 “The Issues Facing LGBT Young People in Calderdale”

Introduction

[Introduce yourselves, your age and where you’re from…]
We’re members of GALYIC which stands for Gay and Lesbian Youth in Calderdale and we are here to give a presentation about the Issues Facing LGBT Young People in Calderdale, which is a semi-rural area of West Yorkshire.

GALYIC

For the uninitiated amongst you, we’d just like to give you a quick  background about GALYIC.
GALYIC was founded in 1999 by Jan Bridget and some young people, as a result of a two year research project.  Since then it has grown from a small weekly youth group to include a weekly drop-in, 1 to 1 support and the provision of training to services.   GALYIC also works on a national level and the presentation group has given talks to a wide range of audiences.

Now that you know a  bit more about us we’d like to take you through the issues.

Coming Out Earlier

GALYIC collects information about its members through the Needs Assessment Tool and while designed to help staff better support young people, it also reveals trends in how experiences are changing.
One of these trends is that the coming out age of members is decreasing. While in 1998 the average age was 17 years this has now gone down to 14. This makes them more vulnerable, as the majority have no-one to help them deal with internal conflict, or support them through the coming out process.

The most obvious result of this,  is that more LGBT people are coming out while still at school.
Schools

School can be a very dangerous place for young LGBT people and many witness or experience homophobic bullying, not only from pupils but from staff as well. Procedures for dealing with LGBT bullying are rare and by not acting teachers are condoning it.

Many young LGBT people are losing out on their education because they are too scared to attend and truant or drop out early. Things have improved since Section 28 was overturned but there is a long way to go in providing positive information about homosexuality and tackling the bullying.

One of our members suffers from post traumatic stress disorder as a result of the extreme homophobic bullying she experienced over a period of about four years:  she was beaten up, sexually assaulted, had a used tampon thrown at her, as well as stones, and was set on fire four times.  

Isolation

This can impact on a young person’s ability to experience a normal adolescent and in the absence of other LGBT young people to socialise with, they often find themselves on the adult gay scene where they are vulnerable to risky sexual health, sexual abuse and substance misuse. 

“I was sexually abused by two older gay men when I was 14 years old.  I was totally isolated and didn’t know any other gay teens at the time.  I became homophobic and bullied others.” 

Homophobia on the Streets

Members report that homophobic abuse on the streets is becoming more common. Last year five GALYIC members experienced this in three separate incidents and recently members have reported receiving homophobic abuse when making their way to the bus station after the youth group.
It is also common for those responsible for these incidents to be the same young people who are perpetrating the abuse in school.

Parental Rejection

Research from the USA clearly shows that parental acceptance helps to reduce  vulnerability  to mental health issues, substance misuse and poor sexual health. As the average coming out age falls, fewer young people are coming out to parents.

While many people would accept that home should be a safe and supportive place, half of GALYIC members report that they do not have supportive parents and we do have members who have received abuse as a result of coming out.

A few years ago a young gay man came to the youth group.  He had been a student at Oxford University but had to leave because he came out to his parents who then withdrew all support and rejected him.  
Homelessness

Research suggests that between a quarter and a third of homeless young people are LGBT. Some are thrown out of home because of unsupportive parents while similarly high levels run away because they are not receiving that support.

Thankfully, Calderdale no longer use bed and breakfast accommodation for homeless young people, because one of our ex-members was placed in such accommodation – he was plied with drink and then sexually abused but because he was considered an unsafe witness, the person was never prosecuted.  

Substance Misuse

Significantly more LGBT young people misuse alcohol and drugs than heterosexual youth,  as you can see from the figures. 

The use of these substances places young people at higher risk of ending up in dangerous, unsafe situations and makes them vulnerable to sexual exploitation.  They also often get into inappropriate relationships with significantly older LGBTs leading to potentially abusive relationships.  
Several of our members have been raped when they were drunk!
Mental Health

It’s no surprise that there are significantly high levels of mental health problems amongst LGBT young people, and it is believed that between a quarter and a third of those young people who self-harm and attempt suicide are LGBT.

When a young person presents themselves, having self-harmed or attempted suicide, services do not ask whether issues around sexuality could be an underlying cause and so the root of the problem (in many cases) is never dealt with. This leads to young people repeating the same pattern of harmful behaviour and can ultimately lead to suicide.

One of GALYIC’s original members had been homeless and had been in care.   She attempted suicide many times and was hospitalised on several occasions; she had accessed many other services but none of them, including mental health specialists, ever discussed sexuality with her.  She died about ten years ago when she was 20 of a heroin overdose.  

Services Not Meeting Their Needs

When a young person does attempt to seek out support to deal with their issues and receives an inappropriate response it often adds to their vulnerability. The majority of professionals have not received appropriate training.
From the findings you could assume that many LGBT young people are using support services but the majority are not and of those that are only a few are out. 
Only a handful of services routinely ask young people about their sexuality, so those who don’t cannot respond appropriately to meet the young person’s needs.
The Positives
However, when a young person does access a service like GALYIC where they can receive appropriate support and make contact with other LGBT people their age,  their needs can be met and there is a noticeable positive impact. Members have reported that since joining GALYIC they have felt less isolated, less depressed, their confidence and self esteem has improved and they have a more positive LGBT identity.

It is this kind of service that would improve the lives of young LGBT people and help deal with some of the issues they face. 

We have shared with you some of the worst experiences of members, the majority of whom come from poor, working class, backgrounds –  there can be no doubt that class plays a significant role in the experiences of our members.  Recently we have more members who come from middle class backgrounds, whose parents are accepting and who have not experienced homophobic abuse at school, mainly because they are not perceived to be gay.  Their stories are very different.

Members were asked what they thought could be done to improve things and we thought we’d read them to you:

What Would Make Things Better?

[Take it in turns to read.]

· Zero tolerance against homophobic bullying

· Support in school

· LGBT issues should be included in the curricula

· Police should respond appropriately to homophobic incidents

· Parental acceptance

· Appropriate housing for homeless LGBTs

· Services that meet our needs

· Secure funding for GALYIC 
· A Gay Youth Magazine

Finally….

We’d like to thank you for listening and for inviting us to speak at this conference and hope we have given you some indication of the needs of young LGBT people in Calderdale.
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