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Discrimination 'forces' homosexuals from Navy

Reporter: Sarah Clarke
KERRY O'BRIEN: More than a decade after the Australian military was forced to accept homosexual members, allegations have been made that discrimination against gays is on the rise.

Tonight we look at those allegations and document one case of a man who says he was driven out of the Navy because he's gay.

Despite being regarded an 'outstanding' member of his submarine unit, he claims he was harassed and threatened by some of his own crew mates.

This report from Sarah Clarke of the ABC's investigative unit.

PETER PERIDIS: I joined the Navy to find an exciting job, cutting-edge technology sort of job, to challenge myself, to serve the country, and do something special with my life and hopefully make a difference.

SARAH CLARKE: Peter Peridis joined the Navy 10 years ago with his heart set on serving in the elite submarine squadron.

He was put through tough examinations to prove he could cope with the pressures of working in the confines of a small submerged space for weeks at a time.

PETER PERIDIS: All my performance appraisals were above average.

As a result, I was selected as, recommended for officer candidacy.

SARAH CLARKE: The former able seaman's superiors rated him an honest, reliable and most effective officer who would make a good leading hand in due course, but Peter Peridis claims he was hounded out of the Navy by some of his own shipmates for one simple reason - because he is gay.

PETER PERIDIS: They wanted you out one way or another, and if they weren't going to get you on performance reports, their only other option was to push me to the edge.

SARAH CLARKE: Until 1992, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) retained the right to dismiss homosexuals from its ranks but by the time Peter Peridis had signed on, the ADF had been forced to officially overturn its gay ban in line with anti-discrimination laws applying to the rest of society.

GRAHAM HOWATT, ARMED FORCES FEDERATION: I think that the tolerance of the ADF people have changed, I think they're more accepting of gay personnel in the ADF.

That certainly wasn't the case 15, 20 years ago, so the tolerance level has altered.

Attitudes have improved.

SARAH CLARKE: After three years of Navy service, Peter Peridis was on the verge of achieving his dream, taking part in the extensive sea trials of the new Collins class submarines.

While he never mentioned his sexual orientation, he claims a fellow seaman started to ask questions, which turned to outright abuse.

PETER PERIDIS: I would be confronted by him, yelling abuse in my face, standing three or four inches from my face, basically yelling at me, "I want to know whether you're gay.

"Are you a shirt-lifter?

"Do you take it up the arse?"

Those sort of threats.

I stood my ground.

It was none of his business what my sexuality was.

I was there to do a job, to work on submarine, and private life is private life.

It shouldn't come into the workplace.

DAVID PEACOCK, FORMER LEADING SEAMAN: The sort of language that came out of those altercations or when it was sitting in a group was quite explicit.

SARAH CLARKE: Former leading seaman, David Peacock, says had he witnessed the daily abuse his crew mate was forced to endure.

DAVID PEACOCK: It was if it was me, I would be getting out and getting an AVO, so if he did it a second time, they could turf him in the jail.

SARAH CLARKE: Peter Peridis endured six months of abuse before lodging a formal complaint.

The subsequent investigation found no offence had been committed.

PETER PERIDIS: The investigation was nothing to do about my complaint.

It had everything to do with whether I was gay or not.

DAVID PEACOCK: Everyone was taken aside and told to, as I said, not to have any more conversations with it, not to enter into any conversations.

And if anything was heard, as I said, they'd would get pulled aside and probably charged with conduct unbecoming to get people to button up about it.

SARAH CLARKE: The former able seaman believes this have investigation marked the downhill slide of his Navy career.

He claims he was told by a superior officer that his time in the submarine squadron was over.

He must transfer or resign.

PETER PERIDIS: My superiors at the time saw me as the bad egg, the different egg, and it's a lot easier for them to get rid of the different egg than it would be to reprimand those that are actually guilty.

SARAH CLARKE: He accepted a transfer to a shore base but claims the persecution continued.

Four years later, Peter Peridis was medically discharged from the Navy.

PETER PERIDIS: Emotionally, I was a wreck.

There were three or four times where suicide was very much about to happen.

All things being equal, I should probably be a petty officer or a chief petty officer in the submarine arm now, but the experiences have made me a much stronger person.

RODNEY CROOME, GAY ACTIVIST: I'd receive a new complaint about discrimination or harassment on the grounds of sexual orientation in the military once every few weeks.

SARAH CLARKE: Gay activist Rodney Croome campaigned to overturn the ban on homosexuals in the Defence Force.

More than a decade on, he says the number of complaints of discrimination from gay personnel is on the rise.

RODNEY CROOME: Some of the worst cases that have been brought to my attention are of people in lower ranks, lower ranked officers or privates being harassed or bullied because of their sexual orientation.

SARAH CLARKE: The Defence Department denies there is discrimination on the grounds of sexuality in the military, but rejected a request for an interview.

But personnel have told the ABC of a common complaint - same-sex couples are not given the same entitlements as heterosexual couples.

'Tom's' partner is in the Defence Force.

They have been together for more than a decade.

'TOM', PARTNER: I think most of the entitlements that we don't get is effectively all of the entitlements that a de facto couple would get, which would be housing, there's removal allowances, there's other spouse allowances.

SARAH CLARKE: He, too, didn't want to reveal his identity for fear of repercussions for his partner's career.

Tom says, in many ways, gays are still considered second class.

'TOM': Well if my partner was killed in duty, it would be very difficult for me to get assistance from the military.

There's no support, kind of help, other than if it was some contacts we knew within the military.

I mean, I'm sure I would get that with my partner's colleagues, but officially I don't think that the Defence Force would need to or would give me any assistance in that matter.

SARAH CLARKE: But the Australian Defence Force is sticking to its guns.

It stands by the Sex Discrimination Act, which says a de facto spouse must be of the opposite sex and the Federal Government should take the lead if there is to be change.

But that hasn't stopped other Commonwealth departments going it alone.

The ABC has confirmed the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Immigration and the Australian Federal Police all recognise same-sex couples and give them access to basic entitlements.

'TOM': It is acting like a dinosaur, yes.

It's really not seeing into the future and trying to encourage people into the Defence Forces at all.

SARAH CLARKE: While it opposes allowing homosexuals to serve in the military, even the RSL agrees the Defence Force is not immune to the tide of change in the wider community.

BILL CREWS, NATIONAL RSL PRESIDENT: In time these things will change in light of what the community is looking at, what the community thinks is acceptable, and in the light of experiences that we've had - and certainly now 10 years in the Defence Force of having homosexuals openly declared - so we don't close our minds to policy over time.

SARAH CLARKE: Peter Peridis now has a new career.

While he has no regrets about joining the Navy, he believes gays still in the service must speak out to bring about change.

SARAH CLARKE (TO PETER PERIDIS): What's your message to the Defence Force on changing this, on changing attitudes?

PETER PERIDIS: You need to re-look at the rights you afford your members because your members are there to serve their country and perhaps die for your country, and it never occurred to me that I would end up fighting an enemy that was on my side.
