Best national apology for LGBTQ+ veterans: why it matters now

[image: ]
Shoppers are turning to reckoning: veterans and advocates want a national apology for LGBTQ+ defence personnel who were forced out, punished or shamed by historical Australian Defence Force policies , a symbolic step that could bring practical records fixes, certificates and recognition to those harmed.
Essential takeaways
Recommendation made: A Senate committee has urged the federal government to offer a formal national apology and restorative outcomes for veterans affected by discriminatory ADF policies. 
Practical fixes proposed: Veterans could have records annotated, convictions extinguished and receive certificates of honourable service, easing stigma. 
Human cost: Veterans recount interrogation, isolation and long-term trauma; many experienced depression and shame after administrative expulsions. 
Legal context: The ADF maintained bans on homosexual service until around 1990, meaning many historic administrative sanctions now clash with contemporary law and values. 
Why veterans like David want an apology , the human sting
David Gibson’s story grips because it’s tactile: the humiliation of interrogation, the cold isolation of a desk in a remote office, and the lingering shame that led to depression. According to reporting in Guardian Australia, he and others were pushed out in the 1970s and 80s through administrative channels rather than criminal courts, leaving wounds that never quite healed. That personal testimony helps explain why an apology feels like more than words , it’s a public recognition that these men and women were wronged.
Context matters here. Witnesses to the Senate inquiry, including advocacy groups for older LGBTQ+ Australians, told lawmakers these policies caused long-term damage. An apology would mirror other landmark statements in Australia’s history, signalling collective responsibility and opening a pathway to healing for veterans and families.
What the Senate recommended , records, certificates and restorative outcomes
The Senate foreign affairs and defence committee went beyond just suggesting an apology. Its report recommends concrete restorative measures: the ability to annotate defence files to show past actions were discriminatory, new powers to extinguish old service offences, and issuing certificates of honourable service to people who were expelled for their sexual orientation or gender identity. That’s practical: it helps correct the bureaucratic record, which in turn can affect pensions, reputation and personal dignity.
These suggestions are aimed at aligning historical outcomes with contemporary law and defence standards. For many veterans that bureaucratic correction could end an ongoing source of stigma, and it also offers a model for how institutions can repair past wrongs without rewriting history.
How this fits into wider campaigns and global moves
This isn’t a uniquely Australian conversation. Forces News and other outlets have pointed to comparable gestures overseas, including public apologies and leadership at military organisations acknowledging past inhumanity toward LGBTQ+ personnel. Locally, advocacy groups and Greens motions have long pushed for recognition of the harm caused by discriminatory defence policies. The current bill to modernise mental health and discipline in the ADF provides a legislative moment to couple forward-looking reform with retrospective justice.
For anyone tracking social policy, this is an example of how institutional reform often pairs change in the present with steps to remedy the past. The optics of a national apology would also signal to serving personnel that the ADF has moved on from those policies.
What a records annotation and conviction extinguishment mean in practice
An annotated service record is more than a footnote: it formally states that historic administrative penalties were discrimination-driven and that similar conduct would not be an offence today. Extinguishing convictions can clear legal and social consequences that have followed people for decades. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and other researchers have documented the specific vulnerabilities of LGBTIQ veterans, so these remedies could have measurable effects on wellbeing and access to services.
If you’re a veteran wondering whether you might benefit, practical steps would include checking your defence records and seeking legal or advocacy support to apply for annotations or dismissal of past offences once the legal framework is in place.
Politics and outlook , will the government act?
Committee chair Senator Raff Ciccone said a modern ADF must learn from its past, emphasising that people should be judged on service, not identity. The defence department has signalled it’s considering additional measures, and advocates have been clear they want a prime ministerial apology on the record. Whether the Albanese government adopts the full slate of recommendations remains a political question, but the combination of the royal commission, new legislation and the committee’s report creates momentum.
Listen to veterans like David: their testimonies change the conversation from abstract policy to lived harm. A formal apology, along with administrative fixes, would be both symbolic and tangible.
It's a small change that can make every former service member feel seen and vindicated.
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