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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 

CIVIL PARTNERSHIP (SCOTLAND) BILL 

SUBMISSION FROM HUMANIST SOCIETY SCOTLAND 

1. What is your view of the Bill’s approach to achieving equality by making civil 
partnerships available to different sex couples, rather than closing future 
civil partnerships to all couples?  

Humanist Society Scotland is supportive of widening the availability of civil 
partnerships to mixed sex couples as well as same-sex couples. The Society have 
been calling for this change for a number of years1 right back to the 2014 act2 where 
same-sex marriage and belief marriage was introduced.  We have made this case for 
two major reasons.  

Firstly we have members and supporters in a mixed-sex relationship who would like 
to access a civil partnership and who have approached us to carry out such a 
ceremony for them in line with their Humanist beliefs3. 

Secondly - on a point of equality - we believe that it is important to ensure that there 
is no discrimination on the basis of protected characteristics in the marriage and civil 
partnership landscape. This was a major reason why the Society was a key member 
of the campaign in favour of legislation to allow same-sex marriage. By the same 
reasoning, we believe it is wrong to limit civil partnerships to same-sex couples as is 
currently the law and support this bills intention to make it available to mixed-sex 
couples. 

We share the concerns made by Stonewall Scotland, in their response4 to the Scottish 
Government’s consultation, on the future of civil partnerships that closing civil 
partnerships to new entrants. They have outlined how this would impact negatively on 
same-sex couples currently with a civil partnership and the potential pressure placed 
upon them to change their relationship legally to a marriage. 

Instead the approach taken to extend the choice of civil partnerships and level up the 
legal offer to both same-sex and mixed-sex couples is the correct approach. 

 

2. What will the impact of the Bill and its provisions be on you, your community 
or your organisation? Give consideration as to whether there is any impact 
on human rights or equality issues for any particular groups of people. 

                                                           
1 It’s time for equal civil partnerships to be made available. Humanist Society Scotland, August 2016, 

https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/news/its-time-for-equal-civil-partnerships-to-be-made-available/ 
2 What is the future of civil partnerships in Scotland? Humanist Society Scotland, May 2015, 

https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/news/what-is-the-future-of-civil-partnerships-in-scotland/ 
3 Humanism is a belief system, which puts human happiness and flourishing at its heart, and promotes 

cooperation towards a shared common goal. People who share the values of science and rational enquiry, and 
who seek to live an ethical and fulfilling life based on reason and compassion are humanists. 
4 The future of civil partnership in Scotland, Stonewall Scotland response, 2018, 

https://consult.gov.scot/family-law/the-future-of-civil-partnership-in-
scotland/consultation/view_respondent?show_all_questions=0&sort=submitted&order=ascending&_q__text=
stonewall&uuId=473576987 

https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/news/its-time-for-equal-civil-partnerships-to-be-made-available/
https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/news/what-is-the-future-of-civil-partnerships-in-scotland/
https://consult.gov.scot/family-law/the-future-of-civil-partnership-in-scotland/consultation/view_respondent?show_all_questions=0&sort=submitted&order=ascending&_q__text=stonewall&uuId=473576987
https://consult.gov.scot/family-law/the-future-of-civil-partnership-in-scotland/consultation/view_respondent?show_all_questions=0&sort=submitted&order=ascending&_q__text=stonewall&uuId=473576987
https://consult.gov.scot/family-law/the-future-of-civil-partnership-in-scotland/consultation/view_respondent?show_all_questions=0&sort=submitted&order=ascending&_q__text=stonewall&uuId=473576987
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This will have a positive impact on Scotland’s Humanist community and by reflection 
of this will impact positively on Humanist Society Scotland as Scotland’s national 
Humanist organisation.  

Humanism is recognised and considered a ‘belief system’ in Scottish marriage law 
and as a ‘philosophical belief’ in Human Rights law relating to the protected 
characteristic of religion or belief. Humanist Society Scotland have over 14,000 active 
members although those who share a Humanist belief in Scotland could reasonably 
be considered as significantly higher than this. One proxy measurement for example 
of this is the fact there have been over 40,000 Humanist marriages since 2005 in 
Scotland.5 

It is difficult to ascertain an estimate of numerical impact of those mixed-sex couples 
who would choose to have a civil partnership. We have had a number of enquiries of 
couples looking to have this option – some of these couples have chosen to have a 
Humanist marriage solemnised by a Humanist celebrant instead, others have chosen 
a non-legal commitment ceremony, and some have chosen to have no ceremony at 
all. We are also mindful that once this option is legally available this will drive interest 
in this legal relationship as an option that is available. 

There has been a renewal in interest following the Steinfeld & Keidan case with a 
number of couples contacting the charity to ask when civil partnerships will be an 
option for them. This case judgement sets out clearly the reasons why limiting civil 
partnerships to being available to same-sex couples is a incompatible with Article 14 
in conjunction with article 8 of the ECHR6. Humanist Society Scotland believe 
legislating to allow opposite-sex civil partnerships therefore removes this 
incompatibility and is therefore a positive impact on individuals human rights who 
would choose to enter into a civil partnership. 

 

3. The Bill will make consequential changes to existing legislation to carry 
through the effect of the main change. Do you have any comment to make 
on these changes? 

It is correct that any consequential changes that are needed to be reflected in other 
areas of law are done so. We are supportive of the measures set out in the Bill. 

In particular we would draw to members attention the provisions under section 5 which 
replicate the rights of celebrants of Humanist Society Scotland, as a prescribed body, 
to carry out mixed-sex civil partnerships. 

Humanist Society Scotland have noted concerns regarding the rights of cohabitants 
when compared to married couples or civil partners. However, we are aware that this 
is subject to a review by the Scottish Law Commission currently and therefore not 
relevant to this bill. 

 

                                                           
5 Data from National Records of Scotland Marriage and Civil Partnerships registers 2005-2018 
6 R (on the application of Steinfeld and Keidan) (Appellants) v Secretary of State for the International 

Development (in substitution for the Home Secretary and the Education Secretary) (Respondent), 2018 
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4. Is there anything else about civil partnerships that should be included in (or 
excluded from) the Bill? If so, what changes would you like to see and why? 
Please explain your reasons. 

We note the Scottish Government’s consideration of Sibling Couples Civil 
Partnerships (point 43-45 of the policy memorandum). We do not support the 
introduction of sibling couple civil partnerships and believe introducing them would 
undermine the status of civil partnerships for couples who choose to mark their 
relationship with a civil partnership. As the Scottish Government has highlighted the 
main driver for Sibling Couple Civil Partnerships is in relation to taxation – and we 
believe any legislative changes for this reason be taken through tax policy rather than 
family law. 

 

5. Will the Bill result in any resource implications for your organisation or you 
as an individual? If so, please explain and provide any supporting 
information. 

Humanist Society Scotland will have to update training material for celebrants and 
inform our network of registered celebrants the new option of mixed-sex civil 
partnership. Given that these ceremonies will mirror those which are offered for same-
sex civil partnerships, the resource implications for this will be low. 

In addition, the Society will make changes to our public information via our website 
and printed materials to reflect this new ceremony option for mixed-sex couples. It 
would also be our intention to inform our existing members of the change in the law 
and option to have a mixed-sex civil partnership. Some couples may have previously 
decided against a marriage but would be interested in a civil partnership. 

 

 


