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Meridian is Canberra’s leading LGBTIQ and HIV+ community organisation. Formerly the AIDS 
Action Council, Meridian was established in 1983 in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic and 
has a strong and proud history of working with and representing diverse groups of people. 
This includes gay and bisexual and other men who have sex with men, lesbian and queer 
women, transgender and gender diverse people, people with disability, sex workers, people 
who use drugs, and people in custodial settings. Over this time, we have adapted to 
community need to ensure we are dynamic, intersectional, and progressive with our 
approach to tackling complex social health issues such as HIV/AIDS and the health and 
wellbeing of sexuality, sex and gender diverse people. Our vision is to build strong, 
connected and supportive communities that are free of new HIV transmission, 
marginalisation, discrimination and stigma. We create opportunities for our communities to 
live their healthiest lives and be their true selves.  
 
Meridian commends the ACT government on its leadership in banning conversion practice 
and supports the government’s intention to make clear to practitioners, service providers 
and the community that these harmful practices are not to be offered in the ACT. Meridian 
supports the introduction and passage of legislation to assist in the consideration of 
complaints in this area. 
 
Meridian is pleased to make the following submission with regards to the proposed ban. 
  

1. Does the proposed definition of conversion practices cover the right range of 
actions and activities?  Could it be refined? 

The scope of proposed definition is comprehensive. However we make the following 
suggestions for drafting and improvement of scope.  
 
In our view it is desirable, as flagged in the fact sheet, to prohibit practices based on their 
intent and outcome rather than any specific modality or theoretical base. This means that 
such practices that emerge in the future are likely to be captured in the exiting legislation 
and thus legislative amendment, which can be difficult and time consuming.  
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Online conversion practices should be specifically prohibited. 
 
However, to adequately “prevent harm caused by conversion practices that attempt to 
change or suppress a person’s sexuality or gender identity” it will be necessary to also 
provide for action against conduct that coerces or induces a person to undergo such 
practices.  We are aware of organisations, families and employers who, in the past, have 
made ongoing membership, enrolment, employment or financial support conditional on 
undergoing conversion practices. In these cases the person or institution applying pressure 
has argued that the conversion practices were undergone willingly. It is the position of 
Meridian ACT that such practices should not only not be offered but it should be an offence 
to induce or coerce an individual to undertake such practices in another jurisdiction. It 
should not be an offence for an individual to seek such practices, but for another person to 
induce, coerce, harass or intimidate a person to undertake such practices.  
 
It should also be an offence to promote, support or encourage such practices, to provide 
training in conversion practices and to facilitate the provision of conversion practices. 
 
Finally it should be an offence to threaten or undertake adverse action if an individual 
refuses or declines to undergo conversion practices or to be advised of conversion practices. 
 
The consequence of this is that individuals can make evidence based decisions on what is 
best for them without financial, emotional or employment pressure. 
  

2. What penalties do you think are appropriate to support enforcement of the ban on 
conversion practices?  

There should be a range of penalties and mechanisms to support the enforcement of the 
ban. There must be accessible, inexperience and enforceable civil remedies available to 
those who have experienced pressure to undertake conversion practices. This should allow 
for a range of remedies such as apology, financial compensation, restoration and mediation. 
However, there should also be a range of penalties available for enforcement outside of 
remedy for the individual from warnings to fines. Repeated conduct should carry higher 
penalties, and there should be a significant financial penalty for inducing, coercing or 
harassing a person to undergo conversion practices.  

There has been some discussion by stakeholders of allowing a defence of a “sincerely held 
belief or conscientious objection”. In our view such a defence is inappropriate because of 
the very great harm, and risk to mental and physical wellbeing that these practices pose. To 
this end we advocate that any offence should be a strict liability offence. That is, an inability 
to see or perceive the risk of the offence, or the intent behind the offence should not be a 
defence. 

 

 



 

 

 

While it is the position of Meridian that all LGBTIQ people confronted with conversion 
practices are vulnerable to some degree and the power imbalance, especially when seeking 
professional advice is, significant we note the special vulnerabilities of children, young 
people and adults with additional vulnerabilities.  

In the case of children and young people, and adults unable to consent we strongly support 
a proposal to make it a criminal offence to require an individual to undergo conversion 
practices, or to be taken outside the ACT to undergo conversion practices. We also consider 
that any attempts to force a child or young person to undergo conversion practices should 
be considered an assault on the child or young person. 

3. What penalties should apply to professionals, given their greater responsibilities 
and authority?  

A range of penalties should be available from warnings and periods of supervised practice 
through to suspension and de-registration from professional practice for repeat and/or 
egregious conduct. It should form the basis for a complaint to investigative bodies. 

4. Would this ban change anything about the work of you or your organisation? If so, 
can you outline the nature of that change.  

Meridian has already embedded respect for the individual and their agency and autonomy 
as part of our values and practice. We operate throughout our services in a way that affirms, 
supports and validates members of the LGTBIQ community in their sexual orientation 
and/or gender identity. However, we are often providing services to those who have 
experienced harm as a result of conversion practices. On the basis of this experience we 
note that we expect the following effects of the legislation of the conversion practices ban. 

While over time we expect the ban would reduce the level of distress experienced by LGBTI 
community, in the short term it is likely to increase demand for counselling and support 
services as some people realise, possibly for the first time that counselling and medical 
practices they were exposed to constitute conversion practices. We also expect some 
additional challenges for LGBTI people in navigating the public discussion around the 
passage of legislation which is likely to cause significant distress and upset. 

We expect there to be a significant need for training for employers, civil society 
organisations, educational and other institutions and communities of faith around what the 
ban means. 

Meridian is a well-respected training organisation in the ACT region, and we anticipate 
significantly increased demand for training and education services in addition to the 
increased demand for counselling and community support services outlined above. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

5. What support will be useful to help your organisation comply with the prohibition 
after its introduction?  

Meridian already prohibits these practices and has developed a series of best practice 
services which would be compliant with the proposed ban. There would, however,  be 
benefit for the LGBTI community in funding  Meridian to prepare support materials for the 
community to make them aware of the ban and their rights under the ban, additional 
funding for counselling to address distress caused by publicity around the ban as public 
discussion of conversion therapies is likely to be triggering for affected individuals, and 
support in preparing training  packages for employers, educational organisations and civil 
society organisations. 
 
Finally, we are well aware of the mental health effects of public discourse where there is 
potential for increased stigma, discrimination and discourse of hate for our communities.  
Meridian is well placed to provide counselling and mental health support to the LGBTIQ 
community and families and allies who are impacted by this public discourse.   
 
 
 
 
 

 


