Seattle Reign Match Protest Meets a Sea of Trans Pride Flags
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Seattle Reign fans turned a planned anti-trans shirt protest into a visible show of solidarity, surrounding the small group of wearers with trans pride flags during the match at Lumen Field. The confrontation unfolded on a day when the Reign secured a playoff place, bringing sport, politics and questions about who belongs in women’s football into sharp focus.
A handful of shirts, and a wall of flags
Only a few people followed Pierce County Sheriff Keith Swank’s call to reveal XX-XY Athletics shirts at half-time during the Seattle Reign’s match against Orlando Pride. The plan, sent by email to about 90 recipients, was for supporters to buy tickets and uncover the shirts during the break. Swank didn’t attend. (2)
In the Keep, the Reign’s supporters’ section, fans raised trans pride flags around two men wearing the shirts, obscuring them from view. More shirts appeared elsewhere in the stadium, but security didn’t seem to remove anyone. The scene was less a mass demonstration than a pointed, colourful response from the crowd. (4)
The Royal Guard, the club’s official supporters’ group, had already said it stood with trans people and wanted football to be a welcoming space. Some fans later chanted, “Trans rights are human rights,” as the shirt wearers moved through the stadium. (4)
Seattle Reign fans had a bigger occasion to celebrate
On the pitch, Seattle and Orlando were goalless at half-time. The Reign’s Jordyn Bugg scored the only goal after the break, sealing a 1-0 win and a place in the playoffs. The match drew 16,095 spectators. (8)
It was also captain Jess Fishlock’s final regular-season match before retirement, giving the afternoon extra emotional weight for supporters. With a playoff place secured and flags still visible in the stands, the match’s football story and its off-field tensions played out side by side. (8)
How the protest was organised
Swank’s plan followed a similar action at a Portland Thorns match, where conservative commentator Brandi Kruse and others were escorted out after showing the same brand’s shirts. Swank urged his email recipients to keep the shirts covered until half-time, and later warned them to remain calm. (2), (4)
The match protest prompted criticism from Defend Washington director Reiny Cohen, a Reign season-ticket holder, who argued that using a women’s sporting event for a political demonstration was disruptive. The group also pointed out that no National Women’s Soccer League team has a trans woman on its roster. (5)
What Washington’s Initiative 638 proposes
The match took place amid a wider political debate over transgender participation in sport. Washington voters were deciding Initiative 638, which would bar students the measure describes as “biologically male” from girls’ school sports teams. Its text says a student joining a girls’ team would need a healthcare provider’s signed statement verifying her sex at a sports physical. (6)
The proposal lists reproductive anatomy, genetic makeup or natural testosterone levels as ways a provider could make that determination. It doesn’t specify a genital examination, so claims about the initiative should be checked against its actual wording rather than assumed. (6)
A second ballot question affects the sheriff’s role
Pierce County voters were also considering Charter Amendment 53, which would allow the county executive to appoint the sheriff, subject to council confirmation. Under the county’s ballot explanation, the change would end Swank’s elected term on 1 January 2027. (7)
That local contest added another layer to an already heated weekend. For many fans, though, the clearest message came from the stands: football belongs to the people who show up for it, and supporters can make their values visible without taking the focus off the game for long. (4), (8)
A match can be about the result and the community in the stands, too.
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