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Honorable Chairperson Pugh and Members of the Committee:

My name is Robin Maril, and | am the Associate Legal Director for the Human Rights
Campaign, America’s largest civil rights organization working to achieve lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) equality. On behalf of our over 3 million members and
supporters nationwide, including more than 17,000 Vermonters, | am honored to present this
statement today in support of House Bill 611, “An act relating to the Older Vermonters Act.”
This legislation provides critical supports for a diverse and vulnerable population that is growing
nationwide, but particularly in Vermont. In order to more fully realize the intent of this
legislation, | encourage the Committee to consider incorporating several additions designed to
specifically reach LGBTQ older Vermonters.!

There are an estimated 2.4 million LGBTQ older adults living in America today. By 2030, this
number is expected to double.? Systemic discrimination in housing, employment, and
healthcare results in an increased risk for poverty, and exacerbates health disparities and social
isolation among our community’s most vulnerable. Harassment by peers and healthcare
providers also silences many LGBTQ older adults and their families. Lesbians over the age of
65 are twice as likely to be living in poverty as different-sex married couples, and older African
American lesbian couples report the highest incidence of poverty of any family type.®
Governmental social service programs provide critical support for families facing these crises
across the lifespan.

In 2010 the Department of Health and Human Services commissioned a report from the National
Academy of Sciences (formerly the Institute of Medicine, or IOM) to assess the health status of
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LGBTQ people.* The report’s findings were clear and telling. It specifically addressed the
health disparities and unique needs facing older LGBTQ adults including barriers to healthcare
services — like those provided under the Older Americans Act. The report highlighted several
areas of concern regarding transgender older adults including high rates of sexual assault and
violence, a general absence of data and invisibility in research and surveys, and rates of family
rejection and isolation higher than any other population within the LGBTQ community.> The
report also found that “the combined stigma of being elderly and transgender can serve as a

strong traumatizing force, potentially exacerbating both forms of discrimination and stigma.”®

The HHS report specifically addressed transportation, isolation, and the failure of government
programs to meet the needs of LGBTQ older adults as factors that undermine the health status of
this population. Older LGBTQ adults living in rural areas faced even more extreme barriers to
obtaining culturally competent care and social supports. In addition to facing anti-LGBTQ
stigma, many in our community struggle to find necessary services and support because of HIV
status. Half of individuals living with diagnosed HIV are 50 years or over and 17% of all new
infections are in this age group.’

In response to the pervasive social, health, and economic disparities facing the older LGBTQ
population, HHS published sub-regulatory guidance providing that it is a population of “greatest
social need” for purposes of Older Americans Act funded programs.® Including LGBTQ older
adults as a population of “greatest social need” is a meaningful step towards empowering Area
Agencies on Aging to engage in targeted outreach and ensuring that programs and services are
both available and welcoming to this highly vulnerable population.

| encourage the Committee to include LGBTQ older Vermonters within the definition of
“greatest social need.”. For example, revise the text of Bill 86203 (6)(c) to read:

C) cultural, social, or geographic isolation, including isolation caused by racial and ethnic
status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or HIV status.

The Older Vermonters Act provides an important opportunity for the legislature to stand up for
one of Vermont’s most vulnerable, isolated, and at risk communities. | appreciate your
consideration for these additions and hope you will support H. 611.
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