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Gay couples welcome equal

rights
By Richard Ford, Home Correspondent

HOMOSEXUAL partners will have the same rights as
heterosexual married couples under govemment
plans that will give same-sex relationships legal
recognition for the first time.

The most far-reaching legal reform affecting gay
rights for more than 30 years will give same-sex
partners next-of-kin rights in hospital, allow them to
benefit from a dead partner's pension and exempt
them from inheritance tax on a partner's home.

But the consultation paper published today will be
criticised for discriminating against unmarried
heterosexual couples. Campaigners said the
proposals should have been extended to provide
legal recognition for ail unmarried couples.

Evan Harris, Liberal Democrat equality spokesman,
said that the decision to exclude opposite-sex
couples from claiming the rights conferred by civil
partnerships wilt be a bitter disappointment to
hundreds of thousands of people.

Peter Tatchell, the gay rights activist, described the
plans as "heterophobic" and "retrograde". He added:
"it is divisive, heterophobic and discriminatory to
exclude unmarried heterosexual couples.

"Cohabiting heterosexuals also lack legal recognition
and protection. This is a grave injustice."

The consultation will not use the term "gay marriage"
but the civil partnership proposal is as close to a
marriage contract as possible. Gay couples would
sign a register declaring that they want to form a civil
partnership. They would then have recognition as
next of kin for medical purposes and property rights.

The paper will also emphasise the responsibilities
that go with the civil partnership including separation
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arrangements under which alimony may have to be
paid.

Jacqui Smith, the equality minister, will, however,
reject calls for gay couples to be subject to a
qualifying period before they can register. She will
point out that there is no such rule for straight
couples.

In London more than 500 gay couples have signed a
civil partnership register set up by Ken Livingstone,
the Mayor, even though it is only a symbolic
recognition.

Michael Cashman. 52, who as Colin Russell in
EastEnders took part in the first gay kiss on British
television, said that he would be among the first to
register. He said that although he and his partner,
Paul Cottingham, 39, had been together for 20 years,
they enjoyed none of the rights manied couples took
for granted.

Mr Cashman, who is now a Labour MEP for the West
Midlands, said he applauded the Government for
"addressing this inequality". He hoped for speedy
progress.

Ben Summerskill, chief executive of Stonewall, the
gay rights campaign group, said; "We are delighted
that a long overdue step is being taken by the
Government."
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