Dear HREOC,
Thank you for the opportunity to make a public submission to the National Inquiry into Discrimination against People in Same Sex Relationships: Financial and Work-Related Entitlements and Benefits. Please note that my submission can be made public.

I am a 31 year old woman in a happy and secure long-term relationship with my partner [name removed]. We are currently preparing to start a family together, so this enquiry is timely in looking at what our family’s status is under federal law.

I believe that to achieve full legal equality all federal legislation should have terms such as ‘spouse’, ‘partner’ ‘dependent’ , ‘family’ and ‘couple’ redefined to include same sex partners and, where relevant, their children. 
I believe that Commonwealth legal recognition of same sex relationships including families parented by same sex partners would have a positive impact on my mental health, relationships, family life, productivity at work and financial status, among other areas of my life.   It would also have a positive impact on other members of my family who are affected indirectly by the discrimination we experience.
I am lucky to work in a progressive workplace which offers both maternity leave and non-birth-parent leave. When the time comes for us to have our child, I will be able to take leave at that time. My partner, on the other hand, works for a small business owned by a family with conservative values. She expects not to be granted parental leave and is in fact nervous about the impact of coming out to her employers under these circumstances. While anti-discrimination laws prevent her from being sacked directly for her sexuality, it is now easy for her employer to find another reason to sack her if they don’t agree with her values or if they don’t wish to grant her parental leave.  If our relationship was recognized formally by the government then we would have more protection in these circumstances.  

We have experienced discrimination at Centrelink because of the non-recognition of our relationship, and we expect this to continue when we are in a position to apply for parenting payments.  The absurd fact is that the discrimination at Centrelink is sometimes in our favour financially – but we would of course give up this advantage in return for full recognition of our relationship.  For example, Centrelink’s unemployment benefits forms ask whether you live with someone of the opposite sex – presumably to judge whether you have a partner who can support you.  When filling in those forms my partner would truthfully tick “no” which would then qualify her unemployment benefits.  Similar circumstances will apply when we have children. Technically I will be seen as a single mother and will qualify for single parent benefits, even though I will have a partner and our child will live with both parents.  

Recently when seeking to change my health insurance, I discovered that we could not take out family insurance as a couple. The concept didn’t seem to make sense to the staff at the insurance companies.

It is bewildering and sad that we can live our daily lives as a committed family, doing the regular things that families do – but when we walk into a Commonwealth agency we are unable to be seen as a family.  This will be even more sad when a child is involved, and we are unable to demonstrate that we are both that child’s parents.

Of far greater impact than the discrimination experienced at the hands of Commonwealth agencies is the experience of feeling like a second-rate citizen when we attend the weddings and civil marriage ceremonies of our heterosexual friends and family, and fearing that we will never have the chance to formalize and celebrate our relationship in the same way.  The government needs to lead the community in demonstrating equality between all citizens.

Yours sincerely,

Eilis Hughes

