Nowhere To Go:
Housing assessment
for LGBTQ2+ people
living in Fresno County

INTRODUCTION
The lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and
Two-Spirit (LGBTQ2+) community represents a
growing and underserved population in the
United States. LGBTQ2+ includes people of all
races and ethnicities, ages, and socioeconomic
statuses. Previous studies have reported that
LGBTQ2+ individuals tend to have lower incomes
than non-LGBTQ2+ heterosexual and cisgender
populations and are less satisfied with their
standard of living (Quinn, S., Sutton, B., Breen, S., et
al., 2015, 246-247). Much of this is attributed to the
systemic marginalization and discrimination
LGBTQ2+ individuals experience on account of
their sexual orientation and/or gender identity.
Housing discrimination remains an obstacle for
LGBTQ2+ communities. Despite protections in the
2016 Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Fair
Housing Act, which prohibit discrimination on the
basis of sex, and HUD’s equal access rule, which
requires equal access to HUD programs regardless
of a person’s actual or perceived sexual
orientation, gender identity, or marital status,
LGBTQ2+ individuals experience significantly
higher levels of housing and shelter discrimination
than do non-LGBTQ2+ persons (Romero et al.,
2020). LGBTQ2+ individuals also face a particular
set of challenges both in becoming homeless and
when trying to avoid homelessness (Levy et al.,
2017). LGBTQ2+ persons experience difficulty
finding housing that is both affordable and safe
for them to live in as sexual and gender minorities
(Levy et al., 2017). Finding shelters that accept and
respect LGBTQ2+ individuals is an added barrier.
LGBTQ2+ individuals experiencing homelessness
are often at a heightened risk of violence, abuse,
and exploitation compared with their
heterosexual and cisgender peers (Romero,
Goldberg, & Vasquez, 2020).

01

Fresno County has one of the highest rates of homelessness in the state. The
2020 Point-In-Time Homeless Count saw a 45% rise in homelessness from 2019.
The economic conditions brought on by COVID-19 have led to a sharp rise in
unemployment. Housing is a key site through which COVID-19 is experienced
(Garibay, 2020B). The loss of employment has led to many being unable to
afford their mortgages or pay their rents. Shelters have had to limit their services
due to COVID-19 restrictions. All of this has only exacerbated the housing and
shelter situation for those already marginalized. Despite the Governor of
California’s moratorium on evictions and foreclosures through September 30,
2021, many individuals across the state were forced to leave their homes and
relocate. This has led to an increased rate of homelessness as well as fear and
stress about losing housing. These current stressors on housing and shelters
make research on access and discrimination crucial.
This report is a pilot project documenting housing barriers and housing
experiences for the LGBTQ2+ population in Fresno County. While past and
present policies around housing relief and addressing housing insecurity in
Fresno have worked to document systemic barriers to housing as well as
institutional gaps in housing services, the unique obstacles faced by LGBTQ2+
minorities have not been fully documented. Research on LGBTQ2+ housing and
shelter access and discrimination remains very limited (Shelton et al., 2018).
Understanding what is happening in Fresno around housing and homelessness
for the LGBTQ2+ community is vital in order to better advocate for and serve this
marginalized community.
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RENTERS

Access to safe and affordable rental housing is a significant
barrier for LGBTQ2+ individuals living in Fresno.
67% of LGBTQ2+ individuals surveyed in this study identified
as renters.

Discrimination

LANDLORDS

Discrimination by landlords is a contributing cause of
housing barriers for these individuals:
36% stated that finding affordable housing was a barrier
to maintaining stable housing.
34% reported that finding housing safe for LGBTQ2+
persons was a challenge.
24% stated they were denied housing on the basis of
their sexual orientation and/or gender identity.

Harassment

EVICTION

Harassment and eviction pressure from landlords during the
eviction moratorium was also highly reported by surveyed
renters:
40% noted that within the past two years they had been
unable to pay rent.
67.9% stated they were protected from immediate
eviction during the moratorium period; despite these
protections, 56.4% noted their landlords threatened
eviction.
55% noted that their landlords talked to them directly
about possible eviction for not being able to pay rent,
despite being protected by the eviction moratorium.
39% stated that their landlords sent threatening letters to
their address about possible eviction for not paying rent.
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Summary of
Findings

Precarious

HOMEOWNERS

LGBTQ2+ homeowners, who represent 18% of the total
population surveyed, experienced barriers to paying their
mortgages and maintaining their current housing.
37% reported experiencing homelessness in the past two
years, but only 24% sought public assistance.
13% percent reported not being able to pay their
mortgage within the past 12 months.
22% reported being worried about foreclosure.

Discrimination

SHELTERS

Discrimination by shelters and housing programs on
account of sexual orientation and gender identity was
reported as high.
Fear of being attacked or harassed contributed to many
within the LGBTQ2+ community not seeking these services.
Of the total population surveyed, 24.8% reported
experiencing homelessness within the past two years.
Of the LGBTQ2+ renters and homeowners who
experienced homelessness in the past two years, 60%
stayed at a shelter or sought shelter services in Fresno.
Of those who experienced homelessness, 52% reported
being denied shelter or homeless services; 40%
attributed shelter denial to their sexual orientation
and/or gender identity.
Of those who stayed in a shelter, 47% reported
harassment, discrimination, and/or abuse from shelter
staff.

"WE ARE FORGOTTEN. WE ARE SOME OF THE
POOREST PEOPLE IN THE COUNTRY.
WE’RE A VITAL PART OF THIS COUNTRY, BUT WE
CAN’T FIND A SAFE PLACE TO SLEEP. THAT’S A
HUMAN DIGNITY WE JUST DON’T GET."
CHRISTINE (SHE/HER)

47 YEARS, WHITE, PANSEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF
THE SURVEY
SURVEY POPULATION
The survey collected 2000 entries. Entries were removed if they were
incomplete, repeated, or the respondent stated they did not live in Fresno
County.
This left a total of 605 participants in the survey.
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METHODS
This study is a participatory action research project focused on identifying
housing barriers and needs for LGBTQ2+ adults living in Fresno County. This
project was a collaboration between Dr. Katherine Fobear of the Women,
Gender, and Sexuality Studies Department at Fresno State University; Trans-EMotion; and the EOC LGBTQ+ Resource Center. Jordan Fitzpatrick served as a
research assistant to this study. The study was approved by Fresno State’s IRB in
September 2020. The purpose of this study was to document key housing needs
and barriers LGBTQ2+ individuals experience in Fresno County for a housing
assessment report. The goal of this housing assessment report is to build further
research projects on housing, evictions, and homelessness for LGBTQ2+
communities in the Central Valley.
The results in this initial report are from the 2021 LGBTQ2+ Housing Survey,
which was conducted from February to August 2021. The survey was distributed
through email and social media and received more than 2000 responses. After
removing those who did not reside in Fresno County as well as other
discrepancies in the data, there were 605 total participants.
Twenty qualitative interviews with LGBTQ2+ residents of Fresno were conducted
and recorded over Zoom from August 2021 to January 2022. A call for interviews
was issued through social media and email. Participants received a twentydollar gift card as a token of appreciation. The interviews lasted from thirty
minutes to one hour, focusing on the participants’ experiences around housing.
These interviews were conducted by Dr. Katherine Fobear and Jordan
Fitzpatrick. Only demographic data (age, sexual orientation, gender identity,
race, pronouns) were collected with participants deciding how they
named/identified these categories. Participants had the option to choose a
pseudonym, initial, or first name to be used as an identifier in published
findings.

Having housing means having privacy. It
means freedom and something to be proud
of.
--Ashley, she/her/they/them, 31, Hispanic,
lesbian, nonbinary
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RENTAL HOUSING BARRIERS
Fresno is a county with a significant rental population. According to the 2021
U.S. Census report, 46.3% of the population is living in non-owner-occupied
rental housing in Fresno (U.S. Census). Of the LGBTQ2+ individuals surveyed in
this study, more than 67% identified as being renters. These numbers correlate
to a 2020 national study by the Williams Institute that stated only 50% of
LGBTQ2+ individuals own their own homes versus 70% of non-LGBTQ2+
individuals (Romero, Goldberg, & Vasquez, 2020). Homeownership is lower
among LGBTQ2+ persons of color and transgender communities (Helms, Mofino,
Winter, 2022).
Various factors contribute to there being fewer LGBTQ2+ owner-occupied
households. Chief among them is income inequality, with LGBTQ2+ persons
making on average 10% less than their cisgender and heterosexual counterparts
(HRC, 2020). This deficit in pay is doubled (20%) for Latinx, Black, and Native
American LGBTQ2+ communities. Transgender and nonbinary communities
experience the worst income inequality, making 30-40% less than their
heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (HRC, 2020). Hiring and workplace
discrimination and intersecting violence or discrimination by family and local
community members also contribute to limiting opportunities for higher-paying
employment. LGBTQ2+ people are more likely to be unemployed,
underemployed, or employed in lower-paying jobs than their cisgender and
heterosexual peers (HRC, 2020).
Finding affordable housing was repeatedly
documented as a significant challenge in the
survey and the subsequent interviews. Of the
LGBTQ2+ renters surveyed, 36% stated that finding
affordable housing was a barrier to maintaining
stable housing. Rental prices in Fresno have
spiked, with a 28% increase in one-bedroom rent
prices between January 2021 and January 2022.
Fresno’s rent increase in 2020 was the secondhighest in the nation (10.8%), and the four-year
rent increase is the highest in the nation (Garibay,
February 08, 2022). The rise in wages, especially
minimum wage, has not met rising rental costs.
For many who lost their housing or had to relocate
during the pandemic, this made finding affordable
housing significantly more challenging. Added to
the rising cost of housing and the shrinking
number of affordable rental housing units is the
discrimination many of the participants
experienced from landlords and housing agencies.
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PRECARIOUS RENTERS
DISCRIMINATION BY LANDLORDS, FEAR OF SAFETY, AND LIMITED SUPPORT

"That’s already a lot to deal with on top of finding a place
that’s affordable. You do all that work finding the place. You
make sure you got good recommendations.

"I can’t prove it. But there’s a
pattern. Everything is great in the
application. I do a phone call and
it’s all great.

You got the down payment. You got good credit. A ton of
work. All for it to be gone in one meeting because they can
see you are gay or trans or whatever and for having two
different names."

Then I show up to see the place
and I’m rejected. Never given a
reason. Come on, I’m not stupid."

--Zhane, they/them, 33, Mexican/Latinx, lesbian, nonbinary

--Christine, she/her, 47, White,
pansexual, transgender

Most of the landlords in Fresno are private. They have very specific opinions about the people that
they want to rent to, meaning that they are transphobic or homophobic.
I went to see a place once. I found out about this place from a friend. Talked to the landlord over the
phone. Looked really good, right? I then met the landlord and I had this like little pride pin on my
jacket and a little button with the word “they” on it. They saw that and it was over. They said it wasn’t
available. I was like, then why did you have me come over and look at it? I knew it was because I’m
LGBT. There’s no other reason.
--Ambrose, they/them, 18, Mexican/Hispanic, pan-romantic, gender-fluid

The quotes above express a repeated pattern in which participants described
being denied housing by potential landlords on account of being LGBTQ2+.

The interviews correlate to the survey, in which 24% of LGBTQ2+ renters stated that
they were denied housing on the basis of their sexual orientation and/or gender
identity. What is happening to individuals like Zhane, Ambrose, and Christine is
representative of previous research conducted by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development, which found that LGBTQ2+ individuals encountered significantly
higher rates of discrimination in rental housing markets based on their identities (Levy
et al., 2017).
The California Fair Employment and Housing Act protects against landlord
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, including the denial of
rental applications. Despite this protection, however, discrimination is still happening
in Fresno.
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Much of this is due to the hidden nature of
anti-LGBTQ discrimination in these
circumstances. As Zhane, Ambrose, and
Christine described in their experiences, their
rental applications are accepted at first, but
once they visit the location and meet the
landlord in person, the housing is unavailable
or quickly given to another renter, or their
application is denied without the landlord
giving a reason. In the case of Zhane, the
discrimination was based on their legal name
not matching their given name. This is very
common within the transgender and
nonbinary communities, as the process to
legally changing a name can be difficult and
costly, especially without stable residency and
funding.
The process of legally challenging housing
discrimination can be arduous, especially in
the context of those desperately trying to seek
housing and experiencing housing instability.
There are organizations in Fresno to assist
those wanting to legally challenge
discrimination, such as California Rural Legal
Assistance and Faith in the Valley.

"You have to hide if you want to
get a place. I don’t tell my
landlords or neighbors that I am
nonbinary. I have to deal with
being misidentified just so that I
have a place to live.
Being respected, I don’t get that
privilege. That’s a real privilege.
Having your gender respected.
Being called by your name. Not
being misgendered. Having your
relationship be respected. You just
don’t get that because you need a
place more than being treated
with the respect that everyone
else gets.
That’s what you have to deal with.
You deal with not being given the
same respect. You have to choose
surviving over respect."
--Zhane, they/them, 33,
Mexican/Latinx, lesbian, nonbinary

However, the individual resources, time, and effort required, as well as long processing
times, are considerable barriers. LGBTQ2+ individuals often know they were denied
because of their sexual orientation and/or gender orientation, but are never told so
outright by the landlord. The hidden discrimination experience is not only stressful but
also strips LGBTQ2+ people of their sense of value and dignity. Many of those seeking
housing are faced with having to hide their sexual orientation and/or gender identity
from potential landlords in order to secure housing.
Having to hide one’s sexual orientation and gender identity as well as romantic
relationships and family in order to secure housing relates to the greater obstacle to
finding safe LGBTQ2+ housing in Fresno. Of those surveyed, 34% reported finding
housing that was safe for LGBTQ2+ persons was a challenge. As Christine explains
below, finding affordable housing in areas of the city that are safe, close to resources,
and accepting of the LGBTQ2+ community is difficult.
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"When you are trans, you stick out like a sore thumb. You just can’t hide.
You walk with this fear. Always there. You know, just terrifies me, some of
the areas [in Fresno], because I know I am going to get broken into or
attacked. There are many places in Fresno that just are not an option. You
only have this narrow section of places to live where you are safe and there’s
no way for you to afford it…
The Tower [District] used to be affordable. It was also a place where LGBT
could see one another and feel safe. But now you can’t afford anything
there. You can’t afford North Fresno where it is safer."
--Christine, she/her, 47, White, pansexual, transgender

Locations like the Tower District not only provide visible queer-friendly spaces (such as
LGBTQ2+ bars and gay-friendly restaurants) but are also close to gender-affirming
health care resources like Planned Parenthood. Areas further north provide additional
security in having lower crime rates and are closer to resources like grocery stores,
pharmacies, and green spaces. Due to rising rental rates and the limited availability of
rental properties in these areas, access to these spaces is limited or unavailable. This
leaves many within the LGBTQ2+ community with very few options for housing. Out of
necessity, many live in areas of the city where they are isolated from resources and
community.
Of the renters surveyed, 34% reported barriers to finding housing that was
accommodating to individuals’ special needs. These barriers can include housing that is
not ADA accessible to those with disabilities. It can also include landlords who are
unwilling to rent to individuals who are formerly incarcerated. LGBTQ2+ parents with
children also experience difficulties in finding safe and affordable housing
Added to this is the discrimination and fear
that LGBTQ2+ parents like JP experience – in
his case, as a transman and a father, having
to hide his identity in order to work, maintain
housing, and protect his children from
potential harassment. Resources that might
be available to JP, such as emergency
shelters targeted toward families, feel unsafe
to him. JP’s experiences speak to how the
current housing crisis in Fresno impacts
those experiencing multiple oppressions, in
which shelter or emergency housing options
that might be available to some may not feel
like real options on account of discrimination
and fear.
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"I am a single dad raising my kids
with no financial support. I am not
able to pay my rent because I’m on
administrative leave because of my
health. There’s nothing here to
support LGBT parents. I’m not out to
my landlord or at work, out of fear for
myself and my kids. I have to find
another place soon because I’m going
to get kicked out of this apartment.
What places are open to me? I’m a
transman and a father. There’s
nothing. There’s no shelter that
would be safe."
--JP, he/him, 40, White, straight,
transgender man

I think when you live in a conservative
place, it doesn’t matter where you live –
you’re always a little afraid.

Having to think twice about putting up a
rainbow flag or inviting romantic partners or
friends over to one’s place creates
heightened stress for LGBTQ2+ individuals. It
contributes to the feeling that they are safe
neither outside nor inside their homes. In the
interviews, fear for safety was also attributed
to having to live with roommates based on
the limited availability of locations in the city
to rent as well as rising rents. Roommates
can come with their own safety challenges
for the LGBTQ2+ community.

I tried to have as little contact as possible
with my landlord and neighbors. I just don’t
want trouble. I put up a small rainbow flag
on my bedroom window and was scared
about neighbors attacking me. They gave
me strange looks, but I was fearing for
more. I always double think about inviting
friends or people over.
Like, what will the neighbors think? Will
this cause more problems?
--Dustin, he/him, 30, White, gay, cisgender

Roommate violence, and even the perceived fear of violence by potential roommates,
is a contributing factor that impedes stable housing for LGBTQ2+ communities. The
COVID-19 pandemic added stress to LGBTQ2+ domestic and living situations, with a
dramatic rise in domestic violence and intimate partner violence against LGBTQ2+
persons (Stephenson et al., 2021; HRC Foundation, 2021). The threat of eviction due to
loss of income because of COVID-19 also made living situations precarious. Despite
eviction protections, LGBTQ2+ people reported high rates of harassment by landlords
and threats of being evicted.

Housing here just blows…
There’s barely anything affordable. You have groups of four to five people renting a place.
There is no housing for LGBT people. I can’t find housing right now that is safe for me. Staying
in a house with four or five roommates, sometimes you can’t afford that so you have people
sharing a bedroom…
As a woman, as a transgender woman, I have to worry about my safety. I can’t just stay with
anyone. It is hard to find roommates that I could trust, who won’t attack me.
--Christine, she/her, 47, White, pansexual, transgender woman

When I got out of prison, the only place that was available and affordable was living with a
roommate. I answered an ad online. I never told the person that I was gay. None of his
business. I was a very clean roommate, very quiet. Just didn’t want to cause trouble. Kept
mostly to myself.
I think after a while he figured it out. Maybe because I never talked about women or didn’t
have a girlfriend. He started making a lot of homophobic comments every time I saw him. He
started to get really angry at me. He made mountains out of every molehill. He was trying to
make me feel uncomfortable all the time. I felt that he was going to one day attack me. It was
really stressful because it was so much work to find this place. I had no choice but to leave.
--Abby, he/him, 47, Asian-American & White, gay, cisgender
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COVID 19 & EVICTIONS
LIMITED PROTECTION FOR RENTERS

Even after we told them that the
moratorium was in place, they kept
saying that it wasn’t happening and
threatened to evict us.
I’m currently couch surfing right now.
Our landlords kept pressuring us
during COVID because we couldn’t pay
rent. They would go ahead and come
up to our apartment. They knocked on
the door, and go in and they’d say you
need to go out and pay or we’re going
to evict you. Just threatening to evict
us. It didn’t matter that they were
breaking the law at the time. They
made it awful.
Being evicted takes everything from
you. I’ve been couch surfing ever since
my mom and I were evicted. I have to
stay in places that aren’t safe, places
where they don’t respect me or don’t
respect my pronouns. And it’s hard to
do the things you need to do. I haven’t
been able to complete high school. I
don’t know what I am going to do right
now. I’m just trying to live day by day.
--Ambrose, they/them, 18,
Mexican/Hispanic, pan-romantic,
gender-fluid

COVID-19 brought with it incredible upheaval
and instability for many LGBTQ2+
communities across the country. LGBTQ2+
individuals experienced higher job losses and
negative economic impacts than their
cisgender and straight counterparts (Mallory,
Sears, Flores, 2021). LGBTQ2+ people of color
were significantly more likely to experience
these hardships than White LGBTQ2+ and
non-LGBTQ2+ people, especially older nonLGBTQ2+ people of color. The loss of income
and job instability immediately impacted
their ability to pay rent.
More than 40% of those surveyed noted that
within the past two years they were unable
to pay rent. The eviction moratorium in
California officially ended on September 30,
2021. 67.9% of those surveyed stated they
were protected from immediate eviction
during the moratorium period. However,
56.4% noted that their landlords threatened
eviction despite these protections. Fifty-five
percent noted that their landlords talked to
them directly about possible eviction for not
being able to pay rent, despite being
protected by the eviction moratorium. Thirtynine percent stated that their landlords sent
threatening letters to their address about
possible evictions for not paying rent.

Those surveyed also noted that landlords threatened LGBTQ2+ tenants by harassing
them and making them fearful to stay. Now that eviction protections are lifted, 61% of
those surveyed stated that they will be faced with eviction. Seventy-nine percent
commented that they were not able to renew their leases, and 45% commented that
they were faced with rent increases that made it impossible for them to stay. Thirtyeight percent of LGBTQ2+ renters surveyed noted that they had already experienced
homelessness, and more than 50% stated that they were expecting homelessness once
the moratorium was lifted.
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LGBTQ2+ HOMEOWNERS
LIMITED OPPORTUNITY & SECURITY

Christine’s quote speaks to the barriers to
homeownership many within the LGBTQ2+
community experience. Homeownership for
the LGBTQ2+ community at a national level is
significantly lower (49%) than that of the
cisgender and heterosexual population (65%)
(Romero et al., 2020). Much of this
discrepancy has to do with discrimination in
the job market as well as the housing
market. Faced with proportionally lower
wages as well as higher instances of
discrimination and violence, especially for
transgender and nonbinary communities as
well as LGBTQ2+ communities of color,
LGBTQ2+ individuals may never be able to
own homes.
Even for homeowners within the LGBTQ2+
community, housing security is not
guaranteed. Out of the total population
surveyed, 18% were homeowners. Thirtyseven percent of LGBTQ2+ homeowners
reported experiencing homelessness in the
past two years, but only 24% sought public
assistance. Thirteen percent reported not
being able to pay their mortgage within the
past 12 months, and 22% reported being
worried about foreclosure. If faced with
losing their home, 40% would plan on
relocating to a rental property. The limited
availability of safe and affordable rental
housing is then an additional barrier.
LGBTQ2+ homeowners facing foreclosures
are left with few options to find shelter.
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I lost my house after my divorce. I’ve
thought about moving to San
Francisco. I don’t want to move away
from my family. I am forced to live with
my sister. It’s not ideal, and I need to
get my own place, but there’s just no
options for me here in Fresno. It is
painful for me to realize this, but I will
never be able to afford to own a house
again. It is very painful because I was
very proud to be a homeowner. There
are few opportunities for me as a
transwoman.
--Christine, she/her, White, 47,
pansexual, transgender

NOWHERE TO GO
RISING HOMELESSNESS & SHELTER DISCRIMINATION

Prior to the pandemic, LGBTQ2+ youths and adults experienced homelessness at
nearly 2.2 times the rate of their non-LGBTQ2+ peers (Romero et al., 2020). Within
our survey, 11.9% reported experiencing homelessness prior to 2020. This rate
increased due to the economic hardships and housing instability brought on by the
pandemic. Of those surveyed, 24.8% reported experiencing homelessness within
the past two years – more than double the amount prior to 2020. Among
transgender and nonbinary individuals surveyed, 47% reported experiencing
homelessness within the past two years.
As noted in previous sections, economic hardship, job loss, and limited availability of
affordable and safe housing are key contributors to the rise in LGBTQ2+
homelessness, as is the increase of reported domestic violence during the pandemic
(HRC Foundation, 2021). Many in the LGBTQ2+ community need to live with
unsupportive family or friends, and increased stressors have led to violence within
the home. This creates a situation in which many LGBTQ2+ individuals are forced out
of their housing and must live unsheltered. Many experience further discrimination
due to a lack of accommodation and safety in Fresno’s emergency housing and
shelters.
Of the LGBTQ2+ renters and homeowners who experienced homelessness in
the past two years, 60% had stayed at a shelter or sought shelter services in
Fresno.

The 2019 Transgender Homelessness Report stated that safe access to shelters is a
significant barrier for many in the LGBTQ2+ community (Arroyo et al., 2019). Access
can be denied for religious reasons, or based on the staff’s political or personal
beliefs. For facilities that take HUD funding, the Fair Housing Act prohibits
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. However,
these protections have at times been lifted by previous federal administrations, such
as in 2020, when Dr. Ben Carson, the Trump administration’s Secretary of Housing
and Urban Development, instructed that discrimination based on sex did not
include sexual orientation and gender identity. This change in the Fair Housing Act
guidance allowed single-sex shelters to outright deny individuals access to
emergency shelters if their gender identity did not match the biological sex
assigned to them. In February 2021, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development announced that it would enforce the Fair Housing Act to prohibit
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. However, this
enforcement can stop with a change in the federal administration.

14

While the current application of the Fair Housing Act protects LGBTQ2+ minorities
from being denied access to emergency shelters, this does not ultimately ensure
protection on the ground. Of those surveyed who had experienced homelessness,
52% reported being denied shelter or homeless services. 40% attributed their
shelter denial to their sexual orientation and/or gender identity, including those
denied access to single-sex shelters on the basis of their gender identity. Others
reported experiencing homophobia and transphobia, making it uncomfortable or
unsafe to stay in these places. Of those who stayed in a shelter, 47% reported
harassment, discrimination, and/or abuse by shelter staff. Some of those surveyed
reported violence by non-staff residents of the shelter. These results show a
continued pattern of abuse, fear, and discrimination in Fresno’s shelter services. The
expectation of discrimination and abuse leads many to avoid seeking these services
in the first place.

It wasn’t safe for me at the shelters – you know,
as a gay man. It is also not safe on the streets.
During the times I didn’t have housing, I always
couch surfed. I would stay at my mom’s or a
friend’s house. I know a lot of people in my
situation. Not safe for them at the shelters, not
safe sleeping on the street. If you have a car,
you can stay there. But, a lot of LGBT people I
know couch surf. And I guess that makes our
community more hidden. We’re dealing with
the same issues, even worse. But you just don’t
see it, or we aren’t so visible.

A lot of the places that serve families
are for straight and cis people. Not
families like ours. When I left my
abusive ex, I didn’t go to the Marjorie
Mason Center because their services
are geared more towards female. I’m a
man. I’m a transman and I didn’t feel
comfortable going there for help.
--JP, he/him, White, straight, 40,
transgender

I was always too scared to go to a shelter or go
down to Poverello House or anything. Because I
was a – you know, a White gay male. I was not
mentally stable, and I was dealing with
addiction. And, you know, you think that I
should use them [shelters] more than anything.
But I was just terrified to go down there. I
thought if I went there, I was going to get
stabbed or attacked. Because it happens. It
happens there to gay people. It’s not always
safe.

I’m terrified of the shelters. I know the
stories about what goes on, especially
what happens to transwomen.
I don’t fit into a lot of the housing
programs here. I am low income. I applied
for Section 8, but there’s a long waiting list.
I’m not young, but I’m also not old enough
to qualify for other programs. I am not on
disability. I work, but I just don’t make
enough to afford a place on my own. I have
insurance, thankfully. But I don’t have
access to housing that is safe for me as a
transwoman.

Yeah, so that definitely made it hard to seek
out those kinds of services. Maybe it would
have helped me find faster the resources I
needed to get stable housing. I think when
services are not available because you are
afraid for your safety, then that will always be a
barrier. You are already limited in what you can
do.
--Joshua, he/him, White, 46, gay, cisgender

--Christine, she/her, White, 47, pansexual,
transgender
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The fear of being outed or attacked by either staff or non-staff residents made them
avoid these places. This fear is well-founded in past and present LGBTQ2+
experiences seeking these services. Many are denied access not only to shelters but
also to the programming and resources usually offered at these shelters. These
resources can include basic necessities like food, clothing, and hygiene; connecting
with a housing case manager to get homed; drug and rehabilitation services; victim
advocate or legal services; health care; and sometimes counseling. Since the
majority of these services are connected to shelters and emergency housing
facilities, many within the LGBTQ2+ community are left without access. Several of
those interviewed and surveyed reported having to survive in their cars, on the
streets, or for limited stays at family and friends’ houses. Couch surfing, staying for a
couple of days at a time at various friends’ and family homes, was a common
method of sheltering. This creates hidden homelessness, making the total
population of LGBTQ2+ homelessness invisible to the larger public. This invisibility
also contributes to gaps in housing and homelessness policies in Fresno.
When considering homelessness initiatives, it is important to address intersections
of oppression in which minorities’ specific needs may be forgotten. LGBTQ2+
individuals’ immediate and urgent needs may not be included or considered in
federal programs like Section 8 low-income housing vouchers, Fresno municipal
initiatives, or individual organizations’ programming. This creates a stressful
environment in which services or programs are either off-limits based on safety
concerns or not inclusive based on sexual orientation and/or gender identity. This
creates an impossible obstacle course only a privileged few can navigate to find the
resources they need to survive.
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THE NEED TO ACT NOW
ADVOCATING FOR LGBTQ2+ HOUSING IN FRESNO

The LGBTQ2+ community experiences some of
the worst housing barriers and homelessness in
the country. In Fresno, the barriers to affordable
housing and housing resources contribute to a
crisis of shelter. Access to housing is a matter of
life and death. It is a fundamental necessity for
everyone to live and survive. For LGBTQ2+
persons, housing means more than just the
physical space one inhabits. It represents
security and safety, access to life-saving
resources, and affirmation of one’s identity and
community.

I mean, fundamentally, it boils
down to that it doesn’t matter how
I identify. I’m still a person. We’re
still people. We’re still human.
We deserve the dignity of being
housed. We deserve the dignity of
being safe in our homes.
--Dustin, he/him, 30, White, gay,
cisgender

The factors leading to the crisis in housing and rise of homelessness for LGBTQ2+
persons living in Fresno are shared by many communities. Limited low-income and
affordable housing in Fresno has created a situation in which only the most privileged
can secure adequate housing. Affordable and adequate housing is limited in Fresno,
and doubly so for the LGBTQ2+ community. LGBTQ2+ individuals have the added
barriers of finding housing that is safe for them, both outside the home and inside.
Safety includes being free from discrimination by landlords as well as freedom from
violence from neighbors and potential roommates. Safety also includes reliable access
to resources such as health care, food, and community centers and social spaces that
are LGBTQ2+ affirming. Beyond social media and word of mouth, there are few
avenues for LGBTQ2+ communities in Fresno to find affordable and safe housing.
More resources and programming aimed at addressing homelessness and providing
housing relief are needed in Fresno. The current economic hardship from the
pandemic has challenged capacity in the majority of shelters and housing programs
in Fresno. For many within Fresno’s LGBTQ2+ community, these resources were
inaccessible before the pandemic and continue to be so today. Despite federal
policies protecting against discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and
gender identity in federally funded shelters and housing programs, discrimination by
staff still happens. Regular LGBTQ+ inclusivity training for staff is needed, especially as
staff relocate or turn over.
In addition to more affordable housing, there is a need for LGBTQ2+-focused services
and LGBTQ2+-inclusive housing. Other than the Fresno EOC Sanctuary, an LGBTQ2+inclusive emergency shelter for youths and young adults, there are few shelters or
housing organizations that offer programs aimed specifically at the LGBTQ2+
community. Housing policies and programs must take a more direct approach to
considering specific LGTBQ2+ vulnerabilities and needs and include targeted action to
address intersecting barriers.
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