
Family ties 
the legal way 
But some object to use of
'unincorporated associations' 

By Suzanne Schlosberg 
lJajly News Sta!JWriter 

When Nancy Wilson divorced 
her husband, she retained a close 
relationship with Seth, her hus
band's son from a previous mar-

riS:ilson and Seth considered 
themselves a lot more than "for
mer stepSOn and former stepmoth
er," Wilson said. 

They considered themselves 
family. 

Now, the state of California 
considers them family, too. 

Wilson made use of a contro
versial new provision that allows 
California residents ~king recog
nition as a family to register with 
the state. Supporters believe regis
tration will provide self-esteem 
and perhaps legal and economic 
benefits to non-traditional fami
lies such as stepfamilies, foster 
families and homosexual couples. 

For $1 D, families can declare 
themselves "unincorporated non
profit associations" under a 60-
year-old section of the California 
Corporations Code used primarily 
by homeowners associations, fra
ternities and other clubs. 

The non-profit designation sim
ply means that the "family" isn't 
operating as a business, according 
to Anthony Miner, chief deputy 
secretary of state. It has nothing to 
do with non-profit charitable orga
nizations, which are exempt from 
taxes. 

Residents receive an actua1 cer
tificate declaring the household an 
association called the "Family of 
(Doe)." So far, liS families have 
registered. 

The registration confers no legal 
rights, said Melissa Warren, media 
director for the Secretary of State's 
office in Sacramento. 

Opponents consider registration 
a thinly disguised attempt by gay 
activists to gamer for homosexual 
couples the legal status of married 
couples. Advocates of registration 
do support increased benefits for 
tiliy and lesbian couples, but they 
say they're trying to gain accep
tance for all types of families that 
don't fit the Ozzie-and-Harriet 
mold.\.-__ 

"So many rights are dependent 
upon whether someone is in a 
family relationship," said Thomas 
F. Coleman, the Los Angeles at
torney who conceived the idea of 
family registration. 

For instance, Coleman said, 
credit unions wiD loan money only 
to employees and their family 
members. A certificate of family 
registration might persuade a 
credit union to extend member
ship to someone not related by 
blood or marriage, such as the 
lover of a gay employee. 

However, Warren noted, "it 
would be up to the credit union to 
decide whether or not the registry 
is sufficient to treat this group as a 
family." 

Coleman said h~ doesn't know 
if any of the registered families 
have used their certificates to chal
lenge such policies. Because regis
tration hV been available only 
since Ded"mber, it's too early to 
teU whether a certificate wiD pro
vide any economic benefits, Cole
man said. 

Advocates are cenain, however, 
that registration wiD provide psy
chological benefits to members of 
non-traditional families. 

"It gives them status, a function 
and place in society," said Nora 
Baladerian, a Beverly Hills psy
chologist. "For many years, we've 
been really denigrating to people 
who don't fit. Family registration 
counteracts that precisely. They 
can say, 'We don't have a broken 
home.' n 

Supporters consider registration 
part ot:a larger effort to gain social 
acceptance as weU as I~ benefits 
for non-traditional families. 

"It's one baby step in a thou
sand-mile journey," said Don 
Harrelson, president of Gay and 
Lesbian Parents of Los Angeles. 

Harrelson said he is planning to 
register as a family with his lover, 
John RiO$, and Rios' two children, 
who live with them. 

"It gives us an opportunity to be 
counted," said Harrelson, who 
lives in West HoUywood.= __ 
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Harrelson hopes that registra
tion will be a step toward legal rec
ognition of gay couples, so he and 
Rios can have the same tax, insur
ance and other benefits that mar
ried couples have. 

"We pay through the nose tax
wise," Harrelson said. "If we were 
legalized, we could be a lot better 
off financially for us and for our 
kids." 

However, there is no provision 
under the current tax laws to ac
cept registered people as families, 
Miller said. 

"(And) while these people may 
want it to change .. .. there's no 
movement to do so," he'said. 

Family registration has drawn 
opposition from conservative and 
religious organizations. 

"We see it as an illustration of a 
continuing effort to erode the fam
ily," said Paul Hetrick, vice presi
dent of Focus on the Family, a Po
mona-based non-profit Christian 
organization. 

Hetrick said his organization 
defines a family as a husband, wife 
and children. 

"There are derivations, but to 
expand that to include the .. . ho
mosexual community and to do it 
with the symbolic approval of the 
state is ludicrous . ... What this is 
really all about is not trying to help, 
foster kids or children of a divorce 
but trying to broaden the appear
ance of approval for homosexu
als.n 

The Traditional Values Coali
tion, a conservative organization 
based in Anaheim, believes that 
stepfamilies and foster families do 
not belong in the same category as 
homosexuals. 

"(Gay activists) are using the 
credibility of these other groups to 
uplift themselves," said coalition 
spokesman Steve Sheldon. 

Coleman disagrees. In the past 
few decades, he said, the defini
tion of family has changed tre
mendously because of the divorce 
rate, teen pregancy and increased 
acceptance of heterosexual and 
homosex . ying togeth-



Family 
er. Registration, he said, is merely 
an attempt to acknowledge tbe 
trend 

Each day, be said, 1,300 stepfa
milies are formed 

"This is a buge, growing seg
ment of the population," said 
Coleman, executive director of the 
Family Diversity Project of Spec
trum Institute, a non-profit cor
poration that studies the cbanging 
nature of the American..family. 

Opponents of registration said 
they aren't morally opposed to 
registration of stepfamilies or fos
ter families, but they say it isn't 
necessary. 

"Those groups are already legit
imate," Sbeldon said 

Hetrick doubts anybody could 
gain self-esteem from what he caDs 
a "pseudo-authoritative certifi
cate. " 

Baladerian disagrees. "Some 
people have come to tears just un
derstanding the concept (of regis
tration)," she said. "Tbere's a 
sense of empowermenL" 

Baladerian believes widespread 
registration ultimately could help 
reduce teen-age gang membership 
and drug use. 

"When you get high, you get 
away from those horrible feelings 
of isolation," she said. "If we 
could get (registration) into the 
minority communities, it would 
be fabulous. I think we'd stop kill
ing each other if we started to feel 
good." 

Coleman, meanwhile, is con· 
centrating on possible legal bene
fits of registnltion. 

In a study of California statutes, 
Coleman found 167 laws that use 
the term family in a substantive 
way, but most don't define the 
term. 

For instance, if a specified li
censed professional dies, a new li
cense is not required if the busi
ness is continued by a surviving 
family member. 

Also, a law student may get a re
fund of the bar exam fee if the stu
dent cancels the exam due to the 
death or injury of a family mem
ber. 

COleman also hopes registration 
will have an impact on employ
ee benefits, including sick and be
reavement leave, bealth insurance 
and pension plans. 

Of a bandfuI of employers con
tacted, only the city of West Hol
lywood would accept the family 
certificate. 

Marty Kirschen, left, Phillip Kirschen-Clark and Elisabeth Clark 
hold their family registration certificate. 

Jennifer Baughman, left, and Rebecca Tapia of Los Feliz have 
registered as a fami with the state of ~CaIi=·f~·IIiI;. ____ _ 



Forms obtained 
from Sacramento 

To obtain a name registration 
form, write to Secretary of 
State, Special Ftlinl!$, 923 12th 
St, Third Floor, Sacramento, 
Calif. 95814. Ask for a form to 
register for an 
non-incorporated, non-profit 
association. 

To receive a certificate, send 
a 510 check or money order 
(made out to Secretary of State) 
with the completed form to Sec
retary of State, P.O. Box 
944225, Sacramento, Calif. 
94244-2250. 

A certified copy costs an 
additional $6. 

It takes about a week to 
receive the certificate. 

Kevin Fridlington, the ci ty's 
senior personnel analyst, said that, 
in addition to the certificate, the 
family also would have to register 
with the city under Its domestic
partner registration program and 
file an affidavit of financial SUi>" 
port (Technically, the city's pro
gram would satisfy West Holly
wood officials, making the family 
certificate unnecessary within the 
city limits.) . 

The domestic-partner regtstra
tion program states that if an un
married city employee wants his 
partner to receive benefits, !!te two 
must register as panners WIth the 
city, he said . 

The partner then can receIve 
full-range benefits, such as dental, 
visual and health insurance; pa
rental and family responsibility 
leave' and bereavement leave, he 
said. ' 

Other businesses are still unsure 
of the family-a:rtificate provision. 

Sharon Tandy, employee bene
fits specialist for Security. Pacific 
Corp., said at the present t Ime, th,e 
Los Angeles-based company won t 
accept the state document. 

"We only offer coverage to 
spouses and legal 'guardians under 
the age of 19, dependents between 
19 to 24 who are attending school 
full time or handicapped family 
members of our employees," 
Tandy said .. 

Officials with Deha Airlines, 
headquartered in Atl~ta, were fa
miliar with the certificate pro
gram, but said they would ha.ve to 
review it before makmg a Judg
ment on it, said Frances Conner, 
airlines spokeswoman. . 

Health msurance comparues are 
also uncertain about the ramifica
tions of the certificate. 

Blue Cross of California. one of 
the largest health insurance com
panies in the state. won't accept 
the certificate for health benefits, 
according to Mike Chee, a spokes
man for company. 

"We look at it as a domestic 
partnership because, more often 
than not, it is a homosexual couple 
who apply for this type of arrange
ment, H he said "We do not have 
any policy that addresses this is
sue. We don't recognize a domes
tic partnership as any legal or for
mal or traditional union. We 
basically follow the state's guide
line for the definition of maniage 
or married couple." 

(According to California Civil 
Code, marriage is "a personal rela
tionship arising out of a ci,~l con
tract between a man and a wo
man, to which the consent of the 
parties capable of makmg that 
contract is necessary.") 

Attorney Coleman also noted 
that some hospitals only allow 
family members to visit patients 
in intensive care. He said the cer
tificate could help gain access for 
non-traditional family members. 

However, spokeswomen for Ce
dars-Sinai Medical Center and 
Northridge Hospital Medical Cen
ter said a certlfi ale would not be 
necessary. If a patJ~nt conSIdered 
visitors family. the spokeswomen 
said, the hospitals "ould allow vis
itation. 

The conservati,e oppositIon 
maintains that gal couples 
shouldn't have these benefits. 

"If two homosexuals want to 
call themselves a family, they're 
entitled to misuse that name as 
they want to," said Sheldon of the 
Traditional Values Coalition. 
"But those two people should not 
get the benefits that families re
ceive." 

Rebecca Tapia and Jennifer 
Baughman think differently. The 
gay couple, who live in Los Fe
liz and have been together 15 
years, say they deserve the same 
rights as a married couple. They 
have registered with the state. _ 
- "I like to know that legally we're 
recognized, and there's now a p0-
tential to start working with the le
gal codes," said Tapia, an attor
ney . "The first step is to 
acknowledge there are different 
types of families." 

Baughman sa id registration 
could give homosexual couples 
more social acceptance. 

"You can't legislate attitudes, 
but, for the next generation and 
the generation after that, a lot of 
that prejudice could go awa~." . 

Tapia, who often works WIth JU
venileS, said she advocates regis
tration not just for hOOlosexual 
couples but also for foster families 
and stepfamilies. 

"The exposure at a young age to 
different forms of family is very 
important, so there's no stereolyJ>
ing or limited vision of what a 
family is." 

Not all registrants are members 
of non-traditional families. Elisa
beth Clark; her husband, Marty 
Ki=hen' and their son, Phillip 
Kirschen-C!ark, have registered. 

The family did it partly to show 
solidarity with non-tradlllonal 
families and partly to clear up the 
confusion that comes from all 
three members having different 
last names. 

"It's kind of special to go out of 
your way and sign up somewhere 
as a family," Clark said. 

Daily News Staff Writer Pallia 
Monarez cOnJribUled to this Story. 


