Best UK Conversion Practices Ban: What the Draft Legislation Means
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Shoppers of law and rights watchers have noticed the UK has finally published draft legislation to ban conversion practices in England and Wales, a long‑promised move that matters because it would create criminal offences, civil protections and new powers to stop abusive attempts to change or suppress sexual orientation or gender identity.
Essential Takeaways
Who it protects: Adults and children in England and Wales from coercive or abusive conversion practices.
Potential penalties: Unlimited fines, up to five years’ imprisonment, or both for offenders.
Scope and limits: Targets abusive conduct intended to change or suppress identity, but sets a relatively high harm threshold.
Extra tools: Civil protection orders and offences for arranging conversion practices overseas.
Practical feel: A clearer criminal route than before, though critics warn definitions and healthcare safeguards may need tightening.
What the draft bill actually does , quick and concrete
The core of the new draft is straightforward: it would make certain conversion practices criminal in England and Wales, with significant penalties for those convicted. The government says the aim is to protect people from attempts to change their sexual orientation or gender identity that involve manipulation, humiliation or intimidation. Alongside criminal offences, the bill offers civil protection orders so judges can step in earlier to prevent harm.
Officials have emphasised that the draft covers both adults and children, and that consent won’t be a blanket defence for adults who say they agreed. That’s a notable shift from earlier proposals and reflects concerns that consent is often impossible where coercive control is present. Campaigners and survivors will be watching how those lines are drawn once the bill goes before parliament.
Why the threshold for harm matters , and why it’s controversial
The draft makes two tests: the conduct must be “abusive” and it must cause serious physical or mental harm, or serious alarm or distress that substantially affects daily life. That twin test mirrors existing coercive behaviour laws, which might make prosecutions more workable, but it also raises a high bar for victims seeking criminal justice.
Survivors and some charities argue all conversion practices are inherently abusive because they seek to change or suppress identity on the premise that LGBTQ+ lives are inferior. Others say the government’s narrower focus on demonstrable harm will help avoid criminalising conversations or religious belief. Parliament’s pre‑legislative scrutiny will be where these tensions are tested.
The definition debate , what counts as “conversion”
International bodies such as the Council of Europe and a UN expert have used a broader definition that includes any attempt to suppress or change sexual orientation or gender identity. The UK’s draft focuses on abusive conduct intended to change a person’s orientation or identity, which may make prosecutions cleaner but leaves open whether suppression , pressuring someone to conceal their identity , is fully captured.
Legal commentators note courts could interpret the terms alongside existing equality law, but that’s not the same as an explicit statutory definition. That ambiguity is likely to be a flashpoint during scrutiny, with survivors pressing for wording that reflects the full range of behaviours they describe: from “prayer groups” that shame and isolate, to religious counselling that tips into intimidation.
Healthcare and professional practice , where safeguards are being tested
The bill carves out a high threshold before healthcare professionals will be liable, aiming to protect legitimate medical and therapeutic practice. The idea is to avoid chilling lawful, evidence‑based care while capturing abusive practises disguised as therapy.
Critics worry that the wording might still leave loopholes, especially in gender‑identity care, and that regulators and health services will need clear guidance. How the law will sit with clinical standards and professional regulation is a practical issue parliamentarians and patient groups will push on as the draft moves through scrutiny.
Rights, religion and public reaction , balancing freedoms and protection
Some opponents claim the bill infringes on freedom of religion or expression. Supporters respond that the proposals target abusive conduct that causes serious harm, not the expression of beliefs or private conversations. The principle that rights cannot be used to justify harming others is being argued front and centre.
Notably, prominent faith bodies including the Church of England and the Church in Wales have signalled support for a statutory ban, and advocacy groups have welcomed the long‑overdue step. Civil society statements and LGBT organisations have called the bill historic but say the detail will determine whether it truly protects survivors.
It's a starting point that can be strengthened in scrutiny to ensure the law reaches the many everyday harms survivors describe.
One small change in law can make every abusive practice a lot harder to hide.
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