














Open Doors:

New Work with Indigenous and Trans Young People...
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Bruce Ford waits patiently
outside QAHC HQ.

The camp started well.

“We got one of the elders

of Stradbroke Island who came
along and spoke to the young
people...He welcomed us to the
island, spoke about the people,
the history of the land...”

The format of the camp
was less formal.

“It was great because it wasn't,
‘Let’s do a workshop'...It was, ‘Let’s
talk whilst we’re fishing’ or ‘Let’s
walk to the Gorge and sit and have
a talk there’...Having activities and
having a talk makes Indigenous
people feel more comfortable...”

Through her involvement with

Open Doors the service has seen an
increase of young Indigenous LGBT
people accessing things like drop-ins
and other programs.

One of Kerry’s successes was
getting a group of LGBT young
people to play in a local football
competition: Oztag (tag rugby). The
team was a mixture of Indigenous
and non-Indigenous LGBT young
people, and the combination was
challenging at first.

“After the [Stradbroke Island]
retreat we brought the group back
to Open Doors for a BBQ with the
other young people...There were
some really racist comments about
the group coming back...But after
they’d played footy together that
stopped...Perhaps they’d only

had bad experiences before with
Indigenous people...”

The result was clear.

“So these young people who were
making those racist comments
were now playing footy with

the Indigenous kids and making
friends...I think it brought the
Indigenous kids out of their shell to
be able to mix with the kids...”

Perhaps it was also the experiences
of the football competition itself, by
all accounts horrifically homophobic,
that helped form stronger bonds
within the team.

“The young people at first copped
a lot of sh*t and homophobia...We
had it all through the competition...l
think it was like the stereotype like
gays can'’t pass a football...”

Before the competition started
the team had sat down and
discussed the possibility of
homophobic reactions.

“We said, ‘We have our own code
of conduct, if players experience
abuse, we don'’t give it back.

We talk to the organisers

if we experience it’...”

To everyone’s surprise, the team
played well and made it to
the Grand Final.
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“Then it all changed and there was
none of that ‘faggot’... They were
all friends and then mixing in...We
were a good team and we could
play football, and they didn’t expect
that...”

And it was not just sporting prowess
that did it. Kerry observed what

SO many have in changing attitudes
and behaviour.

“The way that the young people
handled the homophobia and
handled themselves...They would
still talk to people, play football and
turn up each week...I think they
got to know us as individuals and
people, rather than gays...”

Clearly enduring abuse, harassment
and ignorance can win you points
eventually, although one wonders

if there is another way apart from
being patient.

And patience is still required if
Indigenous lesbian invisibility is to
be overcome, as well as the racism
within the LGBT community.

“We’re the minority within the
minority... There is still a lot

of discrimination with the gay
community...Hopefully that will
change one day...That’s really
frustrating to me...I just hope we
work together instead of fighting
each other...I think we’d get a lot
further...In Queensland we have a
long way to go...”

Yet on an everyday street in Brisbane
we can see there is hope.

“After the football, | live down the
street from one of the young guys
who played football against us, he
kept hounding me about when we
were ‘coming back to play footy
with us again’...”
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Trans Matters

Observing that they themselves
had to make something happen
and that life can be difficult for
transgender young people, Open
Doors Youth Services (see Mackay
et al and Brisbane Part 1 blogs)
decided something needed to be
done. “Joan” explains.

“The workers and managers

here at Open Doors thought that
whilst they knew there were many
trans young people, none of them
were accessing the service...They
knew there were young people
slipping through the cracks...
Before [starting a drop-in for
transgender young people] you’d be
hard pressed to find a trans young
person coming to [a general LGBT
young people’s] drop-in...”

Young trans people were
also not going to transgender
support organisations.

“The services that are around are
more geared towards older trans
people...They also are focus on a
medical model of transition... They’d
say, ‘This is your ultimate goal. Your
ultimate goal is surgery’...”

Recognising that trans young people
needed a safe and supportive space
to explore their gender diversity
whilst at the same time not being
boxed into any categories or told
what surgical procedures they
needed to undergo, Open Doors
started Jelly Beans.

“We wanted to give young people
a safe place...It’s not an automatic
referral to the gender service...

It’s about talking, networking,
communicating and giving young
people a space where they fitin...”

That they did, yet the workers

were unsuccessful with two things:
“a highly structured group with

very little time for young people

to just chat...” and “a ‘gender queer’
push” that felt more like the workers’
agenda rather than something

the young people attending felt
worked for them.

Joan reluctantly arrived to Jelly Beans
after completing her studies in mental
health. Ironically as a transgender
woman who had a history of working
in the LGBT community, she had
been adamant she would not
continue her LGBT work.

[For more on “Joan’s” work on
the Gold Coast and the story of
intersex participant, “Jo/e”, see
the Gold Coast blog]

With the recommendation of her
psychologist and supportive staff
at Open Doors, Joan soon found
herself facilitating the Jelly Beans
drop-in space.

“It’s basically a social group...Let
‘em come, let ‘em talk...I’ll be there
if they need anything...”

Through trial and error Joan

has found that having about

half of the drop-in focused and
structured works well for the trans
young people attending.

“That evolution has been about
trial and error...We were probably
too regimented and that turned the
young people off...”

| was invited along to a Jelly Beans
drop-in, sitting and talking with
Joan ahead of the arrival of the first
young people. One young trans
person excitedly told of coming out
to their step-mother.

“l just came out to my step-mother
on Wednesday night...We had like
this hour and a half conversation
and it was really good...”
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Joan points out that this
is a rare situation.

“The main thing [for trans young
people] is usually coming out to
parents and parental reactions...Far
too many young people end up with
nowhere to live...Finding homeless
accommodation for trans young
people can be a nightmare...An
absolute nightmare...”

The same trans young person
would tell a story of coming out
on Facebook.

“Everyone was really cool about it...
All except for, like, one person...”

Joan says this is common.

“When they come out to their
friends, their friends are mostly OK
with it...It’s usually interacting with
the adults where young people
have the troubles...That is also
reflected with agencies when I've
been advocating for [trans] young
people...”

One agency, for example, refused
service unless that young person
stayed with their previous gender
and went to church. Joan explained
that this would be a problem given
that young person had been raised
in the Pagan faith.

“Interestingly in the trans
community there are a high number
of practicing Pagans...It’s about the
acceptance... The basic thing of the
Pagan faith is that you do what you
do and don’t harm others...You’re
not hurting anyone so it’s all OK...”

Advocating for trans young people is
something that Joan takes seriously,
yet she can also see the humourous
side occasionally.

“When I’m supporting young people
and I’'m out and about, in a number
of places I've been asked if I'm
their mother or if I’'m related...”




