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A Scottish History of Trans
Equality Activism
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JAMES MORTON
 
James Morton is a Scottish transgender campaigner who’s been active since 2002. He is the manager of the Scottish Transgender Alliance, the leading advocacy organisation for trans people in Scotland. He gave evidence to the Women and Equalities parliamentary select committee’s inquiry into trans equality in 2015, focusing on the reforms needed to the Gender Recognition Act (2004) and the Equality Act (2010).
 
 
 
Scotland has only a tenth of England’s population and its people are widely dispersed. Not allowing themselves to be daunted by this, trans people across Scotland have together achieved a strong and distinctive trans movement. Similarly to England, early trans peer support groups generated the initial momentum for trans equality activism. However, strategy and progress in Scotland thereafter diverged from England due to different LGBT equality sector cohesion levels, availability of funding and devolved government structures.
 
 
 
Developing trans-inclusive Scottish LGBT activism
 
The Scottish trans equality movement can be traced back to 1983, when the Scottish TV/TS Group started organising social support meetings in Edinburgh. It was the first Scottish trans support group publicly known to have existed and it engaged with trans organisations based in England, such as the Beaumont Society. By 1992, the Scottish TV/TS Group’s newsletter, Tartan Skirt, had grown into a fifty-two-page quarterly magazine distributed to over fifty subscribers, thanks to initial editor Anne Forrester, later succeeded by Julia Gordon. In addition to the Edinburgh monthly meetings and annual weekend event, there were also the Grampian Gender Group (3G) monthly meetings in Aberdeen, and Crosslynx in Glasgow ran a trans support telephone helpline as well as monthly get-togethers.
 
Archived copies of Tartan Skirt show that, by the mid-1990s, Scottish trans groups were sharing a variety of legal rights information, social spaces and helpline infrastructure with Scotland’s lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) groups. Up in the Scottish Highlands the integration of LGBT activism was furthest ahead, with Julia Gordon running Inverness transgender support group meetings as part of her volunteer role within LGBT charity Reach Out Highland from 1995 onwards. With LGBT ceilidhs and boat cruises, media outreach, sexual health service provision, a multimedia trans information library and attendance at national equality events all being carried out via Reach Out Highland, Julia was ideally placed to recognise the benefits of collaborative LGBT activism and was able to convey this to other trans people across Scotland.
 
Meanwhile, the first Scottish Pride event took place in 1995, with over 3,000 people marching through Edinburgh. Inspired to make Pride Scotland an annual event, its organisers began consulting trans people about their involvement in 1997, and publicly affirmed Pride Scotland as fully LGBT in 1998. The impact that Pride Scotland’s trans inclusion would have on Scottish trans equality activism was not obvious at the time and years later would be almost forgotten.
 
To appreciate the importance of Pride Scotland becoming trans-inclusive, it is necessary to briefly discuss the Sex Offenders Bill, which was introduced at the Westminster Parliament in 1996 with the intention of creating the UK sex offenders registry. Campaigners in London had successfully lobbied to remove from the English parts of the bill a number of discriminatory proposals that would have unfairly placed gay and bisexual men on the sex offenders registry for consensual sex – for example due to the ages of consent still being unequal. However, these discriminatory proposals had been left unchanged within the Scottish parts of the bill. Luckily, several sexual orientation activists in Scotland noticed in time and, at extremely stressful short notice, lobbied successfully for the necessary amendments to the bill. This near-miss, together with the expectation that a Scottish Parliament would soon be created, suggested to these activists that there might be a need for a new Scottish campaigning network. Barely pausing for breath, they started exploring how to consult more widely on this idea, initially under the name LGB Equality Network. This activist group overlapped with the group that ran Pride, and so a community conference to discuss the campaigning network idea was organised jointly with Pride Scotland in June 1997.
 
Since Pride Scotland was already at that time reaching out to trans people, the June 1997 conference included a workshop focused on trans inclusion. Julia Gordon attended the conference as part of Reach Out Highland and facilitated that workshop using the discussion topic ‘Is the Equality Network willing to offer affiliation to the transgender community? What potential benefits might affiliation have?’ After a bit of initial apprehension from trans people and some anti-trans opposition from a few gay and lesbian individuals, a firm agreement was reached that the Equality Network should be created in 1997 as a national LGBT equality campaigning network for Scotland.
 
The trans activists who helped develop the Equality Network’s first manifesto in April 1999 for the new Scottish Parliament included calls for legal gender recognition, to remove gender identity discrimination from Scots sex offences law, for Scottish public bodies to adopt gender identity non-discrimination policies, and for the newly established Scottish Parliament to press Westminster to introduce gender identity equality law. Thanks to Julia, they used the words ‘transgender people’ and ‘trans people’ as equivalent fully-inclusive umbrella terms. Although preferred language has been debated, refined and expanded over the years, these terms have remained central in Scottish equality activism and peer support.
 
The Edinburgh youth group, which was later to grow into LGBT Youth Scotland, also swiftly became trans-inclusive in 1997, after a young person attending the group came out as a trans man and began to transition. Within that group I was a seventeen-year-old watching cautiously how it played out before deciding whether to also come out as trans.
 
Across Scotland the lesbian and gay switchboard helplines and nearly all local and national community support groups became trans-inclusive by the end of the 1990s. Scottish LGBT activists were then galvanised into even stronger cohesion by the intensity of the battle in early 2000 to repeal Section 28 against the multi-million-pound Keep the Clause campaign that placed homophobic billboards across the length and breadth of Scotland.
 
When Stonewall decided to open a Scottish office in 2000 it was clear that being only LGB would simply not be considered acceptable by activists in Scotland, and therefore Stonewall Scotland was set up from the start as LGBT. It took a further fifteen years for Stonewall to become trans inclusive in England and Wales.
 
 
 
Using LGBT funding to develop Scottish trans activism capacity
 
By 2001, the number of trans support groups in Scotland had more than quadrupled, largely thanks to the Internet enabling trans people to find each other more easily. Most meetings still took place in people’s living rooms or in hotel bars and pubs. The majority were open to anyone who self-identified as trans in any way, while a minority used interviews to decide who was permitted to join.
 
Simon Ruth de Voil, a youth counsellor, recognised that young trans people needed specific support and therefore he set up Scotland’s first trans youth group within LGBT Youth Scotland in Edinburgh in 2001. I was one of the young people who found the support of this group invaluable for developing self-esteem and finding our voices as trans activists. Meanwhile, the Sandyford Gender Identity Clinic in Glasgow started a trans support group to provide a structured support service. What was notable in comparison with all the other trans groups in existence across Scotland was that these two new groups were facilitated by paid workers who were trans people. While it was only a few hours of paid work a month, it was still a significant step forward for trans people to be paid at all for providing trans community support.
 
The first opportunity for trans people to carry out any paid trans equality policy work in Scotland came through the Scottish government and NHS Scotland-funded LGBT Health Equality Project, initially known simply as the INCLUSION Project and later on as Fair for All – LGBT. It ran from 2002 to 2008 and was managed by Stonewall Scotland. Trans activists Laura Aston and Nick Laird were recruited in 2003 to use a participatory appraisal research methodology to empower trans people to work together to identify their health needs and develop training for the NHS. Three initial participatory appraisal workshops were held, one for trans women, one for trans men and one for transvestite people. Several of the workshop participants, including myself, then went on to work together with Nick and Laura to develop a trans awareness training resource pack, including a thirty-minute film of trans people talking about their experiences and needs. Despite a low budget – meaning a desk light was used as a spotlight and colourful but slightly crumpled bedsheets hung behind us as backdrops – the film was extremely well received and ended up being used to train not only NHS staff but also youth workers, teachers, local council staff and the police. The film was also popular with trans people as a way to educate their families and friends. It was converted from VHS format to DVD in 2007 and remained Scotland’s only trans awareness training film until 2009.
 
Also in 2003, Laura Aston worked for the Equality Network, facilitating a forum to enable trans people to inform and influence the Scottish parts of the Gender Recognition Bill. Birth registration is a devolved matter, so the Scottish government could have chosen to create its own gender recognition legislation. However, the Labour-Lib Dem Scottish government coalition (1999–2007) mostly preferred to give permission to the UK government to legislate for Scotland on LGBT issues. So the Gender Recognition Act (2004) was drafted at Westminster with input on Scots law issues from Scottish government civil servants. The Equality Network trans forum collectively called for a non-medicalised self-declaration gender recognition process, but it quickly became clear that the UK government was determined to draft a far more restricted and medicalised bill. The forum achieved some Scotland-specific improvements to the legislation, including preventing Scottish marriages from being voidable where a trans person has not told their spouse about their gender recognition history.
 
As the ink dried on both the Gender Recognition Act (2004) and the Scottish trans awareness training resource pack, Nick Laird facilitated the trans activists who had been involved in these processes to start discussing the possibility of forming a strategic alliance to progress future work. The aim of the Scottish Transgender Alliance would be to increase trans people’s influence on Scottish government and public sector equality policy and practices. The idea was welcomed and Amy Redford, Brenda Colvin, Jo Long, Laura Aston, Lewis Reay, Maxwell Reay and Nick Laird spent many hours together exploring development options together with key allies from the NHS, LGBT Health and the Equality Network. It was unanimously agreed that the Scottish Transgender Alliance would be fully inclusive of all types of trans people, including non-binary people (although the terms being used in Scotland back in 2005 were androgyne and polygender) and cross-dressing people.
 
 
 
Establishing Scottish government funding of trans-specific equality work
 
At the end of 2005, the Equality Network organised a dinner bringing together Scottish Transgender Alliance activists, including myself, and representatives of the Equal Opportunities Commission and the Scottish Government Equality Unit. We used a combination of friendly charm together with emotive descriptions of discrimination peppered through the dinner conversations to illustrate to the civil servants the need for trans-specific Scottish government equality funding. The effort paid off and, in 2006, the Scottish government invited the submission of a funding application for a Scottish Transgender Alliance project worker based within the Equality Network (which had been receiving Scottish government funding to do LGBT equality work since 2001). The project never tried to create a formal federation of local groups; instead it aimed to provide flexible and open opportunities for any interested trans people to shape the project’s work, share activism skills and knowledge and engage with public bodies.
 
By January 2007, the Scottish government funding for a one-year full-time project worker had been secured and recruitment began. It was a very different situation compared to recruitment to trans equality posts nowadays. While people were interested in the post, many were put off by the likelihood of tabloid attention and the risk of becoming unemployed twelve months later with a job title permanently outing them as a trans activist on their CV. I successfully applied for the post and began work at the start of April 2007.
 
In May 2007, just one month after the project started, the Scottish political landscape was turned on its head as the Labour-Lib Dem coalition which had ruled since 1999 was replaced by a Scottish National Party (SNP) minority government. There was no way of knowing what the SNP would think of its unexpectedly inherited Scottish Transgender Alliance pilot project, so future funding was very uncertain. However, the SNP were keen for the rest of Europe to recognise Scotland as a progressive, innovative country. Therefore, I encouraged the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights to commend the Scottish government for being the first government in Europe to provide core funding for a trans-specific equality project. I also collected endorsements of the work of the project from a wide range of Scottish public bodies in order to demonstrate the funding was worthwhile.
 
Although the project funding increased the capacity of Scottish trans activism, it also brought challenges. Having one full-time paid post and everyone else working voluntarily placed a strain on activism dynamics. It also created unrealistic expectations about how quickly the trans equality work could match the capacity of longer-funded equality strands. The lack of any similar government-funded trans equality project anywhere in Europe meant there was no clear point of comparison by which to judge the work.
 
Thankfully, lots of trans people across Scotland were happy to help with everything from designing a logo, to media work, to running local trans community consultations, to engaging with and training public bodies. Together we tried to work through all the over-ambitious promises listed in the funding application, while worrying that if we failed to achieve sufficient results then the pilot might not receive any further funding.
 
At the end of the pilot year, we were very relieved and delighted when the Scottish Transgender Alliance was awarded a further three years of funding. This provided much-needed breathing space to take stock and start to be more strategic and proactive rather than reactive. Through regular community engagement events around Scotland and online surveys, the Scottish Transgender Alliance listened to diverse trans people and all the project’s policy work is based on the equality priorities identified through community engagement. European Union funding from 2008 to 2011 for a learning exchange project called ‘…And Others!’ made it possible for several Scottish Transgender Alliance activists to meet twice a year with activists from Transgender Europe (TGEU), Transgender Network Netherlands, Transgender Equality Network Ireland and TransInterQueer Berlin. This enabled sharing of activism strategy ideas, knowledge and experience. We also liaised with trans activists in other parts of the UK, but none of us had any dedicated funding for UK-wide meetings, so contact was mostly via email and telephone. At the end of 2014, the Scottish Transgender Alliance was able to secure a one-off tranche of Visit Scotland funding to bring over a hundred trans activists from across England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Ireland together with over a hundred trans activists from Scotland for a weekend-long ‘Conference of the Isles’ to share skills and knowledge.
 
 
 
Achieving non-binary inclusive trans hate crime legislation
 
Community consultation by the Scottish Transgender Alliance strongly identified creating fully transgender inclusive hate crime legislation as a priority. The Equality Network had been lobbying for hate crime legislation for several years and was assisting Green Party MSP Patrick Harvie to draft a hate crime members’ bill at the Scottish Parliament, so we were able to be fully involved in this process. At the same time, we wanted to improve recognition that some transgender people do not identify with the binary options of man or woman. We saw the hate crime legislation as an ideal opportunity to seek to establish the concept of non-binary gender identities in Scots law. It was a hard sell to civil servants, who initially thought ‘transgender’ was synonymous with ‘transsexual’, but we succeeded in securing the groundbreaking line ‘any other gender identity that is not standard male or female gender identity’ in the Offences (Aggravation by Prejudice) (Scotland) Act (2009). A key way we secured this was by providing civil servants with examples of non-binary-specific hate incidents, including verbal abuse such as, ‘Oi, freak, are you Pete Burns’ love-child?’ Being able to point out that Scots law acknowledges the existence of non-binary people has proven very useful on many occasions since it helps to persuade policymakers to take non-binary people’s needs seriously.
 
 
 
Ensuring gender identity self-declaration works well in single-sex services
 
Another key priority was pushing for public services to always respect trans people’s gender identities, even if they have not changed all their official documents or attended an NHS gender identity clinic. We strategised that by working intensively with the Scottish Prison Service to support them to include trans women as women on a self-declaration basis within very challenging circumstances, we would be able to ensure that all other public services should be able to do likewise. Doing this prison work was also ethically important as it helped reduce the risk of very marginalised people with complex needs experiencing human rights violations. Due to chaotic lives and mental health problems, many trans prisoners socially transition without fully changing their details on their official documents and self-medicate with hormones purchased online rather than accessing NHS gender identity clinics. This makes it particularly vital for prison policies not to make trans people’s dignity, privacy and safety dependent on the quality of their paperwork. There are still many improvements needed for trans people in Scottish prisons, but the implementation of prison policy and practice respecting self-declaration of gender identity is one of Scotland’s most internationally respected trans equality achievements. The learning from our prison work has made it much easier for us to assist other Scottish public services, such as NHS wards and schools, to also respect trans people’s gender identities.
 
Together with LGBT Youth Scotland’s Domestic Abuse Project, the Scottish Transgender Alliance could see how necessary it was to have strong alliances with feminist and violence against women organisations in Scotland. Most trans people are very aware that they will never be truly safe while wider gender inequality and misogynistic abuse continues in society. In Scotland, several women have been key in progressing the synergy of trans and feminist equality work. Playwright Jo Clifford, whose late partner Susie Innes was a leading second-wave feminist journalist and author, used her artistic works and positive media profile to help bring together Scotland’s trans and feminist movements. Even prior to her transition, Jo had embraced and enacted feminist principles in all aspects of life. Her obvious genuine respect and enthusiasm for the positive impact of second-wave feminist academics enabled her to point out the errors in some second-wave feminist theories about trans people without creating alienation.
 
Very well-respected Scottish feminists, such as Lesley Irving and Nel Whiting, warmly and cogently advocated for trans inclusion while Shakti Women’s Aid and the Edinburgh Rape and Sexual Abuse Centre had the confidence to lead through example by becoming trans-inclusive. By being openly trans while doing crucial violence against women sector work, such as tackling forced marriages, honour-based violence and restrictions on recourse to public funds, Mridul Wadhwa demonstrated first-hand the inaccuracy of anti-trans stereotypes. Likewise, Katherine Burrows and Jan Irvine not only provided trans-awareness training to a wide range of service providers but also held volunteer roles within Engender and Scottish Women’s Aid. All Scottish government-funded violence against women services are now trans inclusive and trans activists campaign together with feminist activists on a wide range of gender equality issues.
 
 
 
Improving health care for trans people
 
Health care, especially gender reassignment services and trans equality within general mental health services, is a vital priority which trans people in Scotland have been working on for decades. The public sector equality duty within the Equality Act (2010) provided key leverage to finally get NHS Scotland to start addressing failings in gender reassignment service provision, such as year-long waiting times and wide variations in access to hair removal and various surgeries. The crucial development of the NHS Scotland Gender Reassignment Protocol in 2011 was a very fraught process. It coincided with a year of very damaging and painful infighting between some trans people in Scotland over terminology and inclusivity. Consequently two people offensively called for people who do not want genital surgery to be prevented from accessing any gender identity clinic services, including counselling and hormones. The two people did not succeed, but it nearly derailed the creation of the protocol and prevented the wording from being as clearly non-binary inclusive as it otherwise would have been.
 
Scottish Transgender Alliance engagement in the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) meant we knew when version seven of their international Standards of Care (SoC) was likely to be released and how it would differ from version six. Therefore, we strategised during the protocol development that if we encouraged NHS Scotland to quote extensively from WPATH SoC version six, rather than write their own wording, then we would be better placed to get them to quickly improve the protocol once the new version became available.
 
As it happened, WPATH Standards of Care version seven was released in September 2011, just a few days before the NHS Scotland Gender Reassignment Protocol was due to be signed off as complete. The Scottish Transgender Alliance created a tracked-changes version of the protocol overnight and then circulated it to the NHS Scotland protocol working group asking them to please accept the updated quotes from version seven. Some of the NHS clinicians did not see any need to make the changes so we involved the Equality and Human Rights Commission and the Scottish government, pointing out clearly that by accepting the changes NHS Scotland could receive international praise as being the first country globally to implement a protocol upholding current WPATH SoC best practice, while not bothering to do the update would mean embarrassingly publishing an already out-of-date protocol. It took several tense phone calls and emails but, at the eleventh hour, the updated version of the NHS Scotland Gender Reassignment Protocol was approved. To our surprise, in 2013 NHS England announced plans to adopt the Scottish protocol as its interim protocol, which came into force in 2014.
 
There have been many years of further work by several different activists and groups since 2011 to try to better implement the protocol’s aspirations of equity, effectiveness, patient focus and timeliness. As numbers of referrals to GICs continue to rise rapidly, waiting times for first appointments remain one of the biggest challenges.
 
Trans inclusion within general mental health services is another particular focus. The 2012 UK trans mental health study research collaboration between the Scottish Transgender Alliance, TransBareAll, the Trans Resource and Empowerment Centre, Traverse Research and Sheffield Hallam University has formed the basis for several peer-reviewed journal articles and training for service providers by a wide range of UK equality organisations. The emphasis in this kind of work is to ensure that trans service users are not called upon to educate the mental health professionals in every new encounter as patients and that their trans identity (which is not itself a mental illness) is not wrongly seen as a cause of, or something that overshadows, the particular issue on which they seek help.LGBT Health and Wellbeing, meanwhile, has worked on trans health issues since 2003 and has run crucial specific trans support programmes in Edinburgh and Glasgow since 2012. It has evidenced a range of trans health needs and developed trans training and resources for many health and social care services, from learning disability services to older people’s care homes.
 
 
 
Pursuing reform of legal gender recognition
 
While the passage in 2004 of the Gender Recognition Act was a great achievement, trans activists acknowledged flaws in its provisions from the start. Many trans people campaigned for marriage equality to remove the need to divorce before obtaining legal gender recognition. The passage of the Marriage and Civil Partnership (Scotland) Act (2014) involved carefully planned work to secure the option for couples to choose gender-neutral ceremonies and marriage certificates and to achieve the removal of the ‘spousal veto’ (where a trans person cannot obtain a gender recognition certificate without the consent of their spouse). The spousal veto amendment in particular went right down to the wire and required really intensive lobbying.
 
Harnessing the momentum from the Equal Marriage campaign, in 2014 Scottish activists began their Equal Recognition campaign, calling for reform of the Gender Recognition Act (2004) to a self-declaration process, open to under-eighteens and providing non-binary recognition. Scottish trans activists engaged strongly in the Westminster Women and Equalities Committee’s Trans Equality Inquiry in 2015 and Scottish MPs are continuing to help push trans equality at Westminster. In 2016, the Scottish government publicly committed to reforming legal gender recognition within its 2016–2021 parliamentary term.
 
 
 
Future trans activism in Scotland
 
Since it first received funding for one full-time worker in 2007, the Scottish Transgender Alliance has managed to buck the voluntary sector funding squeeze and increase its Scottish government funding sufficiently to add a second full-time staff member in 2012 and a third in 2017. More importantly, all the national LGBT equality organisations now have trans people working within their paid staff teams and many dozens of trans people across Scotland are now self-organising in diverse ways to campaign, to provide peer support and to educate service providers. The empowerment of young trans activists by LGBT Youth Scotland and also the Time for Inclusive Education campaign is rapidly progressing transgender inclusion in schools and also encouraging more and more talented and confident young activists to shape and take forward trans activism in Scotland.
 
Long-standing trans activists, such as Julia Gordon and Nick Laird, still remain subtly engaged in the background. While they realised at the time that their activism in the 1990s and early 2000s was making an important difference, they are now amazed and delighted to see such strength, energy and progress being harnessed by Scotland’s newest generation of trans young people.
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The Activist New Wave
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SARAH BROWN
 
Sarah lives in Cambridge with her two partners and three stepchildren. She served as a city councillor in Cambridge and was, for a time, the UK’s only serving transgender elected politician. Passionate about equality for LGBT people, Sarah is a trustee of a local charity for LGBT young people, and advises Stonewall on transgender issues. In her spare time she enjoys climbing mountains and sailing. She appeared for five consecutive years in the Independent on Sunday’s ‘Rainbow List’ of most influential LGBT people.
 
 
 
My name is Sarah and I am a trans woman. I grew up in an East Midlands mining community in the seventies and eighties, where I felt very isolated. I didn’t know there were other people like me, apart from portrayals on TV, which were so dismally inaccurate that they threw me off the scent of who I truly was for years.
 
Things started to change when I went away to study at Cambridge University in 1992. I was introduced to the Internet, albeit in a form that would be unrecognisable to the generation that was to follow. Still, I discovered embryonic resources for transgender people on Usenet, a series of discussion groups which were prominent before the rise of the web. I was terrified of being outed and didn’t participate, but I did watch and learn.
 
By the time I started formal transition in 2005, at the age of thirty-two, the world had changed. Nobody had quite started to talk about ‘social media’ – Facebook didn’t arrive for the British public until the autumn of 2006 – but blogging had burst onto the scene and for the first time trans people could control how our own transitions were represented.
 
I found and read a number of transition blogs. One resonated in particular: the blog of American cardiologist Dr Becky Allison. I had never written a blog or a diary myself, but I found Dr Allison’s writings extremely helpful and wanted to pay it forward. In November 2005 I started documenting my own transition on the Livejournal blogging website. I even live-blogged my sex reassignment surgery, posting an update mere minutes after I had returned from the operating theatre.
 
Through blogging I found myself increasingly part of a community of trans people like myself. We all blogged and we all shared our triumphs, our pain and our joy. Many of us became very good friends, not just online but in ‘real life’ as well.
 
Although estimates of prevalence vary considerably, everyone agrees that trans people are rare. LGBT people represent around 10 per cent of the population. Trans people are perhaps 10 per cent of LGBT people and, before the advent of the Internet, we faced an uphill task to overcome our isolation. Trans people would often only encounter each other at their gender clinic, with scant time to compare notes. The Internet changed this. Like-minded trans people would cluster into online communities. These would, in turn, develop into groups in the ‘real world’, particularly around large cities.
 
Around 2007, something very significant started happening in London.
 
A few London-based trans people started to hold monthly meetings on the evening of the third Tuesday of each month at Gay’s the Word bookshop, near Russell Square. The meetings had regular speakers on topics of interest to trans people (clinicians, academics and so on). The existence of a critical mass of trans people in and near London and the ability to easily spread the word via the Internet meant that meetings were well attended from the start. Trans people, at least in the capital, were staring to meet on our own terms, and we had much to discuss and indeed become angry about.
 
It was in the spring of 2007 that the General Medical Council commenced fitness to practise hearings against Dr Russell Reid, a private gender practitioner who was much loved by many of his patients. Throughout the two decades prior, many desperate trans people had found his clinic in Earls Court to be the only place left for them after being unable to obtain treatment on the NHS. Complaints against him had been made by other clinicians, who claimed his treatment protocols were too lax. Many trans people saw in this a political motivation and the hearing was well attended by observers from the community, including myself. We took turns to spend days sitting in the hearings and then reporting back on each day’s proceedings to each other through our blogs.
 
Many defence witnesses spoke of how they’d found Dr Reid was the only person who would help them when, for whatever reason, they had been refused treatment by NHS clinics. Many spoke of treatment practices in the relatively recent past that they had felt were abusive. The press, not present to hear any of these stories, ignored them and only descended en masse for the final day, to hear the verdict. Their stories presented Dr Reid as a dangerous maverick, acting recklessly with patients portrayed as not competent to know their own minds.
 
Lots of trans people were angry at both the circumstances under which the hearing had come about and what they saw as biased and one-sided reporting in the press. Dr Reid was criticised for poor communication with his patients’ GPs, but not struck off. The result was largely moot as he had already retired from practice by that time.
 
The spring of 2007 turned into summer and another reason for trans people to feel aggrieved rolled round. In June of that year, the BBC recorded for Radio 4 another series of what it called Hecklers debates, in which a person would present their position and panellists would be invited to interrupt at various points and ‘heckle’. The first such debate in the new series featured freelance journalist Julie Bindel. The position she was advocating in the debate was ‘Sex Change Surgery is Unnecessary Mutilation’ and she was opposed by long-time LGBT activist Peter Tatchell, Professor Stephen Whittle of Press for Change, psychotherapist Michelle Bridgman and gender clinician Dr Kevan Wylie.
 
The audience for the recording, at the Royal Society of Medicine, was packed with trans people. I was there and recognised many from the fledgling Trans London, as well as lots of people I hadn’t met before. This was the event at which I met author and veteran trans activist Roz Kaveney, with whom I would go on to cause significant mischief over subsequent months and years.
 
It is a perennial irritation to trans people that media coverage of us has seldom moved on from the dismal clichés and misrepresentations that I remembered from my youth. Many present felt Bindel’s argument was no exception. She concentrated on the (vanishingly small) phenomenon of ‘trans regret’ (those who, for whatever reason, seek to reverse their transition). She said that she thought hormone treatment and surgery should not be available. She said she thought trans people should be offered what she called ‘talking cures’ instead.
 
Bindel had already drawn the ire of many present through her previous writings, including a February 2004 piece in the Guardian weekend magazine headlined, ‘Gender Benders Beware’. In it, she spoke of ‘Kwik-Fit sex changes’ and claimed ‘a world inhabited just by transsexuals … would look like the set of Grease’. She later apologised for the tone of these remarks, but not their substance.
 
After the recording, drinks were served and the audience was encouraged to mingle with the panel. I found myself in a group speaking to Bindel, along with other Trans London regulars. Despite being charming and self-effacing, Bindel was unapologetic about the way she habitually portrayed trans people and trans issues in her articles. We told her that she was misrepresenting us. We were unhappy that she portrayed medical transition as an easy option, rather than the reality of indifference, abuse and the need to turn to grey market drugs which many of us faced. We put it to her that her inaccurate portrayals were contributing to the stigma and discrimination trans people continued to face.
 
Bindel denied her writings had much influence, but pledged to do better in future. The reader may draw their own conclusion about whether this has ever materialised in evidence. My view is that it has not.
 
Summer wore on and in September I found myself with a whole gaggle of trans people in Kensington Gardens at the ‘Picnic for Change’, held in order to raise funds for the trans activism group Press for Change. I had attended the same event in 2006 and it was a small affair; 2007 was very different: the event was much larger and, while the 2006 picnic looked like a nondescript bunch of people having, well, a picnic, this was a bold affair advertised with bunting and a big rainbow flag.
 
Once again Roz Kaveney was there. We got talking about the rise of a new breed of trans women: largely lesbian trans women who were out and proud not just as lesbians, but also as trans. US trans activist Julia Serano had just published her book, Whipping Girl, which was very much a manifesto for trans women. Many of us saw it as our call to arms. We were here, we were queer, and by gosh, we had grievances we wanted to air. The mood wasn’t ugly; we were going to build a better world.
 
A few weeks later, we succeeded in changing a BBC news headline which referred to trans women as ‘male patients’. This was small beans but, long before the fledgling Twitter had gained the popularity to mobilise consumer power, it showed us that a small number of people could, if we made a noise in the right way, effect change. The year 2008 would prove to demonstrate that in spades.

 
For years there had been a music festival in the US state of Michigan: the Michigan Womyn’s (sic) Music Festival (MWMF). It was a long-standing open sore in the feminist movement that the organisers of the festival had an entry policy that excluded trans women. In reality, the situation was akin to a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ policy and lots of trans women attended anyway, but each year the festival was a flashpoint.
 
In May 2008, Manchester’s Queer Up North festival invited MWMF performer Bitch to play a gig. Bitch reportedly supported MWMF’s transphobic exclusion policy. Her stated position on activism to end the discriminatory policy was that it was ‘making men comfortable and satisfying men’. Trans people in Manchester were angry that an ostensibly LGBT festival was seen to be endorsing transphobia and exclusion of trans people.
 
Attempts at dialogue with the organisers were met largely with indifference. Anger and frustration was expressed in our online communities, and a few of us resolved to hold a protest outside the event. I travelled to Manchester with some friends and a hundred flyers run off on an inkjet printer. We met up with local activists and assembled outside the venue. By the time the festival-goers started to arrive for the gig, there were a dozen of us with flyers and banners. We handed the flyers to the attendees, explaining that they contained ‘information about the artist’, and our message was generally well received, with some attendees even walking out in support of us.
 
Lots of people asked us if we wanted them to boycott the performance, but we encouraged them to go in and enjoy the music, having paid for their tickets. However, we asked them to just be aware of the context of trans exclusion.
 
It became apparent that we had hit a raw nerve when the director of Queer Up North came out to meet with us. Our presence there appeared to be causing him some embarrassment. It seemed that we had hit upon a winning formula for protesting against transphobic discrimination. Event organisers would cosy up to transphobes, tacitly giving approval for their behaviour, as long as they weren’t publicly embarrassed by it.
 
We resolved to cause that embarrassment. In 2017, as I write this, those on the receiving end of these protests counter them by mischaracterising them as ‘attacks on free speech’, usually with the help of a large print or broadcast media organisation. This serves to centre the issue on the subject of the protest, portraying them as a victim and denying the protesters a fair hearing. However in 2008, when Twitter and Facebook were barely known, this method of protest proved difficult to counter.
 
The UK’s trans population was about to be given a lesson in just how powerless we actually were, though. At the end of the LGBT Pride parade in London that July, stewards had taken to policing the entrances of the public toilets in Trafalgar Square. Foreshadowing the ‘bathroom bans’ that have become prevalent in US politics, the stewards refused to allow anyone they suspected of being a trans woman, including one cis butch lesbian, into the female toilet. The result of this was an impromptu protest outside the loos and the intervention of an off-duty LGBT liaison officer with the Metropolitan Police. Anger escalated when the police officer sided with the stewards, wrongly asserting that a gender recognition certificate was needed to use the correct toilet. By the end of the day one trans woman, desperate to use the lavatory, went into the male facilities where a man then sexually assaulted her. The perpetrator was never found.
 
As with Queer Up North before, we felt badly let down by our cisgender ‘friends’ in the LGBT community. This time a woman had been hurt.
 
A few weeks later, our anger was further stoked by the Royal Society of Medicine, which was hosting a conference on the use of puberty-blocking drugs in adolescent trans people. While we regarded these drugs as a good thing, the Society had invited American-Canadian psychologist Kenneth Zucker to give the opening address. Zucker had gained some notoriety amongst trans people for the use of what we considered to be ‘conversion therapy’ in his Toronto clinic, a claim he has denied. Similar to so-called ‘ex-gay’ or ‘reparative’ therapy, his approach sought to make young trans people accept the gender they were assigned at birth, seemed to often exacerbate their distress. Years later his clinic would be shut down by the Canadian authorities, but at the time we were appalled by the possibility that clinics in the UK could embrace these practices.
 
As with Queer Up North, I joined a number of other trans people and held a protest outside the event. We had pooled our resources, producing a flyer that we each printed in quantity, to spread the cost around. Embracing the power of the Internet, the flyer contained an explanation of our grievances and links to more information online.
 
People took our flyers in such large numbers that, some time before the opening address was due, we had run out. Embracing guerrilla activism, I was dispatched to a nearby copy shop, clutching one of our last remaining leaflets to procure another hundred. We also arranged to have some members of our team infiltrate the conference and leave copies of the leaflet around inside for attendees to read. Years later the tide would turn against the sort of therapy practised by Zucker, but this didn’t feel like a quick win in the way the Queer Up North protest had.
 
It had been a year since my friends and I had picnicked under the shade of a tree in Kensington Gardens, excited by the prospect that we could change the world. Despite her promises to be more considered in future, Julie Bindel seemed increasingly to be strident about trans people in the press. It felt as though our own LGBT community had turned against us through embracing transphobia in the arts and enforcing the kind of toilet access for which the US Republican Party would later become infamous. The same medical bodies which were shunning ‘ex-gay’ therapy seemed ambivalent about similar practices used on trans people. As time passed, optimism turned to disappointment and disappointment, in turn, to righteous anger.
 
And then, a week after the Zucker protest, LGB charity Stonewall announced that it was shortlisting the very same Julie Bindel for its Journalist of the Year award.
 
Our righteous anger turned to pure rage.
 
At the time, Stonewall regarded itself as an LGB organisation (without the ‘T’). It had been formed, originally, to combat the 1988 Section 28 legislation which forbade ‘promotion of homosexuality’ in schools. That battle had been won and Stonewall had morphed into a more general gay rights organisation. Completely separate, but operating in parallel, was Press for Change, which had been formed in 1992 to campaign for equality for trans people and what became the Gender Recognition Act (2004).
 
It was widely believed within our circle that there had been some sort of ‘back room’ agreement between Stonewall and Press for Change to divide the LGBT ‘turf’ between them. Leaders of both organisations were cagey about what form the agreement took, or even if it existed, but that was the perception.
 
 

 
Despite the belief that had arisen in some quarters, Stonewall and Press for Change had very little to do with each other, apart from polite and distant mutual acknowledgement, for many years. As other contributors to this book have remarked, there was, throughout the seventies, eighties and early nineties, a gulf between lesbian and gay groups on the one hand, and trans groups on the other. Some lesbians, gays and bisexuals were dismissive of trans people and some trans people were regrettably quite homophobic. Groups like Press for Change were keen to bridge that gap and warmly supported the idea of L&G or LGB becoming LGBT but, as far as campaign objectives were concerned, Press for Change was better equipped to pursue legal advances for trans people and Stonewall’s clear mandate was LGB. In 2003, however, Press for Change and Stonewall recognised that as they were both pursuing new legislation in Parliament (the Gender Recognition Bill and the Civil Partnership Bill, both to be debated in 2004) they had better discuss how to avoid anything that might unintentionally conflict with the work of the other. A meeting was convened, where leaders of the two discussed their lobbying plans and objectives. There was agreement on how to avoid commenting on the other’s subject area, particularly in terms of marriage, but that was as far as any division of ‘turf’ went. There was no need to divide anything else as it had always been neatly separated and neither organisation saw any need to change that. They were both good at their own specialities. Later, when Press for Change faded from the scene, the former PFC leaders warmly welcomed the idea, advocated by a new generation of trans activists, that Stonewall, under its new chief executive, Ruth Hunt (2014–), should embrace trans campaigning too. After extensive consultation, Stonewall made this their policy in 2015.


 
 
 
A lot – perhaps as many as half – of trans people are also lesbian, gay or bisexual. This division of responsibilities did not fit with the newly emergent queer-focused trans activism. Paradoxically, many who fell into both the LGB and T camps felt that neither organisation represented their interests. When I and other activists tried to engage Stonewall and Press for Change we were given what felt like a brush-off. Stonewall sent out form letters to dozens of trans protesters saying that Ms Bindel was nominated for ‘bringing a lesbian perspective to journalism’, seemingly oblivious to the fact that many of the recipients of the letters were lesbian trans women.
 
By late 2008, the ad hoc communities we had built on blogging sites were starting to coalesce around the popular and increasingly mainstream Facebook. A number of trans activists had grouped together there to discuss taking things further. A desire to discuss these things in public led to various supporters of Ms Bindel joining in, followed ultimately by Julie Bindel herself. She complained that the protesters were ‘bullying’ her and suggested she was considering legal action.
 
In hindsight, the short period of Internet-based activism prior to this point had been an age of innocence. Many trans women are IT-savvy and, as such, we were early adopters. But things were starting to change, with those we were protesting against increasingly working online too. The two groups would clash more and more, both online and off. This served only to pour petrol on the flames.
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A new wave of trans activists protest outside the V&A in November 2008 on the occasion of Stonewall’s annual awards ceremony.
 
Into all of this came some of the ‘trans elders’ who had been involved in Press for Change, with pleas for moderation and compromise. Perhaps this was ill-judged, as we certainly felt we had a genuine grievance and did not take kindly to what we saw as the old guard trying to assert their authority and maintain the status quo.
 
Stonewall stuck to its guns. Bindel and her followers stuck to their guns. We stuck to our guns, and on the evening of 7 November 2008 the largest trans rights demonstration the UK had yet seen – about 150 people – assembled outside the Victoria and Albert Museum to protest Stonewall’s awards ceremony.
 
The protest was loud, colourful and good-natured. It featured the by now customary leaflets which were handed out to the great and the good attending the event. For the first time we encountered a counter-demonstration by way of the self-proclaimed ‘Julie Bindel fan club’. This consisted of a handful of women facing us on the other side of the red carpet. After Ms Bindel herself arrived they upped and left as we sang after them, inviting them to come and join us at the pub after the demonstration.
 
The significance of this counter-demonstration was missed, probably by everyone, and certainly by me at the time. It heralded what would grow to become the ‘TERF wars’. TERF is an acronym for Trans Exclusionary Radical Feminist; it was coined by radical feminists who wished to distance themselves from increasingly vocal transphobes, whose goal was to prevent the participation and inclusion of trans women within feminist movements and spaces.
 
2008 was a pivotal year in the struggle for trans acceptance and equality in the UK. It saw the rise of Internet-based activism led by people who had the confidence, thanks to advances in acceptance and visibility won by trans pioneers, to publicly identify as openly trans and queer. It saw the coming of age of a generation of trans people who, perhaps ironically, refused to conform to the world bequeathed by those same pioneers, and led us into direct conflict with them.
 
The consequences of what we did would not become apparent for some time, but eventually:
 
 
 
•  The Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival would close its doors for good rather than openly accept trans women through its gates. The last event was in 2015.
 
•  Dr Kenneth Zucker saw his clinic closed by Ontario health officials after an independent investigation raised questions over his clinical practice.
 
•  Stonewall reinvented itself as a comprehensive LGBT charity, placing equality for trans people at the heart of its work.
 
 
 
In 2014 I delivered one of the opening speeches at the London Dyke March, a gay pride event specifically for lesbians and bisexual women. Ironically I was subject to a protest by ‘TERFs’, who picketed the event, waved placards and tried to embarrass the organisers by handing out leaflets. They had organised their protest on Facebook. Several of the people who protested outside its awards in 2008, myself included, now work inside Stonewall to develop its trans workstream.
 
There is still much work to do, but progress has been made on building that better world we envisaged while eating picnic food on a lazy summer day in Kensington Gardens ten years ago.
 



 

 

 











Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,

committed citizens can change the world;

indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.

 

Margaret Mead, Anthropologist (1901–78)

 




