Ending discrimination in goods and services – the work begins here

UNISON welcomes the long-awaited publication of regulations banning discrimination in goods, facilities and services on grounds of sexual orientation.  These regulations cover England, Scotland and Wales and – subject to Parliamentary approval - come into force on 30 April 2007.  Regulations for Northern Ireland have been in force since 1 January 2007.  UNISON will use the regulations to further our campaign for public services that meet the needs of all service users.  We are putting together a 'charter for change' - a charter setting out how public services must recognise the needs of LGBT people.

You can read the regulations at http://www.opsi.gov.uk/si/si2007/draft/20075920.htm 
UNISON campaigned hard to ensure there would be no exemption for faith-based adoption agencies in the regulations, arguing that such exceptions would undermine the principle of non-discrimination.  Dave Prentis, UNISON general secretary, wrote personally to Tony Blair, Ruth Kelly and the UNISON group of MPs.  Many members responded to the call and contacted their own MPs.

It has been agreed that there will be a transitional period for religious adoption agencies until the end of 2008, during which time they will have a statutory duty to refer same sex couples to other adoption agencies.  From 2009, the regulations apply fully to all adoption agencies.

Announcing the regulations, Communities Secretary Ruth Kelly said: 

‘The principles behind these measures are straightforward. It cannot be right in a decent, tolerant society that a shopkeeper or restaurant can refuse to serve a customer because they are gay. It cannot be right for a school to discriminate against a child because of their parents' sexuality or not to take homophobic bullying as seriously as they should. 

‘The goal of the new regulations is to make such discrimination illegal. We want to ensure that when people visit their hospital, study at school or college, or even do something as everyday as shopping or booking a holiday, they get treated fairly and with respect, no matter what their sexual orientation.’ 

This victory is not the end of the road, but a new beginning.  The tone and content of the row over catholic adoption agencies showed how far there still is to go in changing attitudes towards lesbian, gay and bisexual people, the centrality of the needs of children and the meaning of family.  

UNISON continues to campaign for similar legislation protecting transgender people, including in the provision of healthcare.  Add your name to an electronic petition to the prime minister at http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/TransDiscrim/.  

