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Gay teens rejected by their families often face homelessness
Gay teenagers rejected and forced out by their families find themselves thrust into the harsh world of homelessness
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By Elizabeth Baier 
South Florida Sun-Sentinel 


Chris Moore celebrated his 18th birthday with a crash course in survival.

That day nearly two years ago, his family told him to get out because, he says, they could not accept him as a gay person.

Unprepared to face the world on his own, Moore stumbled. He dropped out of high school two months before graduating. He found refuge on the couches of friends for four months. He spent three nights sleeping in a Miami park before going to a youth homeless shelter.

"Yeah, I was scared," said Moore, 19, who now lives in Oakland Park. "I didn't call my family because I knew that they didn't want me back unless I [became] straight."

Gay youth advocates estimate Moore is one of thousands of gay, bisexual or transgender young people who have become homeless after their families reject them. The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force and the National Coalition for the Homeless recently released a report that estimates as many as 672,000, or almost 42 percent of all homeless youth nationwide, identify themselves as gay or lesbian. That is a large share of the nation's gay population, which is usually estimated at between 3 to 5 percent of total population.

Nick Ray, the report's author, said in Florida, as many as 5,000 homeless young adults aged 15 to 24 consider themselves gay or lesbian.

For many such youth, family rejection often compounds their teenage struggle with self-identity and peer pressure.

Ari Hampton knows the feeling.

The 18-year-old from Lake Worth said he left home in September, two months after his birthday, because his dad did not tolerate his sexuality.

"He told me `I'm not going to have a son that's gay,'" Hampton said.

Since then, Hampton has been staying at a friend's house, which has kept him from the streets or shelters. He hasn't spoken to his father since.

"It's been scary, but I've been trying to do my best out here," Hampton said.

Once on the street, Ray says many gay youth are more susceptible than their heterosexual peers to mental health problems, drug abuse and risky sexual behavior. Homeless gay teens often will turn to prostitution for money, food and clothing, calling such behavior "survival sex," Ray said.

"It's a vicious circle of increased susceptibility," Ray said.

In South Florida, only four shelters are licensed to admit unaccompanied youth under 21 -- Covenant House in Fort Lauderdale, Lippman Family Center in Oakland Park, Safe Harbor Runaway Center in Palm Beach and Miami Bridge Youth and Family Services, according to Paula Tibbetts, public relations director at Covenant House.

Ray estimates that no more than half a dozen facilities around the country work solely with homeless gay youth. Shelters open to all are not necessarily sensitive to gays' needs.

"For a youth who is living on the street, it may feel like a risk to go into an agency and seek help if the response is, `You wouldn't have this problem if you weren't gay,'" Ray said.

Moore came out to his family when he was 16 and for two years, they told him they were "totally against it," he said.

He sought friends at the youth group at the Gay and Lesbian Community Center in Fort Lauderdale. The center, its counterpart in West Palm Beach and a handful of gay-straight alliances in the public schools are the only places gay teens in South Florida have to meet and speak openly about their sexuality, according to Rob LaMarche, youth group adult coordinator at the Gay and Lesbian Community Center in Fort Lauderdale.

"[Gay and lesbian] kids don't know who to talk to ... so they wind up on the streets and often put themselves in dangerous situations," LaMarche said. "I think it's horrifying. It makes me so mad."

Carole Benowitz coordinates the Lake Worth-based state chapter of Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays. She said her group's goal is to reunite gay teens with their families or, at the very least, improve their relationship.

"Children need to be with their families," Benowitz said. "A lot of these kids desperately want to go home sometimes. It's unbelievably scary for them."

Nowadays, Moore lives in an apartment paid for by Covenant House and is finishing his GED. He works at a bakery and is saving to buy a car when he moves out on his own in August. He has not spoken to his family in more than a year. Instead, Moore is developing his love for music and acting, performing at special events at the community center.

"I told myself, `I'm not going to let my family put me down. I'm going to make it,'" he said.
