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BETHEL -- “What does our community need from our leaders?

Leadership. I think this means a willingness to take positions and

nurture dialog. Our leaders need to offer a clear analysis and strategies
for action.” (Joy Livingston, Hinesburg)

The g/I/b/t community, like the wider community, seeks effective,
representative  leadership. In Part 2 of OITM’s leadership survey,
participants offer their insights and ideas about how strong, new
leaders may be developed. '

Raise Awareness

Which came first -- the community or its leaders? Strong leaders build
a stronger community, while a stronger community fosters stronger
leaders. “I am very distressed by the recent trend in the lesbian and
gay community to equate building community with political action.
They are not the same thing,” Joy Livingston went on to comment.
But most of the other respondents suggested that the clearest path to
improving our community leadership, political and non-political, is to
nurture the creation of a thriving, active community that will be
attractive to both new participants as well as potential leaders.

“We need to be more socially responsible about how we present
ourselves.” (anon.) Many suggested we raise*public awareness of the
contributions that the g/I/b/t community, both as individuals and
through political and social organizations, already makes to a healthy
Vermont. “We need to continue creating role models, and finding
ways to spread the good news about them, to make them visible to
other individuals in other corners of the state. That way, we can
inspire our future leaders to step forward, to show them that even
though it takes a lot of courage, the rewards go beyond imagination.”
(Hugh Coyle, Ripton) ;

As Kirsten Isgro of Burlington commented, “There is something to be
said for gay organizations that sustain some visibility.” The
ever-increasing professionalism of the Vermont Coalition for Lesbian
and Gay Rights (VCLGR) and its heightened profile, both in the
legislative arena and within the g/I/b/t community, the undaunted
commitment of our AIDS service organizations around the state, and
the stability and statewide representation sustained by OITM were
cited as positive reflections of our community, in which we can all
readily take pride.

Be Out

Our finest work, inside and outside the g/I/b/t community, does
nothing to strengthen or enhance the image of our community unless
the participants are out and their sexuality is acknowledged. “We
need more people willing to stand up and be out. In Vermont,
neighbors know neighbors and individuals appearing publicly can have
a large impact. Letters to the Editor' make a difference in this state.
More people need to take these actions and these actions have to be
treated as important. We need folks to take on organizing the 1/g/b/t
community in their neck of the woods in order to help raise awareness
within and without the 1/g/b/t community of our issues and dispel the
myth that straight people don’t know any gays.” (Susan Aranoff,
Randolph)

“I see a need for our leaders to be out in the world and talking about
and pushing for issues that are not just gay-related. We need to
assimilate ourselves into the larger picture by just assuming our
rightful places there.” (anon.)

“There were/are good role models for members of our community ...
Terje Anderson’s activity in national politics, Keith Goslant being our
statewide spokesperson, and Howdy Russell not only speaking out but
seeking out votes on a local level ... If my openness and activity can
help someone else participate, just as I was/am inspired by Terje,
Keith and Howdy, we all come out ahead.” (Bob Bolyard, Burlington)

Nurture Youth

One largely untapped, and somewhat controversial, source of new
energy for our community is Vermont’s youth. “It would behoove
Vermont to include our colleges more. These are the young people --
in the future they will be taking leadership roles. What it means to be a
20 year old queer is different from what it means to be a 30 or 40 year
old g/I/b person.” (Kirsten Isgro, Burlington)

“We would be well served to incorporate younger people into the
leadership process. Just as the prototypical American dream is about
giving your kids a better life than you had, I feel the same way about
kids growing up gay. I want them to be freer to express themselves
and develop in a natural, non-stigmatized way. Insuring healthy
development from an early age is to me the logical next step in
strengthening our community.” (Chris Tebbetts, Burlington)

“We need to be able to train young men and women for leadership
roles but we are hampered by the fear of playing into the accusations
of child recruitment. Our distance from the young leaders out there is
further complicated by the generational differences. We are unwilling
or unable to make social/political connections with each other to learn
from and share our lives.” (Dudley, Strafford)

Develop Community

The participants stressed that our community has to be more
welcoming of new participants. Some felt that their involvement in
the community was treated as suspect by more established leaders
who believed they hadn’t “paid their dues to the community.” One
even spoke of being “tired of having to fight just to participate.”

“We tend to be insensitive to many people’s lack of confidence or
lack of interest in ‘political’ things; for example, asking a person
whose job does not allow him or her to be out, or whose interests lie
in areas other than politics, to spend time talking to and lobbying
legislators is unrealistic, insensitive, and bound to fail. I think
established leaders must be sensitive to the fact that, for many new
leaders, the mere fact of stepping forward, of volunteering, is not the
‘end’ of the process for that person, but rather the beginning. We
cannot assume an equal knowledge of g/l politics, history, lobbying
practices, etc. What we must do, however, is pay close attention to
new members, asking them what interests them, what they’d like to
work on, and then providing the means for those persons to work on
those matters.” Existing leaders must guide new participants toward
“specific, discrete tasks in areas of interest to them.” (Susan Murray,
Ferrisburg)

“We need to increase our grassroots support by offering events and
activities that appeal to a broad range of people and offer safe space
for those newly out. Often our leaders and our community events
may seem too out, too intimidating, too threatening for many people
who choose not to be visible or vocal, but who are still part of our
community by definition of their sexual orientation. We need to
provide ways of involving people that are simple and fun, then find
ways to nurture them and encourage them to take on more.” (Dudley,
Strafford) !

Establish Worth

“I think we need to recognize the work that our current leaders are
doing in some kind of public way. There are so few of them and they
work so hard for us.” (anon.)

.VCLGR has taken the initiative on this issue, recently presenting its
first annual leadership awards. At its Conference and Annual Queer
Town Meeting in Montpelier on October 28th, the Coalition
presented its VCLGR Volunteer of the Year Award, the Pride Award
(to someone who through an act of courage embodies the spirit of Gay
Pride), and the Leadership Award (for distinguished long-term
commitment to the community).

According to respondents, we also need to value our own
contributions, and recognize the intrinsic value of our efforts. “I
remember something that Howdy Russell once said in a presentation
he was giving. He said that if we don’t start valuing the work that we
do -- and by that he meant placing an actual price on it and asking
others to respect that -- then others won’t see our work as valuable
either. He spoke of charging schools and  universities for
presentations on gay and lesbian issues rather than doing them for
free 'out of the goodness of our hearts' or 'in the spirit of the cause.'
We are worth something in this world, and we need to be treated as

such, whether that be in political, social, or financial terms.” (Hugh

Coyle, Ripton)

Valuing our work and the work of our leadership extends to providing
financial support, as well as emotional and social support. “The
community as a whole needs to support its organizations more. Our
organizations are hamstrung by lack of funds. Fliers cost money,
rooms need to be rented, etc. People who lack time to get involved or
who are worried about being too visible really can make a huge
difference with financial support.” (Susan Aranoff, Randolph)

Come Together

“Our organizations need to support each other more and share skills,
resources, information better ... so that we have a synergistic effect on
each other, not a draining effect.” (Susan Aranoff, Randolph)

“I think we spend far too little time getting to know who our
co-workers and community members really are. Boards and staff
spend time struggling with issues or planning events but devote little
time to getting to know each other in a way that could allow for
personal growth and change that cannot help but be beneficial to the
causes we work for. We need to spend less time in meetings and
more time with the community at large, getting to know what people
really want from our organizations rather than what we think is best.”
(Dudley, Strafford)

“Many of the successes have come with the best Vermont has to offer,
which is a small group of people coming together to work for the
common good. It’s knowing one another as individuals that has
overcome conflicts, passed legislation, and formed  support
networks.” (John Calvi, Putney)

“It begins with one person deciding to get involved. One person
deciding to take on a personal challenge. To meet new people. To
make a difference.” (Bob Bolyard, Burlington) V
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