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Equal Marriage – a step closer to becoming a reality ?  
Groups from across Scotland will gather today for a specially convened symposium on Equal Marriage.  As the law stands, same sex couples in the UK can enter into civil partnerships, but marriage is not yet an option.  This event will investigate the perceived barriers to equal marriage and seek to produce a roadmap for legislators for how to make equal marriage a reality.  
Hosted by The Equality and Human Rights Commission, the Equality Network and LGBT Youth Scotland, the event will examine political, legal, religious and social perspectives on Equal Marriage.  It will be attended by a cross section of organisations and individuals, including many who have signed The Equal Marriage Pledge, which supports the call for the legalisation of same-sex marriage and mixed-sex civil partnership in Scotland.  MSP’s who have signed the pledge and who will be attending include Patrick Harvie MSP, Margaret Smith MSP, and Shirley-Ann Somerville MSP.  

Most of the laws that in the past discriminated against LGBT people are now gone. But in devolved Scottish legislation there still remains the segregation of civil partnership and marriage. When civil partnerships were developed, in 2003-4, there were political concerns about potential opposition to opening marriage to same-sex couples. As a result, same-sex couples continued to be denied access to marriage itself.

While LGBT people saw the introduction of civil partnership as a huge step forward, most do not consider it to be equality. In a detailed survey of 430 LGBT people that was conducted at the end of 2009 by The Equality Network, 85% said the law should be changed to open up marriage to couples regardless of gender. The same percentage rated this as a priority issue.

Tim Hopkins, Director of the Equality Network said, ‘Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people are still discriminated against by the law in a way no other group is. It would be thought completely unacceptable if any other minority was singled out and told they can't get married, but must have a separate status called civil partnership instead. Same-sex couples say "Will you marry me?" just like any other couples. The law should recognise that commitment and treat us all the same.’

Kaliani Lyle, Equality & Human Rights Commission Scotland Commissioner said, 
‘Despite shifts in public opinion and indeed legislation in the UK in the last ten years, and in many countries across Europe, same-sex couples in Scotland continue to be denied access to marriage itself.  Since its introduction, more than 2500 couples have registered a civil partnership in Scotland, and we as a society have to recognise that  there is a real need for marriage equality.  As with the repeal of Section 28, Scotland has the opportunity to lead the way in terms of legislative foresight and equality, and the Commission will continue to support such developments’.

Fergus McMillan, Chief Executive of LGBT Youth Scotland said, ‘Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender young people want to have the same opportunity to get married in the future as their heterosexual peers and friends. That’s why LGBT Youth Scotland is supporting young people in calling for equality in access to marriage and civil partnership. The equal marriage symposium is an important opportunity to hear people’s views and move the debate forward’.
Patrick Harvie MSP said, ‘There has been dramatic progress in recent years toward family law which recognises the equality of same-sex relationships, but the job clearly isn’t complete yet. Civil Partnership has been a huge step forward, but there are still those who regard anything other than marriage as having a second class status. I always saw Civil Partnership as something which should be open to mixed-sex or same-sex couples on equal terms, and I can’t see any reason why marriage shouldn’t be the same.’
ENDS
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Notes to editors:

As the law stands, section 5(4)(e) of the Marriage (Scotland) Act 1977 explicitly prohibits marriage from taking place between a same-sex couple, restricting it to mixed-sex partnerships only. In the same way, section 86(1)(a) of the Civil Partnership Act 2004 specifically excludes mixed-sex couples by restricting civil partnerships to same-sex partners only.
The survey referred to above was carried out by The Equality Network

· The Equality and Human Rights Commission is a statutory body established under the Equality Act 2006, which took over the responsibilities of Commission for Racial Equality, Disability Rights Commission and Equal Opportunities Commission.

· The Equality and Human Rights Commission is the independent advocate for equality and human rights in Britain. It aims to reduce inequality, eliminate discrimination, strengthen good relations between people, and promote and protect human rights.

· The Equality and Human Rights Commission will enforce equality legislation on age, disability, gender, race, religion or belief, sexual orientation or transgender status, and encourage compliance with the Human Rights Act. It will also give advice and guidance to businesses, the voluntary and public sectors, and to individuals.
· The Equality Network is a national organisation in Scotland working for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) equality. The Equality Network’s work includes campaigning, community development, information provision, policy advice, training, research, Scottish Transgender Alliance policy and community support projects, and intersectional equality issues including for minority ethnic LGBT people.
· LGBT Youth Scotland was established in Edinburgh in 1989 and is now a national youth organisation committed to championing the inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender young people in the life of Scotland.  LGBT Youth Scotland work to improve the health and wellbeing of LGBT youth and LGBT communities in Scotland. 
· www.equalityhumanrights.com   www.lgbtyouth.org.uk    www.equality-network.org

