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Good afternoon Chairman Jones and members of the Committee on Public Safety, 

I am Rue Landau, executive director of the Philadelphia Commission on Human 

Relations, and I am here today to offer my strongest support for this bill, which 

seeks to protect people from violence and other crimes on their sexual 

orientation, gender identity, gender, or physical or intellectual ability.  

 

I’d like to offer special appreciation to Councilwoman Blondell Reynolds Brown 

and Councilman Jim Kenney for co-sponsoring and advancing this legislation.  

 

This would not be the first time Philadelphia is taking a leadership role to address 

issues of inequality, but with any hope, what is proposed here soon will be 

mirrored and enacted on the state level. Still, I am convinced that regardless of 

the outcomes in Harrisburg, Philadelphia must continue its historic role of 
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building and assuring tolerance for each and every resident and visitor here – and 

detail consequences for those who violate our shared values.  

 

This issue is integral to our work. Since 1951, the Philadelphia Commission on 

Human Relations has been a consistent and active voice for fair and equal 

treatment, enforcing and educating about the city’s civil rights laws. We ensure 

fair dealings in employment, housing, public accommodations and real estate, as 

outlined in the city’s Fair Practices Ordinance. The Fair Practices Ordinance details 

some 16 categories where discrimination is expressly prohibited – from race and 

ethnicity to marital status to religion to physical or intellectual ability to gender 

identity and sexual orientation. This bill further enhances the city’s legislative and 

cultural alignment.   

 

It’s a bill that our late friend and colleague, Gloria Casarez, would have fought 

ferociously to see enacted. While she may be gone, it is our duty to continue the 

spirit of the work she so passionately undertook on behalf of marginalized people 

throughout the city. 

 

Just last year, you enacted Councilman Kenney’s LGBT Equality bill, which requires 

gender-neutral bathrooms for all city-owned buildings, requires transgender-

inclusive health benefits for city employees, offers tax credits for city businesses 

that allow families of LGBT employees into their health coverage plans, and more. 

This legislation made Philadelphia the largest American city to provide these sorts 

of benefits.  
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In fact, our expansive protections for those historically and too often mistreated 

in society have earned this city praise – ranging from the Human Rights Campaign 

to the American Society for Public Administration.  

 

But even in a city as progressive as ours, hate can, and does, arise.  

 

The September 11th violent incident against a gay couple in the streets of Center 

City is just a more blatant and public example. It was violent. And it was scary. It 

was heartwarming to see that the aftermath showcased what is best about our 

city as neighbors and strangers alike rallied to not only condemn the crime, but 

also to assist in the arrest of the alleged assailants. Still, that doesn’t make for a 

fairy-tale ending to this story.  The truth is we know that those accused of these 

crimes cannot be held fully accountable for the crimes they committed. As 

currently constructed, there is no hate crime statute covering LGBT individuals or 

those with physical or intellectual disabilities. None. That’s not because of some 

agreed upon philosophy, but due to a technicality that stripped this 

commonsense language from our state crime code in 2008. By that action, people 

in municipalities large and small have been left vulnerable – and local 

governments statewide feared proactive measures on their part would be 

challenged or overridden by Harrisburg.  

 

Well, we here in Philadelphia don’t shirk from a fight when the cause is just. It’s 

past time to get justice on behalf of these most recent victims and the countless 

others whose names must not be mere entries in a police blotter, if they are 

reported at all. We cannot afford to wait, nor should we – not when we have a 
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means of protecting our own. This bill offers us that avenue, and by all means we 

should take it.  

 

By most common definitions, a “hate crime” is established when a person 

commits, harasses, or brutalizes someone else with a criminal offense of 

“malicious intention,” based solely on how the assailant perceives the target. 

Such brutal acts are far from anecdotal, here or elsewhere.  

 

The latest FBI statistics, which many acknowledge are not complete, hold that 

hate crimes based on race – specifically against people of distant or direct African 

descent – leads all categories. But following a close second are hate crimes 

against people based solely on their perceived or actual sexual orientation.   

 

And as these hearings ultimately will show, those who live with physical and 

intellectual disabilities also suffer disproportionately from such horrible acts. 

Nationwide, people with disabilities fell victim to some 1.3 million nonfatal violent 

crimes in 2012, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. Scarier still, the rate 

of violent crime against people with disabilities is almost three times higher than 

that of those without disabilities. For serious violent crimes such as sexual assault, 

robbery and aggravated assault, the rate is nearly four times higher than among 

those without disabilities. These are people with hearing, vision, cognitive and 

ambulatory conditions, and not a small population. Some 1 in 7 people living in 

this country aged 12 or older has one or more disabilities, according to the U.S. 

Census Bureau.  
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In Pennsylvania – and in Philadelphia – some 1 in 3 households has a member 

with a disability. Unfortunately, they are not immune to or protected from hate 

crimes, as we have witnessed. We need this law to be updated for them as well.  

 

Cries for justice for Nizah Morris, a transgender woman and 2002 homicide 

victim, have to be just as loud for Christina Sankey, the 37-year-old autistic 

woman raped and murdered last spring. Likewise, our outrage at what we 

witnessed on Sept. 11th should equal that of the stabbing of Amarilis Morales, a 

woman with multiple sclerosis (MS) who uses a wheelchair. Likely, they all were 

targeted for who they were, and brutally attacked as a result. Should we ever 

apprehend those responsible for these evil deeds, they must be brought to justice 

and a hate crime provision would only seem just. The hate crimes provision is a 

means of deterrence, and certainly we want to deter anyone else from suffering 

in such a heartless manner. These are our neighbors. Our friends. Our family.  

 

We are designated a “city of the first class” legally by the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania, based on our population. But we designate ourselves as a first-class 

city, based on our ongoing commitment to our highest ideals of equality. This 

effort should prove that point.  

 

In many parts of Pennsylvania, for many reasons, this city is held as a beacon of 

hope. But if something as horrible as what happened on Sept. 11 can happen here 

– in a cosmopolitan and progressive city – and without appropriately applied 

justice, it can dash hopes for those living in less tolerant elsewhere in the state.  
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Amending this law again affirms our role as leaders in this Commonwealth.  

In the vein of a first-class city, let’s continue to lead the fight to ensure that 

Philadelphia, and eventually Pennsylvania, will no longer be associated with 

“LGBT hate crime” or “disability hate crime” in a Google search. Let’s help assure 

that people here don’t need to fear for their lives or livelihood, simply for being 

who they are.  

 

Thank you for your time. 


