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Submission to the Justice and Electoral Committee on

the Civil Union Bill and the Relationships (Statutory References) Bill

Introduction
1. This submission on behalf of the Human Rights Foundation of Aotearoa New Zealand.

2. The Human Rights Foundation is a non-governmental organisation, established in December 2001 to promote and defend human rights through research-based education and advocacy. We have made submissions on new laws with human rights implications. We also monitor the compliance and implementation of our international obligations in accordance with the requirements of the international conventions New Zealand has signed, and have prepared parallel reports for relevant United Nations organisations to be considered alongside official reports. Though the primary focus of the Foundation is on human rights in New Zealand we recognise the universality of human rights and have an interest in the Pacific and beyond.

3. We request the opportunity to make an oral submission to the Committee.

4. We understand that our submission may be made publicly available if submissions are requested under the Official Information Act 1982.

General comments and summary of submission

5. The Foundation supports both the Civil Union Bill and the Relationships (Statutory References) Bill.

6. The main reasons the Foundation supports the Bills are as follows:

· Given that current legislation allows for discrimination on the basis of marital status and sexual orientation, these Bills are important components of New Zealand’s efforts to address this discrimination. As such, they form important components of New Zealand’s commitment to human rights for all members of our society. 

· It is a basic principle in our society that all people, whatever their sexual orientation or marital status, should be treated fairly and equally by the law. Our tradition of fairness is confirmed, among other things, by New Zealand agreeing to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, ratifying the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) in 1978 and enacting the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act in 1990 and the Human Rights Act in 1993.

· Presently the law does not treat gay and lesbian couples and unmarried couples fairly and equally and discriminates by not giving these couples the same legal benefits and protections as married couples. It does not allow gays and lesbians to publicly affirm their commitment to each other and have the law recognise that commitment. This inequitable approach means that some members of our community are excluded from a range of services. This contributes to unequal outcomes and is likely to have a detrimental effect on the health and well-being of significant numbers of people within our community. This results in considerable negative impacts being borne by both individuals and society. 

· A society based on inequitable treatment of its citizens is likely to have negative outcomes for young people and families. Examples of negative outcomes include increased rates of youth suicide, poor self esteem and social exclusion. Negative health impacts such as these can have a damaging effect on social and economic systems. 

· The New Zealand Government has a responsibility to provide for the recognition of all relationships, since this recognition will lead to a strengthening of the structure of society. Accordingly, provision needs to be made for any two people, regardless of gender or sexual orientation, to proclaim their commitment in a manner that is supported and endorsed by legislation. 

· Currently, many people in our society live in relationships that are not recognised by the State. This includes significant numbers of men and women in same sex relationship. This means that many people are excluded from access to benefits and rights which are currently accorded to married and de facto couples. These Bills will ensure equity for all people who have made a commitment to each other. The passing of these Bills will ensure that all people have equal access to human rights and the protection of the State. 

· Contrary to what some have claimed, these Bills do not change the definition of marriage nor do they undermine marriage. One option available to the Government to end the discrimination referred to would have indeed been to amend the Marriage Act. The chosen option has been accommodated the views of those opposed to “gay marriage” by creating a new mechanism for recognising the commitment some gays and lesbians, and heterosexual couples wish to make to one another. 
Conclusion
7. The Human Rights Foundation believes that these Bills are vital components of the human rights legislation which underpins our society. The passing of these Bills will ensure that minority groups within our community will be accorded the same rights and protections that have long been available to most other people within our community. 

8. The Human Rights Foundation urges the Committee to support the passage of these Bills in their current form.
