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Oversight: Access to Transgender and Gender Nonconforming-Friendly Health Services
I.   Introduction


Today, the Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, and the Committee on Hospitals, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold a hearing on access to transgender and gender non-conforming (TGNC) friendly health services. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), individuals and advocates from the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer and/or questioning (LGBTQ) and TGNC community, other advocacy organizations, and community-based organizations.
II.   Background
Since President Trump took office, his administration has worked to limit the rights of TGNC Americans, including students, incarcerated individuals, and working people.
,
,
 The Trump administration is currently considering redefining gender as a biological condition determined by genitalia at birth, a move that would roll back many protections of the TGNC community under federal civil rights law.
 
New York State has pledged to counter these efforts, and announced a series of measures to ensure discrimination against transgender individuals seeking access to healthcare is not legalized.
 This hearing will explore the healthcare needs of TGNC New Yorkers, and the prevalence and accessibility of TGNC-friendly health care services and related resources in the City. 
The TGNC Community
Transgender people are people whose gender identity is different from the gender they were thought to be at birth, and, while many transgender individuals identify as male or female, some do not identify within the gender binary.
 It is estimated that 25-35% of the transgender population identifies as non-binary. Non-binary gender identity is any gender identity that does not fall within the typical, binary gender system, e.g., either man or woman.
,
 For example, some people have a gender that is different than either male or female genders, and some individuals are intersex, meaning they have anatomy or genes that do not fit typical definitions of male and female.
 People whose gender is not male or female use various terms to describe themselves, and non-binary is one of the most common terms.
 
TGNC Healthcare Needs and Access
TGNC individuals experience unique healthcare needs relating to both physical and mental health. Firstly, although not every individual within the TGNC community may want or need medical services related to gender transition, many individuals face healthcare needs relating to transition-related care, which can include mental health counseling, hormone therapy, puberty-blocking hormones, and surgical procedures – services often not covered by health insurance.
 Additionally, TGNC individuals are more likely to experience discrimination, marginalization, and poor physical and mental health outcomes, which can result in a variety of physical and mental health conditions.
 When surveyed by The National Center for Transgender Equality, TGNC respondents rated their health as “poor” or “fair” at a rate 4% higher than the U.S. general population, and were experiencing serious psychological distress at a rate almost eight times the rate of the U.S. population.
 Further, the TGNC community is exposed to physical and psychological dangers from forced conversion therapy, from societal pressure to “de-transition,”
and from external physical and sexual violence toward the community.
 The TGNC community is vulnerable to psychological abuse, bodily violence, and even murder, which can often go unreported. According to the Human Rights Campaign, 22 transgender people have been murdered in the U.S. since the beginning of 2018.
 Given this marginalization and external dangers and threats, TGNC individuals are also more likely to experience mental health risks, including, but not limited to, suicide attempts and substance abuse and misuse.
 Finally, TGNC individuals experience HIV and AIDS at higher rates than the U.S. general population.

Accessing health care is a critical issue for the TGNC community. According to the 2015 National Transgender Discrimination Survey, which surveyed 27,715 transgender individuals, one-third of respondents who saw a health care provider during the year prior to completing the survey had at least one negative experience related to being transgender, such as being verbally harassed, physically or sexually assaulted, or refused treatment, because of their gender identity.
 Nearly a quarter of respondents did not seek needed health care in the year prior to completing the survey due to fear of being mistreated as a transgender person, and 33% did not seek needed health care because they could not afford it.
 Access to services can also be a problem when desired services are not covered by health insurance. For example, one in four respondents experienced a problem in the past year with their insurance related to being transgender, such as being denied coverage for care related to gender transition or being denied coverage for routine care because they were transgender.
 Furthermore, more than half of those who sought coverage for gender affirmation surgery in the past year were denied.
 

Difficulties in accessing health care can be exacerbated when TGNC identity intersects with other marginalized identities. Transgender people of color and those with disabilities, for example, report experiencing deeper and broader patterns of discrimination than white respondents and the general U.S. population.
 For instance, transgender people of color and people with disabilities report higher rates of negative experiences when visiting a health care provider than their white and nondisabled counterparts.
 It is also crucial to address social determinants of health – which affect a person’s wellbeing, including access to food and shelter
 – and how discrimination and the resulting disparities the TGNC community experiences in housing, employment, food security, and other areas compounds and impacts them. 
TGNC Services in New York City

Many TGNC individuals may avoid healthcare services because of discrimination or previous negative experiences.
 Those who do access healthcare services may avoid discussing gender with providers or have difficulty finding providers who adequately understand their social and health concerns.
 In New York State, health insurance purchased through the Health Marketplace, Medicaid, Medicare, and many employer-sponsored plans cannot legally discriminate against transgender individuals.
 Nevertheless, TGNC individuals often experience widespread discrimination and misunderstanding from health care providers, and as a result do not have safe access to primary and preventive healthcare.
 
According to a New York Times article from 2016, there are roughly 25,000 transgender residents within the City, and many of them cannot access care within their own neighborhoods.
 A survey of 359 people within the LGBTQ community by the City Comptroller’s office revealed that those identifying as Black or TGNC were less likely to receive health insurance through an employer, while those identifying as Hispanic or TGNC were more likely to have Medicaid.
 Compared to respondents overall, those identifying as Hispanic, Asian, or TGNC were more likely to receive health care services in a setting outside of a traditional doctor’s office.

Some providers in the City, such as Callen-Lorde, specialize in providing care and care coordination for TGNC patients, including primary care, chest/breast health, hormone care, pelvic wellness exams and PAP tests, sexually transmitted infection screenings and treatment, HIV testing, treatment and prevention, harm reduction counseling, and care coordination.
 DOHMH provides links to several TGNC-friendly health service providers, including clinics that specialize in services for TGNC youth, on its website.
  DOHMH also lists other resources for TGNC individuals on its website, including resources for HIV prevention and treatment, suicide prevention and crisis intervention, information to help homeless TGNC individuals find a shelter, and specific services available for TGNC youth.
 
TGNC individuals face high rates of discrimination and violence.
 The LGBT Anti-Violence Project and the NYC Domestic Violence hotlines provide support for TGNC survivors of violence, and the Audre Lorde Project provides safety and wellness planning for LGBT people of color and anti-violence organizing through its Safe OUTSide the System
 and TransJustice programs.
 Several agencies and organizations in the city also host TGNC support groups and counseling services, including the LGBT Center Gender Identity Project, the AIDS Center of Queens County, Harlem United HOME Program, LGBT Community Center – Gender Identity Project, Queens Pride House, Rainbow Heights Club, Staten Island LGBT Center, and the Washington Heights Corner Project.
 

In New York City, discrimination based on a person’s gender identity is against the law in the context of employment, public accommodations, and housing.
 But, the survey by the City’s Comptroller’s office found that 21% of respondents had been denied a promotion, not hired, or been fired or forced to resign from a job due to their sexual orientation or gender identity, and respondents who identified as TGNC reported such experiences at a much higher rate of 42%.
 Furthermore, while 18% of respondents reported experiencing homelessness, those identifying as Black, Hispanic, or TGNC were much more likely to report they had been homeless at one time, and those who had utilized the City’s homeless shelter services overwhelmingly indicated that they felt very unsafe or unsafe when doing so.
 These numbers were similar when respondents were asked about food security. Respondents identifying as Hispanic or TGNC stated that they had used or continue to use food assistance programs at higher rates than respondents overall.
 While 18% of all respondents had received food assistance in the previous five years, 33% of respondents identifying as TGNC had received assistance.
 As a result of discrimination in housing, employment, education, and access to health services, transgender people are disproportionally unemployed, HIV positive, and homeless.
 Several organizations in New York City provide legal support for employment, public accommodations, housing, and other services to TGNC New Yorkers, including Immigration Equality, Lambda Legal, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project, and the Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund.
 
Additionally, the New York City Council recently passed, and Mayor Bill de Blasio signed, historic legislation
 to create a third sex designation on New York City birth certificates, and to make it easier for TGNC New Yorkers to amend their birth certificates.
 This law, sponsored by City Council Speaker Corey Johnson, aims to assuage some of the existing administrative and societal barriers faced by New Yorkers who are TGNC seeking medical and social services. The law will take effect on January 1, 2019.

III. Conclusion 

At today’s hearing, the Committees will explore the challenges TGNC New Yorkers experience in accessing health care services, and assess the services and resources the City currently offers, to determine what role the City can play to continue to support its TGNC residents. 
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