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 HOMELESSNESS

hat if they kick me out? It’s the greatest 
fear of many LGBT+ people as they prepare 

to come out to their parents — and many of 
us have imagined how we’d cope if that fear 

became reality. But for many people living in 
the UK, being thrown out of their family home 

because of their sexuality or gender identity is a 
reality they are having to live with.
“My parents didn’t like it and they told me to get 

out,” says Keerthy Sivakumar, a 22-year-old trans woman 
from Greenwich in South East London. “I couldn’t pack my 
clothes or anything, I had to leave with what I had. I was at 
least expecting them to give me some time before I had to go 
but they kicked me out straightaway.”
Keerthy is recalling what happened last July when she came 

out as transgender to her parents. They told her that, because 
they are of Sri Lankan heritage and practising Hindus, her gender 

identity wasn’t compatible with their culture or religion. Keerthy 
had feared she’d be told to leave home, so she’d already researched 
places she could go for help. But the immediacy of her ejection 
meant she had to spend a few weeks on the streets before she 

found her way to a youth centre in central London’s Old Street.
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“It was horrible,” she remembers, her voice 
cracking. “I felt so unsafe. Once, someone 
assaulted me and when a passer-by saw it, 
they pushed the guy away and took him to 
the police.”

Since December, Keerthy has slept at the 
Outside Project, a temporary shelter on an 
old tour bus that’s stationed in the car park 
of a community centre at a location on the 
outskirts of London that has to remain secret 
for the safety of its users. “I never thought 
there’d be something like this,” Keerthy says. 
“It’s so cool how they’ve done it. I feel looked 
after here. There’s so much support.”

I spend a night at the Outside Project in 
January. My evening begins with a meal in the 
community centre, where homeless “guests” 
can charge their phones, eat food 
donated by local supermarkets 
and ask volunteers for help 
and advice. After a 
few hours, we move 
downstairs to the 
bus itself, which I 
discover has been 
decorated with 
rainbow flags and 
fairy lights and has a 
well-stocked supply 
of LGBT-themed films 
and books. I sit and 
chat in the lounge 
area with the guests. 
We play cards, then, 
at 11pm, it’s time for 
bed. There are a total 

of 12 bunks on the bus and conditions are a 
little cramped, with limited sanitary facilities, 
but it’s warm and cosy and, perhaps most 
importantly, feels safe.

Overnight we’re supervised by a volunteer 
as well as the director of the project, Carla 
Ecola. Carla, who’s 32 and identifies as queer, 
set up the Outside Project after working in the 
sector for several years and seeing how few 
services there were for LGBT+ people. 

According to the Albert Kennedy Trust, 24 
per cent of homeless youth identify as LGBT+, 
while just two per cent of the UK population 
as a whole identify as LGB, according to the 
Office for National Statistics. Perhaps most 
shockingly, 77 per cent of young LGBT+ 

homeless cite familial rejection, or 
abuse due to their sexuality or gender 
identity, as the principal cause of 
their homelessness. 

Before starting the Outside 
Project, Carla noticed that the 
majority of the homeless LGBT+ 
people she met were secretive 
about their status. “If you’re 

homeless or in some kind of 
crisis,” she explains, “the 

last thing you need to deal 
with is homophobia or 

transphobia so people 
just go back into 

the closet. If you 
walk into a day 

centre full 
of people 
who you 

don’t know, there is that fear that you’re not 
walking into a safe space. That’s why people 
go into stealth mode.” 

This fear of prejudice isn’t unfounded; many 
LGBT+ homeless people have experienced 
it directly. “We’ve had quite a few guests 
who have left winter shelters because of 
transphobia and homophobia,” says Carla. 
“They have had a hard time, going from being 
on the street into a shelter and then feeling 
threatened or being physically abused within 
their shelters.”

CARLA ORIGINALLY set up the Outside 
Project as a pilot scheme to run for six weeks 
but because of demand and support from the 
public, this was extended to 10 weeks — and 
on pretty much every night the bus is full. 
When I visit, I’m supposed to be sleeping 
on the sofa but end up being offered a bed 
because a regular guest was unexpectedly 
found a home the night before.

I’m interested to discover what cultural 

or ethnic backgrounds the guests are from; 
many people I’ve told about this story have 
commented that the high proportion of 
LGBT+ homeless in the UK must be due to 
the influence of cultural heritages other than 
white British. At the Outside Project I do in 
fact meet a 33-year-old Egyptian gay man, 
who fled persecution in his native country, 
and a 30-year-old Lithuanian gay man, who’s 
battling alcoholism and has spent 10 years on 
the streets here in Britain, as well as Keerthy. 
But the other guests include an 18-year old 
bisexual girl and a 43-year-old trans woman, 
both of whom are white British. 

As I play cards with the guests, it strikes 
me that, although many of them are from 
different backgrounds, the one thing that 
unites them is that they all seem vulnerable 
or damaged by their experiences. At one 
point the Egyptian man takes out his phone 
and plays some Arabic songs he says remind 
him of home and there’s a touching moment 
when someone nods at the windows blacked 
out by rainbow flags and says: “We could be 
anywhere now — on a beach, on holiday…”

There’s a real sense of camaraderie among 
the guests — something Keerthy has found 
helpful. With the support of the staff here, 
as well as her youth centre, she’s been able 
to start drawing Employment and Support 
Allowance, is on the waiting list for her own 
place and has started her gender transition. 
She tells me about her dream of securing a 
photography apprenticeship 
with the Prince’s Trust and 
says that, rather than feeling 
hopeless about the future, 
she now sees this as a really 
difficult time of her life but 
one she’s confident she’ll 
come out of.

ONE OF THE REASONS 
Keerthy can be hopeful about 
the future is that she’s been 
saved from sleeping on the 
streets. To find out what 
it’s like as an LGBT+ rough 
sleeper, I spend a night with 
the outreach team based 
at The Connection at St 
Martin’s, a homelessness 
charity which is open to all 
and offers a wide range of 
services, from subsidised food 
to appointments with on-site 
nurses, in London’s West End.

Chloe Petts is a 24-year-
old outreach worker who 
identifies as lesbian and has 
worked at The Connection for 

nearly two years. She’s affable, engaging and 
eager to share her experiences. She agrees 
with Carla that many LGBT+ people go into 
stealth mode when they access homelessness 
services. “Particularly in day centres like 
this, there’s still a very old-school, masculine 
vibe, where there’s not a lot of acceptance of 
LGBT+ people. One day I overheard a client 
who was ribbing one of his mates, saying, ‘We 
all think he’s gay’. And I said, ‘Well, there’s 
nothing wrong if he is, you’ve got to be a good 
friend to him’. And he said, ‘Yeah but we’d be 
worried he’d bum us’.”

Chloe is currently working hard to make the 
day and night centres run by The Connection 
more LGBT-friendly, so that clients feel they 
can be open about their sexuality or gender 
identity. But she points out that the staff need 
to be properly trained so they’re sensitive to 
LGBT+ issues and receptive to clients’ needs. 
“There’s often a deep shame attached to being 
LGBT+,” she says, “and often, because people 
from the LGBT+ community are homeless 
because of their sexuality or gender identity, 
that’s going to be a source of trauma that 

would prohibit anyone from feeling they can 
be their true selves because they’ve been 
punished for it for so long.”

After chatting in the office and being shown 
around the building, where up to 45 homeless 
people sleep every night and can shower and 
wash their clothes, we head on to the streets 
to begin an outreach shift. 

Tonight, Chloe and I are accompanying Neil 
Partridge, a gay outreach worker in his fifties 
who spent a summer sleeping rough when 
he was just 18, having left home because he 
feared his Christian parents wouldn’t accept 
his sexuality.

He’s going to be guiding us around his area 
of Westminster, the affluent Marylebone, 
Bryanston and Dorset Square ward. 

We walk around the streets for several hours 
as he checks on rough sleepers he knows, 
encouraging them to access services, giving 
them details of appointments he’s booked 
for them, and occasionally delivering welfare 
cheques. We also meet lots of people Chloe 
and Neil call non-engagers — people who 
only engage sporadically with homelessness 
services. On several occasions I watch as the 
two of them spend 10 minutes talking to a 
zipped-up tent, sleeping bag or cardboard 
box concealing a rough sleeper, but one who 
refuses to speak to them. Occasionally they’re 
even told to “fuck off”.

There’s a brief interruption to our schedule 
when we find a mattress belonging to a 
known rough sleeper in a car park in the 
basement of a residential block. Although the 
owner isn’t present, lying next to the bedding 
are a large knife and a rusty hammer. I’m told 
these are probably being kept for self-defence 
but even so, the police have to be called.

Once this has been done, we return to our 
route.

There’s something eerie about experiencing 
the streets this way, especially as we begin just 
a few blocks from the busy Oxford Circus and 
pass several restaurants and bars I’ve been 
privileged enough to visit. It’s as if I’m in a 
completely different city to the one I’ve always 
thought I knew so well.

As well as checking on the people they 
know, Chloe and Neil are also on the look 
out for rough sleepers who are new to them. 
Just before midnight we stumble across what 
looks like someone curled up in a sleeping 
bag in a shop doorway. We approach and 
meet Dean, a long-term rough sleeper who’s 
only in his early fifties but looks much older. 
He’s emaciated and has lost most of his teeth. 
When Neil asks him about the last time he 
stayed in a hostel, Dean replies that he had to 
leave because he was “hassled for being gay.”

All of us are surprised that Dean has 

HOMELESSNESS

“I FELT SO UNSAFE. 
ONCE, SOMEONE 
ASSAULTED ME AND 
A PASSER-BY SAW IT 
AND HAD TO PUSH 
THE GUY AWAY”

SHELTER: The Outside 
Project provides a safe 

space, with 12 bunks, inside 
an old tour bus

PILOT SCHEME: 
Carla Ecola set up 

The Outside Project 

›



8382  APRIL 2018 APRIL 2018  

volunteered this information and once he has, 
we’re eager to know more about his story. 
But Chloe and Neil are trained to recognise 
a rough sleeper’s sensitivities and, when 
Dean starts shouting at passers-by, we back 
off. He’s beginning to seem paranoid and 
unpredictable, and probably has mental-
health issues. In the end, we have to settle 
for persuading him to access the nearby day 
centre the following morning. 

As we say goodbye and continue our 
rounds, we all admit to feeling moved by the 
encounter. I tell Chloe and Neil that what was 
most upsetting for me was that Dean refused 
all offers of help and seemed brittle and 
abrasive — but as I watched him express his 
anger at the world I couldn’t help imagining 
the experiences he’d lived through, and it 
struck me that he may never have known how 
it feels to be loved. 

We then confide in each other that what’s 
most chilling is that when we were speaking 
to Dean, all of us were confronted by an image 
of what we ourselves might have become — 
what at one time we each feared becoming. 
Once again, we were confronted by the worst 
fear of so many LGBT+ people before coming 
out: “What if they kick me out?” 

ONE PERSON WHO’S COME CLOSER than 
most to imagining a future as a long-term 
rough sleeper is Jayde Ballantyne. I meet him 
in the London offices of the Albert Kennedy 
Trust (AKT), the UK’s national LGBT+ youth 
homelessness charity.

Jayde is from London and identifies as 
bisexual. When I speak to him he seems 
nervous and anxious about reliving his story. 
But he manages to tell me about growing up 
with a mother who’s white British and from 
a very religious family. “The first thing I can 
remember is my aunt telling me that there’s 
no such thing as Adam and Adam, there’s only 
Adam and Eve. And that shook me.”

Jayde’s parents divorced when he was eight 
and he came out to them at the age of 25. He 
tells me his dad, who’s from the Caribbean, 
“disliked it” but it was his mum who was the 
principal cause of his trauma. “She absolutely 
hated it,” he says. “Her side of the family were 
very abusive, with lots of yelling and shouting 
in the house. My mum would snap at me for 
acting certain ways; if I acted feminine. She 
was always on my back about it.” 

When things turned violent and one 
particularly nasty fight resulted in a call to 
the police, Jayde, now 26, fled to the home in 
which his dad lived with his second family. 
But he felt the house was overcrowded so in 
October 2016 began sleeping rough for what 
would become three months. “Being homeless 

was so different from before,” he says, “I was 
looked upon with disgust and no one wanted 
to talk to me. It was really rough. At times I 
broke down and cried and felt as if I wanted 
to kill myself.”

Jayde’s stepmother suggested he contact 
AKT after he attempted suicide by overdosing 
on paracetamol. The charity found him a 
place in a hostel and he says that if it weren’t 
for this, “I would have been gone by now 
because I was hanging on by a thread.” 

Although Jayde can’t work and draws ESA 
because he suffers from depression, he 
describes himself as happy. When I ask what 
else could be done to improve the quality of 
his life, he tells me about the homophobic 
abuse he’s encountered from other residents 
at the hostel and that he’d rather be housed 
in an LGBT-specific environment. 

But these are few and far between. I’m taken 
to a secret location in central London to visit 
AKT’s Purple Door house, which was the UK’s 
first safe house for homeless LGBT+ young 
people and is a place they can stay for a short 
period while getting back on their feet. 

The house is simply furnished, with six 
bedrooms, two bathrooms, a small yard area 
and a communal kitchen and lounge. Here, 
I meet the charity’s chief executive, Tim 

Sigsworth. Now 49, as a teenager he left his 
family home in Bury because his parents and 
older siblings refused to accept his sexuality. 

Tim tells me how happy he feels when 
young people leave the Purple Door house 
ready to start their new life. “I think of all 
the young people who walk through the 
door — people in a traumatised state, who’ve 
been rejected by their family, rejected by the 
people who are there to love them. Then they 
leave here elated, confident and ready to live 
the life they deserve.” 

I ask why he thinks there are still so many 
young LGBT+ people who are thrown out of 
their homes after coming out. “We’re living 
in a society which is generally more accepting 
but we shouldn’t be fooled by what’s 

HOMELESSNESS

“I WAS LOOKED UPON 
WITH DISGUST, NO 
ONE WANTED TO 
TALK TO ME. I BROKE 
DOWN AT TIMES AND 
FELT AS IF I WANTED 
TO KILL MYSELF”

happened in terms of legislation; legislation 
doesn’t change minds, it doesn’t change 
ingrained ideas,” he says. “And what we see is 
that people are coming out younger because 
they feel more confident, they are more 
accepted, but there are still pockets where it’s 
just not acceptable.”

Although much of AKT’s activity focuses 
on extracting young LGBT+ people from 
dangerous family situations, it can also work 
with them when they choose to stay at home 
— and try to promote acceptance of their 
sexuality or gender identity within the family. 

I travel to the AKT’s office in the Northern 
Quarter of Manchester, where the charity was 
founded in 1989. Here, I meet AC, an 18-year-
old white trans man from Salford, who also 
identifies as bisexual.

“Initially my parents weren’t very accepting 
of me being trans or a bi man,” he tells me, 
“and things were getting out of control in my 
house. They were refusing to call me by my 
name and pronouns, they were always making 
comments about it and eventually it was 
pushing me to a point where I was suicidal.

“My dad is very religious,” he adds, “but 
he was actually the less worried about it. My 
mum did not like the idea of me being trans. 
She had absolutely no idea how to handle it or 
what to say or do. 

“She grew up in the Seventies and still had 
the idea that trans people were weirdos or 
perverts. She also said bisexuals were dirty, 
promiscuous and scum.”

As a result of this parental persecution, AC 
began suffering from anxiety and tried to 

kill himself on several occasions, ending up 
in hospital three times. “I wasn’t sleeping 
properly, I wasn’t eating properly, I was a 
complete mess. I was having panic attacks 
four or five times a day. I didn’t want to be at 
home, I didn’t feel safe.”

He went to AKT and told them everything 
that was happening. They arranged meetings 
with Social Services but it was agreed that 
AC wouldn’t be able to cope with living away 
from the family home. “It’s already really 
taxing on my mental health,” he tells me. “I 
don’t know how to look after myself and can’t 
sustain myself in any way.”

AKT have provided him with a mentor, who 
gives him advice and counselling. And AC 
says the situation at home is now improving. 
“I don’t know if my mum’s starting to see 
the error of her ways,” he explains, “but I’m 
really grateful for that. I’m glad she’s started 
to come around a bit and isn’t so forceful with 
her opinions. It might take a few years but 
hopefully she’ll come around completely to 
the idea that I’m not female.”

I ask Tim Sigsworth how AKT can decide 
that a young person is better off at home if 
they’ve said this makes them feel unsafe. “Our 
primary purpose is to prevent homelessness 
whenever we can,” he tells me, “and in doing 
so limit the sometimes devastating impact 
it can have on a young person’s mental and 
physical well-being.

“Coming out can cause confusion, fear and 
upset within families but sometimes the 
damage is repairable with time.

“Having the support of family is 

important,” he adds, “so if it is safe for a 
young person to do so, we will always try 
to help them to remain at home, with AKT 
providing ongoing support while offering links 
to other services that can help their parents 
accept and support them.”

As I’m reflecting on this response, I 
remember the look on Dean’s face and 
how damaged he seemed by years of rough 
sleeping. That’s when it dawns on me that, 
if there’s any way young people can be 
spared this, then we need to explore all 
options — even if this involves engaging with 
homophobic or transphobic families to try to 
change their views.

Then, hopefully, one day the fear of being 
kicked out of their home is something that 
need never again occur to any young LGBT+ 
person.  

lgbtiqoutside.org
connection-at-stmartins.org.uk
akt.org.uk

FAMILY UPHEAVAL: 
Jayde Ballantyne 

had to leave home 
after coming out as 

bisexual to his parents

HELPING HAND: Matt 
Cain with Tim Sigsworth, 
the chief executive of the 
Albert Kennedy Trust


