Thank you for offering us the opportunity to contribute to your inquiry.
We are a lesbian same sex couple of twelve years standing.  We have an interdependent financial relationship; with a property owned jointly, a mortgage in both names, a savings account, and our other household expenses are paid from our joint account, to which we both contribute our income.  We have wills where we have named each other as our beneficiary, and our superannuation schemes have each other listed as our nominated beneficiary.  In this way, our financial arrangements as a couple are like those belonging to our heterosexual married or de-facto friends.

However we are discriminated against under Federal government policy on the basis of our inability to either marry or be treated financially with the same rights and responsibilities as an opposite-sex couple, in the following areas:

· There have been some financial years where one of us has qualified as a low income earner under the Tax Office’s definition.  Yet as we do not qualify as “spouses” under the Taxation Office definition, the other is unable to claim the $540 rebate for contributing to the lower income earner’s superannuation fund.  We are therefore financially worse off than we would be if the definition of spouse included same-sex spouse.  This impacts not only our pocket today but it removes an incentive to top up superannuation, it impacts upon what is available to us at retirement.
· The Medicare Safety Net Threshold applies at the same rate for individuals and opposite-sex couples.  This means that our threshold (as we are treated as two individuals) is twice as high as an opposite-sex couple’s threshold.  We are therefore financially worse off than we would be if the definition of couple included same-sex de facto couples.  
Both these initiatives exist to relieve the financial burden for opposite-sex couples.  Yet we are excluded from these initiatives because the Federal government does not recognize us as financially interdependent in the same way as they recognize opposite-sex couples are.  This is despite the fact that our financial affairs are arranged jointly.  Knowing that our Federal government considers us to be second class citizens not deserving of these same rights and benefits as those they consider first class citizens, is hurtful and soul destroying.  It takes an enormous amount of personal dignity to overcome that hurt – energy that would be better spent elsewhere.  

Should the situation change for either of us - should we change jobs, should our relationship break down, should we have children, or should one of us die – we may be subject to different and perhaps increased suffering through other areas of discrimination that currently don’t affect us, but affect other gay and lesbian citizens.  These could include medicare and PBS benefits, superannuation death benefits discrimination for Federal employees, or access to the Family Court system.  Knowing that these areas of discrimination exist makes us feel extremely nervous about changes occurring to our personal circumstances.  

We urge the Federal government to remove these areas of discrimination, and to take a leadership role in shaping Australian society and attitudes to be inclusive of us as part of a minority group.  We pay the same taxes, obey the same laws, and are capable of offering the same level of positive contribution to our community as the majority, and as such we should be treated as equal under the law.
