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SUBMISSION FOR SENATE INQUIRY INTO ADF RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION:

Are current strategies effective in meeting the organisation’s personnel requirement?

I am a RAAF Medical Officer who joined the ADF in 1990 through the undergraduate scheme. I have been serving full time in the Permanent Air Force since 1995, and am currently the Chief Instructor at the RAAF Institute of Aviation Medicine, RAAF Base Edinburgh in South Australia. During my RAAF career I have been posted as a Medical Officer, then Senior Medical Officer at RAAF Base Pearce in Western Australia, deployed overseas to Bougainville and East Timor, and undertaken two overseas courses (USA in 1998 and UK in 2000). I also happen to be gay and have been in a same-sex, co-habiting relationship for nearly seven years.

My concerns are twofold. Firstly the ADF does not give enough flexibility to doctors wishing to retain or develop their clinical skills. I have seen my colleagues leave the ADF, disgruntled by the lack of career options, the inability to pursue clinical training and increasing disparity between what they are paid compared to colleagues in the civilian world. Although there has been a submission on a career structure review for Medical Officers, it has been two years since the original plan was to be implemented, no doubt caught up in bureaucracy and hierarchical concerns about the extra money doctors should be paid to make remaining in the ADF an attractive option. If the career structure review is not finalised and implemented soon, the ADF will continue to lose experienced military doctors, and face the increasing costs of employing contract civilian replacements.

My second area of concern is the hypocrisy of the ADF expounding the values of workplace equity, yet surreptitiously supporting covert discrimination against gay and lesbian members. The lack of recognition of same-sex partners for administrative purposes could be interpreted as, “it’s okay to be gay in the military, as long as you’re single”, therefore discouraging stability and long-term relationships. I personally have been faced with continued discrimination by the system, as my partner is not considered part of my family. To cite a few examples:

a) I applied for de-facto recognition in February 1995, which was rejected at Unit level, then progressed as Redresses of Grievance to both Chief of Air Force and Chief of Defence Force. Delays in processing, whether intentional or not, meant the final reply to my Redress was not received until October 1997. I have since applied for recognition of my partner as a Dependent, which is currently a Redress of Grievance being considered by Chief of Defence Force. (Having a ‘Dependent’ allows a member access to the same benefits as having a spouse for military administrative purposes). Five months have elapsed without a decision. 

b) If I had been killed or seriously injured during my operational deployments to Bougainville or East Timor, there would have been no assistance to my partner for travel to see me in hospital or death benefits or superannuation payouts.

c) I was selected for a six-month diploma course in the United Kingdom, but told I would not be recommended because of my sexuality. After some heated discussions, I proceeded unaccompanied. I did not receive the benefit of being allowed to take my partner with me, nor the allowances afforded to a member separated from their family. For example, I was forced to pay a fortnightly rental contribution despite maintaining a household in Australia for my partner, which would have been waived for a member with a spouse or recognised dependents. I would have stayed in the UK for a further six to nine months, but was unable to due to the emotional and financial stress of being separated from my partner. The experience I therefore missed out on by not completing the posting has disadvantaged me for my current job.

d) I have proceeded to my current posting unaccompanied as my partner remains in Perth for work reasons. I was refused full rental assistance (in the order of $100 per week) on the grounds that I should stay in the Edinburgh Officer’s Mess (being considered ‘single’), despite the accommodation being sub-standard and not an appropriate environment for my partner to come to stay every month when he visits. There are no private bathrooms, cooking facilities are rudimentary, and generally there is no privacy. The fact that I was in a long-term relationship was not considered ‘exceptional grounds’ for the granting of full rental assistance, as my partner is not considered to be a relative, spouse or dependent. I am also not entitled to subsidised ‘married quarter’ accommodation. Should I ‘choose’ to stay off Base, I would be given ‘optional rental allowance’ (ORA) being a pitiful $10 to $16 per week. Essentially, the RAAF has forced me to stay off Base at my own expense, and I have refused the ORA on principle. 

e) I am currently being considered for an overseas posting again – this time for two years. However, I am not prepared to go unaccompanied for this long period of time, yet have had indications from Canberra that I will be given no assistance to take my partner with me. If my partner were a woman, visas, passports, travel, accommodation, allowances, healthcare and many other benefits would be provided – without question. 

There exists the capacity within current Defence Instructions for the Chief of Defence Force to recognise any person as a Dependent of a serving member, if there are exceptional and extraordinary circumstances. The unique nature of same-sex relationships, if the ADF refuses to recognise partners as spouses, should constitute exceptional and/or extraordinary grounds. Although not full recognition as spouse, this would certainly appease the many gay and lesbian members who are faced with the discriminatory system that treat them as single members, whilst their colleagues who are married or in recognised de-facto relationships are afforded extra benefits. 

Whilst changes to existing legislation may be a long time in coming to recognise same-sex relationships in the general community, the military presents a unique lifestyle that is generally disruptive to both the individual and their family. The conditions of service provided are meant in some way to compensate for those disruptions, but they should be applied fairly to all members. Same-sex partners are no less worthy partners than a wife, husband or de-facto spouse. However, gay and lesbian members are forced to hide their sexuality, or are treated as second-class citizens under this so-called ‘equitable’ workplace.

A member should not constantly be faced with the worry of having to choose between their personal relationship and their military career. However, that is a decision that faces all gay and lesbian serving members, and has certainly been a significant choice for me during my service career. If the ADF is not prepared to recognise the needs of gay and lesbian serving members, then we have not progressed very far since the ban was lifted in 1992. The ADF should be seeking to retain all members, not just the heterosexual ones. Lip service to the issues of equity and equality is not appropriate – it needs to be made a reality.

(Dr) Michael T.U. Seah
Squadron Leader
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