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foreword 

The social problem of hate related violence towards gay men and lesbians has been formally recognised by Governments in New South Wales for some 20 years.  A number of data collection exercises since 1979 suggests that lesbians and gay men are significantly more likely to encounter abuse and violence compared to heterosexual men and women. NSW Governments have responded with community awareness raising and education campaigns, support programs for victims of violence and specific initiatives to inform members of the gay and lesbian community about dealing with abuse and violence.

In 1995, NSW Police released Out of the Blue – a report on a survey of 297 lesbians and gay men at a Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras Fair Day.  The results were alarming: gay men and lesbians were between four and six times more likely to be assaulted in a 12 month period than other Sydney men and women. Most respondents in this study felt that homophobia was the motive behind the attack.

We have not seen a large scale research project of this kind for nearly a decade. Much has changed during this time such as our community’s growing acceptance of diversity in relationships and family types, safety measures to prevent violence, Police services to monitor and control crime. For example, both the Police Gay and Lesbian Liaison program and the community based Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project have been operational since 1990, we now have legal recognition of same sex relationships in most areas of the law and there is an equal age of consent for gay men. 

I am pleased to introduce ‘You shouldn’t have to hide to be safe’ - A Report on Homophobic Hostilities and Violence against Gay Men and Lesbians in NSW. This report is provocative and challenging, reflecting the courage and passion of all those who participated. Many individuals and groups were involved in this research project, and most volunteered their time to contribute to this collaborative endeavour. I would like to personally thank all who took the time to complete the survey and those who shared their experiences and knowledge with us in the focus groups. 

The descriptions of homophobic abuse and violence provided by the focus groups suggest a depth and complexity that has not, until now, been well documented. For instance, the ‘trade-off’ between openness and safety facing many lesbians and gay men underlies many decisions made in daily living – decisions that are often taken for granted by other members of the community such as where we live, which school to send our children to, what we wear out at night. Much of this information is new and potentially groundbreaking, so we decided to begin the report with Stage 2 results: Focus group research. 
Violence, in any form, perpetrated against any individual or group has no place in our community. There is no acceptable motivation for violence. I trust that all relevant Government agencies will take the information in this report as a matter of priority to their planning and policy development meetings to inform their work in this area. 
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Executive Summary

Introduction

· This research project was conducted in partnership with over 20 New South Wales Government agencies, local government and lesbian and gay community organisations.

· A Research Steering Committee comprising members from the Network of Government Agencies: Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Issues (NOGA) and gay and lesbian community organisations provided overall guidance and direction throughout the project.

· This research is the first major study of its kind since NSW Police conducted Out of the Blue in 1994/95. 

Nature of this study

· This report describes a postal and internet survey on homophobic abuse and violence that was conducted across NSW between March and early June 2003.  Six hundred people responded to the survey (approximately equal numbers by post and via the internet).

· The study also involved eight focus group discussions with gay men and lesbians from a range of different backgrounds: Indigenous gay men and lesbians, lesbian and gay parents, young gay men and lesbians, mature age gay men and lesbians, gay men and lesbians of Middle-Eastern background, Asian gay men, and gay men in western Sydney.

Characteristics of the survey respondents

· Half the respondents were gay men, 42% were lesbians, and 6% were bisexual. The great majority (84%) were aged in their 20s, 30s and 40s.

· Just on half the respondents lived in inner Sydney and another 14% elsewhere in Sydney; 19% lived in regions close to Sydney, such as the Hunter and the Illawarra, and 16% in other parts of NSW. Lesbians outnumbered gay men among the respondents who lived outside Sydney.

· Three-quarters of the respondents were in employment and 11% were students.  Sixty per cent were university educated (67% of lesbians, 56% of the gay men).

Findings – nature and incidence of homophobic abuse

· More than half (56%) of the respondents reported having experienced one or more forms of homophobic abuse, harassment or violence in the past 12 months. Eighty-five per cent had at some time experienced such abuse, harassment or violence.

· The three types of abuse most commonly experienced, both in the past year and ever, were verbal abuse; harassment such as spitting, offensive gestures, being followed etc; and threatened or attempted physical attack/assault.   Other respondents reported experiencing property damage/vandalism/theft; written threats or abuse/hate mail; physical attack with or without a weapon; and sexual assault.

· Just under half of the lesbian respondents, and 61% of gay men, reported abuse in the past year.  Among bisexual respondents (a relatively small sample), 87% reported having at some time experienced homophobic abuse or violence, while 68% said they had experienced this in the past year.  

· A relatively high incidence of various types of abuse in the past year was reported by the youngest respondents (ages 16-19). Overall, the incidence of abuse in the past year tended to be higher than average among people living in inner Sydney.

· Among those who had experienced abuse, harassment or violence in the past year, around three-quarters reported experiencing two or more such incidents.

· Respondents who had experienced abuse in the past year provided information about their most recent experience, including the following:

· the most common locations of abuse/harassment/violence were at or near gay/lesbian venues, at/near home, at/near work or place of study, or elsewhere in the street;

· 8% of those experiencing abuse in the past year had suffered a physical injury in the most recent incident.

· As for the perpetrators of harassment or violence in the past year:

· most incidents involved two or more perpetrators;

· in three out of four cases the perpetrators were unknown to the respondents; however 14% of respondents knew the perpetrator(s) personally, and 8% knew them by sight or knew where they were from;

· more lesbians than gay men knew the perpetrator(s), and more people outside Sydney than in Sydney knew the perpetrator(s).

· A total of 69% of survey respondents felt vulnerable to violence or harassment from strangers (74% in inner Sydney, 63% outside Sydney).  Additionally, 19% felt vulnerable to violence or harassment from people they knew.

Use of services

· Among those experiencing abuse or violence in the past year, 13% had reported the most recent incident to the Police, 7% had consulted a counsellor/psychologist/social worker about it, and smaller numbers had sought help from various other agencies.  Respondents were much more likely to have sought such assistance if they suffered physical injury – and also if they knew the perpetrator(s).  The percentage of respondents who had not sought any assistance from such agencies was particularly high among the youngest respondents (ages 16-19).

· Most of the respondents who had gone to an official or professional service provider of this kind had found it at least reasonably supportive or co-operative. 

· Just on 80% of the survey respondents said they would feel confident about reporting abuse to the Police if they thought this was warranted.  The focus groups indicated that most people would prefer to deal with a Police Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer though the number of GLLOs are limited.

Diversity of issues and experiences

Racism and homophobia

· Indigenous gay men and lesbians raised issues relating to both racism and homophobia, and the ways in which these might inter-relate. Immediate families were often supportive, but participants said that they encountered some homophobic abuse in the wider Indigenous community. Abuse from other Indigenous people could be particularly harmful or distressing. Comments made suggested that the Christianised Indigenous communities tended to be especially homophobic. 

· One man from western NSW said that in his experience you had to be very strong to survive as a gay man in country towns and communities. The Indigenous women believed that their own experience of both racist and homophobic prejudice and abuse had made them very strong. Participants also referred to racist attitudes and behaviour that they encountered in non-Indigenous gay and lesbian circles. Several of the women, for example, indicated that they preferred going to venues with a wide mix of people rather than lesbian venues where they might feel they did not fit in.

· Young and ‘obvious’ gay men and lesbians were seen as particularly vulnerable to homophobic abuse and violence.

· Attitudes to reporting homophobic incidents to the Police were somewhat mixed, influenced by the wider issue of Police/Indigenous relations. Some people said they would not be confident about Police reactions in country areas in particular. Some Indigenous gay men also referred to problems encountered with health service providers. Examples were cited which suggested a lack of cultural awareness, homophobia or insensitivity: ‘I’ve seen our mob thrown out of hospital.’ 

Caring for children 

· The school was an important focus of concern, with the risk of children being exposed to bullying and teasing because of their parents’ sexuality. One mother, for example, told of sending her child to a school that was a long way away, but where she felt that the environment was likely to be less homophobic. Some parents, on the other hand, spoke of their families having positive effects on open-mindedness and tolerance at the schools their children attended.

· Participants in this group referred to many things that they did, or avoided doing, in an effort to create safer lives for themselves and their children. These ranged from decisions about where to live, holiday destinations, taking great care to avoid any possible suggestion of impropriety with their children’s friends, to day-to-day decisions on how to handle a particular situation. Some spoke of ‘putting up fences’ of various kinds which might reduce threats. They recognised, however, that there were limits to the extent to which they could protect their children, and that ultimately the children had to deal with homophobia themselves.

Young and gay

· Several young people had already experienced physical violence on the basis of their sexuality, either from strangers or from family members. Others said that fear of homophobic harassment or violence was certainly a concern for them. Some discussed their experience of homophobia at school. Others described situations of ongoing or severe bullying, teasing and harassment. There was a strong feeling that schools needed to be more active and effective in addressing the issues of homophobia and homophobic abuse. This applied to primary as well as secondary schools.

· There was considerable discussion of the ‘trade-off’ between being true to yourself and being open about your sexuality, and on the other hand avoiding hostility and abuse. In the words of one participant, ‘You shouldn’t have to hide to be safe. But you have to pragmatic’. Several people referred to issues relating to personal appearance and especially to choice of clothing; they were likely to choose different clothing in situations or places which were unfamiliar or potentially threatening.

Mature and gay 

· Some women in this group spoke of increasing feelings of vulnerability as they grew older – for example, fears relating to living alone. On the other hand, several men and women had to a large extent ‘sorted out’ their lives and established patterns of living (eg where they worked, where they lived, where they shopped, where and how they socialised) that they felt to some extent insulated them from homophobic abuse. They thought that young people, by contrast, were ‘still exploring’ themselves and their sexuality, which could make them very vulnerable.

· Several suggested that the homophobia that they experienced these days tended to be more ‘subtle’ or ‘hidden’ than in their younger days; changes in the social climate and the introduction of anti-discrimination laws for example had made a difference. However, verbal abuse from strangers (eg young males in cars) was very common: ‘It’s still happening’.

Asian gay men 

· Asian gay men spoke of various ways in which they were likely to modify their behaviour in order to reduce the risk of homophobic abuse. On the other hand, simply being with a Caucasian friend or partner, it was said, was enough to suggest to people that you were gay. Some indicated that they were likely to be perceived by potential abusers or bullies as slight, young, frail and foreign, and therefore easy prey. Being yelled at from cars in the Oxford Street area was a fact of life. Like some people in other groups, participants spoke of making life choices – for instance on career or place of employment – that were likely to reduce risks of exposure to homophobic abuse. 

Lesbians and gay men of Middle-Eastern background

· In contrast, lesbians and gay men of Middle-Eastern background focussed primarily on homophobia and abuse experienced within their own families and communities. They indicated that the issues were broadly the same whether they came from Christian or Muslim families. 

· It was extremely difficult, they said, to express your sexuality while also remaining part of the family. This was especially true for young women, who faced difficulties if they did anything other than remain at home until marrying. Lesbianism was even more of a taboo or ‘no go area’ than male homosexuality. 

· Middle-Eastern background participants said that homophobic abuse from family or community could take such forms as exclusion, verbal abuse, assault, stalking, threats of violence and even death threats. ‘Honour killings’ as a possible response would be the most extreme expression of a family’s feelings of shame about a daughter who did not conform to family and community expectations.

· As for reporting incidents to the Police, participants suggested that in relation to abuse from family or community members this was only likely to make things worse. Even if the abuse or attack were committed by a stranger, involving the Police was likely to be counter–productive because it would increase the likelihood of the family finding out about one’s sexuality.

Some common themes in the focus groups

· Experience and concerns relating to homophobic abuse and violence have far-reaching effects on the way lesbians and gay men live. There are numerous decisions and choices (large and small) that they make, and numerous ways in which they modify their behaviour, in an effort to reduce the likelihood of abuse.

· Physical violence based on homophobia was a concern for far more people than had actually experienced it. Such concern, however, was by no means unrealistic or unjustified; for example almost everyone in the groups had experienced verbal abuse or other forms of harassment, and many people had friends or acquaintances who had been assaulted or attacked.

· Numbers of people in the focus groups thought that inner Sydney was generally a safer place for gay men and lesbians than either the western suburbs or country areas. However, Sydney’s Oxford Street was no longer generally seen as a comfortable and safe place for lesbians and gay men. This area and its venues, said one woman, had become ‘a spectator sport for straights’. Some people made similar comments in relation to the annual Mardi Gras parade.

· Levels of safety were said to vary substantially from one place or situation to another, and gay men and lesbians needed to assess risk case by case. There is often a trade-off between ‘being yourself’ and open about your sexuality, and reducing the risk of homophobic abuse or violence.

· Some people may have more options than others when it comes to keeping their sexuality hidden. There was a common observation across a number of the groups that the people who were most vulnerable to homophobic abuse and violence were younger gay men and lesbians who conformed to a stereotype (‘butch dykes’, ‘baby dykes’, ‘gay pretty boys’).

· Many people feel that responding to incidents of abuse or fighting back is likely to make things worse.

· Many of the participants, across the groups, referred to the key importance of schools in providing information about sexuality and homophobia, and in addressing the issue of homophobic abuse. In part this was because the school was itself the site of a great deal of homophobic behaviour, but it also reflected the fact that for many young gays and lesbians the school was the place where they had the best chance of getting clear and accurate information.

· Across the groups many participants referred to religious organisations, and in particular to practising Christians and Muslims, as significant sources of homophobic hostility.

· It appears that many gay men and lesbians (far more than 10 or 20 years ago) would today be prepared to go to the Police about a homophobic incident if they felt this was warranted. Most would prefer to deal with a Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer – though the numbers of GLLOs are limited. Despite progress in Police/community relations, however, there are still many gays and lesbians who – for a variety of reasons – would hesitate to go to the Police.

Effects of homophobic abuse

· Among the survey respondents, some 80% said that they were ‘pretty open’ about their sexuality, however, over half took the view that gay men and lesbians were generally safer if they hid their sexual orientation.   

· Experience and concerns relating to homophobic abuse and violence have far-reaching effects on the way lesbians and gay men live. Among the survey respondents, for example, around three-quarters reported that concerns about abuse led them to modify their behaviour in various ways. Many gay men and lesbians are – realistically – concerned about the prospect of abuse, harassment or violence, and this can affect their choices and decision-making in numerous ways, large and small – from choice of clothing to decisions about careers and where to live. 

· Half of the survey respondents reported that experience or concerns relating to abuse made them feel worried, stressed or anxious. Other impacts of homophobic abuse included depression, hiding or feeling bad about one’s sexuality, negative effects on friendships and relationships, and being discouraged from going out or socialising.

· In terms of age, most of these adverse impacts were most frequently reported by the youngest respondents (16-19 years).

Conclusions

· Gay men and lesbians in NSW continue to experience high levels of homophobic abuse, harassment or violence.  The percentage of the current survey respondents who had experienced some form of homophobic abuse in the past year (56%) was almost exactly the same as was found in the Out of the Blue survey in 1994/95.

· The fact that nearly 80% of respondents said that they would be prepared to report homophobic abuse or violence to the Police indicates that over time there has been a significant improvement in the likelihood of gay men and lesbians seeking Police assistance; however, there remain various reasons why some may hesitate to go to the Police. These include fears of possibly insensitive or homophobic Police responses; a belief that if the perpetrator is unknown there is little the Police can do; concern about getting caught up in an investigation process that could itself be unpleasant or distressing; fears by Indigenous people that the Police may see them as the guilty rather than the injured party; and fear that in involving the Police you may risk ‘outing’ yourself to your family or others.

· Both the survey and the focus group research highlighted the ‘trade-offs’ that lesbians and gay men may face between openness and safety.  In general those who took part in the research felt likely to be at greater risk of abuse, harassment or violence if they were frank and open about their sexuality; concealment and denial however, carried their own negative consequences.   

· The focus group participants tended to see young gay men and lesbians as especially vulnerable to homophobic abuse of various kinds, and the survey results confirmed that such abuse was a particularly significant issue for young people.  Young gay men and lesbians (ages 16-19) who took part in the survey reported relatively high levels of various forms of abuse, and also a high incidence of negative impacts, such as anxiety or withdrawal.  Young people also reported relatively little use of government or non-government support services, including the Police.  

· Many of the focus group participants referred to the key importance of schools in providing information about sexuality and homophobia, and in addressing the issue of homophobic abuse. In part this was because the school was itself the site of a lot of homophobic behaviour, but it also reflected the fact that for many young gays and lesbians the school was the place where they had the best chance of getting clear and accurate information.

The way forward

· The complex forms of hate related abuse and violence experienced by gay men and lesbians from Indigenous and culturally diverse backgrounds, in part based on homophobia but also racially motivated, suggest that responses may need to be specifically tailored to ‘subgroups’ within the broader gay and lesbian community. Gender and age are also important factors at play in the experience and response to homophobic abuse. Over the last 20 years or so, the majority of Government funded programs addressing homophobic violence have targeted or represented the gay and lesbian community in the broader sense. This research suggests that more specific targeting of programs may be required.

· Similarly, strategies may need to be targeted towards specific situations of abuse and violence, such as the sites of violence. Schools were highlighted by all focus groups as critical areas of concern – because they appear to be key sites of homophobic abuse and violence and because they provide some of the best opportunities for information and education to young people about diverse sexualities, stereotyping, discrimination and homophobia.

· The success of early intervention strategies in the area of crime prevention is well documented.  Early intervention strategies to prevent the development of abusive and violent behaviours directed against lesbians and gay men form the basis of much of the work that has been undertaken to date such as the anti-homophobia education campaigns conducted by the Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project. The research suggests that this approach, in principle, should be maintained. However, evaluative research to determine which features of these programs are more likely to impact on attitudes and behaviours should inform the future development of effective early intervention strategies.  

· The research suggests that young people are particularly vulnerable to the impact of homophobic abuse and violence, and less likely to seek help. Government funded programs may need to pay particular attention to supporting young people who are victimised, or who live in fear of abuse and violence.

· The results suggest that some of the efforts over the last decade in response to homophobic violence have been working – eight out of ten surveyed felt confident to report incidents to the Police and many participants in the survey and focus groups acknowledged their rights in relation to anti-discrimination laws and to access services, both mainstream and gay and lesbian community based. Ongoing information and education might be considered to support these successes by ensuring that lesbians and gay men are aware of their legislative rights and encouraged to access legal, justice, health and related services.




‘You shouldn’t have to hide to be safe’










