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Bitan

Anya Pal ner

| eads sone to believe that |eshians, unlike gay nen, do

not face discrimnation. This is, however, far fromtrue.
Legdl |y, leshians are still denied basic civil rights and socidly,
di scrimnation and harassnent are still w despread.

Lesbiansexhas never been illegal under British law This

DI SCRI M NATI ON

Leshians are not protected by law fromdiscrimnation or
harassnent on the grounds of their sexuality. It is lega, and
common practice, for enployers to provide pension
schenes and other benefits to the partners of heterosexual
staff and to deny these benefits to the partners of |eshians
and gay nen. Wiile there are conprehensive [aws in exis-
tence prohibiting discrimnation on the grounds of sex and
race, and legislation currently in progress that wil nake it
unladu to discrimnate on the grounds of disability, no |leg-
islation prohibiting discrimnation on the basis of sexua ori -
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entation has even been considered as a serious possibility.

There can be no doubt that |egislationis needed. A 1993
survey of 800 | eshians published by Sonewal |, a national
| eshian and gay advocacy group, found that 8%of respon-
dents believed that they had been disnissed froma position
and 48%had been harassed because of their sexuality.
S xty-eight percent said they conceal their sexuality from
sone or all of those they work with. Qnly 10%sai d they had
never conceal ed their sexuality at work.*

Governnent mnisters have said on occasion that they
depl ore discrinmnation of any kind, but the governnent’s
own record as an enpl oyer suggests otherwse. It is govern-
ment policy not to enploy |eshians and gay men in the
arned forces. The ban is actively enforced. Specia investi -
gation personnel are enpl oyed for the specific purpose of
rooting out |eshians and gay nen. Dozens of |eshians are
di snissed every year, losing their careers and their pension
rights. Leshians are nore likely to be throan out than gay
nen: whil e wonen conprise only 10%of the arned forces,
| eshi ans account for 26%of the di scharges. ®

Karen Geig joined the Navy at 18 and did not at that
age think of herself as aleshian. During her 7 years in
the Navy she never had a relationship wth a col | eague.
Her one rel ationship was with a civilian wonan of f
base. Karen's sexuality only becane an issue after she
told her commandi ng of fi cer she had been raped by a
fellownaval rating [enlisted nan]. Sone nonths |ater
it was put to her that the reason she was “not coping
vell with the rape” was that she was a | eshian. \ten
she eventual Iy “confessed” to being a | esbian, she was
interrogated for 10 hours over a period of 3 days. She
was asked for nanes of other |eshians and asked for
intinate details of her sexual relationships. Hr room
and al | her personal possessions were searched and her
address book and letters were taken as “evidence”. She
vas then discharged for being a leshian. A no point did
the Navy of fer Karen any counseling for the rape and
foll owng her discharge she had a nervous breakdown. ®
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This palicy is currently being chal | enged by an application
for judicia reviewand if thet fails it wll be challenged under
BEuropean lawin the European Gourt of Himan R ghts.

RELATI ONSHI PS

Leshi an coupl es are not entitled to narry, nor are their
rel ationshi ps recogni zed on par wth heterosexual donestic
partnerships. Miny |eshians are not interested in narrying,
but the conplete lack of recognition of sanme-sex coupl es
causes nany problens. For exanple, a great many |eshian
coupl es face financial discrimnation in pension schenes.
They, or their enployers on their behal f, pay the sane con-
tributions as everyone el se, yet |eshians' partners receive no
benefits if their partner dies first, whereas heterosexual
partners receive a wdower’'s pension for life.

Another exanpl e of legal discrimnationis in the rea mof
inmgration law As inmigration policy is applied in practice,
het erosexual s can bring their spouse or conmon-| aw partner
tolive in Britain. Leshians whose partners cone fromout -
side the European Gomrmunity have no such right. Asked in
My 1994 how he coul d justify such a policy, the then inmi -
gration ninister, Charles Vérd e, could only respond that
“BEnglish law does not afford any legal status to honosexual
relationships. Inmgration practice in relation to honosexu-
asreflects this genera position. It wouldbeillogica totry
to construct an inmgration policy which did not accord wth
the genera position.”*

PARENTI NG

There are tens of thousands of |eshian nothers in Britain.
Many, probably nost, have children before they cone out as
| eshians, but an increasing nunber of |eshians are choosi ng
to have children of their own, sone by donor insenination,
others through adoption or foster care. Leshians wshing to
adopt face legal barriers. Uhder the Adoption Act of 1976,

o



| GLHRC Book Britain 7/23/03 9:58 A@F Page 28

28 UNSPOKEN RULES

only couples who are narried are permtted to adopt, effec-
tively ruling out unnarried or sange-sex couples. In practice,
however, it is possible for singl e people to adopt, and since
the lawregards all Ieshians as unnarried, a few|eshians
have been able to adopt in this way. However, there are
only a very smal| nunber of children available for adoption
each year and clear preference is given to narried hetero-
sexual coupl es.

Foster parenting is subgect to different rules. In Sotland,
regul ations prohibit foster parenting by single people or
unnarried coupl es. In England, Vel es, and Northern Irel and,
there is no legal bar, but leshians wshing to be foster par-
ents still face poitical and social barriers. It is up to each
child-care charity or local authority to nake its own policy
on who nay be foster parents. There is little to prevent
local authorities or charities fromadopting a policy which
di scrininates agai nst |eshians and gay nen, and in practice
nmany do.

For exanple, in 1994 it was reveal ed that the Children's
Soci ety, one of the biggest child-care charities, had adopted
a policy of refusing applications to be foster parents from
| eshians or gay nen. Wen | eshian and gay canpai gners
argued that this contravened governnent gui delines on fos-
ter parenting, ® which say “it would be wong arbitrarily to
excl ude any particular group of peopl e fromconsideration,”®
the Society replied that as a charity (rather than a | ocal
authority) it was exenpt fromthose gui delines.

In recent years a nunber of local authorities have
adopt ed nondi scrimnation policies, but nany | eshi ans and
gay nen applying to be foster parents in these areas find
that in practice they go through long and thorough applica-
tion procedures and eventual |y receive approval, but still
don't have children placed with them Even synpathetic
local authorities are hesitant about such placenents
because if such a policy or placenent becones known to
the nedia, the agency can find itself under intense nedia
pressure to back down-a situation that is detrinental to
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both the child and the caregivers.

Wien | eshians do succeed in foster parenting it is often
because they are wlling to take on children who have prob-
lens such as a severe disability requiring extra attenti on and
care or children who have been abused in the past and are
traunatized as a result. Songhow wth these children it has
been possi bl e to overcone the usual objections to | eshian
caregi vers, perhaps because such children are “hard to
pl ace” as nost heterosexual coupl es don’'t want them and
the viewtaken is that any foster hone is better for the child
than renaining in the care of the state. This practice per-
petuates two harnfiul prejudices: that children wth disabili -
ties are second-class citizens and that |eshian and gay fos-
ter parents are second-cl ass caregivers. The success of
these pl acenents has had no inpact on the general preju-
dice that leshians are unfit to be parents, and healthy chil -
dren, particuarly those available for adoption, are still there-
fore “reserved’ for “nornal ” narried coupl es.

The extent of this prejudice is seen in sharp relief when
one considers that there are currently 39,000 children in
local authority care in England and Vél es. The majority of
these children would rather be in foster care, but, accord ng
to the governnent, there is a shortage of suitable foster
parents. Leshians woul d provide an ideal pool of potential
caregivers if the systemdid not discrininate against them
As things stand, it is nuch easier for aleshian to have a
child of her own than to becone a foster parent, and that is
vihat increasing nunters of leshians are doing. It is the chil -
dren left uvanted in children’'s homes who | ose out.

PROMOTI NG HETEROSEXUALI TY

A law passed in 1988, commonly known as Section 28,
nakes it unlawful for local authorities to “pronote” hono-
sexuality or to pronote “the teaching.of the acceptability
of honosexual ity as a pretended famly relationship.”” This
[aw which was the subject of a nassive protest canpai gn
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by leshians and gay nen, has not led to a single court case,
but it has undoubtedy had an effect on funding for arts and
social initiatives ained at |eshians and gay nen. The | aw
continues to have an arbitrary and uncertain effect. Wile
nany groups and projects have been rel atively unaf fect ed,
sone | ocal authorities have wthdrawn or refused funding for
fear of breaching Section 28 and others have used Section
28 as an excuse. For exanple, the York Lesbian Line, an
advi ce and counsel i ng service, was asked to contribute to a
display at the York Public Library to coomenorate |nterna-
tional Vdnen's Véek. Their contribution included an article
froma national |eshian and gay newspaper about “comng
out” and a nagazi ne article on honosexual ity. The |ocal
governnent decided that this part of the exhibit was illegal
under Section 28 and had it renoved fromthe library.

Section 28 al so has i mense synbolic inportance as it
clearly inplies that honosexuality is not acceptabl e and that
| eshian and gay relationships are not real famly relation-
ships. For the children of |eshian nothers this neans the | aw
says theirs is not aread famly relationship, and if the school
teaches otherw se then the | ocal authority may be held
accountabl e. Very little research has been done on the
effect of thislaw but its synbolic neaningis indisputable it
reinforces the governnent’s viewthat |eshians and gay nen
are second-cl ass ci tizens.

“l have noved 5 tines in 2 years due to

har assnent . ”
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EDUCATI ON

The needs of young | eshians are still ignored by nost
schools. In 1993 Sonewal | carried out a national survey of
| eshians and gay nen’s experience of sex education. Three
hundred | eshi ans responded. Two hundred and thirty-six, or
78% had recei ved sex education in school, but of those
only 12 (5% said that |eshianismhad even been nen-
tioned, and 11 of themsaid that the coverage of |eshianism
was poor or very poor. nly one said the coverage was
good.

(ne | eshian respondent in her twenties coment ed:

Having tried to coomt suicide twce under the age of
16, it breaks ny heart to think there are those goi ng
through the education systemright now feeling alien-
ated, confused and at odds wth vhat they' re fed as “the
norni. It has to change. It’s wong. It hurts. Honosex-
uality just “is”, it cannot be “encouraged’. | wll do
anything to hel p change these ridicul ous pathetic | avs. ®

The lack of good education in this area affects not only
young | eshians and gays, but al children, fostering intoler-
ance and prej udi ce and perpetuating discrimnation.

VI OLENCE

Sonewal | 's nost recent survey was on | eshian and gay
nen’ s experience of honophobi ¢ viol ence and harassnent .
S x hundred and thirty-five | eshians responded. According to
the study’s findings, 28%had experienced honophobic
harassnent at |east once inthe last five years. This incl uded
vandal i sm graffiti about them hate nail, threats, and bl ack-
nail. Thirty-one percent had experienced honophobic vio-
lence at least once inthe last five years. This included bei ng
beaten up; being hit, punched, or kicked; having objects
thronn at them being assaulted with a weapon;, and ot her
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ki nds of viad ence.
Two of the hundreds of personal stories received illus-
trate the probl ens nany | eshi ans experience:

Srah:

| livein Eccles vihichisn't so bad, but | used tolive on
Salford Precinct which is quite rough. Wen | cane
hone fromwork | used to get verbally and physically
abused by gangs. M girlfriend stood up to themand we
had a fight wth these | ads. V¢ were both injured and so
was a passer-by, a wonan of 60 wal king her dog. V¢
reported it to the police and it went to court. V& won
the case, but it could have easily gone the other vay. H
even called ny girlfriend a slag in court.

V¢ have since been cal | ed nanes and spat at and the
police did nothing. V¢ had to nove in the end. V& got an
emer gency nove fromthe housing on harassnent
grounds. But it is a shanme we had to nove because of
these snal | -mnded peopl e. V& daren’t even go shop-
ping there for fear of nore of the sane.

Jane:

| was narried to a violent nan for nearly 10 years. &
split up and eventual |y divorced. | got involved wth a
wonan and she noved in with ne and ny four children.
M ex-husband found out and all hell let loose. | had to
go to velfare courts to fight for custody of ny kids as
ny husband sai d they were bei ng perverted and t hey
veren't safe. | was appalled by the velfare officer wo
told ne to stand up and guarantee that ny ki ds woul dn't
turn out gay. It took nonths of pressure, stress and
heartache but | won.

| have noved 5 tines in 2 years due to harassnent and
| have been very badly treated by the council. Ve have
been shot at. Had dog dirt sneared up our front door and
w ndows, even thrown through the w ndows. V¢ ve had
eggs thrown at us, alit cand e posted through our door,
awal | kicked down at the front of our house. Qur cat
was stabbed in the throat, dog had fat poured over him
so ve had to get rid of him If we vent out of the house
we were verbal |y abused and stoned. Sex objects
[were] posted through our door.
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| took photos and contacted the police but nothing was
done even though | knew one particul ar fanily who was
invol ved but couldn't prove it. | sawlocal councilors
vho did nothing. | had letters put in the paper, still
nothing. Now | have been noved by the council as an
energency as | had ny w ndows snashed in, the coun-
cil inthe areal was living just vanted ne out. | amnot
the problem they are. | amthe victim

Fear of violence and harassnent contributes to the con-
tinued invisibility of leshians in society. Twenty-five percent
of respondents said they never kiss or hold hands wth their
partner in public, and another 55%said they sonetines
avoi d doing so in order to avoi d honophobi ¢ vi ol ence and
harassment. As delineated in the UN Declaration on the
Binmnation of Mol ence Against Vénen (Articles 2 and 4),
governnents have a responsibility to end abuses even when
they take place in the famly and conmunity. The police are
slowy begi nning to take honophobi ¢ viol ence more seri -
ously, but the problemis that they can only tackle the
synptons, not the root of the problem The root causes of
viol ence are social |y sanctioned discrinination against |es-
bi ans and gay nen. As long as the governnent allows |es-
bians to be dismssed fromtheir jobs wthout redress, as
long as it continues to dismss themfromthe arned forces,
as long as it defines honosexual ity as sonething that is not
to be pronoted (and inplicitly, heterosexuality as sone-
thing that is to be pronoted), violence and harassnent will
continue to exist.

NOTES

1 Anya Palner, “Less Equal than Qhers: A survey of |eshians and
gay nen at work,” Sonewall, 1993.

2 Angel a Mason, “UhiformSexism” Diva, June 1994, p. 8.
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