticism of Cuba, and although last year it did deign to publish a letter from me decrying Castro's murderous ways, this time it declined. 
However I was surprised to see my drink-driving letter printed, because just the day before another letter appeared on the subject, making broadly the same points as mine, but expressing them better.  
· Change in Drink Driving Limits P!
- to the Irish Times
Madam, - Both Prof Joe Barry and Dr Declan Bedford call for the lowering of the blood-alcohol level to below the current 0.8 mg per 100 ml (Letters, November 1st), in the belief that this will reduce road deaths.  
Yet no-one has ever produced any evidence that reducing this figure to the Continental level of 0.5 has any beneficial effect.  
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So | prepared this little table to compare the salaries of various
rich-country national chief executives with Gross Domestic Product
per person, a good indicator of the population's average income, the
one thing most of us care most about.
S0P salary** o
Country |Executive Leader| pp.§ | 4 ggps | AS 3 Multiple
’ of GDP pp
Singapore | Lee Hsien Loong [533.1k[€1.415k 61.6
Britain | Gordon Brown |531.8k| €268k 12.14
Germany | Angela Merkel |531.9k| €267k 11.84
France | Micolas Sarkozy |531.2k| €256k 11.83
Ireland | Bertie Ahern [$44.5k| €310k 10.04
Australia_| John Howard |533.3k| €229k 9.91
America | George Bush |543.8k| €278k 9.15
*Salary figures from the print edition of the Sunday Times, 28th Oct 07,
except where linked
USS 1 = £0.693755 as at 30 Oct 07
On this basis, Mr Ahern is not greedy at all, claiming just ten times the
average GDP pp; most of the others listed are greedier. The
Executive Leader of the smallest country - tiny Singapore - is the most -
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In the case of the very few bits of research that would appear to support such a contention, lowering the limit has been accompanied by much enhanced enforcement.  
It is the latter that makes the difference.  
Elsewhere you report that “Since random breath testing was introduced in July last year there has been a 20 per cent reduction in deaths on Irish roads” [Ireland, November 1st]. 
Moreover, media reports of road deaths caused by alcohol almost always quote drivers as being “several times over” the limit, not marginally so.  
Not until Gardaí are prepared, with their breathalysers, to systematically ambush drivers in large numbers as they drive away from pubs, clubs and restaurants late at night across the country will there be an appreciable reduction in drink-driving and its associated casualties.  
Of course, this will also deal a mortal blow to many such establishments by frightening away customers and create outrage among a large swathe of drivers who vote.  
That's why it is so much easier to make a gesture like reducing the current blood-alcohol level.  It sounds good but achieves nothing and doesn't much scare the vintners or anyone else. - Yours, etc
· The “Fun” of Living in Castro's Cuba
- to the Irish Times
Madam, - For Barry Walsh it is “amusing” that President Bush should call for Cubans to throw off the shackles of Communism (Letters, October 29th).  
Perhaps he would not find it quite so funny were he himself forced to live for the past 48 years in Fidel Castro's brutal prison state that had killed 73,000 of his countrymen in pursuit of the most evil ideology ever created by mankind, one which during the last century caused the deaths of a further 136 million people in the China of Mao Tse Tung and the Soviet Union of Lenin and Stalin.  - Yours etc, 
Quotes for Issue 165 
- - - - - P A S S C H E N D A E L E - - - - -

Quote (heard on BBC TV on 5th November): “It was either over the top or be shot for cowardice; you had six seconds to decide.”
Harry Patch, 109, Britain's oldest surviving World War 1 Tommy, 
a member of the Duke of Cornwall's Light Infantry,
who was one of the few who 
“went over the top” 
yet returned from the trenches and muddy misery of Passchendaele, 
albeit badly wounded, to tell the tale.
In August 2007, he published 
his autobiography, 
“The Last Fighting Tommy”.  
Let us never forget the courage of Mr Patch and his long-dead colleagues 
on the killing fields of Flanders.
- - - - - - - - - - S P A I N - - - - - - - - - -
Quote: “Justice was rendered today.”
Spanish prime minister, José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, 
on the conviction of 21 men for the Madrid bombing atrocity 
by Al Qaeda-inspired Islamists on 11th March 2004.  

Eighteen were sentenced 
to periods of 10-18 years, 
but three got an eye-watering 
40,000 years.  

Though the maximum anyone can serve under Spanish law 
is currently forty years, 
one can hope that this will be changed 
so that 40,000 years means 
dying in jail.  

Mr Zapetero was elected 
three days after the bombing 
on the promise - which he kept - of withdrawing Spanish troops from Iraq.
This made it Al Qaeda's finest triumph, 
where a Western electorate 
collectively submitted to its demands 
under fear of further terror.

- - - - - - P A K I S T A N - - - - - -
Quote: “These political madrasahs preach hatred and churn out brainwashed robots that become arsenals of weapons of violating the constitution of Pakistan.”
One week after she was nearly assassinated by two suicide bombers,
on her return from nine years of exile, 
Pakistan's ex-prime minister 
Benazir Bhutto 
assails the madrasahs, 
the Islamic schools in Pakistan 
that are breeding grounds for terrorism.

Quote: “Inaction at this moment is suicide for Pakistan and I cannot allow this country to commit suicide.”
In fact, it turns out to be its military dictator Pervez Musharraf 
who violates the constitution of Pakistan. 

He concocts this excuse 
for declaring emergency law, 
which enables him to remove and arrest 
the Chief Justice, 
Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry, 
whom he once before failed to sack, 
days before Mr Chaudry was due to declare 
Mr Musharraf's recent re-election 
to be invalid.  

Ms Bhutto has likewise been thwarted from her plan to regain power 
in democratic elections 
hitherto scheduled for early 2008.

- - - - - - - T U R K E Y - - - - - - -
Quote: “Either you will be our neighbour, or our target ... Our goal will be to transform the ‘Kurdish dream’ into a ‘Turkish nightmare’.”
Ertugrul Ozkok, editor of the 
Turkish Daily News, Turkey's most influential newspaper, 
gives a “last warning” 
to Massoud Barzani, leader of the Kurdish regional authority in northern Iraq.  

His words were later endorsed by 
General Yasar Buyukanit,
Turkey's top soldier, 
who told him, 
“That is the correct diagnosis”.

Turkey is deeply fearful that the example of 
Kurdish de-facto democracy and freedoms 
in Iraq, flourishing since 1991
and becoming ever more prosperous, 
will inspire Turkish Kurds 
who have always been repressed.


- - - - - - - I R E L A N D - - - - - - -
Quote: “I think it's a bit upsetting to see so many countries running away from giving their people an opportunity.  If you believe in something, why not let your people have a say in it? ... Perhaps others shouldn't be so much afraid of it.”
Bertie Ahern, Ireland's Taoiseach 
(prime minister)
advocates more countries 
holding a referendum 
on the new EU Constitutional Treaty, 
oops Reform Treaty, oops Lisbon Treaty.  
Of course the only reason Ireland 
is holding one is that 
it is the only EU country 
whose constitution demands it.
Quote: “A pox on all your houses.”
Long-time career armed robber Frank Ward, 
on being (justifiably) sentenced 
to life imprisonment 
for yet another armed robbery, 
which resulted in his victim losing a leg.  
See my recent post, 
“My (ahem) New Crime Novel” 
for the full thrilling story.  
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