Vermont Proposal 4 Adds Equal Protection to State Constitution
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Vermont voters have approved Proposal 4, making equal treatment based on sexual orientation, gender identity and other characteristics explicit in the state constitution. The measure builds on a long history of LGBTQ+ rights in Vermont, while setting out a constitutional safeguard whose meaning will ultimately be shaped by the courts.
Essential Takeaways
The vote: Vermont voters approved Proposal 4 on 3 November 2026.
Who it protects: The amendment names race, ethnicity, sex, religion, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression and national origin.
When it takes effect: The provision is scheduled to become part of the constitution on 3 November 2026.
What comes next: The amendment doesn't change federal law, and courts will interpret how its wording applies in practice.
Vermont voters make equal protection explicit
The result gives Vermont a constitutional guarantee that the state can't deny people equal treatment under the law because of a list of personal characteristics, including sexual orientation and gender identity. The measure passed after years of debate, and its language now places that promise directly in the state's foundational document. (Vermont Public; Ballotpedia)
Proposal 4 also says courts shouldn't use the provision to block measures designed to support groups that have faced discrimination. Supporters describe that clause as a way to make equality protections clearer, rather than a reason to unwind existing programmes. (Vermont Legislature; Vermont Public)
A long road from civil unions to Proposal 4
Vermont has a notable place in LGBTQ+ legal history. In 1999, the state Supreme Court ruled that same-sex couples were entitled to the common benefits and protections of marriage; lawmakers responded with civil unions in 2000, before Vermont became the first state to legalise same-sex marriage through a legislative vote in 2009. (Vermont Public; Vermont Legislature)
Proposal 4 followed a demanding route of its own. Vermont requires a proposed constitutional amendment to pass in two successive legislative sessions, with an election between them, before voters get the final say. That extra hurdle helps explain why the process took years, rather than the speed of an ordinary bill. (Vermont Public; VTDigger)
What the amendment says, and what it doesn't
The amendment's central promise is equal protection under the law. Its list covers several characteristics explicitly, while supporters say a separate clause protects policies intended to address discrimination. The exact reach of that language will be clearer only as cases arise. (Vermont Legislature; Ballotpedia)
There are limits to what the vote changes. Proposal 4 amends Vermont's constitution, not federal law, and it doesn't automatically settle every dispute about how equal protection should work. The Vermont Supreme Court will have a key role in interpreting the new provision. (Vermont Public; VTDigger)
Why the proposal drew opposition
Critics questioned whether the amendment's wording could create unequal treatment, and some argued that Vermont didn't need a new constitutional provision. Supporters rejected that interpretation, saying the goal is a level playing field and a clearer safeguard against unequal treatment. (Vermont Public; VTDigger)
That disagreement reflects a broader question behind constitutional amendments: how can a document promise equal treatment while also recognising that some communities have faced discrimination? Proposal 4's wording attempts to address both, but its practical effect will depend on how courts read it. (Vermont Legislature; Vermont Public)
What Vermont residents should watch next
For residents, the immediate change is a clearer constitutional statement of equal protection, not a new set of detailed rules for every situation. People seeking advice about a specific rights issue should still look to the relevant state or federal law, and consult a qualified legal professional where needed. (Vermont Public; Ballotpedia)
The amendment's passage also gives Vermont's long civil-rights history a new chapter. The language is now in place; its lasting impact will be measured in how consistently it protects people in everyday life. (Vermont Public; VTDigger)
It's a landmark vote, but the courts will help determine what its promise means in practice.
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