Wednesday, May 25, 2011
Stephen Owens

Interim UM President, University of Missouri
UM Board of Curators
The UMKC Faculty Senate seriously takes our University’s stated goal of creating an open, welcoming, and diverse campus very seriously. The University of Missouri prohibits discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation.  To quote from MU Equity “It is against University policy to treat a person differently from others because of that person’s sexual orientation, or to exclude a person from participation in, or deny a person the benefits of, a University program or activity on that basis.”   We even claim on our letter-head that we are an “Equal Opportunity Employer.” Sadly, the evidence does not support these claims.  Despite being identified as one of the University’s strategic goals in 2002 and now again in 2011, we still offer no benefits for the domestic partners of our faculty and staff. 

Our University has the distinction of being one of only 62 American Association of University (AAU) members.  Yet, MU is one of only six AAU members that does not provide domestic partner benefits (DPB) to our faculty and staff.  As one of the largest employers in Kansas City and Jackson County, it is disturbing that our workplace competitors offer domestic partner benefits while we do not.  The University’s narrow approach to sexual orientation, through policies of intolerance such as denial of DPB, threatens to seriously undermine its stated position on diversity among the AAU and our ability to compete locally and nationally for outstanding faculty and staff.

As you know, last year the UMKC Faculty Senate unanimously passed a resolution urging that such DP benefits be adapted for our University.  We understand that full benefits would be estimated to cost the system, at most, from 1-2% of the total benefit budget and it would be expected to help recruitment. Some say the cost would be negligible relative to the total benefit costs but this cannot be the overriding consideration. 

Our faculty and staff have been without pay increases for three years, we have had to justify our very existence, and we have had to economize past the point where we feel each and every cut.  We understand fully that the University is facing challenging times.  Yet we also believe that MU cannot use finances as an excuse to discriminate.  As Missouri’s premier institution of higher education, the UM system cannot continue the hypocrisy of denying a group of employees equal access to benefits while claiming the moral high ground. This strategy, while politically expedient, will cost the system in stature, in capacity to attract and retain top faculty and staff, in productivity of current employees who feel discriminated against and disenfranchised, and in loyalty of alumnae who regardless of their own sexual orientation find the current MU policy of discrimination shameful and disappointing. 

The failure of our University to pursue equal benefits for all employees has consequences beyond the economic. The failure of our University to pursue justice in this matter extends to the very humanity of our community – respect and responsibility for ensuring a culture within which discovery and excellence can flourish.  We urge you in the strongest possible terms to do everything in your power to implement these benefits as soon as possible, and stand up for what is morally right. 
Sincerely,
