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Mental Health Carers NSW (MHCN) is concerned that holding a
costly and non-binding plebiscite which is not legally necessary
to make the changes to the Marriage Act and will only further
alienate and victimise the Australian LGBTI community by giving
anti-LGBTI groups a platform to voice their agenda, and
consequently cause further harm to the mental wellbeing of an
already vulnerable and at risk population group.
Granting rights to minorities should result from a recognition of
their dignity and rights as human beings, not from an opinion
poll. Equal legal protection under the law is a fundamental
principle and not one that requires further democratic
authorisation. The popularity of different family arrangements
should not be relevant to the legal rights of their members. A
campaign which gives people an excuse and a budget to allow

people to voice strong negative opinions about the families of
many young and/or vulnerable Australian’s could be extremely
traumatising, with serious mental health consequences for little
apparent benefit.
Research demonstrates that LGBTI Australians either delay or
don’t access support services due to fear of discrimination and/
or prejudice on the basis of their LGBTI identity (Barrett &
Crameri, 2015). This is a concern for MHCN as instead of LGBTI
carers accessing mainstream services to seek support, they are
increasing their caring responsibilities by acting as the sole
support of someone living with a mental illness, which in turn
increases the likelihood that they themselves will develop
mental health issues.
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Definitions
What is a Plebiscite?
A plebiscite is a national vote which has no legal binding and is used by Government to assess public opinion on social policy
(Australian Electoral Commission, 2016). A plebiscite differs from a referendum in that referenda are required to amend the
Australian Constitution. Referenda are legally binding, plebiscites are not.
Terminology
For the purpose of this position statement, MHCN uses the term ‘LGBTI’ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex) to be
inclusive of all people of various sexual orientations, sex and/or gender identities across the spectrum.

Background
Rather than allow a free vote of Parliament which would incur
zero financial strain on the Australian economy, the Australian
Federal Government intends to hold a plebiscite which is
estimated to cost $160 million dollars of tax payer’s money.
Given the very significant gaps in existing mental health
services and the serious attempts to cut funding to many
supports for vulnerable people in recent years, MHCN is
concerned that tens of millions of dollars will be spent on an
additional process to approve a legal change that could be
decided swiftly and cheaply by members of Parliament. Even
if the plebiscite goes ahead, the plebiscite itself is unbinding.
This means that even if the Australian population
demonstrates an overwhelming show of support for marriage
equality, the Australian Government have no legal obligation
to legalise marriage equality, and they have publicly said as
much. The plebiscite is in essence a very expensive opinion
poll.
The Australian Government has recently announced they will
allocate $7.5 million to each ‘yes’ and ‘no’ campaign for the
plebiscite. Already the ‘yes’ campaign is at a disadvantage due
to the privilege religious bodies hold in their exemptions from
Australian legislation. For example, religious bodies are
exempt from the $1500 tax-free threshold on plebiscite
donations. This means that corporate bodies can make

significant contributions directly to churches who support the
‘no’ campaign tax-free.
MHCN is concerned that providing anti-gay campaigners with
such a significant platform to voice their agenda will further
isolate and harm the mental wellbeing of LGBTI Australians,
who have already lived through legislation historically which
‘criminalised, pathologised or invisibalised… their identities in
both legal and medical institutions” (RANZCP, 2016: 2).

Evidence
The Royal Australian & New Zealand College of Psychiatrists
(RANZCP) state that 20% of transgender people and 15% of
lesbian, gay and bisexual people report suffering from suicidal
ideation, with same sex attracted people “14 times more
likely to attempt suicide, twice as likely to experience anxiety
disorders and 3 times more likely to experience affective
disorders compared with the broader population
(Rosenstreich, 2013; ABS, 2007)” (RANZCP, 2016: 2).
MHCN is concerned that these dangerously high mental
health statistics will continue to grow to even higher levels
should anti-gay groups be given a national platform to spread
their agenda.
In 2004, the Marriage Amendment Act was introduced to
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redefine marriage as ‘the union of a man and a woman to the
exclusion of all others’ (Australian Government, 2004). This
piece of legislation was brought in for the sole purpose of
ensuring LGBTI Australians could not marry, regardless of the
evidence that demonstrates legislative inequality is a
detriment to mental health (RANZCP, 2016: 2). RANZCP (2016:
2) further reports there is “a strong link between improved
health outcomes and legislation change of this sort”.
The American Psychological Association (APA) reports there
are “substantial psychosocial and health benefits to
individuals” who are able to marry “due to the moral,
economic, and social support to married couples” (APA,
2016). Research informs us that children raised by same-sex
parents are at no disadvantage compared to if they were
raised by heterosexual parents, in fact, “not a single study has
found children of lesbian or gay parents to be disadvantaged
in any significant respect relative to children of heterosexual
parents” (APA, 2016: 15).
In June 2014, Australian Marriage Equality commissioned a
poll to evaluate public opinion on marriage equality. The
survey revealed that 72% of Australians are in support
(Crosby/Textor, 2014). With such an overwhelming
percentage of the Australian population in support of
marriage equality, MHCN fails to see any value in holding a
costly $160 million dollar opinion poll funded by tax payer’s
money. MHCN believes that it is the responsibility of Federal
Government to reflect the majority views of the society they
operate within, and currently, the views of the Australian

population on marriage equality are not reflected in social
policy.
On the basis that there is no actual scientific evidence that
justifies the exclusion of LGBTI people from marriage, MHCN
supports the inclusion, recognition and rights of all Australian
LGBTI community members, and as such supports marriage
equality for the psychological, social and economic benefit to
the health and mental wellbeing of LGBTI relationships and
their families.

Recommendation
MHCN call on Parliament to block the plebiscite and instead
legislate by free Parliamentary vote to allow same sex couples
to marry and to legally recognise same sex marriages
performed in countries outside of Australia.

About MHCN
Mental Health Carers NSW (MHCN, formerly ‘Arafmi NSW’)
act as a community-based, non-government organisation that
provides systemic advocacy, education and a local service
referral telephone helpline for the carers, family and friends
of those experiencing mental illness across NSW.
There are currently 2.7 million unpaid carers in Australia, 39%
of whom provide more than 40 hours of care a week. Due to
the demands of their full time caring role, carers are at a high
risk for developing mental health issues.
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