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       Mayor Bernero’s Statement on Lansing’s Sister City Relationship with St. Petersburg, Russia 

  

Sister Cities International was created by President Eisenhower at his 1956 White House conference on citizen 

diplomacy.  Eisenhower formed the organization as a peaceful means to establish bonds between people—not 

governments— from different cities around the world.  The official mission statement is “To promote peace, 

through mutual respect, understanding, and cooperation—one individual, one community at a time.”  Early 

partnerships included a relationship between Seattle, Washington and Tokyo, Japan, repairing post-WWII 

tensions by creating cultural and educational exchanges, resulting in lasting friendships. 

The Lansing Regional Sister Cities Commission (LRSCC) is affiliated with Eisenhower’s Sister Cities 

International program.  Lansing has four Friendship Cities: Cosenza, Italy; Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; Lanzhou, 

China and Sakaide, Japan.  Lansing's first Sister City relationship was formed in 1968, with Otsu, Japan. Our 

other Sister Cities include: Asan City, Republic of Korea; Guadalajara, Mexico; Saltillo, Mexico; Sanming, 

China; Akuapim South District, Ghana and St. Petersburg, Russia.  Our relationship with St. Petersburg began 

in 1994 with a Russian language High School youth exchange program funded by the Kellogg Foundation.  

This brings us to the recent controversy, wherein some have said that we should sever Lansing’s Sister Cities 

ties with St. Petersburg because of the new oppressive laws that have led to violence and discrimination against 

the Russian LGBT community. 

As Mayor, I certainly condemn the violence and bigotry in Russia. The oppression of the LGBT community in 

Russia is abhorrent and flies in the face of everything I believe about human equality, and everything Lansing 

stands for as a progressive community.  I am outraged about the atrocities that Putin is committing against our 

LGBT brothers and sisters in Russia, not to mention his many other draconian, authoritarian, anti-democratic 

policies.  

I encourage the City Council and the Commission to issue a resolution condemning the violence and 

discrimination in Russia.  We must denounce the bigotry, but we should not sever the Sister City Relationship, 

because we have the potential for progressive dialogue between citizens.  

The State Department has rightly condemned Putin’s brutality, declaring the United States is “Absolutely 

against any legislation that prohibits same-sex consensual relations and we speak out against it so it’s a 

consistent position. We’re very concerned by the overall direction in Russia. It is something that we have 

communicated directly to the Russian government.”  
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Again, we should use communication and diplomacy for these matters, instead of running away from the 

problem.  President Obama has not severed our diplomatic ties, because he recognizes the need to stand up for 

the Russian people and keep lines of communication open.  America has no plans to close our Russian embassy, 

nor do we plan to give up on international diplomacy, because that is not the path to moral victory.  

The Lansing community is very familiar with my well-documented and longstanding support of the LGBT 

community, and my active role in establishing Lansing’s Human Rights Ordinance, which made sexual 

orientation and gender identity a protected class in Lansing.  As a state legislator, I participated in Lansing Area 

AIDS Network AIDS walks, and earned a 2004 “Ray of Light” award for contributions to the gay community.   

I have spoken at Michigan Pride events and signed the Mayors for the Freedom to Marry statement in support 

of full marriage equality.  I have made it my priority to make Lansing a welcoming community to all our 

citizens, including the LGBT community, and have worked to ensure they are represented on numerous city 

boards and commissions.   

Let’s be clear, Sister Cities relationships are about education and multiculturalism on a person-to-person basis.  

These programs are not an endorsement of governments, or their leaders, or their political and social activities.  

We have to remember that President Putin’s actions were not endorsed by the Russian citizenry, they were 

forced upon them.  

I stand with President Obama on this issue. Our Sister City relationship with St. Petersburg is a microcosm of 

the national relationship America has with Russia.  Lansing is not supporting the Russian government 

commercially or politically.  This is only about the Russian citizens.  My support of a Sister City relationship 

with St. Petersburg stems from my desire to help them understand the best of American ideals and freedoms.     

I believe it’s better to go where liberty and freedom are challenged. We should be building bridges instead of 

burning them. 

Putin is not likely to rescind his deplorable anti-gay laws and rhetoric if Lansing severs Sister City ties with St. 

Petersburg.   I argue that we need to do the opposite, because these human rights issues do not resolve 

themselves by ignoring them, by withdrawing our ties and support for the people victimized by them.   I say it’s 

better to engage than to pull up stakes, better to broaden cross-cultural conversations about human equality than 

to abandon the LGBT community, which desperately needs a strong international voice condemning the 

violence. 

This Council is free, as I am free, to express its will to the Sister Cities Commission.  I am confident the 

Commission will consider what the Council has to say as it deliberates.  The decision rests with the LRSCC.  
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