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‘We are the experts on our lives’—
sosaidthethemeoflastNovember’sﬁrst-evernationaladvocacy
conferenceledby,forandaboutlesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgender
(LGBT)olderadults.HostedbyServices
&AdvocacyforGLBTElders,andplanned
byacommitteeofLGBTelders,this
historicconferencegatheredhundredsof
peoplefromaroundthecountrytodiscuss
thepressingpolicyconcernsshapingtheir
lives—fromhealthandwellness,toﬁnancial
andlegalissues,tocreatinganational
agendawithLGBTeldersattheforefront.Yet perhaps no other
policy issue loomed larger among conference attendees than the
reauthorization of the Older Americans Act, scheduled to begin
in 2011. Consideredthecountry’smostsigniﬁcantvehiclefor
deliveringservicestoolderadults,theOlderAmericansActholds
enormouspotentialformillionsofLGBTolderadults,apopulation
withprofoundneedsthatwillsurge
overthenextfewdecades.Todrawon
thewisdomofLGBTeldersunitedat
thisconference,SAGEcommissioned
Top: Herb Cohen, a member of
SAGE’s National Leadership Council
Bottom right: Nancy K. Bereano,
Founding CEO of Firebrand Books
Opposite page: “The Future of
Aging is in Our Hands: A National
Conference and Expo for LGBT Older
Adults” gathered hundreds of LGBT
older adults from 21 states, across
every region of the country. The
conference was held in November
2010 in New York City, and was
made possible through the generous
support of The Atlantic Philanthropies,
Inc. and M•A•C AIDS Fund.

aninvestigativestorythatdescribes
thepotentialofthisActinsupporting
ourcommunities.What are the
distinct challenges facing LGBT
elders, and how can their aging experiences be enhanced through
an LGBT-aﬃrming Older Americans Act? Herearetheirstories—
andhereareSAGE’soﬃcialrecommendationsontheOlder
AmericansAct.
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A conference plenary on reauthorization of the Older Americans Act and its potential for LGBT elders. From left to right: Michael Adams, SAGE;
Sandy Warshaw, SAGE Advocate; Lilliam Barrios-Paoli, Commissioner, NYC Department for the Aging; Greg Case, Administration on Aging; Amy E. Gotwals,
National Association of Area Agencies on Aging; and John Cochran, New York State Office for the Aging (November 12, 2010).

BY SEAN KENNEDY
February 2011

SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATION:
The Older Americans Act should
expand on its definitions of
“minority,” “greatest social need”
and "vulnerable elder" to
specify lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender older adults.

The Two Sides of LGBT Aging:
In the Absence of Sufficient Resources,
Older Adults are Creating Them
Afterherpartnerofeightyearspassedaway,DolorisMiller,75,was
evictedfromtheirGreenwichVillagehome.elandlordsawan
opportunityto“tripletherent,”Millersays,andshecouldn’tstophim:
onlyherpartner’snamewasonthelease,andthoughsheandJoanhad
completedadomestic-partnershipapplication,theyhadn’tﬁleditwith
theNewYorkCityclerk’soﬃce.eyalsolackedwillsandajoint
checkingaccount.Sowhenhercasewenttotrial,Millercouldoﬀer
littletodemonstrateherrighttotheChristopherStreetapartment.
Worse,Joan’srelativesallegedthatshewasheterosexual,suggestingthat
Millerwasmerelyafriend.eresult?InMarch2010,Millerwas
forcedontothestreet,homeless.
ShesleptinPennStationforthreenightsandthenenteredashelter,
wheresheremainstoday.
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Heightened Vulnerability
Among LGBT Elders
Despite limited data on LGBT
people, the available research
shows that LGBT elders face
significant barriers to successful
aging, including:
n

Fewer sources of support.
LGBT elders are twice as likely
to be single and three to
four times more likely to be
without children than their
heterosexual counterparts.

n

n

Higher poverty rates.
Same-sex couples face higher
poverty rates than their
heterosexual peers; 9.1% and
4.9% among elder lesbian and
gay couples, respectively, in
contrast to 4.6% among elder
heterosexual couples.
Poor health and health
access. Because of
inaccessible health insurance,
anti-LGBT stigma and a
widespread lack of LGBT
sensitive health care, LGBT
communities experience
heightened disparities in health
and health care across the
lifespan.

Source:MovementAdvancement
ProjectandServices&Advocacyfor
GLBTElders,Improving the Lives of
LGBT Older Adults. (Denverand
NewYork:MAPandSAGE,2010).
Availableatsageusa.org.

“IguessIhavetoadmityou’retalkingtooneangrypersonbecauseit
justfeelssohelpless,” saysMiller,whoretiredfromajobinthe
appellatedivisionoftheNewYorkstatesupremecourt.“It’svery
importantthatit’sstressedtotheLGBTcommunitytohaveyour
aﬀairsinorder.Otherwise,youcouldenduphomelesslikeme.”
Indeed,Millerisn’taloneinthechallengesshefaced—farfromit.
Inmarkedcontrasttotheirheterosexualpeers,lesbian,gay,bisexual,
andtransgender(LGBT)olderadultsmustcontendwitharangeof
issuesthatstemfromcontinuingsocialstigma:namely,prejudice
amongfamilymembersandthepublicatlarge,whichoftenleavesthem
aloneandisolated;theinabilitytogaincruciallegalandﬁnancial
protectionsbecausetheirfamiliesofchoicearen’trecognized;anda
dearthofculturalcompetenceamonghealth-careandagingproviders.
Furthermore,becausetheiruniqueneedsareonlybeginningtobe
systematicallyaddressed,LGBTolderadultstypicallylackthe
informationandresourcesrequiredtomeetthesechallenges.AsMiller
says,shemeantto “getaround”totakingstepstoprotectherself—
butthencircumstancesintervened.
Miller,aregalwomanwhocantraceherlineagebacktotheMayﬂower,
wasoneofmorethan400LGBTelderswhocametogetherfrom
acrossthecountrylastNovemberinNewYorktosharetheirstoriesand
seeksolutions.OrganizedbyLGBTolderadultsthemselves—along
withthenationalorganizationServices&AdvocacyforGay,Lesbian,
Bisexual&TransgenderElders(SAGE)—thethree-dayconference
focusedonallaspectsoftheLGBTagingexperiencebutcenteredona
commontheme,asreﬂectedintheevent’stitle:“eFutureofAgingis
inOurHands.”Andtoaperson,theconferenceattendees,diversein
backgroundandage,expressedthatdesireforchange.
“Employers,landlords,health-careoﬃcials,lawmakers—weneedtolet
themknowwehavetohaveequalrightsandjusticejustlikeanybody
else,”saysa55-year-oldtransgendermanfromChicago(whoaskedto
beanonymoussothathewouldn’tfaceharassmentbackhomeforhis
genderidentityandexpression).Indeed,that’sthemessageallLGBT
olderadultswanttoconveyastheOlderAmericansActcomesupfor
reauthorizationthisspring.
(Continued on page 5)
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ABOUT THE OLDER
AMERICANS ACT

Establishedin1965,theOlderAmericansActisthecountry’sleading
vehicleforfundinganddeliveringsupportiveservicestoolderpeople
inthiscountry—managedbytheAdministrationonAgingatthe
federallevel,andbytheAgingServicesNetworkincommunities
aroundthecountry,whichincludeshundredsofstateandareaagencies
onaging,andthousandsofserviceprovidersandTribalorganizations.
In 2011, the Older Americans Act comes up for reauthorization,
creating an unprecedented opportunity to ensure that these sizable
resources support LGBT older adults and their loved ones.

A profound potential resource for LGBT older adults,
the Older Americans Act provided $2.3 billion to aging
services nationwide in FY 2010

Source:NationalHealthPolicyForum,e Basics: Older Americans Act of 1965
(Washington,DC:NHPF:2010).Availableatnhpf.org.
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Above: Amy E. Gotwals, Director of
Public Policy and Legislative Affairs at the
National Association of Area Agencies on
Aging (n4A), speaks about the relationship
between OAA and aging providers
nationwide. n4A supports a national
network of 629 Area Agencies on Aging
and 246 Title VI Native American aging
programs. To her left: Lilliam BarriosPaoli, Commissioner, NYC Department
for the Aging; and Greg Case, Director of
the Office of Home and Community-Based
Services, Administration on Aging.

Community in the city, but few resources
At64,DeniseBonenfantisontheleadingedgeofthebaby-boom
generationnowenteringitslateryears.Andwithinthatgenerationis
thelargestcohortyetofLGBTpeoplewhohavelivedtheirlivesopenly.
Bonenfant,whowould’vebeen23in1969,theyearoftheStonewall
riotsinNewYorkthatlaunchedthemodern-dayLGBTequality
movement,livedwithherpartner,Sunny,for32yearsinBrooklynHeights
untilSunnypassedawayfromheartdiseaseandcancerin2007.
“Iwasacaregiverforthelastﬁveyears,andsheonlymademepromise
thatIwouldn’ttakehertoahospital,”Bonenfantsays.“Soshediedat
home,watchingtelevisionwiththedoginherlap.atwasablessing.”
Buttherewerecertainlydiﬃcultiesalongtheway,eveninacitythat
Bonenfantsaysfeelslikethe“centeroftheuniverse.”Foronething,
Sunnyhadnohealthinsurance,andBonenfant,who’dworkedin
internationalsalesbeforegoingondisabilitybecauseofabadback,
wasunabletocoverherthroughherpolicy.Sotheyusedtheirsavings
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andcreditcardstopayforhermedicalbills,whichleftBonenfant
nearlybrokeuponSunny’sdeath.

SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATION:
The Older Americans Act should
ensure that its mandates
regarding data collection, project
assessments and reporting are
evaluating whether services and
programs are effectively reaching
lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender older adults.

Andalthoughthecouplehadwillsandhealthproxiesandpowersof
attorneyforeachother,theyhadseenaclosefriendbedeniedaccessto
herdyingloverbythelover’sestrangedfamily. “SunnyandIsaidthis
ain’thappeningtous,”shesays,sotheytoldmedicalprofessionalsthey
weresisters.(Nooneeverchecked.)Itmeantgoingbackintothecloset,
“whichIfoughtsohardtogetoutof,”but“nobodywasgoingtokeepus
awayfromeachother.”
ForAlSwadi-Chuto,62,thelawstandsinthewayofhimandhisai
partner,whomSwadi-Chutocan’tsponsorforpermanent-resident
status.AndwhiletheOlderAmericansActdoesn’taddressthislegal
issue,theinequitymeansthatSwadi-Chuto,whoworkedinNewYork
City’sﬂowerindustrybeforedevelopinglegproblems,mustrelyona
part-timehomeattendanttolookafterhiminsteadofalovedonewho
couldlivewithhim.“Iwanthimtocomehereandtakecareofme
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becausehelovesme,”saysSwadi-Chuto,who’soriginallyfromailand
himself(hemovedtotheUnitedStates45yearsago).“Ifwewerea
straightcouple,Icouldmarryhimandhecouldgetagreencard.Butas
itis,Ihavetoleavehim.”Accordingly,Swadi-Chutoislargelyonhis
own—althoughfortunatelyhehasacaseworkeratSAGE.
SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATION:
The Older Americans Act should
ensure that its definitions, services
and programs account for the
family structures and support
systems of lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender older adults,
which include blood relatives as
well as “families of choice”
such as friends, partners and
other loved ones.

Opposite page: Mandy Carter,
Co-Founder of the National Black Justice
Coalition, speaks during the opening
plenary. This panel of LGBT older activists
described their own defining moments of
personal empowerment, as well as the key
political issues facing LGBT elders today.
To her immediate left: Patty L. Collins,
Cherokee-Choctaw, Traditional Healer &
Documentary Filmmaker. To her right:
Barbara Satin, Institute for Welcoming
Resources & Faith Work Associate, National
Gay and Lesbian Task Force.

Indeed,althoughurbanareastendtohavesigniﬁcantlymoreresources
forLGBTpeopleoverall,theystilllackservicesforolderadults.While
thereareafewretirementcommunitiesandassisted-livingfacilities
dedicatedtoLGBTolderadultsalreadyinplacearoundthecountry—
andanursinghomeintheworks—thiscapacitydoesn’tbeginto
addresstheoverallneed.Foreldersfearfulofenteringaninhospitable
environment,thelackofwidespreadoptionsisanothercauseof
concern.AsSwadi-Chutosays:“Idon’twanttogoinanursinghome.
IwanttobearoundLGBTpeopleinacenterpaidforbyMedicaid.”

In rural areas, fewer resources
and increased isolation
elackofresourcesforolderLGBTadultsisparticularlyacutein
ruralareasofthecountry.JohnPhillips,45,livesinPineville,Louisiana,
inthemiddleofthestate,andthere’snoLGBTcommunitycenteror
otherplacestogathersavefortwogaybars.Andthoughhe’snotyetan
elder,Phillipshasalreadyseenwhatit’sliketogrowolderinanarea
withoutinstitutionalsupport:heandhispartnerlookafteranisolated
84-year-oldfriendanhoursouthoftheminLafayette.emancame
outinhis60sand“hiswifeandchildrenwashedtheirhandsofhim,so
hehasnofamily,”saysPhillips,aformertravelagentnowstudying
industrialelectronicsatthelocalcommunitycollege.“Sowecheckon
himandmakesurethathe’stakencareofasbestaswecan.”at
includesaccompanyinghimtomedicalappointmentsand,inthecase
ofafewsurgeries,stayingforthenight(orseveraldays).
Phillipsandhispartneralsoactascaregiversforalongtimefriendwho
rentsaroomfromthem.emanlivedthroughHurricaneKatrina
andthenhispartnerdied;nowhishealthisdeteriorating.“Heneeded
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SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATION:
The National Resource Center
on LGBT Aging—which provides
training, technical assistance
and educational resources to
aging providers, LGBT
organizations and LGBT older
adults nationwide—should be
permanently established in the
Older Americans Act, ensuring
that the Act’s overarching purpose
to improve the lives of all older
people recognizes the unique
needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender elders.

astablelife.Wegivehimthat.We’rehisfamily,” Phillipssays.Along
withthatsupport,Phillipsandhispartnerhelpthemanwithbasic
taskslikebathingandtransportation.eyalsoprovidemedicalcare,
suchasadministeringaweeklyinjectionfortheman’shepatitisC.But
havingburiedtwopartnersduetoAIDS,Phillipsisusedtotakingcare
oflovedones.“Ican’tstandneedlesorbloodbutyoudowhatyouhave
todo,”hesays.“IjustseeasituationthatneedstobetakencareofandI
dothebestIcantogetthroughit.”
Needlesstosay,theseeﬀortsexactanemotionaltoll,andwhilePhillips
seesatherapistoccasionally,thereweren’tanyspeciﬁcresourcesfor
LGBTcaregiversinhisregionuntilhestartedasupportgroup—
theﬁrstprogramoftheSAGEaﬃliateheandothershavedeveloped:
SAGECenla(CentralLouisiana).He’salsolobbyingcommunity
leadersforananti-discriminationordinanceandtryingtogetadental
clinicforHIV-positivepatientsoperatingagainafteritwasclosed
becauseofabureaucraticdispute.
“IwanttoimprovetheplacethatIcallhome,”saysPhillips,whose
familyhaslivedinthePinevilleareaforgenerations.“Ican’timagine
livinganywhereelse.”
Bonenfant,too,istryingtoimprovetheplaceshecallshome,whichis
nowBarryville,NewYork,inruralSullivanCounty—sometwohours
bycarfromBrooklynHeights.Shecouldn’taﬀordtheapartmentshe
livedinwithSunnyonherown,soBonenfantsolditanddecampedto
theirupstateproperty.Butwhilethere’salocalbranchoftheNewYork
StateOﬃcefortheAgingnearbyandafewprivatelyrunagingcenters,
Bonenfantwouldn’tfeelcomfortablevisitingthem.“ey’reallverynice
straightpeople,butI’mnomoregoingtogothereandsay, ‘Hi,I’ma
lesbian,’thanI’mgoingtojumpoﬀtheroofofthisbuilding,”shesays.
Instead,shedrivesanhourand45minutesonewaytotheHudson
ValleyLGBTQCommunityCenterinKingston,NewYork,which
housesaSAGEaﬃliate.ereshevolunteersandhasfoundagroupof
friends.She’salsotryingtoestablishanetworkforLGBTpeoplecloser
tohome. “Iknowthere’sgaypeopleinSullivanCounty,shesays. “Ijust
havetodigthemout.”
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SAGE Executive Director Michael Adams listens to SAGE Advocate Sandy Warshaw describe the importance of culturally competent aging services
for LGBT elders. Warshaw served as one of seven members of the constituent-led conference planning committee.

The need for cultural competence
GiventheabsenceofLGBT-speciﬁcagingresources,advocatesare
focusedonmakingagingservicesmorerespectfulandunderstanding.
Storiesofprejudicearelegion,suchasthoseoﬀeredbyMyronGold,
70,awheelchair-boundformerfashiondesignerwholivesinNew
YorkCity.“Ihadhomeattendantsovertheyearsthatwouldn’twash
mebecausetheysaidthey’renot‘homos,’”hesays.“Ievenhadanaide
whowouldn’twalkmearoundtheparkbecausehewasupsetthathe
wouldbeperceivedasgayifhewasholdingontomyhand.”Butwhen
Goldreportedsuchproblemstohishome-careagency, “theydidn’t
knowhowtodealwithit,”hesays.“eyjustletitdropandthendid
nothingaboutit.”
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José Martin Garcia Orduña, from the Union Settlement Association, speaks with Robert Nakatani from the ACLU LGBT & AIDS Project.
In the background: Mandy Carter, Co-Founder of the National Black Justice Coalition and Michael Adams, SAGE Executive Director.

FortunatelyGold’scurrenthomeattendant,ayoungMuslimman
originallyfromTogo,has “noproblems”withhissexualorientation,
Goldsays—ahugereliefashelooksafterGoldfor60hoursaweek.
ButGold,whocontractedHIVin1993andtakes62pillsaday,
remainsconcernedaboutthequalityofhishealthcare.Inhis
experience,mostdoctorslackexpertiseintheintersectionofgayand
geriatricissues,particularlyinsofarasHIVisconcerned. “ey’lltreat
methesamewaythey’lltreatsomebodyhalfmyage.Butthatdoesn’t
workbecauseI’molderandthemedicinesarenotworkingtheway
theyworkfortheyoungerpeople.”
Providersalsoneedimprovedculturalcompetencesotheycantreat
transgendereldersfairly.Fosteringthisawarenessisofparticular
interesttothe55-year-oldtransgendermanfromChicago,whowas
thebeneﬁciaryofsuchunderstandingasamemberofacoming-out
groupatthecity’sLGBT-orientedCenteronHalsted.Foryearsthe
mansuﬀeredprejudiceandharassmentfornotconformingtogender
norms,butthegroupwastheﬁrstplacewhere“therewasn’tno
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judgment,”hesays.“Nobodywaslookingatmelike,OK,youlooklike
aguybutyou’reafemale.”

SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATION:
The Older Americans Act
should support cultural
competence programs that
train and support aging
providers in better serving
lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender older adults.

Now,throughthenationalSAGEAdvocatesprogram,which
supportsSAGEaﬃliatesandLGBTolderadultsaroundthecountry
indevelopingtheskillstoadvocateontheirownbehalf,he’straining
tobecomeanothervoiceinlocalandnationalpolicyeﬀortsconcerning
LGBTolderadults.Hisﬁrstpriorityiscaregivers.
“HowdotheytakecareofuswithoutbeingafraidtheymaygetAIDS,
whichain’tgotnothingtodowithanything?”hesays.Orinthecase
ofapersonwhosegenderexpressiondivergesfromhisorherbiological
sex,“howdocaretakershandlethat?Dotheyfreakout?”Afterall,
transgenderclients “stillneedtobebathed”regardlessofcaregivers’
personalreactions.And,headds,insuchavulnerablesituation,
transgenderpeopleareprobably “justasscared”astheircaregivers.
Indeed,thesamemightbesaidforLGBTeldersatlarge.

Focusing on solutions

SEANKENNEDYisawriter,
editor,andmediaconsultantbased
inBrooklyn,NewYork.Formerly
onstaﬀatInterview,New York,and
e Advocate,whereheservedas
thenewsandfeatureseditor,he’salso
contributedtoCNN,Newsweek,
e Daily Beast,Elle,Salon,Nerve,
Time Out New York,andOut,
amongothers.Formoreinfo,visit
www.sean-kennedy.com.

LikethismanandBonenfantandPhillips,PattyCollins,aNative
AmericanwholivesintheDenverarea,isalsoadvocatingforherself
andothers.Onewayshe’sdoingthatisbymakingaﬁlmabout
traditionalindigenouslifebeforethearrivalofEuropeansettlers—as
Collinsputsit,she’s“bringingvoicestothescreenthathavenotbeen
heard.”Likewise,sheinsistsonincludingdiversevoicesinherwork
withfellowLGBTadvocates.“I’veneverworkedwithanall-white
group,”Collins,whoholdsalawdegreeandoncerananursinghomein
Arizona,says.“I’vealwaysbeenabridgebuilderandI’vealwaysworked
withotherbridgebuildersincoalition.”
DolorisMillerhasbecomeanadvocatetoo:she’sstartingawebsiteto
giveLGBTolderadultstheinformationtheyneedsotheydon’twind
uphomelesslikeshedid.ButMilleralsowantstoengageherpeers
inpoliticalaction,inadvanceofthereauthorizationoftheOlder
AmericansAct.at’swhyherwebsiteiscalledSeniorVVVV, “which
meansvoices,visibility,vision—andvotes.”
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SAGE POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
ON REAUTHORIZATION
OF THE OLDER
AMERICANS ACT

1.eOlderAmericansActshouldexpandonitsdeﬁnitionsof
“minority,” “greatestsocialneed”and “vulnerableelder”tospecify
lesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgenderolderadults.
2. eOlderAmericansActshouldensurethatitsmandates
regardingdatacollection,projectassessmentsandreportingare
evaluatingwhetherservicesandprogramsareeﬀectivelyreaching
lesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgenderolderadults.
3. eOlderAmericansActshouldensurethatitsdeﬁnitions,services
andprogramsaccountforthefamilystructuresandsupportsystems
oflesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgenderolderadults,whichinclude
bloodrelativesaswellas “familiesofchoice”suchasfriends,partners
andotherlovedones.
4. eNationalResourceCenteronLGBTAging—whichprovides
training,technicalassistanceandeducationalresourcestoaging
providers,LGBTorganizationsandLGBTolderadults
nationwide—shouldbepermanentlyestablishedintheOlder
AmericansAct,ensuringthattheAct’soverarchingpurposeto
improvethelivesofallolderpeoplerecognizestheuniqueneedsof
lesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgenderelders.
5. eOlderAmericansActshouldsupportculturalcompetence
programsthattrainandsupportagingprovidersinbetterserving
lesbian,gay,bisexualandtransgenderolderadults.

Above: English Perez, Board
President, SAGE Cenla (Central
Louisiana) Right: Peter Catenacci,
CFP, a member of SAGE’s board of
directors, during a workshop
session on the importance of legal
and financial planning.
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From left to right: Robert Nakatani, Senior Strategist, ACLU’s
LGBT & AIDS Project; Jonathan Ned Katz, Author, Activist and
Co-Director of Outhistory.org; and Sherman Walker, a member of
the conference planning committee.
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Services & Advocacy
for GLBT Elders (SAGE)
305 Seventh Avenue, 15th Floor
New York, NY 10001
212-741-2247
info@sageusa.org
sageusa.org
facebook.com/sageusa
twitter.com/sageusa
youtube.com/sageusa
Interested in supporting
SAGE’s advocacy efforts on
the Older Americans Act?
Visit sageusa.org/donate.

Services & Advocacy
for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual
& Transgender Elders

Services & Advocacy for GLBT Elders (SAGE) is the country’s largest and
oldest organization dedicated to improving the lives of LGBT older adults.
Our mission is to lead in addressing issues related to lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) aging. In partnership with its constituents and allies, SAGE
works to achieve a high quality of life for LGBT older adults, supports and advocates
for their rights, fosters a greater understanding of aging in all communities, and
promotes positive images of LGBT life in later years.

