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Affirmative action-on the ropes 
State lawmakers join the national fray 
By MEGAN O'MATZ 
Call Harrisburg Bureau ;. i. t\S 

HARRISBURG - Affirmatlve actlon pro
grams are belng attacked in Congress, on the 
presidential campaign trail, in statehouses, and 
even in greeting cards. 

"Happy Birthday to a white male," reads a 
card selling in an upscale Pittsburgh shopplng 
mail. "Six minorities got together and decided 
you're still allowed to haye a birthday." 

The punch line Is indicative of-the frustra· 
Uon bubbling up from white, middle-class men, 
many of whom believe they've lost jobs or pro· 
motions to less qualUled mlnorltles. 

With Democrats - the usual defenders of 
affirmative action programs - removed from 
office en masse last November and "poUtlcal 
correctness" on the ebb, the issue ls coming to 
a head. ln recent weeks, the U.S. House voted 
to end a tax break for compaules that sell 
broadcast stations to minorities. GOP presiden
tial candidate Sen. Phil Gramm vowed to re· 
verse affirmative action policies lf elected. 
President Clinton launched a review of all fed· 
eral amrmatlv~ action programs. And Callfor
nia announced plans to place an Initiative on 
the ballot ellmlnatlng quotas from government 
contracts. 

Similar efforts are under way here, too. 
Slate Rep. R~n Gamble an Allegheny 

County Deillocra :Ras mtr~duced a bill prohib· 
!ting Pennsylvania from granting preferential 
treatment to any individual or group based on 
race, sex, color, ethulclty or national origin. 
Similar legislation ls being drafted by Rfll, 
Chris R

2 
WosaQ. a Philadelphia RepubliCan. 

"l long have held that affirmative action ls 
discrimination," Gamble said. "I firmly believe 
that the policy Is the most divisive policy In 
the nation In that it separates the rnces. It per· 
mils one to d!scrim.lnate ai;alnst the other." 

Who does It discriminate against? White 
men. 

"Dlscrlmlnatlon 30 or 40 years ago against 
the blacks was dead wrong," Gamble said. 
"Dlscrlmination against white males ls dead 
wrong. Two wrongs never made a right. It's 

tlme to change the law tb ensure everyone 
equal opportunity." 

Gamble's bill is lodged ln the State Gov
ernment Committee. Once it's taken up, howev
er, be believes there will be strong sentiment In 
favor of lt. The proposal has 15 co-sponsors on 
record. 

" l think, lf we're successful ln getting it on 
the [Housel floor, that, indeed, it will pass over
whelmingly," Gamble said. 

But opposition already ls mounting. 
Members of the Pennsylvania Legislative 

Black Caucus held a press conference yester
day, blasting attempts to kill amrmatlve ac
tion. lf anything, they said, the program needs 
to be expanded. 

"We are disturbed by the false facts and 
false assumptions that opponents would have 
you believe, such as white males are being ad· 
versely affected by affirmative action," said 
Reg. Harole .Jame~. a Philadelphia Democrat. 
·•t ey arehe group that has been given prefer
ential treatment most often In our nation and 
state." 

James produced statistics from the Na
tional Rainbow Coalltlon showing that white 
men, who make up 33 percent of the U.S. popu
lation, dominate the U.S. Senate'9.Dd the U.S. 
House. They make up 80 percent or tenured col· 
lege professors, 92 percent of the Forbes 400 
wealthiest indlvlduals, 99.9 percent of profes
sional sports team owners, and 97 percent or 
school superintendent3. 

The overall student population within the 
State System of Higher Education Is 92 percent 
white, he continued. Only 1 percent of all state 
employees are Hispanic; 11 percent are black, .9 
percent are Asian, while 86 percent are white. 
And, in 1994, minority firms won only 4.8 per
cent of $400 million that was awarded in state 
construction o:ontracls. 

James, Wogan and Gamble agree that men 
and women of every age, race and creed should 
compete on an even foundation. They disagree, 
however, about how that should happen. Gam· 
ble and Wogan b~lleve that ending affirmative 
action programs will ellmlnate set asides, quo
tas and preferences for women and minorities. 

But James and other black legislators say 
the state has no laws mandating quotas or set 
asides. 

Executive orders signed by Govs. Dick 
Thornburgh, a Republican, and Democrat Rob
ert P. Casey require equal opportunity. Both di
rectives state: "There are, however, no mandat· 
ed set asides, quotas or preferential treatment 
provisions." : 

Under Casey, and continuing today un: 
der Republican Go.v . Tom Ridge, the state's Bl.I· 
reau or Affirmative Action develops the state's 
policies and procedures and conducts reviews . 
to determine how successful they are. . 

The policies are overseen by a deputy seer 
retary ln each department and agency. "The . 
best students, educators, contractors and work· 
ers, as well al! the most talented and quallfled 
people are white, black, Asian and Latino," 
James said. "They are women, seulor citizens . 
and disabled. 

"The problem Is that often there are struC'· 
tural and systematic barriers that prevent the· 
best and most quallfled from being hired or se: 
curing contracts. Affirmative action Is about 
eliminating these barriers." 

Wogan believes that the barriers already 
have been eliminated. "I don't believe there 's 
any dlscrlmlnatlon against members of mlnorl· 
ty groups, in the public sector at least." 

His bill may not have the backing of the 
governor, however. 

"I feel very strongly that this is some
thing we have to move very, very cautiously 
on," Ridge said. "We have a responsibility to 
Pennsylvanians to try to redress some of the 
economic, social problems that have lingered In 
this country for a long time. : 

"Just the outright dismissal or affirmative 
action Is not the appropriate way to help deal : 
with some or these Issues. It's not something I 
necessarily subscribe to." 

Still, the governor salci he: w .. ,_.; ,~w ,ne .. 
state's affirmative action policies. 

"Before you go about undertaking any
thing that dramatic and before you jump on 
the bandwagon, I think it 's very appropriate ta' 
take a look at what the history of the program 
has been, Its effects and lts consequences." 
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