COGICH @QQ ms (/ p

SEXUAL ORIENTATION & GENDER IDENTITY CHANGE EFFORTS v*‘: -
N EQUAL VOICES

SURVIVORS

The Hon. Daniel Andrews MP
Premier of Victoria
Parliament House

Spring Street

East Melbourne

Victoria 3002

30 January 2021
Dear Premier,
This letter is written to you by the following groups and organisations:
. Brave Network
. SOGICE Survivors
. Uniting Network, the LGBTQIA+ committee of the Uniting Church in Australia
. Equal Voices
. Rainbow Catholics InterAgency for Ministry, Australia

We wish to thank your government for its tremendous, bold, and brave support of the rights,
wellbeing, and protection of LGBTQA+ Victorians, particularly LGBTQA+ people of faith and
survivors of change and suppression (conversion) practices.

The Change and Suppression (Conversion) Practices Prohibition Bill represents the world’s
most significant achievement in legislation curtailing the diabolical influence of the conversion
movement.

Since its introduction to parliament in late 2020, the bill has been celebrated by LGBTQA+
advocacy organisations around the world, including Outright Action International, CT Survivors
(US/Canada), No Conversion Canada, and Ozanne Foundation (UK).



It has been with great dismay that we have noted conservative opposition has hit the inboxes
and phone lines of MPs on what would appear to be a regular basis and in significant numbers.
This coordinated response has only served to be a catalyst in strengthening our resolve,
highlighting the need for the Change and Suppression (Conversion) Practices Prohibition Bill
2020.

Groups and individuals, such as the signatories of a letter which recently came to our attention
written by a group calling itself Interfaith Communities of Victoria, and the Australian
Christian Lobby, whose double page advertisement appeared in the Herald Sun recently
featuring signatures of a moderate number of conservative individuals claiming to be
representative leaders, hold extreme views that do not align with the beliefs of most mainstream
faith communities and are not representative of what our society believes to be just or good for
the wellbeing of all people. There is evidence to show that a large number of those groups are
perpetrators of conversion practices. Precisely why we advocate for this bill to remain as strong
as it is and safely passed into law.

In its current form the legislation, which will soon go before the Victorian Legislative Council, is
exceedingly important in ameliorating the harm that suppression (conversion) practices, and the
false and misleading claims which underpin them, have on LGBTQA+ people. And will
appropriately penalise those who wish to continue to inflict these harmful practices.

As you are aware, this legislation is the result of extensive consultation undertaken by the
Department of Justice and Community Safety (DJCS) in the lead up to the introduction of this
bill, for which we are grateful as we recognise the importance survivor stories have in showing
the impacts such practices have. Many survivors have shared these stories in the context of
submissions, the media, and with DJCS staff. This has not always been easy, yet survivors
share because it is known that putting faces and real living stories before those who have the
ability to legislate bans on the harms can have a significant impact on the outcomes.

The aims of survivor peer support and advocacy groups such as the Brave Network and
SOGICE Survivors is to do all within our capabilities to stop the harm which has been, and
continues to be, caused to LGBTQA+ people from faith backgrounds by these practices. The
false and misleading claims of many conservative groups who suggest that there is something
broken or sinful about LGBTQA+ people - or that our relationships are incompatible with the
faith we profess - has caused significant harm to our community and so we are looking forward
with anticipation to the introduction of the Change and Suppression (Conversion) Practices
Prohibition Bill into Victorian law.

At this juncture we would like to respond to some of the concerns raised by Interfaith
Communities of Victoria with these reflections:

We agree that the bill imposes constraints on ‘individual freedom of choice, parental rights and
responsibilities, and the ability for religious leaders to offer support, prayer, and resources’ to
LGBTQA+ people when such freedoms, rights, and behaviours constitute a ‘change or
suppression practice’ as defined in section 5 of the bill and cause the degree of harm laid



out in sections 10 to 13 (that is, the degrees of ‘injury’ and ‘serious injury’, which are defined in
section 15 of the Crimes Act 1958 and have been tested by the Court over many years and in
relation to many different contexts). We affirm that the bill therefore does not constitute an
overreach.

In response to the claim that the bill ‘changes the legal definitions of “gender” and “sexuality”
and replaces them with contentious ideological constructions’, we observe that the bill’s strong
affirmations that ‘a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity is not broken and in need of
fixing’ (s3(2)(b)) and that ‘no sexual orientation or gender identity constitutes a disorder,
disease, iliness, deficiency or shortcoming’ (s3(2)(c)) are not merely ideological constructs, but
assertions of fact that align with a contemporary view of human sexuality and gender identity.

These contemporary perspectives are possibly most clearly demonstrated in a medical context.
We note, for example, that homosexuality as a mental iliness was removed from the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual in 1973 (noted by the APA under ‘General trends in mental health care’
on page 2 of this fact sheet), reflecting recognition within psychiatry that the previous
classification was inappropriate. We also note that the AMA has adopted the Declaration of
Geneva, which expands on the medical Hippocratic oath to do no harm, and includes pledges
that medical professionals will not permit considerations of gender or sexual orientation (among
other factors) to intervene in their duty to their patients. The Declaration also pledges that
medical professionals will not use their ‘medical knowledge to violate human rights and civil
liberties, even under threat’, which we hold aligns with assertions under section 8 of the
Victorian Charter of Human Rights. The compatibility of the bill with the Victorian Charter of
Human Rights was affirmed by a recent repor he Victorian Parliamen rutin

Requlations Committee.

Closer to home, we see that in 2017, our society voted for marriage equality, declaring that
LGBTQA+ relationships are equal; in 2019, our society decided that trans and gender diverse
people have the right to be identified as their true gender identity on birth certificates. Building
on these strong and clear affirmations, it is time in 2021 for our society to declare that
LGBTQA+ people are psychologically equal — they are not suffering from a disorder and they do
not need to be 'changed' or 'healed'. No practice that attempts to change or suppress a person's
gender identity or sexual orientation is acceptable.

To suggest that the bill proposes mere ideological constructs of sexuality and gender identity is
to wilfully ignore the years of progress we have made as a global society towards making our
world safer for LGBTQA+ people through recognising and upholding their identities, rights, and
humanity.

We dispute the claim that the definition of a ‘change or suppression practice’ in the bill is
‘vaguely defined'. In fact, the definition laid out in section 5 is clear: A ‘change or suppression
practice’ is a practice or conduct directed at an individual, on the basis of that individual's
sexuality or gender identity, and for the purpose of changing or suppressing that person’s
sexuality or gender identity. The fact that the bill does not prescribe an exhaustive list of every
possible context or relationship in which the conduct in question may occur, in our view, serves
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to demonstrate how far-reaching, and therefore devastating, these harmful practices are. From
that perspective, it is appropriate that all sectors of life — including families, schools, churches,
workplaces, and medical and psychological services — face scrutiny in the interests of protecting
LGBTQA+ people from this specific and clearly-defined harm. The context of the bill is the harm
itself — in whatever circumstances that harm may occur.

Moreover, we wonder what behaviours parents, teachers, church leaders, employers, and
medical and psychological practitioners are currently engaged in that they fear will be prohibited
by the bill? If they are behaviours that are directed at an individual on the basis of the
individual’s sexuality or gender identity, and are for the purpose of changing or suppressing that
individual’s sexuality or gender identity, then we hold that these particular concerns expressed in
the Interfaith letter further demonstrate the bill's proportionality and appropriateness and,
indeed, how vitally needed it is.

In regards to concerns that online activities such as social media interactions, websites, or blogs
will be captured by the bill, we again agree, and reassert our earlier observations that any
conduct, whether in person or online, that constitutes a ‘change or suppression practice’ as
defined in the bill and which causes the degree of harm reflected by the thresholds of ‘injury’
and ‘serious injury’ should be captured, in order to protect LGBTQA+ people and ensure their
fundamental rights are upheld.

We note that the single mention of the word ‘prayer’ in the bill occurs in the context of giving
examples of direct-action conduct — such as performing exorcisms or ‘deliverance practices’
(s5(3)(b)). The suggestion by leaders in the Victorian community that the bill targets prayer more
broadly is misguided or misleading. We further note that statements made during the bill’'s
second reading affirm that, under the first element of the definition of ‘change or suppression
practice’ (s5(1)), conduct not directed at a specific person (such as ‘sermons expressing a
general statement of belief’) or the circumstance in which a person seeks counsel from a faith
leader and that leader articulates a view that the teachings of their faith consider same-sex
attraction to be sinful, but ‘only to convey their interpretation of those teachings and not to
change or suppress’ the person’s sexuality or gender identity are unlikely to be prohibited by this
law (Alert Digest No 13 of 2020, relevant bill pages 6 and 7). Furthermore, we make no
apologies for our insistence that the most prominent modalities used to deliver - and to disguise
- conversion practices, including prayer-based practices and talk therapy, be listed in the bill.

We now address the broader discussion of the protection of religious freedoms (noting that
freedom of religion is protected under the Constitution and recognised in the common law). The
Scrutiny of Acts and Regulations Committee is satisfied that the bill does not impinge on the
freedom to engage in the practices of one’s religion inasmuch as all freedoms protected by our
Constitution are not absolute freedoms, but are limited by other laws where necessary to protect
public order, safety, health, and the fundamental rights and freedoms of other people (Alert
Digest No 13 of 2020, relevant bill page 7). Importantly, this view in relation to freedom of
religion is consistent with the findings of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to

Child Sexual Abuse (Scrutiny of Acts and Regulations Committee Alert Digest No 10 of 2019,
relevant bill pages 3 and 4).
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In short, the bill carefully balances the protection of religious freedoms with the protection of the
rights and freedoms of LGBTQA+ people. And we are delighted to note that it will have a
continued positive impact for future generations as we see its unamended safe passage through
the Victorian Legislative Council in the days ahead. Once again we wish to express our
gratitude to your government for introducing these tremendous and bold protections for
LGBTQA+ Victorians. In the words of the bill itself, ‘no sexual orientation or gender identity
constitutes a disorder, disease, iliness, deficiency or shortcoming’ (s3(2)(c)). Neither do
LGBTQA+ people require any sort of change, healing or indeed suppression. It is with these
facts in mind that we close this letter with a simple observation: Within our significantly extensive
affirming faith communities we are taught that all human beings are ‘fearfully and wonderfully
made’ and LGBTQA+ people are a loved and essential part of God’s intended human diversity.

We encourage your government to continue to resist calls to amend, adjust, or reduce the scope
of the bill. We urge you to continue to engage with the results of world-leading Victorian
Government funded research performed by La Trobe University, Macquarie University, Brave
Network and AGMC into the harms and recovery processes experienced by survivors. Finally,
we offer our support, knowledge and experience in the development of the Victorian Equal
Opportunity and Human Rights Commission’s (VEOHRC) civil scheme as outlined in the bill.

Sincerely,

Brave Network, SOGICE Survivors, Uniting Network, Equal Voices, Rainbow Catholics
InterAgency for Ministry, Australia



