Report of findings LGBTQIA+ Event

Introduction:
On the 18th of February 2026, we held our first networking event focusing on issues affecting LGBTQIA+ led VCSE organisations in Newcastle and Gateshead. The name of the event was “Tackling Challenges Together”. We welcomed 19 attendees, representing 17 different VCSE organisations or projects. 
In the first half of our event, we shared information about funding, including a presentation from The National Lottery Community Fund. We also shared information about Connected Voice Hate Crime Advocacy. 
In the second half of the event, we listened to the challenges facing LGBTQIA+ communities and the organisations supporting them. We asked the questions:
· What issues are the communities that you support facing?
· What issues are your organisations facing?

This report has been created to share the learning from this event with other VCSE organisations, funders and our own services at Connected Voice. The goal is to improve best practice across the sector as a whole and to lead on addressing common challenges. If anybody wants to take action to address any issues highlighted in this report, please contact connect@connectedvoice.org.uk so we can help you to make it happen. 
This report will share common challenges and key themes from our discussions. The views shared here are not necessarily a reflection of Connected Voice’s position, but instead a collection of the common themes identified from conversations with VCSE groups who attended our networking event. 

What issues are facing LGBTQIA+ communities in Newcastle and Gateshead?

Young people and issues at school 
One major factor that was repeated many times by attendees was the impact of government legislation and school rules on young LGBTQIA+ people, especially those who are trans and non-binary. References were made repeatedly to exclusionary decisions made my schools and law makers which make school harder for young people. The “keeping children safe in education” guidance from the government is a specific example that was said to actively cause problems for trans children. Attendees added that it is hard for professionals (at schools and elsewhere), parents and children to keep track of guidance which changes regularly on a legal level or a school-based level. 
The situation for young people gets worse when you consider the increase in discrimination, bullying and far-right rhetoric which impacts their ability to feel safe and secure while at school. Attendees told us that some of their young beneficiaries avoid attending school due to fear of poor treatment both from other students and school staff. 

Health
Issues raised around health cover multiple areas. Access to gender affirming healthcare, mental health and wellbeing and inequitable treatment in healthcare services. 
Access to gender-affirming healthcare, particularly for young trans people, has become more restricted in recent years due to changes in policy and clinical guidance. These changes have significantly limited the availability of treatments such as puberty blockers for those under 18. Puberty blockers have historically been used to help alleviate distress associated with gender dysphoria during adolescence. However, their use has become highly contested, with concerns raised about safety and long-term effects, alongside ongoing debate within the medical community. While this debate continues, those working with Trans youth remain concerned about the long-term mental health impact of this restriction. 
More broadly, Trans and Non-Binary people often face substantial barriers in accessing gender-affirming healthcare through the NHS, including waiting times that can extend over several years. While private healthcare options are available, they are often prohibitively expensive. These challenges can be particularly acute in regions such as the North East of England, where average incomes are lower and the ongoing cost of living crisis further limits people’s ability to seek private care.
Mental health and wellbeing is a huge issue for LGBTQIA+ people too. There is a mental health crisis which may be disproportionately affecting disadvantaged groups. The costs of social isolation in terms of mental health are a huge threat. One group in the discussion mentioned the stigmatisation around HIV care, which has led to some of their service users “self-medicating” with drugs and alcohol which presents other issues in terms of mental health and barriers to accessing health care. 
Unequitable access to healthcare is another issue affecting LGBTQIA+ people. As mentioned above, stigmatisation creates a barrier to accessing health services, as does fear surrounding legislation change and political discourse. Multiple attendees raised issues around shared care being refused which could have disproportionate effects on LGBTQIA+ patients. 

Community spaces and social isolation
Multiple attendees raised issues around social isolation, often in relation to people’s mental health and the lack of safe spaces where they can go. There were several mentions of family homelessness, and the isolation that arises from discrimination. Beyond this, everyone needs safe places to go to. Attendees suggested that people want to build connections across demographic barriers like age and background and people want places to build genuine authentic friendships. 
One group raised a specific issue about the lack of space for physical activity and exercise. There aren’t enough safe spaces for these activities which have appropriate non-binary changing spaces and there are not enough physical trainers who are trauma informed enough to meet the needs of some people. 
If these spaces existed, there would be undeniable benefits to mental and physical wellbeing and social isolation would be reduced. 

Hate Crime, bullying and lack of trust in public services
Hate crime and bullying is shown to be a large issue for LGBTQIA+ people in schools and in their communities. Crime data does not reflect this accurately because people do not feel safe reporting incidents due to a lack of faith and trust in the police. LGBTQIA+ organisations know from their own data and their own stories that there is a rise in these incidents, whereas police data shows a downward trend. 
Other issues with public services include troubles with housing and incorrect approaches to and understanding of domestic abuse in LGBTQIA+ relationships. Attendees noted that they understand professionals will be uncertain because of confusing regular changes in legislation and because of their fear stopping them from doing their job properly if at all.
For hate crime advocacy support, you can contact Connected Voice Advocacy. 

Rising political tensions
Attendees all identified major threats to their communities due to recent changes in political discourse. Due to a lack of information and knowledge, a lot of voters are unaware of some consequences of their votes. This is due to rapid political changes (across the country, but also within political parties) and due to the messaging and priorities shared by the media. Current political messaging has divided communities that would have otherwise been in solidarity with one another which has made it harder to pursue common goals and has made communities feel less safe. 
There was an acknowledgement that LGBTQIA+ rights have increased over the past half century but there is still an ongoing feeling of “powerlessness” which has arisen from complacency. One attendee said that the protests and social movements of the 80s were empowering and made people feel there was a community fighting for each other. This no longer exists. One attendee reminded us that all it takes is one vote for all of these earned rights to be taken away. This really captures the fear brought on by recent political tensions. 

What issues are affecting LGBTQIA+ led VCSE organisations in Newcastle and Gateshead?

Staffing and volunteering
Staff and volunteers are considered in one section here, as most LGBTQIA+ organisations are small and mainly volunteer run. This means that any negative trends around volunteering disproportionately affects LGBTQIA+ led organisations. 
Volunteering has taken a massive hit recently. Attendees recognised that this could be due to some of the following factors and more. Increasing retirement age (including people working past retirement age to supplement income if on low pensions) and increasing childcare pressures on grandparents is a barrier to older volunteers engaging with VCSE organisations. Students are also unable to volunteer because they have to supplement their income through part-time work due to the cost of living crisis. The cost of living crisis in general has reduced the number of volunteers at all ages in the sector and most groups agreed that they are under resourced in terms of human labour. 
Funding for staff and volunteers is a huge issue too. One organisation shared that they used to have 50 staff and now they only have 15. Managing volunteers is difficult because it takes money and staff time to adequately support volunteers to make the best impact in their role. As the North East isn’t a hotspot of LGBTQIA+ activity, there is also potentially a brain drain of labour from the North East to higher paying (or even just paying) roles down in London, Manchester or Brighton. 
For volunteering support in Newcastle and Gateshead, get in touch with Connected Voice Volunteering. 

Governance
Governance issues relate strongly to issues with recruiting volunteers and staff. There are simply not enough people covering a diverse range of skills available to take on board roles for LGBTQIA+ organisations. Organisations would love for their boards to be representative of their beneficiaries, but they have to balance representation with high quality trustees. Some of these high quality trustees may not have the correct understanding of LGBTQIA+ issues which make a balance of lived experience extremely important. Those who are able to become high quality trustees are increasingly struggling to balance their voluntary role with other life commitments and work. This means a lot of people are volunteering sporadically so there is less consistency in approach to policies, finance and funding applications.

The risks of the public eye
Generally, VCSE organisations benefit from strong marketing and social media presence. This helps them to access more beneficiaries, promotes themselves for collaboration opportunities and acts as the first point of contact for many grant funders and donors. For LGBTQIA+ organisations, being in the public eye often has more threats than benefits, in particular by inviting online harassment. 
Groups across all tables mentioned that it is hard to share things online. They have to be extremely careful of what they say and who is in pictures and they must be aware of what comments they may receive. For one charity, the online harassment had become so severe that the Charity Commission had to investigate some accusations made by people online, despite them being made in bad faith. Groups are scared of attracting this harassment and lack the funding or legal support to protect themselves. 
One group even said that they feel lucky that people don’t know about them.
Discussions on this matter revealed that funders should not be requesting social media posts or online publicity as a condition of their funding. This puts vulnerable communities and their beneficiaries at risk.

Place based challenges and collaboration
The North East has its own challenges because there is no localised community. Comparatively, people talk about Leeds or Birmingham or London or Brighton, but here they talk about the “North East” as a whole. Because of this there is a disconnect in services in terms of geographic reach. If somebody needs support they may need to go anywhere between Hexham and Berwick. 
Funders often approach supporting organisations in the North East in the wrong way. They may fund one organisation and not any others. It can feel like they are completing a box ticking exercise rather than focusing on the holistic support that communities in the North East need. 
Collaboration becomes an issue when the sector is spaced like this. Groups might offer the same services in the same place, or the unique service you want to collaborate with is based miles away from the beneficiary you are supporting. Collaboration has its own challenges in the sector. Who takes the lead? What share of the funding do they take? Often smaller organisations put in a lot of work but get very little reward. VCSE organisations need to focus more on the outcomes for their beneficiaries than the outcomes of their organisation, but this is easier said than done in an economy where funding is hard to come across.
Another barrier to partnerships relates to the needs of a “safe space” for beneficiaries. LGBTQIA+ led organisations feel responsible for their beneficiaries and ensuring they feel safe and comfortable with the activities that they take part in. Collaboration can only be done when the comfort of their beneficiaries is guaranteed. 

Contact Connected Voice Support and Development for support with governance, funding, partnerships and more. 
