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Summary
Since 1999, advocates have gathered to commemorate transgender victims of violence on
November 20, the Transgender Day of Remembrance. As of November, 2021 was the
deadliest year yet of anti-transgender violence in the United States, exceeding the record
44 transgender people whose deaths were recorded the year before.
Violence and harassment against transgender people are widespread in the United States;
as one transgender advocate told Human Rights Watch, virtually every transgender person
can recount instances when they have felt fearful for their safety and security in public.
Recent debates over transgender rights have increased the visibility of transgender rights,
but have increased hostility toward transgender people as well, with lawmakers and media
personalities unfairly demonizing transgender individuals as “mentally ill,” predatory, or
dangerous. Reports suggest that bias-motivated crimes targeting transgender individuals
are increasing, and incidents when transgender people narrowly escape violence, where
transgender people are reluctant to report violence to police for fear of revictimization, or
where law enforcement officers fail to document and respond to violence mean that
estimates almost certainly undercount the scope and prevalence of these crimes.
The topic of anti-transgender violence frequently appears in news coverage when fatal
violence has occurred, and the number of people killed each year is often used as a rough
proxy for bias-motivated violence against transgender people more generally. But
transgender people are frequently subjected to other forms of violence, including
harassment and violence from strangers, family violence, intimate partner violence, and
police violence, which may be even less visible to lawmakers and the public.
Particularly in the wake of killings, the violence aimed at transgender people in the United
States has often prompted calls for stronger hate crimes legislation and prosecution.
While accountability for harm is important, a singular focus on punitive responses ignores
the structural conditions that put transgender people—and particularly those who
experience multiple forms of marginalization—at heightened risk of experiencing violence
and reinforces a carceral approach that has disproportionately harmed transgender and
other marginalized people.
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The violence and discrimination that transgender people experience is deeply
intersectional, with different forms of vulnerability shaped by race, gender, class, ability,
and nationality, among other factors. In 2020, more than three-quarters of the transgender
and non-binary people killed in the United States were people of color, with Black
transgender women at particular risk of violence. From 2016 to 2021, at least 88 percent of
the transgender people killed in Florida, 91 percent of the transgender people killed in
Ohio, and 90 percent of the transgender people killed in Texas were people of color.
Data suggest that the compounding effects of discrimination significantly limit transgender
people’s opportunities and ability to keep themselves safe. When transgender people face
family rejection or are kicked out of their homes at a young age, are unable to get an
education or find employment, find work in informal and unregulated economies where
violence is rampant, grapple with homelessness and housing insecurity, are unable to
obtain gender-affirming health care or accurate identification, rely on public transportation
and facilities where they are scrutinized by others, and are turned away from antiviolence
resources and emergency services, they may be repeatedly exposed to violence with little
ability to escape it, often running from one form of violence to find themselves faced
with another.
Governments have an obligation to respond to foreseeable threats to the life and bodily
integrity of people, including by addressing patterns of violence against specific groups of
people. As this report illustrates, the United States is falling short of its international
obligations to remedy the structural conditions that give rise to anti-transgender violence
and to provide assistance and deliver justice to individuals when violence occurs.
To meet its human rights obligations, the United States should adopt anti-discrimination
protections to address the structural discrimination that transgender people face, ensure
that services are available and competent to serve transgender survivors, and end
practices that minimize and diminish the real effects of anti-transgender violence when
it occurs.
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Recommendations
To the US Congress
•

Enact the Equality Act or other legislation that would expressly prohibit
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity in credit,
education, employment, housing, federal funding, jury selection, and public
accommodations and facilities.

•

Reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act, Family Violence Prevention and
Services Improvement Act, or other legislation to fund and support services for
survivors of intimate partner violence and family violence, including transgender
survivors, and develop approaches, including restorative approaches, that are
responsive to the needs of survivors.

•

Improve data collection so it more accurately documents the scope and causes of
anti-transgender violence in the United States and ensure training is carried
out accordingly.

To State Governments
•

Enact legislation expressly prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation
or gender identity.

•

Expand Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act to ensure access to health care for
low-income people including adults living in poverty with no dependents, and to
reduce poverty in the state.

•

Ensure that state Medicaid policies include gender-affirming coverage and care.

•

Ensure that transgender people can update their name and gender marker on birth
certificates and identification documents without burdensome, costly, or
invasive requirements.

•

Repeal discriminatory laws and regulations that exclude transgender people from
using public facilities, participating in athletic competition, or accessing
healthcare services.

•

Repeal laws that create a sweeping license to discriminate against transgender
people in healthcare and social services based on a provider’s assertion of
religious belief.
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•

Decriminalize consensual, adult sex work.

•

Repeal HIV-specific criminalization laws.

•

Enact legislation prohibiting the gay and trans panic defense.

•

Amend laws that bar people from updating their names on identification
documents after periods of incarceration to ensure that transgender individuals are
able to obtain identification that accurately reflects their gender identity
and expression.

•

Ensure that transgender people are able to access justice and obtain redress when
they experience discrimination and violence. This may include creating and
publicizing reporting mechanisms, providing trained advocates to assist survivors,
and developing a range of options for survivors who may be reluctant to turn to law
enforcement agencies.

To Local Governments
•

Enact local ordinances prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation and
gender identity.

•

Review city services and programs to ensure that they are accessible and inclusive
for transgender people, including employment and transportation programs,
shelters and supportive housing, and antiviolence services. Ensure consideration
of race, disability, and other characteristics when creating and implementing
accessible and inclusive services and programs.

•

Ensure that police departments adopt model policies, such as those crafted by the
National Center for Transgender Equality, to ensure that transgender people are not
targeted by police, are treated respectfully, and have access to recourse when
mistreatment occurs.
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Methodology
Human Rights Watch conducted the research for this report between May 2019 and
October 2021. To identify interviewees, a researcher conducted outreach through state and
local lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) groups, service providers, and
advocates who shared information about the project with transgender individuals who
may have experienced violence.
The outreach for the report primarily focused on Florida, Ohio, and Texas, three states
where there have been multiple, recent incidents of fatal violence against transgender
people and local advocates have organized in response to the issue. A researcher
conducted a total of 61 interviews, including 24 with transgender individuals and 37 with
service providers and advocates working with affected communities.
In 2019, most interviews were conducted in person on research trips to Florida and Ohio,
with additional interviews conducted by telephone. In 2020 and 2021, interviews were
conducted by phone or videoconference due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
No compensation was paid to interviewees.
The researcher obtained verbal informed consent from interviewees and notified them why
Human Rights Watch was conducting the research and how it would use their testimony,
that they did not need to answer any questions, and that they could stop the interview at
any time.
Interviewees were given the option of using pseudonyms in published materials for the
project; where pseudonyms are used in this report it is reflected in the footnote citation.
The report regularly references the 2015 US Transgender Survey, commissioned by the
National Center for Transgender Equality, which surveyed more than 28,000 transgender
individuals about their lives and experiences. The survey remains the largest and most
comprehensive look at transgender lives in the United States; although a subsequent
edition was planned for 2020, production of that survey has been delayed and the 2015
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edition remains the most recent data available. The findings of the survey are supported by
smaller studies and individual testimony from interviews, referenced below.
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I. Background
Anti-transgender violence has received heightened attention in recent years as advocates
have worked to ensure that cases are publicly documented and police and media are held
accountable by the public for misgendering victims of violent crime.
The Williams Institute estimates that approximately 0.6 percent of the US adult
population, or 1.4 million adults, are transgender. 1 Each year, dozens of transgender
people are killed in the United States and many more experience harassment, threats,
physical and sexual assault, family violence and intimate partner violence, mistreatment
at the hands of law enforcement and corrections officers, and other forms of violence that
frequently go unreported.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) collects data on hate crimes through the Uniform
Crime Reporting (UCR) Program, through which, in 2019, 15,588 of the nation’s 18,000 law
enforcement agencies contributed data on crimes they have recorded.2 However, problems
with this data, including non-reporting agencies, differences in hate crime definitions and
methodologies, and underreporting of incidents are well documented. 3 Participating
agencies have great discretion in what is reported and how it is documented, which
renders the statistics less descriptive of reality and more of a reflection of agency
reporting. For example, in 2019, examining the three states documented in this report,
Ohio state agencies reported 4 hate crime incidents per 100,000 people covered by
participating agencies compared to 1.6 incidents per 100,000 people in Texas and only 0.5
incidents per 100,000 in Florida. 4 These differences are more likely due to reporting
procedures and practices than true distinctions in the number of hate crimes.
1 Williams Institute, “How Many Adults Identify as Transgender in the United States?,” June 2016,

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/trans-adults-united-states (accessed November 8, 2021).

2 Federal Bureau of Investigation, “About the UCR Program,” September 2018, https://www.fbi.gov/file-

repository/ucr/about-the-ucr-program.pdf/view (accessed November 8, 2021). In 2019, the last year for which data is
available, 15,588 agencies participated in the Hate Crimes Statistics Program, one of four programs within the UCR. Federal
Bureau of Investigation, “2019 Hate Crimes Statistics: Incidents and Offenses,” https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2019/topicpages/incidents-and-offenses (accessed July 30, 2021).

3 ProPublica, “Why America Fails at Gathering Hate Crime Statistics,” December 2017, https://propublica.org/article/why-

america-fails-at-gathering-hate-crime-statistics (accessed October 29, 2021).

4 Federal Bureau of Investigation, “2019 Hate Crimes Statistics: Incidents and Offenses,” Table 12, https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-

crime/2019/topic-pages/tables/table-12.xls (accessed October 29, 2021). Approximately 100 percent of Texas’ population
was covered by reporting agencies compared to 97 percent of Florida and 83 percent of Ohio.
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Even if reporting procedures and practices were standardized across all 18,000 law
enforcement agencies, FBI data would still likely not reflect the full extent of antitransgender violence in the United States. Individual victims of bias-motivated violence
may not report them to authorities for fear of outing themselves as transgender, because
of concern they will be blamed or harassed by police, or because of suspicion about the
efficacy or outcomes of seeking criminal prosecution.
When individuals do report violence, they may have difficulty demonstrating the motive for
that violence, and it may not be recorded or prosecuted by law enforcement as a biasmotivated crime. As this report illustrates, many transgender people are at heightened risk
of violence because of life experiences related to their transgender status, whether or not
the perpetrator of a particular act of violence is motivated by anti-transgender bias. For
these reasons, federal hate crimes data provides only a partial snapshot of the routine
violence that transgender people experience across the United States.
Incidents of fatal violence offer one example. FBI hate crime data reflect only one murder
motivated by gender identity in 2019, and only three murders motivated by gender identity
since 2014. 5 By contrast, transgender advocates have documented killings of more than
200 transgender and gender non-conforming people in the United States since 2013, with
transgender women of color making up roughly 4 of 5 anti-transgender homicides. 6
Non-fatal violence is likely under-reported as well. A Williams Institute analysis of data
from the National Crime Victimization Survey found that transgender people “are over four
times more likely than cisgender people to experience violent victimization, including
rape, sexual assault, and aggravated or simple assault.” 7 Misty Eyez, director of Women's
5 Federal Bureau of Investigation, “2019 Hate Crimes Statistics: Offense Type by Bias Motivation, 2019,” table 4,
https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2019/topic-pages/tables/table-4.xls (accessed July 30, 2021).
6 Human Rights Campaign, “Dismantling a Culture of Violence: Understanding Anti-Transgender Violence and Ending the

Crisis,” December 2020, p. 3, https://hrc-prod-requests.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/files/assets/resources/Dismantlinga-Culture-of-Violence-010721.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).

7 “Transgender People Over Four Times More Likely than Cisgender People to Be Victims of Violent Crime,” Williams Institute,
UCLA School of Law Press Release, March 23, 2021, https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/press/ncvs-trans-press-release
(accessed November 8, 2021). Many transgender people killed in fatal attacks had previously survived other physical
assaults. See, e.g., Karma Allen, “Transgender Woman Brutally Attacked on Video Last Month Fatally Shot in Dallas,” ABC
News, May 20, 2019, https://abcnews.go.com/US/transgender-woman-brutally-attacked-video-month-fatallyshot/story?id=63144791 (accessed November 10, 2021); Seyma Bayram, “Who Killed Brian Powers? Police Have No Leads,
Loved Ones Want Answers,” Akron Beacon Journal, July 23, 2020,
https://www.beaconjournal.com/story/news/local/2020/07/23/who-killed-brian-powers-police-have-no-leads-loved-oneswant-answers-in-death-of-black-trans-man/113376374 (accessed November 8, 2021); Daniela Sternitzky-Di Napoli, “Who
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Services, Transgender Services, and Training/Education Services at SunServe, an LGBT
social services agency in Wilton Manors, Florida, told Human Rights Watch: “Most of these
acts of hate are unreported or undocumented. People will tell me stories that happened to
them, from being raped at a bus stop to [unnecessary genital inspections at hospitals].
Violence is extremely common, and it’s under-reported.” 8
The three states examined in this report—Florida, Ohio, and Texas—have all had multiple
incidents of fatal violence against transgender people in recent years, with many of these
incidents prosecuted as homicides. 9
In Florida, advocates have documented at least 18 fatal incidents between 2016 and 2021:
•

Royal Poetical Starz, a 26-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed
in Miami Gardens on October 2, 2021. 10 Police initially misgendered Starz in their
attempt to find her killer. 11

•

Keri Washington, a 49-year-old Black transgender woman, was killed in Clearwater
on May 1, 2021. 12 Her domestic partner was later charged with killing her in
a dispute. 13

•

Alexus Braxton, a 45-year-old Black transgender woman, was killed in Miami in
what police called a “violent and vicious” attack on February 4, 2021. 14

Killed Iris Santos? Police Still Searching for Answers Following Fatal Shooting of Transgender Woman in Chick-Fil-A Parking
Lot,” Click 2 Houston, May 12, 2021, https://www.click2houston.com/news/local/2021/05/12/who-killed-iris-santos-policestill-searching-for-answers-following-fatal-shooting-of-transgender-woman-in-chick-fil-a-parking-lot (accessed November 8,
2021).
8 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Misty Eyez, Director of Women’s Services, Transgender Services, and

Training/Education Services, SunServe, Wilton Manors, Florida, August 5, 2021; see also Human Rights Watch interview with
Paige Mahogany Parks, Jacksonville, Florida, July 26, 2019.

9 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Jacob Nash, co-founder and president, Margie’s Hope, Lakewood, Ohio,
June 17, 2019; Verniss McFarland, Executive Director, Mahogany Project, Houston, Texas, August 9, 2021; Arianna Lint,
founder, Arianna’s Center, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, August 11, 2021; Human Rights Watch interview with Jacob Nash, Akron,
Ohio, August 1, 2019.
10 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021,”

https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2021
(accessed July 30, 2021).
11 Michael Majchrowicz, “Miami Gardens Police Deadnamed Slain Trans Woman, Costing Them Crucial Time,” Miami New

Times, October 28, 2021, https://www.miaminewtimes.com/news/miami-gardens-police-deadnamed-murder-victim-royalpoetical-starz-13214188 (accessed November 8, 2021).
12 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021.”
13 Josh Fiallo, “Clearwater Police Arrest Man Accused of Killing His Partner,” Tampa Bay Times, May 11, 2021,

https://www.tampabay.com/news/breaking-news/2021/05/11/clearwater-police-arrest-man-accused-of-killing-his-partner
(accessed November 8, 2021).

14 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021”;
Associated Press, “Police, Family Seeking Answers in Slaying of Miami Transgender Woman,” Tampa Bay Times, February 25,
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•

Yunieski Carey Herrera, a 39-year-old Latina transgender woman, was stabbed and
killed in Miami on November 17, 2020. 15 Her partner called 911 to report that he had
killed her after an argument and was later charged with second degree murder. 16

•

Skylar Heath, a 20-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Miami on November 4, 2020. 17

•

Bree Black, a 27-year-old Black transgender woman, was killed on a crowded street
in Pompano Beach on July 3, 2020. 18

•

Tony McDade, a 38-year-old Black transgender man, was shot and killed by police
in Tallahassee on May 27, 2020. 19 A grand jury later opted not to indict the officers
involved, finding the use of force justified. 20

•

Bee Love Slater, a 23-year-old Black transgender woman, was killed and found
dead in a burning car in Clewiston on September 4, 2019. 21

•

Kiki Fantroy, a 21-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in Miami
on July 31, 2019, after being propositioned for sex and declining. 22

2021, https://www.tampabay.com/news/florida/2021/02/25/police-family-seeking-answers-in-slaying-of-miamitransgender-woman (accessed November 10, 2021).
15Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021.”
16 Yariel Valdés González, “Transgender Woman Murdered in Miami,” Washington Blade, November 18, 2020,

https://www.washingtonblade.com/2020/11/18/transgender-woman-murdered-in-miami (accessed November 8, 2021).
17 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021”; John

Riley, “Transgender Woman Skylar Heath Shot to Death in Miami,” Metro Weekly, December 2, 2020,
https://www.metroweekly.com/2020/12/transgender-woman-skylar-heath-shot-to-death-in-miami (accessed November 8,
2021).
18 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021”; Ari
Odzer, “Weeks After Transgender Woman Murdered, Broward Detectives Still Seeking Tips,” NBC 6, August 4, 2020,
https://www.nbcmiami.com/news/local/weeks-after-transgender-woman-murdered-broward-detectives-still-seekingtips/2272973 (accessed November 8, 2021).
19 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021”;

Meredith Deliso, “LGBTQ Community Calls for Justice after Tony McDade, a Black Trans Man, Shot and Killed by Police,” ABC
News, June 2, 2020, https://abcnews.go.com/US/lgbtq-community-calls-justice-black-trans-man-shot/story?id=71022981
(accessed November 8, 2021).

20 Jeff Burlew and Karl Etters, “Grand Jury Says Force Justified in TPD Shootings; Report and Others Point to

Missteps,”

Tallahassee Democrat, September 4, 2020, https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2020/09/04/grand-jury-clearspolice-officers-shootings-tony-mcdade-tallahassee-protests/5691487002 (accessed November 8, 2021).

21 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019,”

https://www.hrc.org/resources/violence-against-the-transgender-community-in-2019 (accessed July 30, 2021); Tracy Eaton,
“Friends Say Bee Love Slater was Trying to Escape Her Small Florida Town Just Days Before She was Found Burned to Death in
a Car,” Insider, Sept. 21, 2019, https://www.insider.com/bee-love-slater-florida-transgender-woman-found-dead-in-car2019-9 (accessed November 8, 2021).
22 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019”; Jason Parker, “Teen Arrested in
Shooting Death of Miami-Dade Transgender Woman,” NBC 6, August 8, 2019, https://www.nbcmiami.com/news/local/teenarrested-in-shooting-death-of-miami-dade-transgender-woman/125789 (accessed November 8, 2021).
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•

Ellie Marie Washtock, a 38-year-old gender non-conforming person, was shot and
killed in St. Augustine on January 31, 2019. 23

•

Londonn Moore, a 20-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot to death in
North Port on September 8, 2018. 24

•

Sasha Garden, a 27-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead with signs
of trauma in Orlando on July 19, 2018. 25 Investigators described her death as
a homicide. 26

•

Cathalina Christina James, a 24-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and
killed in a hotel in Jacksonville on June 24, 2018. 27

•

Antash’a English, a 38-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Jacksonville on June 1, 2018. 28 She was initially misgendered in police reports. 29

•

Celine Walker, a 36-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in a
hotel in Jacksonville on February 4, 2018. 30 A man who had previously had a
relationship with Walker was later charged in her murder. 31

•

Rhiannon Layendecker, a 51-year-old transgender woman, was shot and killed by
her wife in Englewood on December 16, 2017. 32

23 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019”; Corley Peel and Colette DuChanois,
“Killing of Michelle O’Connell Case Researcher Shrouded in Mystery Nearly a Year Later,” News 4 Jax, January 22, 2020,
https://www.news4jax.com/news/local/2020/01/23/jan-31-marks-1-year-since-michelle-oconnell-case-researcher-waskilled/ (accessed November 8, 2021).
24 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2018,”

https://www.hrc.org/resources/violence-against-the-transgender-community-in-2018 (accessed July 30, 2021); Monivette
Cordeiro, “Florida Sees Fifth Murder of Black Transgender Woman with Killing of Londonn Moore,” Orlando Weekly,
September 17, 2018, https://www.orlandoweekly.com/Blogs/archives/2018/09/17/florida-sees-fifth-murder-of-blacktransgender-woman-with-killing-of-londonn-moore (accessed November 8, 2021).
25 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2018.”
26 Monivette Cordeiro, “Orlando Community Mourns Murder of Transgender Woman with Vigil,” Orlando Weekly, July 24,
2018, https://www.orlandoweekly.com/Blogs/archives/2018/07/24/orlando-community-mourns-murder-of-transgenderwoman-with-vigil (accessed November 8, 2021).
27 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2018”; Destiny Johnson, “Mother of 3rd

Transgender Woman Who Was Murdered in Jax: ‘My Daughter Loved to Dance and Travel,’” First Coast News, June 26, 2018,
https://www.firstcoastnews.com/article/news/local/data/crime/mother-of-3rd-transgender-woman-to-be-murdered-in-jaxmy-daughter-loved-to-dance-and-travel/77-567612999 (accessed November 8, 2021).

28 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2018.”
29 Tyler White, “Slain Jacksonville Transgender Woman Remembered for Being ‘Bold’ and ‘Unapologetic,’” First Coast News,

June 3, 2018, https://www.firstcoastnews.com/article/news/crime/slain-jacksonville-transgender-woman-remembered-forbeing-bold-and-unapologetic/77-561117421 (accessed November 8, 2021).
30 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2018.”
31 John Riley, “Police Arrest Suspect in Murder of Jacksonville Trans Woman Celine Walker,” Metro Weekly, September 26,

2019, https://www.metroweekly.com/2019/09/police-arrest-suspect-in-murder-of-jacksonville-trans-woman-celine-walker
(accessed November 8, 2021).

32 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2017,”

https://www.hrc.org/resources/violence-against-the-transgender-community-in-2017 (accessed July 30, 2021); Tom Alberts,

11

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | NOVEMBER 2021

•

Chay Reed, a 28-year-old transgender woman of color, was shot and killed in Miami
on April 21, 2017. 33 She was initially misgendered in media reports. 34

•

Mercedes Successful, a 32-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed
in Haines City on May 15, 2016. 35 In 2019, a man who was believed to have had a
romantic relationship with Successful was convicted of her murder. 36

In Ohio, advocates have documented at least 12 fatal incidents between 2016 and 2021:
•

Tierramarie Lewis, a 36-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Cleveland on June 12, 2021. 37 She was initially misgendered in media reports. 38

•

Diamond Kyree Sanders, a 23-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and
killed in Cincinnati on March 3, 2021. 39 Police later arrested three people in
connection with her death. 40

•

Lea Rayshon Daye, a 28-year-old Black transgender woman, died in Cuyahoga
County Jail in Cleveland on August 30, 2020. 41 She was misgendered by the prison
in an announcement of her death. 42

•

Brian “Egypt” Powers, a 43-year-old Black transgender person, was shot and killed
in Akron on June 13, 2020. 43

“Sarasota County Woman Murdered Her Wife and Planned to Bury the Body, Police Say,” Bradenton Herald, December 17,
2017, https://www.bradenton.com/news/local/crime/article190243484.html (accessed November 8, 2021).
33 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2017.”
34 Mathew Rodriguez, “Transgender Woman Chay Reed Shot and Killed in Miami,” Mic, April 22, 2017,
https://www.mic.com/articles/174967/transgender-woman-chay-reed-shot-and-killed-in-miami (accessed November 8,
2021).
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2019, https://watermarkonline.com/2019/01/08/winter-haven-man-found-guilty-of-murder-in-death-of-mercedessuccessful (accessed November 8, 2021).
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them., August 10, 2021, https://www.them.us/story/tierramarie-lewis-black-trans-woman-killed-june-death-only-reportedlast-friday (accessed November 8, 2021).
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•

Riah Milton, a 25-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in Liberty
Township on June 9, 2020. 44 According to local law enforcement, Milton was lured
to a robbery by three people and was shot twice. She was initially misgendered in
police reports. 45

•

Jordan Cofer, a 22-year-old white transgender man, was shot and killed in a mass
shooting in Dayton on August 4, 2019. 46

•

Claire Legato, a 21-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot in the head and
killed in Cleveland on April 15, 2019. 47 She was reportedly killed after intervening in
a dispute between her mother and the man who shot her. 48

•

Keisha Wells, a 54-year-old transgender woman of color, was shot and killed in
Cleveland on June 24, 2018. 49

•

Phylicia Mitchell, a 45-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Cleveland on February 23, 2018. 50 In 2019, a man who shot her during an argument
was acquitted of murder charges but convicted of involuntary manslaughter in
her death. 51

•

JoJo Striker, a 23-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead of a gunshot
wound in Toledo on February 8, 2017. 52 She was initially misgendered in
media reports. 53

44 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021.”
45 Michael Baldwin, “Sister of Slain Trans Woman Riah Milton Speaks Out Against ‘Deadnaming,’” Fox 19, June 17, 2020,

https://www.fox19.com/2020/06/17/sister-murdered-transgender-woman-objects-deadnaming (accessed November 8,
2021).
46 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019”; Sarah Emily Baum, “Remembering

Jordan Cofer, Trans Victim of the Dayton Mass Shooting,” Teen Vogue, August 12, 2019,
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/jordan-cofer-trans-victim-dayton-mass-shooting (accessed November 10, 2021).
47 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019.”
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•

Brandi Bledsoe, a 32-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead with a
gunshot wound in Cleveland on October 9, 2016. 54 Two people were later arrested
in connection with the murder. 55

•

Rae’Lynn Thomas, a 28-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Columbus on August 10, 2016. 56 A man who lived with her family and reportedly
disapproved of her gender identity was charged with her murder but was found
incompetent to stand trial. 57

In Texas, advocates have documented at least 22 fatal incidents between 2016 and 2021:
•

Kiér Laprí Kartier, a 21-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Arlington on September 30, 2021. 58 She was initially misgendered in police and
media reports. 59

•

Miss CoCo, a 44-year-old transgender woman of color, was shot and killed in a
homeless encampment in Dallas on August 7, 2021. 60

•

Tiffany Thomas, a 38-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead of a
gunshot wound at a car wash in Dallas on April 24, 2021. 61

54 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2016.”
55 Julia Bingel, “Guilty Plea in Connection with the 2016 Murder of a Transgender Woman,” Cleveland 19, May 15, 2018,
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Woman Found Incompetent for Trial,” WBNS 10, December 26, 2016, https://www.10tv.com/article/news/local/man-foundincompetent-trial-columbus-womans-murder/530-b91ed624-e6f5-434d-9d94-75c2898ed992 (accessed November 8, 2021).
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2021).
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Maria Guerrero, “Transgender Woman Fatally Shot at Downtown Dallas Homeless Encampment,” NBC 5, August 8, 2021,
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(accessed November 8, 2021).
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•

Iris Santos, a 22-year-old Latina transgender woman, was shot and killed at a fastfood restaurant in Houston on April 23, 2021. 62

•

Aidelen Evans, a 24-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead in Port
Arthur in March 2021, and her death is being investigated as a homicide. 63

•

Asia Jynae Foster, a 22-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Houston on November 20, 2020, after telling friends she was going on a date. 64

•

Merci Mack, a 22-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in Dallas
on June 30, 2020, after a reported altercation over a video she intended to post on
social media. 65

•

Helle Jae O’Regan, a white 20-year-old transgender woman, was stabbed and killed
in an attack on a barbershop in San Antonio on May 6, 2020. 66 Police subsequently
charged a man with her murder. 67

•

Itali Marlowe, a 29-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Houston on September 20, 2019. 68 A man who was living with Marlowe was
subsequently charged with her murder. 69

•

Tracy Single, a 22-year-old Black transgender woman, was killed in Houston on July
30, 2019. 70 A man who had been in a relationship with Single was subsequently
charged with her murder. 71

62 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2021”;
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64 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2020,”
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2021).
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Amber Jamieson, “Police Charged a Man Over the Death of Merci Mack, A Black Trans Woman Killed in Dallas,” Buzzfeed, July
10, 2020, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/amberjamieson/merci-mack-richey-suspect-charged (accessed November
8, 2021).
66 Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2020.”
67 Trudy Ring, “Trans Woman Murdered in Attack on Barbershop,” The Advocate, May 11, 2020,

https://www.advocate.com/crime/2020/5/11/trans-woman-murdered-attack-san-antonio-barbershop (accessed November
8, 2021).
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•

Chynal Lindsey, a 26-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead in a lake
in Dallas on June 1, 2019. 72 A man was later arrested and charged with murder in
connection to her death. 73

•

Johana “Joa” Medina, a 25-year-old Latina transgender woman, died days after
being released from six weeks of ICE custody in El Paso on June 1, 2019. 74 She had
been seeking asylum in the United States and became ill while in custody,
complaining of chest pains. 75

•

Muhlaysia Booker, a 23-year-old Black transgender woman, was shot and killed in
Dallas on May 18, 2019. 76 Weeks prior, a crowd had assaulted her in a parking lot in
an unrelated incident that circulated in a viral video and made national news. 77 A
man was subsequently charged with her murder. 78

•

Nikki Enriquez, a 28-year-old Latina transgender woman, was killed in Laredo on
September 15, 2018. 79 A border patrol agent subsequently confessed to killing her
and three other women, and he is believed to have targeted sex workers. 80

•

Karla Patricia Flores-Pavón, a 26-year-old transgender woman of color, was found
strangled to death in Dallas on May 9, 2018. 81 Police later arrested a man in
connection with her murder. 82

72 Human Rights Campaign, “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2019.”
73 Madeline Holcombe, “A Suspect Has Been Arrested in the Death of a
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Murder,” Dallas Observer, August 30, 2019, https://www.dallasobserver.com/news/man-indicted-for-dallas-transgenderwomans-murder-11744399 (accessed November 8, 2021).
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78 Stephen Young, “Alleged Serial Killer Charged With 3 Murders, Including Muhlaysia Booker’s,” Dallas Observer, June 12,
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10, 2021).
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https://www.nbcdfw.com/news/local/new-details-in-murder-of-transgender-dallas-woman/2063222 (accessed November
8, 2021).
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•

Brandi Seals, a 26-year-old Black transgender woman, was found dead of a
gunshot wound in Houston on December 13, 2017. 83 She was initially misgendered
by law enforcement officials. 84

•

Elizabeth Stephanie Montez, a 47-year-old Latinx transgender woman, was found
with multiple gunshot wounds near Robstown on October 21, 2017, and later died
in the hospital. 85 Three people were subsequently convicted of luring her to a barn
where she was shot; a fourth accepted a plea deal. 86

•

Gwynevere River Song, a white 26-year-old transgender person, was shot and killed
by her father in Waxahachie on August 12, 2017. 87 A grand jury subsequently
declined to indict her father in connection with her death. 88

•

Kenne McFadden, a 27-year-old Black transgender woman, was pushed into the
San Antonio River and drowned on April 9, 2017. 89 The man who pushed her told
the court that the two had kissed, and that when McFadden made a sexual advance
he pushed her into the river. 90

•

Shante Thompson, a 34-year-old Black transgender woman, was beaten, shot, and
killed in Houston on April 11, 2016. 91 A man was subsequently sentenced to 12
years in prison for her murder. 92
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88 David Taffet, “No Justice for Gwen,” Dallas Voice, September 21, 2018, https://dallasvoice.com/no-justice-for-gwen

(accessed November 8, 2021).
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River Won’t Be Tried for Her Death,” Newsweek,
March 12, 2018, https://www.newsweek.com/protest-planed-after-judge-rules-man-who-pushed-trans-woman-texas-riverwont-840689 (accessed November 8, 2021).
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•

Monica Loera, a 43-year-old Latina transgender woman, was shot and killed in
North Austin on January 22, 2016. 93 A man was subsequently sentenced to 20 years
in prison for her murder. 94

•

Erykah Tijerina, a 36-year-old Latinx transgender woman, was stabbed and killed in
El Paso on August 8, 2016. 95 A man who reportedly had been sexually involved with
Tijerina was subsequently sentenced to 35 years in prison for her murder. 96

The violence and discrimination that transgender people experience is deeply
intersectional, with different forms of vulnerability shaped by race, gender, class, ability,
and nationality, among other factors.
In 2020, for example, more than three-quarters of the transgender and non-binary people
known to have been murdered in the United States were people of color. 97 In the incidents
listed above, at least 88 percent of the transgender people killed in Florida, 91 percent of
the transgender people killed in Ohio, and 90 percent of the transgender people killed in
Texas were people of color. As the cases above illustrate, Black transgender women have
been disproportionately affected by fatal violence. Black transgender women comprised
66 percent of the 202 cases of fatal violence against transgender and gender nonconforming people that the Human Rights Campaign documented across the United States
from 2013 to 2020. 98 As Naomi Green, a transgender advocate in Texas, told Human
Rights Watch:
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Times, January 23, 2019, https://www.elpasotimes.com/story/news/crime/2019/01/23/anthony-bowden-gets-35-yearstransgender-womans-fatal-stabbing/2658426002 (accessed November 8, 2021).
97 Transrespect Versus Transphobia Worldwide, “TMM Update: Trans Day of Remembrance,” November 11, 2020,

https://transrespect.org/en/tmm-update-tdor-2020 (accessed November 8, 2021). The Trans Murder Monitoring research
project calculated in November 2020 that 79 percent of people killed in the United States in 2020 were people of color. The
percentage rises when one adds the subsequent killings of seven transgender individuals, six of whom – Yunieski Carey
Herrera, Asia Jynae Foster, Chae’Meshia Simms, Jaheim Pugh Jaheim Barbie, Courtney “Eshay” Key, and Alexandria
Winchester – were people of color and one of whom – Kimberly Fial – was white. Human Rights Campaign, “Fatal Violence
Against the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Community in 2020.”
98 Human Rights Campaign, An Epidemic of Violence: Fatal Violence Against Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming

People in the United States in 2020, p. 4, https://reports.hrc.org/an-epidemic-of-violence-fatal-violence-against-
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One of the reasons Black trans women die the most is the intersectionality
of being first, Black, and then a woman, and then trans. When you think
about the fact that people are still existing in the world who are racist and
don’t like Black people, there are still men who view women as less than
and treat women as less than, and there are a number of people in the
world who do not like or hate trans people, and you mix all of those
together, it’s a very dangerous combination. 99
As this report illustrates, the discrimination that transgender people face—and their ability
to access stable employment, safe transportation, secure housing, and public and private
resources—intersects with other forms of discrimination that limit opportunities and put
people at risk of violence.

Antidiscrimination Protections
Discrimination and a lack of access to basic social and economic goods leave transgender
people vulnerable to violence in the United States.
Nell Gaither, president of the Trans Pride Initiative in Dallas, Texas, told Human Rights
Watch that “Black trans people face more discrimination and violence because they have
less access to education, employment, housing, and health care and services.” 100
Similarly, Zakia McKensey, executive director of the Nationz Foundation, noted:
If there were protections in place for housing, employment, some of these
things wouldn’t be happening, or not happening at such great levels. And
these ladies wouldn’t have to put themselves out on the street engaging in
survival sex work because they could keep a job and get safe housing. 101

99 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Naomi Green, transgender advocate, Dallas, Texas, August 5, 2021.
100 Human Rights Watch interview with Nell Gaither, president, Trans Pride Initiative, Dallas, Texas, July 23,

2021.

101 Human Rights Watch interview with Zakia McKensey, executive director, Nationz Foundation, Richmond, Virginia, July 2,

2019.

19

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | NOVEMBER 2021

Persistent marginalization and a lack of opportunity function in tandem to keep
transgender people, particularly those who are multiply marginalized, in circumstances
where they are more at risk of harassment and violence.
While many federal civil rights laws do not expressly prohibit discrimination based on
gender identity, courts and administrative agencies have indicated that prohibitions on
sex discrimination encompass gender identity discrimination.102
In 2020, the US Supreme Court affirmed this understanding in its decision in Bostock v.

Clayton County. The Bostock court held that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which
prohibits discrimination based on “sex,” also prohibits discrimination based on
gender identity. 103
The administration of US President Joe Biden has applied the logic of the decision to other
civil rights laws as well, interpreting sex discrimination provisions in education, housing,
health care, and other domains to protect transgender people from discrimination based
on gender identity. 104 The Equality Act, a bill that would make these protections explicit in
federal law and expand them to other domains, has passed the US House of
Representatives but has not yet been enacted by the Senate, where supporters have
struggled to assemble a filibuster-proof majority despite broad popular support for LGBTinclusive nondiscrimination protections. 105

102 National Center for Transgender Equality, “Federal Case Law on Transgender People and Discrimination,”
https://transequality.org/federal-case-law-on-transgender-people-and-discrimination (accessed July 28, 2021).
103 Bostock v. Clayton County, 590 U.S. ___ (2020).
104 Executive Order on Preventing and Combating Discrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity or Sexual Orientation,

January 20, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/20/executive-order-preventingand-combating-discrimination-on-basis-of-gender-identity-or-sexual-orientation (accessed November 8, 2021); Caroline
Medina and Thee Santos, “A Timeline of the Biden Administration’s Efforts to Support LGBTQ Equality in the First 100 Days,”
Center for American Progress, April 28, 2021, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtqrights/news/2021/04/28/498775/timeline-biden-administrations-efforts-support-lgbtq-equality-first-100-days (accessed
November 8, 2021).
105 H.R. 5 – Equality Act, https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5 (accessed July 28, 2021); Public

Religion Research Institute, “New Survey Shows Strong Support for LGBTQ Rights Championed in the Equality Act,” March 23,
2021, https://www.prri.org/press-release/new-survey-shows-strong-support-for-lgbtq-rights-championed-in-the-equality-act
(accessed November 8, 2021).
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Protections at the state level are not uniform across states or contexts, including
employment, housing, and public accommodations. All told, only 49 percent of LGBT
people live in states where there are protections in all three contexts. 106
As of July 2021, 22 states expressly prohibited discrimination based on gender identity in
employment, and in another 9 states, including Florida and Texas, courts or administrative
agencies have interpreted existing prohibitions on sex discrimination to cover gender
identity. 107 In the remaining 19 states, including Ohio, employment discrimination laws are
not understood to cover gender identity. 108
Similarly, 22 states expressly prohibit discrimination based on gender identity in housing,
while only 7 states, including Florida, interpret existing prohibitions on sex discrimination
to cover gender identity, and the remaining 21 states, including Ohio and Texas, do not
offer any protection. 109
In public accommodations, such as stores, restaurants, hotels, and other spaces that are
generally open to the public, only 21 states expressly prohibit discrimination based on
gender identity, 6 states, including Florida, interpret existing prohibitions on sex
discrimination to cover gender identity, and 23 states, including Ohio and Texas, offer no
clear protection. 110
Even after the Supreme Court’s ruling in Bostock, these state protections are critically
important. State employment discrimination laws can be more expansive than federal law,
covering a wider range of employers and offering more robust remedies to those who
experience discrimination. 111 Rather than interpreting “sex” to include sexual orientation
and gender identity, state laws can spell those protections out explicitly, making it clearer
to employers and employees that people are protected on those bases. Moreover, because
106 Movement Advancement Project, “Nondiscrimination Laws,” https://www.lgbtmap.org/equalitymaps/non_discrimination_laws/housing (accessed October 19, 2021).
107 Movement Advancement Project, “Employment Nondiscrimination,”
https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality_maps/employment_non_discrimination_laws/state (accessed July 28, 2021).
108 Ibid.
109 Movement Advancement Project, “Nondiscrimination Laws.”
110 Ibid.
111 Cathryn Oakley, “What the Supreme Court Ruling in Bostock Means for State Legislative Efforts,” Human Rights Campaign,

July 15, 2020, https://www.hrc.org/news/what-the-supreme-court-ruling-in-bostock-means-for-state-legislative-effort
(accessed October 19, 2021).
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federal law does not expressly prohibit sex discrimination in public accommodations and
services, Bostock does not protect LGBT people in places like restaurants, hotels, or
transportation services, making inclusive state antidiscrimination laws particularly
important.
Stronger antidiscrimination laws are needed. A survey of 1,528 LGBTQ adults
commissioned by the Center for American Progress in 2020 found that 62 percent of
transgender respondents had experienced discrimination in the year preceding the
survey. 112 Approximately half of transgender respondents reported that they had
experienced discrimination in public spaces and more than a quarter reported
discrimination in the workplace in the previous year. 113 More than a third said that
discrimination had “a moderate or significant impact” on their ability to rent or buy
housing, 114 and more than half of transgender respondents said it would be impossible or
very difficult to find an alternative if they were denied access to a homeless shelter. 115
Nearly a quarter had experienced recent discrimination by law enforcement. 116
This discrimination had material consequences; 54 percent of transgender respondents
said that discrimination had “moderately or significantly affected their financial wellbeing.” 117 About half of transgender respondents also said that discrimination affected
their ability to secure or retain employment. 118
Instead of addressing these persistent patterns of discrimination, however, lawmakers
have recently sought to further exclude transgender people from public spaces. From 2016
onward, lawmakers have sought to limit transgender people’s rights with hundreds of bills
in state legislatures restricting access to bathrooms and locker rooms, athletic

112 Lindsay Mahowald, Sharita Gruberg and John Halpin, Center for American Progress, The State of the LGBTQ Community in

2020: A National Public Opinion Study, October 2020, p. 4,

https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2020/10/02103624/LGBTQpoll-report.pdf (accessed November 8,
2021). The survey used the term “LGBTQ,” adding the Q for “queer,” an inclusive term to cover a wider range of sexual
orientations and gender identities.
113 Ibid., p. 6.
114 Ibid., p. 7.
115 Ibid., p. 15.
116 Ibid., p. 6.
117 Ibid., p. 10.
118 Ibid., p. 11.
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competition, and healthcare services. 119 The public debates surrounding these bills have
often featured dehumanizing rhetoric about transgender people, portraying them as
predatory, “mentally ill,” or dangerous, despite research confirming that transgender
inclusion has not created safety concerns. 120
Both transgender individuals and advocates told Human Rights Watch that they have felt
less safe as hostility toward transgender people has been openly voiced in legislatures
and in media, 121 and available data suggest that bias-motivated violence has increased in
recent years. 122

Lack of Access to Services
When transgender people do experience violence, the services available to them are often
extremely limited. While shelters and domestic violence programs can be challenging to
access for cisgender people as well, transgender people often face legal, functional, and
attitudinal barriers that drastically limit their available options.
The Equal Access Rule requires that recipients of federal funding from the Department of
Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) Office of Community Planning and Development
not discriminate based on gender identity in programs, shelters, and other services. 123

119 Human Rights Campaign, “Anti-Transgender Legislation Spreads Nationwide, Bills Targeting Transgender Children Surge,”

February 2, 2016, http://assets2.hrc.org/files/assets/resources/HRC-Anti-Trans-Issue-Brief-FINAL-REV2.pdf (accessed
November 8, 2021) (noting that anti-transgender bills surged after 2015); Ivette Feliciano, “Pride: 2021 Has Set a Record in
Anti-Trans Bills in America,” PBS NewsHour, June 6, 2021, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/pride-2021-has-set-arecord-in-anti-trans-bills-in-america (accessed November 8, 2021) (noting that 2021 is a “record year for states aiming to
restrict transgender rights”).

120 Amira Hasenbush, Andrew R. Flores & Jody L. Herman, “Gender Identity Nondiscrimination Laws in Public
Accommodations: A Review of Evidence Regarding Safety and Privacy in Public Restrooms, Locker Rooms, and Changing
Rooms,” Sexuality Research and Social Policy, vol. 16 (2019): 70-83.
121 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Andrea Segovia, policy and field coordinator, Transgender

Network of Texas, July 27, 2021.

Education

122 Alex Cooper, “FBI Report Finds Increase in Hate Crimes Against Transgender People,” The Advocate, September 1, 2021,
https://www.advocate.com/crime/2021/9/01/fbi-report-finds-increase-hate-crimes-against-transgender-people (accessed
November 8, 2021); Human Rights Watch interview with Aaron Eckhardt, interim executive director, Buckeye Region AntiViolence Organization (BRAVO), Columbus, Ohio, July 31, 2019.
123 US Department of Housing and Urban Development, “HUD Withdraws Proposed Rule, Reaffirms Its Commitment to Equal

Access to Housing, Shelters, and Other Services Regardless of Gender Identity,” April 22, 2021,
https://www.hud.gov/press/press_releases_media_advisories/HUD_No_21_069 (accessed November 8, 2021). The Trump
administration proposed a rule that would have permitted various forms of discrimination against transgender people in
shelters and other settings, but this was ultimately withdrawn by the Biden administration. Ibid.

23

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | NOVEMBER 2021

Where these programs, shelters, and services are gendered, they should respect people’s
gender identity. 124
However, transgender people remain particularly vulnerable to discrimination in private or
religious facilities that do not receive federal funding but are the primary shelter providers
for survivors of violence in many communities. They also experience discrimination in
shelters that are formally inclusive of transgender people but functionally exclude them or
fail to protect them from mistreatment by other residents or staff.
Services for survivors of intimate partner violence may also be difficult for transgender
people to access. The 2015 US Transgender Survey found that 47 percent of respondents
had been sexually assaulted at some point in their lives, and 10 percent had been sexually
assaulted in the past year. 125 Of those who had been assaulted at some point in their lives,
34 percent had been assaulted by a current or former partner, 25 percent had been
assaulted by a relative, and 30 percent had been assaulted by a stranger. 126
In 2013, the US Congress reauthorized the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), which for
the first time expressly prohibited discrimination based on real or perceived sexual
orientation or gender identity in federally funded antiviolence programs. 127 VAWA also
created a grant program for service providers working with underserved populations,
including LGBT communities, supporting those providers who work with LGBT people and
encouraging other providers to do so as well. VAWA expired in late 2018, was temporarily
reauthorized, and expired again in early 2019. While grant programs have continued to
receive funding through congressional appropriations, advocates have urged Congress to
reauthorize VAWA with greater emphasis on alternatives to criminalization and send a
message that addressing violence is a priority. 128 As of writing, a reauthorized version of
124 Ibid.
125 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, December 2016, p. 205-206,

https://transequality.org/sites/default/files/docs/usts/USTS-Full-Report-Dec17.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).

126 Ibid., p. 206.
127 US Department of Justice, “VAWA 2013 Nondiscrimination Provision: Making Programs Accessible to All Victims of
Domestic Violence, Sexual Assault, Dating Violence, and Stalking,” April 9, 2014,
https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/blog/vawa-2013-nondiscrimination-provision-making-programs-accessible-allvictims-domestic (accessed September 19, 2021).
128 Kate Thayer, “The Violence Against Women Act Has Expired. Advocates Say that Sends a Dangerous Message and Are

Pushing for Permanent Protections,” Chicago Tribune, February 21, 2019, https://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ct-lifeviolence-against-women-act-expired-20190220-story.html (accessed November 8, 2021); Bonnie J. Campbell & Lisalyn R.
Jacobs, “The Senate Must Reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act,” The Hill, June 3, 2021,
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VAWA had passed the US House but stalled in the US Senate. 129 Advocates have also
called for reauthorization of the Family Violence Prevention and Services Improvement Act,
which would fund and support crucial services for survivors of violence. 130
Advocates highlighted that, despite advances since 2013, transgender individuals still
face considerable legal, functional, and attitudinal challenges in accessing homeless
shelters and antiviolence services. As this report details below, gendered spaces remain
inaccessible for many transgender people at risk of poverty, homelessness, and violence.

Lack of Access to Justice
Survivors of violence can also experience significant barriers obtaining access to justice.
Whether an incident is reported and documented as an instance of bias-motivated
violence, whether transgender victims of violence are treated with respect by law
enforcement and judicial officials, and whether perpetrators of violence can use the
victim’s gender identity as a defense in court all vary within the United States.
At the federal level, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act
extends federal funding and assistance to aid state and local governments in the
investigation and prosecution of hate crimes, including hate crimes on the basis of gender
identity. 131 It also criminalizes violence that is motivated by a person’s gender identity
when an act of violence extends across or affects more than one state. 132
At the state level, hate crimes protections for transgender people are uneven. As of July
2021, only 22 states expressly enumerated gender identity in their hate crimes law.133
https://thehill.com/opinion/civil-rights/556697-the-senate-must-reauthorize-violence-against-women-act (accessed
November 8, 2021).
129 Susan Davis, “House Renews Violence Against Women Act, but Senate Hurdles Remain,” National Public Radio, March 17,

2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/03/17/977842441/house-renews-violence-against-women-act-but-senate-hurdles-remain
(accessed November 8, 2021).

130 National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, “NCADV Applauds House Passage of the Family Violence Prevention and
Services Improvement Act of 2021,” October 27, 2021, https://ncadv.org/blog/posts/ncadv-applauds-house-passage-of-thefamily-violence-prevention-and-services-improvement-act-of-2021 (accessed November 4, 2021).
131 US Department of Justice, “The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009,”

https://www.justice.gov/crt/matthew-shepard-and-james-byrd-jr-hate-crimes-prevention-act-2009-0 (accessed July 28,
2021).

132 Ibid.
133 Movement Advancement Project, “Hate Crime Laws,” https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/hate_crime_laws

(accessed July 28, 2021).
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While Tennessee does not expressly enumerate gender identity, the state’s Office of the
Attorney General has clarified that “gender identity” is covered under the term “gender.” 134
The remaining 27 states enumerate sexual orientation but not gender identity, do not
enumerate either sexual orientation or gender identity, or do not have a hate crimes law. 135
In some instances, perpetrators of bias-motivated violence toward transgender people
have defended their conduct by claiming that they became upset or enraged when they
discovered that their victim was transgender. This defense, known as the gay or trans
panic defense, is used by individuals accused of anti-LGBT violence who contend they
were wholly or partially justified in reacting violently when they discovered that someone
was LGBT. In recent years, a growing number of states have taken steps to curb the use of
gay and trans panic defenses. Although the American Bar Association has called on states
to prohibit these defenses, only 15 states had done so as of November 2021. 136

134 State of Tennessee Office of the Attorney General, “Sentence Enhancement for Hate Crimes Against Transgender
Individuals,” Opinion No. 19-01, February 8, 2019,
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/attorneygeneral/documents/ops/2019/op19-01.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).
135 Movement Advancement Project, “Hate Crime Laws.”
136 American Bar Association, Resolution 113A, August 2013, https://lgbtbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Gay-and-

Trans-Panic-Defenses-Resolution.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021); Movement Advancement Project, “Gay/Trans Panic
Defense Bans,” https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/panic_defense_bans (accessed November 5, 2021).
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II. Violence and Discrimination
Discussions of anti-transgender violence often focus on hate crimes and the suggestion
that a transgender person has been targeted and killed by an unknown assailant because
of their gender identity. This is only one of the many forms that anti-transgender violence
takes. In interviews with Human Rights Watch, advocates and survivors of violence
described incidents where they were made to feel unsafe or targeted by strangers because
of their gender identity, experienced violence at the hands of family members or intimate
partners, or were harassed or assaulted by law enforcement officers.

Exposure and Social Hostility
A common perception of anti-transgender violence is that it is committed by strangers in
public places who target individuals who are transgender for abuse. The 2015 US
Transgender Survey, which remains the largest survey of the experiences of transgender
people in the United States to date, bears this out. According to the survey, 54 percent of
respondents had been verbally harassed in the past year, and 46 percent believed they
were harassed because of their gender identity or expression. 137 Thirteen percent of
respondents had been physically attacked in the past year, and 9 percent believed they
were attacked because of their gender identity or expression.138 Other recent research
similarly reflects a prevalence rate for gender-based violence of anywhere from 7 to 89
percent among transgender people in the United States. 139
Interviewees described incidents of this type of violence. 140 Sam F. a trans person in
Florida, told Human Rights Watch about being assaulted by strangers after being at a
sports bar in 2018:

137 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 199. The survey, coordinated by the National

Center for Transgender Equality, reached 27,715 respondents. Ibid., p. 4.

138 Ibid., p. 199.
139 Andrea L. Wirtz et al., “Gender-Based Violence Against Transgender People in the United States: A Call for Research and

Programming,” Trauma, Violence, and Abuse, vol. 21 (2020): 227-241.

140 Human Rights Watch interview with Erin Nash, co-founder, Margie’s Hope, Akron, Ohio, August 1, 2019; Human Rights

Watch telephone interviews with Andrea Segovia, July 27, 2021; Carter Brown, national director, Black Transmen, Inc.,
Carrollton, Texas, August 5, 2021; Diamond Stylz, executive director, Black Transwomen, Inc., Houston, Texas, August 26,
2021.
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The pretty waitress could see I sat somewhere in this world and said you
have pretty eyes and an hour later she’s putting eye makeup on me. And
two dudes with crewcuts beat the shit out of me. I passed out and I woke up
a little later. And a nice person came up to me and I was bleeding from the
head and asked if she could call the police. And I said no because I was too
embarrassed… So I wandered home and bled on the pillow and I didn’t
even tell my wife. She asked why there was blood on the pillow, and I said
it was just a nosebleed…. All I remember are the two young blond guys
saying, “Fuck you faggot” and punching me over and over. 141
Nell Gaither, president of Trans Pride Initiative (TPI) in Dallas, described another incident
where a Black trans woman who contacted TPI had been assaulted by employees in a 7-11
store. The woman bought food from one cashier, but the other claimed to have believed
her to be stealing and attacked her with a pipe. Eventually, the first cashier confirmed her
account and they let her go; however, the police had been called. The woman told TPI that
she was bleeding when police arrived, but they ticketed her based on the clerk’s allegation
that she fought back, charging her with assault. 142
As Misty Eyez, who works with transgender clients at SunServe in Wilton Manors, Florida,
observes, transgender people are susceptible to violence
[w]hen they leave their house. Or in their house…. Bus stops. Street
corners. 7-11. Doctors’ offices. My clients have been attacked anywhere, I
don’t know there’s a safe place. You hope that home will be safe. But then
that leads to a lot of my clients not leaving their house ever, and being
reclusive, and some will only leave at nighttime under cover of darkness. 143
Interviewees described the precautions they took to avoid being attacked or victimized.
These included avoiding going out at night, not walking outside or taking public
transportation, calling ahead to ensure places would be welcoming, patronizing trusted

141 Human Rights Watch interview with Sam F. (pseudonym), Broward County, Florida, July 8, 2019.
142 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nell Gaither, July 23, 2021.
143 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021.
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establishments and adhering to rigid routines, and avoiding bathrooms and other
gendered spaces where they might face scrutiny. 144
This concern for safety can significantly constrain transgender people’s options and
mobility. Tori O., a 25-year-old Black trans woman in Ohio, said:
I don’t walk to the corner store, I’ll drive clear across town. I’ll avoid a lot of
places. If it’s not a big chain, I wouldn’t go out and go in the store. 145
The fear of violence can also restrict how people express their gender. Samantha J., a 28year-old trans woman in Florida, explained:
It’s just being aware all the time. And being hyper aware of how I’m being
read. Am I being read correctly? Am I being misgendered? And people get
really defensive when they misread you and then make that switch—for
someone to read me as a woman, then clock me, then have some hate or
anger toward me. I made sure to present hyper feminine to avoid that,
which then also messed with me, because it was like is this who I am or am
I just presenting this way for my safety? 146
Individuals who are perceived as transgender by others are at heightened risk of
harassment and violence. In the 2015 US Transgender Survey, individuals who said that
others could always or usually tell that they were transgender were significantly more likely
to be verbally harassed—and more than twice as likely to be physically attacked—than
those who said others could rarely or never tell they were transgender. 147 A third of
respondents reported being verbally harassed by strangers in public in the previous year

144 Human Rights Watch interviews with Tony G. (pseudonym), transgender man, Broward County, Florida, July 8, 2019;
Samantha J. (pseudonym), transgender woman, Miami, Florida, July 9, 2019; Nora H. (pseudonym), transgender woman,
Miami, Florida, July 9, 2019; Rhoda K. (pseudonym), transgender woman, Miami, Florida, July 9, 2019; Aea Celstice, Black
transgender woman, Jacksonville, Florida, July 24, 2019; Paige Mahogany Parks, July 26, 2019; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Rajee Narinesingh, transgender woman, Hollywood, Florida, August 6, 2021.
145 Human Rights Watch interview with Tori O. (pseudonym), Black transgender woman, Bowling Green, Ohio, August 2,

2019.

146 Human Rights Watch interview with Samantha J., July 9, 2019; see also Human Rights Watch interviews with Tori O.,

August 2, 2019; Aaron Eckhardt, July 31, 2019.

147 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 199.
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because they are transgender, while 5 percent reported being physically attacked by
strangers in public because they are transgender. 148
When this violence occurs, it often results in serious physical injury. Stephanie Houston,
whose transgender daughter Muhlaysia was killed, recalled an assault captured in a viral
video in April 2019 that left Muhlaysia with a broken wrist, concussion, and black eye. 149
Muhlaysia was shot and killed weeks later, in May 2019.
Yet violence and threats of violence also had lasting psychological effects. Other
interviewees described having pervasive fear, nightmares, or anxiety attacks, and
advocates noted that many of their clients experienced depression, post-traumatic stress,
or are bipolar. 150 As described in more detail below, transgender people face serious
obstacles to accessing mental health services and healthcare. 151
Even years after an assault, the consequences can linger. Rajee Narinesingh, a
transgender woman who has survived multiple incidents of physical violence, explained:
Even though I haven’t been attacked in recent years, I still live with that
every day of my life… I go to the same gas station, because I know the
employees know me, we have a rapport, it feels safer to go there, and
maybe if something happened, I could depend on someone coming to my
aid. I was in Hollywood, Florida, two weeks ago, and was heading back up
to Fort Lauderdale, and my gas was low, not on empty yet, but pretty low—
but I didn’t stop and get gas. I thought, I think I can make it to the gas
station I usually go to. It’s stuff like that: I don’t think the average person
would think twice about that. If I go out for dinner and I have to use the
bathroom, often times I’ll hold my urine and not go, just to prevent maybe a

148 Ibid., p. 202-203.
149 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Stephanie Houston, founder, Muhlaysia Booker Foundation, Dallas, Texas,
September 8, 2021.
150 Human Rights Watch interview with Aea Celstice, July 24, 2019; Adam Apple, transgender man, Lakewood, Ohio, July 30,
2019; Tori O., August 2, 2019; Francesco Duberli, chief executive officer, Survivors Pathway, Miami, Florida, September 13,
2021.
151 Human Rights Watch interview with Aea Celstice, July 24, 2019; Adam Apple, transgender man, Lakewood, Ohio, July 30,

2019; Tori O., August 2, 2019; Francesco Duberli, chief executive officer, Survivors Pathway, Miami, Florida, September 13,
2021.
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scene happening if I go to the ladies’ room. To just avoid any potential
conflict, I’ll hold my urine…
It’s the mental aftereffects. You know, I suffer from PTSD, I suffer from
agoraphobia. I’m a people person, I’m an activist in my community, people
would be surprised to hear I have agoraphobia, and I believe it’s because of
these attacks. If you said to me, let’s go to the mall, I would probably start
having an anxiety thing—because all I think right away is, a lot of people in
one place, and what are the possibilities that I’m going to run into some
people who don’t like trans people, and what are the possibilities they’ll
say nasty things to me, and what are the possibilities it’ll escalate into a
physical attack? I’ve been working with a therapist to push through that,
but it does scar you. 152
This can come at an intense personal cost. Yolonda Burt, a Black transgender woman in
Ohio who was assaulted and stabbed during a period of incarceration, recalled:
I can still see this guy and it looks like he’s looking at me. I’m paranoid.
What I would really like, is I would like to be able to have, for me, I would
like to be able to have the enjoyment of life again. I want to be able to do
things. My first love used to be, it’s no longer, it was racquetball. I love
tennis. I love to shoot pool. I don’t do any of those things. I don’t have a
social life, period. 153

Family Violence
Violence can also occur at the hands of family members of transgender people, who may
object to the victim’s gender identity. While family rejection can put transgender people at
higher risk of experiencing violence—for example, by cutting them off from material
support or evicting them from the family home—family members can also be direct
perpetrators of violence.

152 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rajee Narinesingh, August 6, 2021
153 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yolonda Burt, Black transgender woman, Canton, Ohio, August 18, 2021.
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In the 2015 US Transgender Survey, 10 percent of respondents said that an immediate
family member had been violent toward them because they are transgender, and 15
percent of respondents ran away from home or were kicked out of their home because they
were transgender. 154 Of those who transitioned in the year preceding the survey, 8 percent
reported violence from an immediate family member because they are transgender, 7
percent ran away from home, and 8 percent had been kicked out of their home. 155
Advocates told Human Rights Watch about young trans people who had struggled with
physical and psychological abuse from family members, often resulting in homelessness
or further violence. 156
Verniss McFarland, executive director of the Mahogany Project in Houston, Texas,
explained that, “If I’m 21, and I tell my parents I’m trans and they say you’re not welcome
here and kick me out of the house, I only have the streets and maybe sex work as
an option.” 157
This concern was echoed by service providers. Cara Hackett-King, who ran a house for
transgender women looking to leave sex work, observed:
The hopelessness sets in very easily when your family ostracizes you and
convinces you you’re nothing during the formative years, 13 to 18, when
your opinions of yourself are risky at best… And it almost always leads to
violence, because you don’t think much of yourself and get in situations
that you might stay out of if you had a little bit more self-esteem. 158
Daniel Merkan of JASMYN, an organization that works with trans youth in Jacksonville,
Florida, noted that “we know [family] rejection probably leads to the worst outcomes for
people, because that puts them at risk of all these other things like homelessness,
154 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 64.
155 Ibid., p. 71, 72, 74.
156 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ellysia Price, shelter advocate, Cocoon, Bowling Green, Ohio, October 27,

2021; Human Rights Watch interviews with Jacob Nash, August 1, 2019; Kimberly Griffiths, Octopus LLC, Columbus, Ohio, July
31, 2019; Gio Santiago, Northeast Ohio organizer, Equality Ohio, Cleveland, Ohio, July 30, 2019.
157 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Verniss McFarland, August 9, 2021.
158 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Cara Hackett-King, transgender woman and peer advocate, Baltimore,

Maryland, September 23, 2021.
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joblessness, which puts you at higher risk of sex work, dealing drugs to make a few bucks
to survive. It’s all related.” 159

Intimate Partner Violence
Transgender individuals who are involved in romantic or sexual relationships also
experience intimate partner violence, a category that is broader than physical or
sexual assault.
The National Coalition for Anti-Violence Programs defines “intimate partner violence” as
“[a] pattern of behavior where one intimate partner coerces, dominates, or isolates
another intimate partner to maintain power and control over the partner and the
relationship,” which may involve “psychological/emotional abuse, economic abuse,
physical abuse, verbal abuse, sexual abuse, cultural abuse, isolation, and
intimidation.” 160
Data suggest that transgender people experience high rates of intimate partner violence,
although transgender people have often been overlooked in research on partner
violence. 161 The 2015 US Transgender Survey found that 54 percent of respondents had
experienced some form of intimate partner violence in their lives, with 44 percent reporting
one or more kinds of coercive control and 35 percent reporting some form of
physical violence. 162
Both transgender individuals and advocates recounted cases where transgender people
were victimized by intimate partners. 163 In an interview in 2019, Cynthia G., a Black
transgender woman in Florida, told Human Rights Watch about an ongoing pattern of
violence with her partner. Weeks before the interview, Cynthia’s partner hit her in the

159 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Daniel Merkan, director of policy, JASMYN, Jacksonville, Florida, June 20,

2019.

160 National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and HIV-Affected Hate and

Intimate Partner Violence in 2017, 2018, p. 36, http://avp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/NCAVP-HV-IPV-2017-report.pdf
(accessed November 8, 2021).

161 Adam F. Yerke and Jennifer DeFeo, “Redefining Intimate Partner Violence Beyond the Binary to Include Transgender

People,” Journal of Family Violence, vol. 31 (2016): 975-979.

162 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 206-209.
163 Human Rights Watch interviews with Andy Dugan, legal clinic attorney, Equality Ohio, Columbus, Ohio, July 31, 2019;

Kimberly Griffiths, July 31, 2019.

33

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | NOVEMBER 2021

mouth, and she reported it to police. Days later, he was released on bond and broke into
her house while she was away and destroyed her things. As she recalled:
All the times I’ve been beaten up, held hostage in my own house and
couldn’t get out…. I’ve called the police before. He’ll leave, or they’ll come
out and if he was there, they would talk to him and he’d say I didn’t hit her,
and I’m standing with a busted lip.… I called the Sheriff’s Department the
other day, and they came out, and they said we’re always coming out to
your house, this is getting boring, tired, and I thought, what if I was getting
killed? What if I was walking to my house and someone was trying to hurt
me, then what? 164
In this case, as in others, discrimination or fear of discrimination and a lack of options can
leave transgender people vulnerable to ongoing violence. While Cynthia contacted a
shelter and was told they housed transgender women, she ultimately opted to stay in her
home because of uncertainty about how she would be treated in a shelter setting.
A common refrain from advocates and transgender individuals was that police often
assumed that transgender women had instigated the violence, dismissed or downplayed
violence when they learned a victim was transgender, or encouraged transgender women
to fight their abuser. 165
Gio Santiago, a transgender advocate in Ohio, recalled one incident where a transgender
woman he knew had a cisgender friend staying with her who brought others into the
house, and when the transgender woman objected and called the police, “every time the
police would come, the [cis] woman would be like well ‘he’ hit me.”
And it’s like, this is your friend, you know she’s trans, and it was only when
the police would come that she’d call her ‘he.’ And eventually the
neighbors rallied and said this is not what’s happening. But they were

164 Human Rights Watch interview with Cynthia G. (pseudonym), Black transgender woman, Jacksonville, Florida, July 2019.
165 Human Rights Watch interview with Tori O., August 2, 2019; Gio Santiago, July 30, 2019; Morgan Mayfaire, co-founder and

executive director, TransSocial, Miami, Florida, July 8, 2019; Nora H., July 9, 2019; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Diamond Stylz, August 26, 2021.
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treating her as the aggressor—she’s taller, she’s stronger. It’s that
victimization of trans people even in their homes. 166
Aaron Eckhardt, who works with the antiviolence organization BRAVO in Ohio, echoed
that assessment:
A lot of what we struggle with in Ohio is departments where if it’s not a
quote female survivor and male perpetrator, in a heterosexual way, it’s not
seen as domestic violence. It’s seen as two people fighting or two people
assaulting each other…. 167
Eckhardt believes across the state, police are less likely to do an assessment of who was
the primary aggressor when the victim is transgender, than in cases with a cisgender
victim of violence. In the end, Eckhardt says, the police decide to either arrest everyone
involved, or no one, but do not analyze what has happened and who is at risk:
And I’d say, more often in trans communities and really the whole
community, they’re not calling the cops. There’s a huge pressure to stay in
your relationship for a number of reasons. One, don’t get law enforcement
involved, they’ll hurt everybody. And then there’s such an intense pressure
to make relationships work because society or your family says they won’t.
So there’s pressure to make it seem like relationships are fine, nothing’s
wrong, even more so than in the cisgender heterosexual community. That
pressure exists across domestic violence, but even more so in the
trans community. 168

Police and State Violence
While many responses to anti-transgender violence center law enforcement, advocates
and transgender individuals report that law enforcement officials themselves are
frequently perpetrators of anti-transgender violence.

166 Human Rights Watch interview with Gio Santiago, July 30, 2019.
167 Human Rights Watch interview with Aaron Eckhardt, July 31, 2019.
168 Ibid.
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The National Center for Transgender Equality found that 58 percent of respondents who
had interacted with police who knew they were transgender in the previous year reported
that they were harassed, abused, or otherwise mistreated.169 The police violence that
transgender people face is both racialized and gendered. 170
Advocates and transgender individuals shared incidents where transgender people were
harassed or left to fend for themselves by police. 171 Diamond Stylz, a transgender advocate
in Texas, said:
There are so many stories of cops telling them I’m going to lock you up if
you don’t suck my dick for free. Or, when I see you out here, I’m going to
lock you up, because I don’t like you…. There’s tons of instances where
police are assaulting people because they hate you or they have the power
to exploit people because of their position… because who’s going to
believe the trans woman over the cop?172
Rachel B., a transgender woman in Florida, shared a recent example of a friend who “was
picked up in a routine traffic stop for a light, and as soon as they saw the driver was trans,
[it was a] lack of respect, unnecessary force, verbal force, and I got out of the car and
asked for the badge number and that set him straight a bit, but she was still arrested.” 173
This can deter transgender people from relying on police when needed; 57 percent of
transgender people surveyed said they did not feel comfortable calling the police when

169 National Center for Transgender Equality, Failing to Protect and Serve: Police Department Policies Towards Transgender

People, 2019, p. 5, https://transequality.org/sites/default/files/docs/resources/FTPS_FR_v3.pdf (accessed November 8,

2021).

170 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Diamond Stylz, August 26, 2021; Carter Brown, August 5, 2021; Ash

Stephens, “Black Trans Men Face a Constant Threat of Police Violence,” The Advocate, May 28, 2020,
https://www.advocate.com/commentary/2020/5/28/black-trans-men-face-constant-threat-police-violence (accessed
November 8, 2021). In the 2015 US Transgender Survey, the percentage of Black transgender people who reported physical
assault by police in the past year was six times higher than the percentage of white transgender people who reported the
same. Sandy E. James, Carter Brown, and Isaiah Wilson, 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey: Report on the Experiences of Black
Respondents, 2017, p. 16, https://transequality.org/sites/default/files/docs/usts/USTS-Black-Respondents-Report.pdf
(accessed November 8, 2021).
171 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Nell Gaither, July 23, 2021; Jacob Nash, June 17, 2019.
172 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Diamond Stylz, August 26, 2021.
173 Human Rights Watch interview with Rachel B. (pseudonym), transgender woman, Broward County, Florida, June 8, 2019.
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they needed help. 174 Melissa D., a transgender woman in Florida, offered an illustration of
this sentiment when she told Human Rights Watch: “Nobody will go to the police because
they assume that because we’re trans we’re lying to them.” 175
In some instances, police violence and harassment can be attitudinal. Naomi Green, a
transgender advocate in Texas, pointed out that “just like in society, when people are
attacking trans people, some of these are the same people who wear these badges.... They
have the same opinions or views whether they’re off the job or at work.” 176
But violence and harassment can also be the product of insufficient attention to
transgender rights in departmental policies and practices. A National Center for
Transgender Equality report in 2019 found that many large metropolitan police
departments—including Columbus, Ohio; Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio, Texas; and
Miami-Dade, Florida—have yet to adopt best practices to ensure that transgender people
and their rights are respected. 177
Such policies, if publicized and enforced, could help make clear to both law enforcement
and the public that officers should not profile or discriminate against transgender people,
should be respectful in their interactions with transgender people, and should ensure that
a person’s gender identity is respected in recordkeeping, procedures, and access to
medical care and facilities. 178
Involvement with the criminal legal system puts transgender people at heightened risk of
violence and discrimination in other ways as well. Past data from the Bureau of Prison
Statistics indicate that nearly 40 percent of incarcerated transgender people had been
sexually assaulted in prison in the year preceding the survey. Approximately 33 percent of

174 National Center for Transgender Equality, Failing to Protect and Serve: Police Department Policies Towards Transgender

People, p. 5.

175 Human Rights Watch interview with Melissa D., July 8, 2019.
176 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Naomi Green, August 5, 2021.
177 National Center for Transgender Equality, Failing to Protect and Serve: Police Department Policies Towards Transgender

People.

178 Ibid., p. 10-26.
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transgender respondents reported being victimized by other incarcerated individuals,
while 15 percent reported being victimized by staff.179
A history of incarceration can also make it more difficult for transgender people to find
stability and safety after release. In addition to the difficulties that formerly incarcerated
people face in obtaining employment and housing upon reentry, 180 a felony conviction can
prevent transgender people from updating their name on identification documents. 181 In
Texas, for example, people have to wait for two years after release to legally change their
names; according to the Transgender Pride Initiative, nine other states also use conviction
history to restrict name changes, which can prevent transgender people from obtaining
identification documents that accurately reflect their gender identity and expression.182

179 Allen J. Beck, “Sexual Victimization in Prisons and Jails Reported by Inmates, 2011-2012, Supplemental Tables:

Prevalence of Sexual Victimization Among Transgender Adult Inmates,” US Department of Justice, Bureau of Prison Statistics,
December 2014, https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/svpjri1112_st.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).
180 Thee Santos, “Justice in Reentry for Formerly Incarcerated LGBTQ People and People Living with HIV,” Center for American

Progress, April 23, 2021, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtq-rights/news/2021/04/23/498211/justice-reentryformerly-incarcerated-lgbtq-people-people-living-hiv (accessed November 8, 2021).

181 Aviva Stahl, “Advocates Fight Texas Statute Delaying Transgender Prisoners’ Ability to Change Their Names,” Medium,

April 12, 2018, https://medium.com/in-justice-today/advocates-fight-texas-statute-delaying-transgender-prisoners-abilityto-change-their-names-3c01f242257a (accessed November 8, 2021).

182 Kaley Johnson and Tessa Weinberg, “Fort Worth Trans Inmate Sues Texas Over Law that Prevents Her from Changing Legal

Name,” Fort Worth Star-Telegram, December 6, 2019, https://www.startelegram.com/news/local/crime/article238088989.html (accessed November 8, 2021).
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III. Structural Conditions
The high prevalence of violence against transgender people is due in part to intense
animus among many people toward transgender people, fueled in large part by cultural
and political narratives that portray transgender people in a dehumanizing or
stereotypical light.
But violence is also the product of systemic discrimination that deprives many transgender
people of access to economic resources, jobs paying a living wage, safe housing and
transportation, quality healthcare, and other material supports that help keep people safe.
The lack of access to these material goods puts many transgender people in precarious
situations where they are regularly exposed to violence and put in harm’s way.

Poverty
Poverty is a strong risk factor for violence in the United States. A study of federal data from
the National Crime Victimization Survey found that household income “contributes
significantly and independently to the risk for serious violence,” with persons in
households earning less than $25,000 a year at more than twice the risk of violence as
persons in households earning more than that amount. 183
A lack of material resources can restrict people to unsafe environments, foreclose
opportunities, and limit access to the tools they need to keep themselves safe.
Surveys consistently show that poverty is widespread within transgender communities.
Among the more than 28,000 respondents to the 2015 US Transgender Survey, 29 percent
were living in poverty, compared to 12 percent of adults in the United States generally. 184

183 Heather Warnken & Janet L. Lauritsen, Who Experiences Violent Victimization and Who Accesses Services? Findings from

the National Crime Victimization Survey for Expanding Our Reach, April 2019, p. 13,
https://ncvc.dspacedirect.org/bitstream/item/1270/CVR%20Article_Who%20Experiences%20Violent%20Victimization%20
and%20Who%20Accesses%20Services.pdf?sequence=1 (accessed November 8, 2021). The correlation between poverty and
violence is not new. Past studies similarly found that individuals in households at or below the federal poverty level “had
more than double the rate of violent victimization as persons in high-income households.” Erika Harrell et al., “Household
Poverty and Nonfatal Violent Victimization, 2008-2012,” US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of
Justice Statistics, November 2014, p. 1, https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/hpnvv0812.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).
184 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 140.
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Similarly, 15 percent were unemployed, a far higher rate than the 5 percent unemployment
rate in the United States at the time of the survey. 185
The socioeconomic precarity of transgender individuals in the United States is linked in
part to discrimination in both education and the labor market, which can function to
narrow employment options over a person’s lifespan. The Human Rights Campaign
Foundation and researchers from the University of Connecticut surveyed more than 5,600
transgender youth in 2017, and found that only 16 percent of respondents always felt safe
at school, and 84 percent had been verbally threatened and 42 percent had been
physically threatened because of their sexual orientation or gender identity. 186 GLSEN
found similar data in its 2019 School Climate Survey, where 83 percent of transgender
students reported being victimized because of their gender. 187 This can create an
unbearable climate for young transgender people. GLSEN’s data showed that nearly a
quarter of transgender students had changed schools and more than 40 percent had
missed school in the past month because of safety concerns. 188 When students are unable
to succeed in school, they may face additional limitations in continuing on to postsecondary education or obtaining employment that facilitates upward socioeconomic
mobility. 189
Constraints on educational opportunity are compounded by discrimination in the
workplace. According to the 2015 US Transgender Survey, almost a third of respondents
who were employed in the year preceding the survey said they had been fired, passed over
for a promotion, or harassed or attacked at work because of their gender identity or

185 Ibid.
186 Human Rights Campaign, Gender Expansive Youth Report, 2018, p. 18-19, https://hrc-prod-requests.s3-us-west-

2.amazonaws.com/files/assets/resources/GEreport1.pdf?mtime=20200713133407&focal=none (accessed November 8,
2021).

187 Joseph G. Kosciw et al., GLSEN, The 2019 National School Climate Survey: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,

Transgender, and Queer Youth in Our Nation’s Schools, 2020, p. 96, https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/202104/NSCS19-FullReport-032421-Web_0.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).
188 Ibid. p. 98.
189 Kristen Broady & Brad Hershbein, “Major Decisions: What Graduates Earn Over Their Lifetimes,” The Brookings

Institution, October 8, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/10/08/major-decisions-what-graduates-earnover-their-lifetimes (accessed November 8, 2021); Anna Helhoski, “College Degrees Pay Off Over Time, Despite Debt,”
Bloomberg, July 14, 2021, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-14/skip-college-not-if-you-want-to-makemore-money (accessed November 8, 2021).
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expression. 190 Interviewees told Human Rights Watch that they believed they had been
passed over for employment opportunities because they are transgender. 191
Robin P., a 34-year-old nonbinary person in Des Moines, told Human Rights Watch that
they felt most vulnerable to violence and harassment when they were experiencing
poverty:
Most of the death threats I’ve gotten was when I was what people call the
hidden homeless – you don’t have a place of your own, you’re staying on
couches… I think the reason they targeted me was that I looked very gender
ambiguous, I had holes in my jeans and holes in my shoes because I
couldn’t afford new clothing… [In a store,] a tall beefy guy threatened my
life and said if you don’t get the fuck out of here I’ll beat you to shit. And all
I was looking for was cheap shoes. 192
Individuals living in poverty are often constrained in their ability to refuse sources of
income and working conditions that put them at risk, including work in informal economies
that are unregulated and often violent. Stephanie Houston recalled that her daughter
Muhlaysia faced pervasive harassment at work before leaving her job at an airport and
turning to sex work for income:
She just wanted to work, but people would call her a freak and just make
her work experience uncomfortable. So that’s one of the reasons she
turned to sex work. Muhlaysia didn’t have to do that—some of those people
have nowhere to go, and that wasn’t the case with her…. But it was those
issues, how she would be harassed at work or guys would bother her on the
bus, so that made it uncomfortable for her trying to lead a normal life, and
that kind of drove her into the sex work. She used to cry about that, it was
overwhelming, and I’m sure it is if you’re trying to live your life and people
are harassing you. 193

190 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 148.
191 Human Rights Watch interview with Tori O., August 2, 2019.
192 Human Rights Watch telephone Interview with Robin P. (pseudonym), Des Moines, IA, May 2019.
193 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Stephanie Houston, September 8, 2021.
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Many transgender individuals who have difficulty obtaining employment turn to sex work,
which is criminalized to some degree in all US states, including Florida, Ohio, and Texas. 194
Advocates and transgender individuals shared multiple incidents where transgender
women involved in sex work were victimized by clients. 195
Melissa D., a transgender woman in Florida, told Human Rights Watch that she had been
assaulted multiple times by clients, including being hit in the face hard enough to give her
a black eye and being struck in the back of the head with a gun. As she told Human Rights
Watch: “I’m looking for jobs every day. But until I find something, I need to eat… I’m
certified as a [stylist], but we’re living in the south, I’m a trans woman. I’ve applied at
Dollar Tree, I’ve applied at McDonald’s. You think I want to be in that business? But for now
it’s the business I have to rely on.” 196
When transgender people have criminal records, including criminal records relating to sex
work, employment can be particularly difficult to obtain. 197
Research shows that the criminalization of consensual adult sex work not only undermines
personal autonomy, but puts sex workers at higher risk of exploitation and violence,
makes it more difficult for sex workers to protect their physical and sexual health, and
limits sex workers’ ability to access justice when abuse occurs. 198
Paige Mahogany Parks, a transgender advocate in Jacksonville, Florida, gave the example
of a transgender woman who came to her after a client had attempted to rob her, noting

194 In Florida, a first offense for sex work is punishable with up to 60 days in prison and/or a fine of up to $500, and a third

offense becomes a felony punishable with up to 5 years in prison and/or a fine of up to $5000. Florida Statutes 796.07,
775.082, 775.083. In Ohio, sex work is punishable with up to 60 days in prison and/or a fine of up to $500. Ohio Revised
Code 2907.24, 2929.24, 2929.28. In Texas, a first offense for sex work is punishable with up to 180 days in prison and/or a
fine of up to $2000, and a fourth offense becomes a felony punishable with between 180 days and 2 years in prison and a
fine of up to $10,000. Texas Statutes – Penal Code 43.02, 12.22, 12.35.
195 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Daniel Merkan, June 20, 2019; Zakia McKensey, July 2, 2019; Jasmine

McKenzie, founder, the McKenzie Project, Miami, Florida, August 26, 2021; Cara Hackett-King, September 23, 2021;
Francesco Duberli, September 13, 2021.
196 Human Rights Watch interview with Melissa D., July 8, 2019.
197 Human Rights Watch interview with Paige Mahogany Parks, July 26, 2019.
198 Human Rights Watch, “Why Sex Work Should Be Decriminalized: Questions and Answers,” August 7, 2019,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/07/why-sex-work-should-be-decriminalized.
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that the woman would not report the assault to the police because of the work she was
doing. 199 Jasmine McKenzie, a transgender advocate in Florida, said:
Violence specifically for trans women who are involved in sex work—often
times you have men who are robbing them, throwing rocks at their cars,
busting car windows out… It’s very hard for them to call the police, because
when you call the police, they say you have no business out here. They
assume the worst instead of saying what happened, what’s going on?
That’s an issue that a lot of the girls here who are doing sex work on the
streets face. And then clients are robbing them or are jumping on them if
they won’t have sex. They get angry with themselves and turn on the girls
and it becomes a domestic dispute, and girls don’t call the police because
they don’t want to go to jail for sex work. 200
The 2015 US Transgender Survey found that those working in informal economies were
significantly more likely to experience verbal harassment and physical violence than those
who were not. 70 percent of respondents working in informal economies experienced
verbal harassment and 29 percent were physically attacked in the past year, while those
figures were 45 percent and 8 percent for respondents who were not working in informal
economies. 201 A similar gap is evident in reports of sexual assault; 36 percent of
respondents working in the underground economy reported being sexually assaulted in
the past year, compared with 10 percent of respondents generally. 202
Poverty also exacerbates other risk factors, including the inability to obtain safe, stable,
and adequate housing, private transportation, or identification that accurately reflects
one’s name and gender identity.

199 Human Rights Watch interview with Paige Mahogany Parks, July 26, 2019.
200 Human Rights Watch interview with Jasmine McKenzie, August 26, 2021.
201 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 199-200.
202 Ibid., p. 206.
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Housing and Homelessness
A lack of secure housing also leaves many transgender people vulnerable to violence and
unsafe living conditions in the United States. 203 Both family rejection and housing
discrimination may contribute to this reality, compounding the effects of poverty; 23
percent of respondents to the 2015 US Transgender Survey reported experiencing housing
discrimination in the year preceding the survey. 204 30 percent of respondents reported
experiencing homelessness at some point in their lives, while 12 percent experienced
homelessness in the year preceding the survey because they were transgender. 205
Misty Eyez, who works with transgender clients in Florida, told Human Rights Watch that
“I’ve had over 1,000 clients in the last 6 years, and I’d say 86 to 90 percent of my clients
have struggled with homelessness because they cannot find a job and cannot get help.” 206
The effects of that housing insecurity can be dire. Andy Dugan, an attorney with Equality
Ohio, observed: “If you don’t have [housing], everything crumbles. It’s hard to keep a job,
you don’t have a place to stay, the shelter is already overcrowded, it’s hard to find an
affirming place.” 207
Nora H., a transgender woman in Florida, told Human Rights Watch:
I just moved…. After two years they said I’d have to move because they were
remodeling. And I knew it wasn’t true, but I couldn’t prove it. Nothing was
directly said to me, but I knew in my heart what it was. Nobody else was
asked to move, and my apartment was one of the nicer ones. And the
manager of the building was always sexually harassing me… And he found

203 Some recent deaths reported in the media involved transgender people who had experienced or were experiencing

housing insecurity. See, e.g., Bayram, “Who Killed Brian Powers? Police Have No Leads, Loved Ones Want Answers”;
Guerrero, “Transgender Woman Fatally Shot at Downtown Dallas Homeless Encampment”; Jacobo, “Boyfriend Charged in
Death of 22-Year-Old Transgender Woman Found in Houston Parking Lot”; Trudy Ring, “Trans Woman Jessi Hart Found Dead
in Oregon,” The Advocate, October 29, 2021, https://www.advocate.com/crime/2021/10/29/trans-woman-jessi-hart-founddead-oregon (accessed November 8, 2021); Rachel Dissell, “Advocates and the Trans Community Remember the Life of
Tierramarie Lewis,” FreshWater, August 5, 2021, https://www.freshwatercleveland.com/features/Tierramarie080521.aspx
(accessed November 10, 2021).
204 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 176.
205 Ibid.
206 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021.
207 Human Rights Watch interview with Andy Dugan, July 31, 2019.
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me the apartment, so it’s like, you know. Not like I did anything, but I
thought if I’m not nice to him, I’ll get evicted. And eventually I did. 208
As Nora noted, having to find affordable housing put transgender women in the area at
risk, as they were forced by necessity to move into more affordable but sometimes more
dangerous neighborhoods where they were less safe. 209
Homelessness appears to have climbed for transgender people in recent years. According
to point-in-time data cited by the National Alliance to End Homelessness, from 2016 to
2019, homelessness among transgender people increased by 88 percent, compared to a
rise of 11.5 percent in the United States more generally; some of this increase is likely a
reflection of improvement in counting methodology. 210 Rates of unsheltered
homelessness, or living outdoors or in places that are not intended for human habitation,
saw similarly sharp increases, with a 113 percent increase among transgender people
compared to a 25 percent increase in the United States more generally. 211
As the National Alliance to End Homelessness notes, “all the data tells a similar story:
transgender people are more likely to be unsheltered than their cisgender peers, and those
who are unsheltered have considerably more health and safety challenges than those who
are sheltered.” 212

208 Human Rights Watch interview with Nora H., July 9, 2019.
209 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021.
210 Jackie Janosko, “Increases in Individual Homelessness: A Gender Analysis,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, June
4, 2020, https://endhomelessness.org/increases-in-individual-homelessness-a-gender-analysis (accessed November 8,
2021). The spike likely reflects both an improvement in counting methodology and an increase in people becoming
homeless, particularly in California, which recorded the majority of transgender people experiencing homelessness. Email
from Jackie Gardner, National Alliance to End Homelessness, November 3, 2021.
211 “Exploring the Crisis of Unsheltered Homelessness,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, June 20, 2018,

https://endhomelessness.org/exploring-crisis-unsheltered-homelessness (accessed November 8, 2021); Jackie Janosko,
“Increases in Individual Homelessness: A Gender Analysis,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, June 4, 2020,
https://endhomelessness.org/increases-in-individual-homelessness-a-gender-analysis (accessed November 8, 2021). The
US Department of Housing and Urban Development considers someone homeless if they “lack[] a fixed, regular, and
adequate nighttime residence.” It uses sheltered homelessness to refer to “people who are staying in emergency shelters,
transitional housing programs, or safe havens,” and unsheltered homelessness to refer to “people whose primary nighttime
location is a public or private place not designated for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for people.”
Meghan Henry et al., The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress: Part 1: Point-in-Time Estimates of
Homelessness, US Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, p. 2-3,
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2020-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.
212 “Transgender Homeless Adults & Unsheltered Homelessness: What the Data Tell Us,” National Alliance to End
Homelessness, July 2020, https://endhomelessness.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Trans-Homelessness-Brief-July2020.pdf (accessed November 9, 2021).
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When transgender people do experience homelessness, discrimination can prevent them
from obtaining emergency shelter. The 2015 US Transgender Survey found that 26 percent
of people who experienced homelessness avoided shelters because they anticipated
discrimination. This fear is not unfounded; 70 percent of respondents who did stay in
shelters reported discrimination because of their gender identity, with more than half
being verbally, physically, or sexually attacked and nearly 10 percent being forced to leave
when staff discovered they were transgender. 213
When shelters are expressly or functionally closed to transgender people, it often leaves
them without alternative options. According to survey data from the Center for American
Progress, 87 percent of transgender respondents said “it would be somewhat difficult (31
percent), very difficult (40 percent), or impossible (16 percent) for them to find an
alternative homeless shelter if they were refused.” 214
The numbers were particularly high for nonbinary, gender non-conforming, genderqueer, or
agender respondents, who may not be able to comfortably access facilities that are
organized around binary gender categories. 215 Only 7 percent of transgender respondents
generally and 4 percent of transgender people of color knew of alternative options within
10 miles; 39 percent of transgender people generally and 41 percent of transgender people
of color would have to travel more than 20 miles to reach an alternative homeless
shelter. 216
Transgender individuals who are left unsheltered report higher rates of health and safety
threats than their sheltered counterparts. Paige Mahogany Parks, a transgender advocate
in Jacksonville, Florida, observed that when transgender women and men she knew who
were experiencing homelessness were assaulted or harassed, “they still have to be around
these people, they’re in that sector, so they don’t report those crimes. People hurt them,
they get robbed a lot, beaten up.” 217

213 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 176.
214 Thee Santos, Lindsay Mahowald, and Sharita Gruberg, Center for American Progress, “The Trump Administration’s Latest
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(accessed November 9, 2021).
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An analysis of recent point-in-time data from the National Alliance to End Homelessness
finds that unsheltered transgender people are 3 times more likely to have a mental health
condition; 8 times more likely to have a physical disability; and 17 times more likely to
have problematic drug or alcohol use. In addition, 60 percent of unsheltered transgender
people have 3 behavioral and physical health concerns co-occurring: chronic health
conditions, mental health conditions, and problematic use of alcohol or drugs, compared
to only 3 percent of sheltered transgender people. 218
Lack of shelter is also correlated with risk taking and constraints on autonomy; 98 percent
of unsheltered transgender people report engaging in behaviors that threaten their health
(e.g. having unprotected sex or sharing a needle) and in some cases may increase their
risk of running afoul of the law (for example, engaging in sex work or selling drugs) and 40
percent say they have been forced to do things they do not want to do, while those figures
are 18 percent and 11 percent for sheltered transgender people. 219 And lack of shelter is
associated with increased interactions with the criminal legal system: the average number
of interactions with the police over a six month period was seven times higher for
unsheltered transgender people, with the average number of jail or prison stays ten times
higher for unsheltered transgender people. 220
A notable caveat to this data, however, is that shelters may not protect transgender people
from interpersonal violence. In recent point-in-time data, sheltered transgender people are
slightly more likely to report being attacked (42 percent) or facing trauma or abuse (38
percent) than their unsheltered transgender counterparts (39 percent and 31 percent,
respectively). 221 In both cases, and in other compiled data, rates of violence are high.
While 47 percent of respondents to the 2015 US Transgender Survey generally had
experienced sexual assault in their lifetime, for example, that number rose to 65 percent of
respondents who had experienced homelessness. 222
218 “Transgender Homeless Adults & Unsheltered Homelessness: What the Data Tell Us,” National Alliance to End

Homelessness, July 2020, table 1; see also Southwest Institute for Research on Women, People Experiencing Homelessness

in the Tucson/Pima County Continuum of Care: A Detailed Examination of their Demographics, Conditions, and Experiences
2018-2020, June 2021, p. 74, https://tpch.net/wp-content/uploads/People-Experiencing-Homelessness-in-Tucson-PimaCounty-Report-SIROW_FINAL-2021.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery (accessed November 9, 2021).
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222 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 205.
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Lack of housing can also exacerbate other harms detailed in this report. A lack of stable
housing can make it more difficult to obtain and keep employment and can lead to a wide
range of health conditions. As the National Health Care for the Homeless Council has
explained, “[l]iving on the street or in crowded homeless shelters is extremely stressful
and made worse by being exposed to communicable disease (e.g. TB, respiratory
illnesses, flu, hepatitis, etc.), violence, malnutrition, and harmful weather exposure.” And
people experiencing homelessness may have difficulty keeping and storing needed
medications, maintaining a healthy diet, managing behavioral health issues and
problematic substance use, or obtaining needed preventive care. 223 The Covid-19
pandemic has further exacerbated risk; people experiencing homelessness are at
heightened risk of contracting severe illness and may be less able to manage their
exposure to the virus due to lack of resources and support. 224 These conditions compound
each other to deepen the precarious circumstances in which many transgender people
live, in addition to putting them at greater risk of physical and sexual violence.

Lack of Access to Health Care
Barriers to accessing affordable health care, including gender-affirming care, can also put
transgender people at heightened risk of violence. As Human Rights Watch has previously
documented, barriers like cost and discrimination prevent transgender people from getting
the care they need, and the inability to obtain gender-affirming care can mean that
transgender people are more readily perceived as transgender in public and subjected to
harassment and violence. 225
Accessibility remains a significant issue for many transgender people. The Center for
American Progress survey in 2020 found that more than 51 percent of transgender
respondents had postponed or forgone medical care they needed in the year preceding the
survey because of cost, 226 and the 2015 US Transgender Survey found that 33 percent of
223 National Health Care for the Homeless Council, Fact Sheet, “Homelessness & Health: What’s the Connection?” February

2019, https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/homelessness-and-health.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).

224 HHS Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, ASPE Issue Brief: Individuals Experiencing

Homelessness are Likely to Have Medical Conditions Associated with Severe Illness from COVID-19, June 2020,
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/private/pdf/263671/COVIDIB.pdf (accessed November 8, 2021).

225 Human Rights Watch, “You Don’t Want Second Best”: Anti-LGBT Discrimination in US Health Care, July 23, 2018,

https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/07/23/you-dont-want-second-best/anti-lgbt-discrimination-us-health-care.

226 Lindsay Mahowald, Sharita Gruberg and John Halpin, Center for American Progress, The State of the LGBTQ Community in

2020: A National Public Opinion Study, p. 16-17.
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respondents had done so. 227 In addition to difficulty accessing health care generally,
respondents living in poverty were significantly less likely to have access to a range of
transition-related care, including counseling, hormone therapy, and gender-affirming
surgeries. 228 Accessibility is also an issue, particularly for transition-related care; more
than half of respondents had to travel more than ten miles from their home to access
transition-related care, which can be difficult without access to reliable transportation. 229
Discrimination is also a barrier to accessing care. The Center for American Progress survey
in 2020 found that 28 percent of transgender respondents had postponed or forgone
medical care they needed in the year preceding the survey because of disrespect or
discrimination. 230 The 2015 US Transgender Survey similarly found that 23 percent of
respondents had forgone care they needed in the past year because they worried about
discrimination and mistreatment from providers. 231
Transgender respondents had experienced a range of negative experiences in healthcare
settings. In the Center for American Progress survey, 38 percent of respondents saw
providers who were visibly uncomfortable with them because they were transgender, 33
percent had to teach a healthcare provider about their needs to receive care, 32 percent
had a provider intentionally misgender them or use an incorrect name, 20 percent reported
that providers were physically rough or abusive, and 19 percent reported that providers
were verbally harsh or abusive. 232 All of these experiences were more widely reported by
transgender people of color than by transgender people generally. 233 As a result, some
were unable to obtain the care they needed at all; 25 percent were refused transitionrelated care, and 18 percent were refused care because of their real or perceived
gender identity. 234

227 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 98.
228 Ibid., p. 99-101.
229 Ibid., p. 99.
230 Lindsay Mahowald, Sharita Gruberg and John Halpin, Center for American Progress, The State of the LGBTQ Community in
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Lack of access to care can exacerbate exposure to violence. Carter Brown, a transgender
advocate in Texas, told Human Rights Watch:
You might make risky choices, or take black market hormones, or share
hormones and needles, or if you just cannot, you find ways to self-medicate
otherwise. In a lot of ways, this puts people in living situations and
environments where people are doing what they need to survive, and often
that’s where crime happens, for trans people who don’t have health care. 235
The intersection of gender identity with other factors can make it particularly difficult for
some transgender people to access health care. Melissa D., a transgender woman engaged
in sex work in Florida, noted that transgender sex workers—like other sex workers—may be
reluctant to seek care for assault or sexual health concerns for fear that their employment
may be recorded in their medical records. 236 When people are unable to obtain care for
mental health conditions or problematic substance use, these issues can exacerbate each
other and make it difficult to find and enter supportive programs. 237
Conversely, regular care can help to keep transgender people safe from harm. Samantha J.,
a 28-year-old transgender woman in Florida, noted that having access to medical
professionals who were monitoring her hormones and other medications allowed her to
get help when she had suicidal thoughts the previous year. 238 As Human Rights Watch has
previously documented in Florida, ensuring that transgender people have access to
gender-affirming care can facilitate regular treatment and care for HIV and other
health issues. 239
Access to gender-affirming care can also be a protective factor to minimize incidents of
harassment and violence. Multiple interviewees told Human Rights Watch that they felt
most at risk when people suspected or perceived that they were transgender in public. 240
235 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Carter Brown, August 5, 2021.
236 Human Rights Watch interview with Melissa D., July 8, 2019.
237 Human Rights Watch interviews with Francesco Duberli, September 13, 2021; Cara Hackett-King, September 23, 2021.
238 Human Rights Watch interview with Samantha J., July 9, 2019.
239 Human Rights Watch, Living at Risk: Transgender Women, HIV, and Human Rights in South Florida, November 20, 2018,

https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/11/21/living-risk/transgender-women-hiv-and-human-rights-south-florida.

240 Human Rights Watch interviews with Rachel B., June 8, 2019; Beth C. (pseudonym), transgender woman, Broward County,

Florida, June 8, 2019; Nell Gaither, July 23, 2021.

“I JUST TRY TO MAKE IT HOME SAFE”

50

The ability to access puberty blockers, hormones, gender-affirming surgeries, and other
medical care can reduce public visibility and scrutiny and function to keep people safe.
Samantha J. observed that “having access to hormones can help you have those
secondary [sex] characteristics. I was able to afford lasers, and hormones, and even proper
fashion advice—not all girls have that, and all those things can keep you from being
clockable or keep you from harm.” 241
The scrutiny that transgender people experience because of their appearance can be
heightened in environments where gender is monitored and policed, including bathrooms,
locker rooms, and other gendered facilities. 242 Anti-transgender rhetoric from public
officials that portrays transgender people as predatory or dangerous—for example, the
myth that inclusive laws lead to sexual harassment or assault in public bathrooms—can
exacerbate that scrutiny and embolden people to harass or abuse transgender people in
public spaces. 243

Limitations Related to Identification Documents
Individuals may also be at particular risk of anti-transgender violence when their gender
expression and identification documents do not align, exposing them as transgender. The
inability to update identity documents to reflect one’s gender identity can also function as
a risk factor for violence. Texas does not allow transgender individuals to update their
documentation unless they have proof of gender-affirming surgery, a court order, or an
amended birth certificate, for example, while Florida requires certification from a person’s
physician stating that the person is undergoing clinical treatment for gender transition. 244
Ohio also requires provider certification, but accepts that certification from a wide range of
professionals. 245 Burdensome requirements in various US states can prove prohibitive for

241 Human Rights Watch interview with Samantha J., July 9, 2019.
242 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Alex Chen, attorney, National Center for Lesbian Rights, June 17, 2019;

Wayne Pawlowski, consultant and social worker, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, August 4, 2021; Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021.

243 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Andrea Segovia, July 27, 2021; Amira Hasenbush, Andrew R. Flores & Jody
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Privacy in Public Restrooms, Locker Rooms, and Changing Rooms,” Sexuality Research and Social Policy, vol. 16 (2019): 7083; Matthew E. Vanaman & Hanah A. Chapman, “Disgust and Disgust-Driven Moral Concerns Predict Support for Restrictions
on Transgender Bathroom Access,” Politics and the Life Sciences, vol. 39 (2020): 200-214.
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individuals who lack access to health care, transportation, or the resources to pay
related fees.
According to the 2015 US Transgender Survey, 68 percent of respondents did not have the
name and gender they preferred on any identification, and only 11 percent had the name
and gender they preferred on all of their identification. 246 As a result of showing
identification that did not reflect their gender expression, 32 percent of respondents had
had a negative experience. 247 25 percent of respondents had been verbally harassed, 16
percent had been refused service, 9 percent were kicked out of establishments, and 2
percent were attacked. 248

Criminalization
The risk of violence is also exacerbated by criminalization of survival activities (such as
sex work) and activities of simple existence (such as loitering), and by aggressive policing
in low-income Black communities and other communities of color. Such laws and practices
put transgender people, particularly those who are Black, Latinx, or Native American, at
heightened risk of involvement with the criminal legal system with collateral
consequences for their ability to obtain employment, housing, health care, and
identification. Criminalization also disproportionately affects transgender people, keeping
many individuals in a situation of socioeconomic precarity and making them particularly
vulnerable to exploitation and violence. 249
As noted above, discrimination and a lack of opportunity drive many transgender
individuals into underground economies, including sex work, where they are at risk of
arrest or prosecution. According to the 2015 US Transgender Survey, 20 percent of
respondents had participated in underground economies at some point in their lives, and
nearly 10 percent had participated in underground economies in the year preceding
the survey. 250

246 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 82.
247 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 89.
248 Ibid., p. 82.
249 Evan Zavidow, “Transgender People at Higher Risk for Justice System Involvement,” Vera Institute of Justice, May 10,
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The criminalization of sex work also contributes to violence, including violence at the
hands of the police. Of the respondents to the 2015 US Transgender Survey, 19 percent
reported doing sex work at some point for money, food, or shelter. 251 Of those who
interacted with police while engaged in sex work or suspected of engaging in sex work,
nearly nine in ten respondents said they had at least one negative experience, including
being misgendered, verbally harassed, physically attacked, or sexually assaulted.252 Black,
Latinx, and Native American transgender people are likely at heightened risk, given the
significant racial disparities in police use of force. 253
Whether or not they actually engage in sex work, transgender people and people in poverty
are often singled out and charged with loitering, solicitation, and other offenses that put
them at risk of arrest, incarceration, and violence in prison. 254

251 Ibid.
252 Sandy E. James et al., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, p. 163.
253 German Lopez, “There Are Huge Racial Disparities in How US Police Use Force,” Vox, November 14, 2018,
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254 Human Rights Watch interviews with Micky Bradford, national organizer, Transgender Law Center, June 13, 2019; Nell

Gaither, July 23, 2021.

53

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | NOVEMBER 2021

IV. Lack of Social Services
When transgender individuals do experience violence, they often experience difficulty
accessing antiviolence or protective services that function to keep people safe. These
services are important for survivors to address physical and emotional trauma, leave
abusive or dangerous situations, and obtain lasting stability. Unfortunately, these services
are often inaccessible to transgender survivors, potentially revictimizing them and putting
them at risk of additional violence.

Lack of Anti-Violence Services
Many emergency services are gendered and are not available or accessible to transgender
survivors of violence. Although VAWA and inclusive programs have expanded options for
some transgender people, significant disparities in access remain. Interviewees told
Human Rights Watch that many religiously affiliated providers would not shelter or counsel
people consistent with their gender identity. 255 One provider noted that transgender men in
particular faced challenges accessing shelter, as few gendered shelters for intimate
partner violence are specifically dedicated to housing men. 256 Resources were particularly
scarce in rural areas, and transgender people often did not have alternatives when
providers were hostile or unwelcoming.257 When transgender survivors were only able to
access some services in a piecemeal fashion, advocates expressed concern that they were
less effective. As Verniss McFarland, a transgender advocate in Texas, said:
If they’re just offering you a place to stay for a bit, it’s not connected to
other resources, or longer term programming. You’re not helping people to
break the cycle and get out of those cycles of violence. We haven’t
educated them to find better resources and care, and that poses risks to
their health as well. 258

255 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Verniss McFarland, August 9, 2021.
256 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Arielle Patty, community outreach and education specialist, Cocoon,
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Lack of Housing Support
Advocates in all three states examined in this report expressed concern about the
availability and accessibility of emergency housing for transgender individuals
experiencing homelessness. 259
Where shelters are available, they may not always be safe in practice for transgender
people. Rajee Narinesingh, a transgender advocate in Florida, gave the example of one
shelter for people experiencing homelessness where:
the administration is making an effort to be trans friendly, but when I was
walking through those hallways, the people in the shelter were not
trans friendly …
And not all of them, but I’d say a good majority. I kept thinking, my god, if I
was homeless and staying at this shelter, oh my God, I’d feel threatened. I
guess you have to give them kudos for trying, but it hasn’t trickled down
socially for a lot of people. 260
Misty Eyez, who works with transgender clients at SunServe in Florida, similarly recalled:
I’ve had clients wake up with their hair cut off while sleeping in a homeless
shelter. This may not be a physical attack, but it’s definitely an attack.…
Many of my clients have also been sexually assaulted, by other residents at
the shelter. Unfortunately, you are not safe from rape in a homeless
shelter. 261
To alleviate concerns about harassment by residents or staff, some shelters have placed
transgender people in hotels or other non-communal spaces. Morgan Mayfaire, a
transgender advocate in Florida, noted that in some instances “a voucher for two or three

259 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Ashley Mayfaire, co-founder and Director of Operations, TransSocial,

Miami, Florida, May 15, 2019; Jacob Nash, June 17, 2019; Nell Gaither, July 23, 2021; Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021; Verniss
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260 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rajee Narinesingh, August 6, 2021.
261 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Misty Eyez, August 5, 2021.
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days for a hotel room doesn’t help. That person is now put in a hotel room and they’re
dreading going out.” 262 Melissa D., a transgender woman in Florida, similarly noted that
the quality and safety of the hotels varied, raising concerns for transgender people left
there on their own. 263

Lack of Access to Justice
When violence does occur, transgender people also face barriers engaging law
enforcement and obtaining redress.
Both advocates and survivors of violence described incidents where law enforcement or
judicial officials deliberately did not respect the name, pronouns, or gender identity of
transgender victims of violence. 264 Cara Hackett-King, a transgender advocate, recalled:
When I would call the police and they’d find out that I was the head of a
transgender house, they misnamed girls.… They’re laughed at, mocked by
the police. Especially if you’re a Black trans woman, it’s like three strikes
against you. You’re not going to be treated with the same respect or
decorum that other people in society are going to get, you just get
forgotten. And that’s how many women feel, so they think what’s the use of
trying to better myself? 265
Interviewees told Human Rights Watch that police were at times dismissive of violence
against transgender people. 266 As a result, some transgender individuals said they would
not feel comfortable contacting the police when they feared or experienced violence. In the
Center for American Progress survey conducted in 2020, half of transgender people had
avoided law enforcement for fear of experiencing discrimination. 267 Transgender people

262 Human Rights Watch interview with Morgan Mayfaire, July 8, 2019.
263 Human Rights Watch interview with Melissa D. (pseudonym), white transgender woman, Broward County, Florida, July 8,
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who are Black or from other communities of color may also be reluctant to contact police
for help because of these communities’ longstanding distrust of the police. 268
Concerns about gender identity and expression can also make it uncomfortable for
survivors of violence to seek protection or redress. Ellysia Price, a shelter advocate at
Cocoon in Ohio, told Human Rights Watch:
One of our survivors who’d started his transition while in shelter was in the
middle of his court process, where he was charging his abuser with
domestic violence, and he was so scared any time he didn’t look enough
like a man that they’d take him seriously, but then was also nervous that
because he was a man, he couldn’t be abused. And luckily we send an
advocate with people to court, but he constantly felt uncomfortable – that
police either didn’t see and respect him as a man or they minimized his
abuse because he identified as a man. It’s a double bind. 269
In instances where charges are brought against perpetrators of anti-transgender violence,
they often do not face significant repercussions for the harm they have inflicted. 270
Stephanie Houston, whose daughter was assaulted by a mob in a viral video shortly before
she was killed in 2019, told Human Rights Watch:
They didn’t pursue the other people, just the guy who was the main guy. I
felt they should have put everyone who put hands and feet on Muhlaysia on
trial. I don’t feel like justice was served, he got a slap on the wrist. I feel like
they failed Muhlaysia…. This was my baby. And just because she’s trans,
who’s to say that it won’t be your baby, or your family member, or someone
you love?271
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Advocates suggested that the relative leniency of punishment for anti-transgender
violence can be attributed to various factors. Some of these are formal. Defendants have
invoked the trans panic defense to argue that they were justified in harming a transgender
person because they were surprised or shocked to learn they were transgender. 272 Others
are attitudinal, with some advocates suggesting that police, the media, law enforcement,
jurors, and others are less sympathetic to transgender victims or take anti-transgender
violence less seriously than other forms of violence. 273

272 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Andrea Segovia, July 27, 2021; Verniss McFarland, August 9, 2021.
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Paige Mahogany Parks, July 26, 2019.

“I JUST TRY TO MAKE IT HOME SAFE”

58

V. Legal Obligations
In 1948, the United States voted at the UN General Assembly to adopt the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which remains the most prominent articulation of
international human rights principles. 274 The UDHR and human rights treaties that the
United States has ratified or signed identify a range of rights to which transgender people,
like other people, are entitled under international law. 275 The rights to life, liberty and
security of the person, nondiscrimination, effective remedy, work, and an adequate
standard of living, among others, are all undermined by structural conditions that expose
transgender people to violence. 276
Subsequent agreements have reiterated that “[a]ll human rights are universal, indivisible
and interdependent and interrelated.” 277 Discrimination based on gender identity prevents
many transgender people from enjoying a range of internationally recognized human
rights. When transgender people are denied the right to work, right to housing, or right to
health, it puts them at risk of violence that can deprive them of their physical security or
even their life. And when transgender people experience violence, it can make it more
difficult for them to obtain work, housing, and health care.
The systemic discrimination and socioeconomic precarity that transgender people
experience in the United States heightens their risk of victimization. The United States is
obligated to respect and protect the human rights of transgender people under
international human rights law. This requires addressing the underlying conditions that
give rise to incidents of violence as well as providing support and redress when incidents
of violence occur.

274 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted December 10, 1948, G.A. Res. 217A(III), U.N. Doc. A/810 at 71

(1948), https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf (accessed January 23, 2019).
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in 1992); International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res.
2200A (XXI), 21 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 49, A/6316 (1966), 993 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force January 3, 1976 (signed by
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276 ICCPR arts. 2, 6, 9, 26; ICESCR arts. 2, 6, 7, 11; UDHR arts. 2, 3, 7, 8, 25.
277 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, U.N. Doc. A/CONF.157/23, July 12, 1993, para. 5.
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Life and Security of the Person
The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) was ratified by the United
States in 1992.
Article 6 of the ICCPR protects the right to life. The UN Human Rights Committee, which
interprets the ICCPR, has stated that states are obligated to protect life from foreseeable
threats, including threats caused by private persons or entities, even if their conduct is not
attributable to the state. 278 As the Human Rights Committee has observed, “[t]he duty to
protect the right to life requires States parties to take special measures of protection
towards persons in vulnerable situations whose lives have been placed at particular risk
because of specific threats or pre-existing patterns of violence.” 279 The Committee
specifically references victims of domestic and gender-based violence and lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and intersex persons, among other groups, as populations that
require special measures of protection. 280 Where transgender people are regularly subject
to fatal violence, state failure to act may infringe on the right to life.
Similarly, the Human Rights Committee has found that article 9 of the ICCPR, which
guarantees the right to liberty and security of person, encompasses an obligation on the
part of governments to “protect individuals from foreseeable threats to life or bodily
integrity proceeding from any governmental or private actors.” This obligation includes
“respond[ing] appropriately to patterns of violence against categories of victims… such as
violence against persons on the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity.” 281 In
its reviews of states’ human rights records, the Human Rights Committee has also
expressed concern about violence and harassment against LGBT people. 282
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The United States is also party to the Convention Against Torture, which it ratified in
1994. 283 The UN Committee Against Torture, which interprets and applies the treaty, has
said that a state’s failure to address gender-based violence, including domestic violence,
can amount to a violation of the prohibition against torture or ill-treatment under the
Convention Against Torture. 284

Nondiscrimination
Article 26 of the ICCPR states: “All persons are equal before the law and are entitled
without any discrimination to the equal protection of the law. In this respect, the law shall
prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and effective protection
against discrimination on any ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” 285 The
UN Human Rights Committee, which provides authoritative guidance on the ICCPR, has
determined that this provision also prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation
and gender identity. 286
The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) similarly
recognizes that the rights it contains should be exercised “without discrimination of any
kind as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social
origin, property, birth or other status.” 287
The United States has signed, but not ratified, the ICESCR, meaning that the US
government is obligated to refrain from actions that undermine its object and purpose. 288
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The particular risks faced by transgender women of color also raise concerns about race
and gender discrimination. The United States has ratified the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), which obligates states parties “to
review governmental, national and local policies, and to amend, rescind or nullify any laws
and regulations which have the effect of creating or perpetuating racial discrimination
wherever it exists.” 289 Racial discrimination encompasses distinctions that have “the
purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an
equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic,
social, cultural or any other field of public life.” 290
It also obligates them to “take, in the social, economic, cultural and other fields, special
and concrete measures to ensure the adequate development and protection of certain
racial groups or individuals belonging to them, for the purpose of guaranteeing them the
full and equal enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms.” 291
Among other forms of racial discrimination that states are obligated to address, article 5 of
ICERD specifically identifies “[t]he right to security of person and protection by the State
against violence and bodily harm” and “[e]conomic, social and cultural rights.” 292 Because
a lack of protections and systemic marginalization leave transgender people of color at
particular risk of violence, the United States has an obligation to examine and address the
legal and socioeconomic conditions that give rise to those racial disparities.
The exposure of transgender women of color to violence also raises concerns about
discrimination against women. Article 3 of the ICCPR commits states parties, including the
United States, to ensure that men and women have an equal right to enjoy the civil and
political rights protected by the Covenant. 293 Like the ICESCR, the US has signed but not
ratified the Convention on the Rights of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW).

289 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Dec. 21, 1965, S. Exec. Doc. C, 95-2

(1978); S. Treaty Doc. 95-18; 660 U.N.T.S. 195, 212, art. 2(1)(c), entered into force January 4, 1969 (signed by the United
States in 1994).

290 ICERD, art. 1(2).
291 ICERD, art. 2(2).
292 ICERD, art. 5(b), (e).
293 ICCPR, art. 3.
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Article 2 of CEDAW instructs states parties “[t]o adopt appropriate legislative and other
measures… prohibiting all discrimination against women,” “[t]o take all appropriate
measures to eliminate discrimination against women by any person, organization or
enterprise,” and “[t]o take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or
abolish existing laws, regulations, customs and practices which constitute discrimination
against women.” 294 This includes an obligation to address socioeconomic discrimination
against women, 295 as well as gender-based violence. 296 While the United States is not yet
party to CEDAW, these provisions illustrate some of the steps necessary to reduce
pervasive discrimination and violence against transgender women.

Right to an Effective Remedy
The ICCPR commits state parties to ensure that “any person whose rights or freedoms as
herein recognized are violated shall have an effective remedy.” 297 In instances where
transgender people experience violence and law enforcement and the criminal legal
system dismiss or fail to adequately respond to that violence, victims are often left without
a meaningful remedy.

Right to Work
The UDHR, which the United States voted to adopt in 1948 and has reaffirmed in principle,
recognizes the right to work and to protection against unemployment. The ICESCR, which
the United States has signed, similarly affirms the rights to work and to the enjoyment of
just and favorable conditions of work. 298
Widespread discrimination against transgender people in employment threatens their right
to work. The lack of legislative protections against discrimination based on gender identity

294 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Dec. 18, 1979, 1249 U.N.T.S. 13; 19 I.L.M. 33

(1980), art. 2, entered into force September 3, 1981 (signed by the United States in 1980).
295 CEDAW, art. 3.

296 UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, “General Recommendation No. 35 on Gender-Based

Violence Against Women, Updating General Recommendation No. 19” UN Doc. CEDAW/C/GC/35, July 26, 2017, paras. 1, 1112; UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, “General Recommendation No. 19: Violence Against
Women,” UN Doc. A/47/38, 1993, paras. 6-7.

297 ICCPR, art. 2(3).
298 ICESCR, arts. 6-7.
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at the federal level and in many US states jeopardizes the right to work for
transgender workers.
The denial of the right to work can also drive transgender people into situations of
economic precarity and lead them to engage in work that is unstable or unsafe, putting
them at greater risk of violence.

Right to an Adequate Standard of Living
The UDHR states that:
Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing
and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 299
The ICESCR, which the United States has signed, reaffirms these core social and economic
rights. It recognizes a right to an adequate standard of living as well as a specific right to
the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health. 300
Many transgender people struggle to meet basic human needs that are necessary for an
adequate standard of living. The difficulty can be particularly acute for transgender people
who are marginalized in other ways, including on the basis of race, gender, class,
nationality, and disability.
The inability to secure basic economic needs, adequate housing, and necessary health
care restricts transgender people’s choices and puts them in situations where they are
more likely to face serious harm. The state failure to provide an adequate safety net,
combined with the failure to address discrimination in both public and private settings,
violates transgender people’s right to an adequate standard of living in addition to putting
them at higher risk of violence.

299 UDHR, art. 25.
300 ICESCR, arts. 11-12.
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“I Just Try to Make It Home Safe”
Violence and the Human Rights of Transgender People in the United States
2021 is the deadliest year on record for anti-transgender violence in the United States, and one of
unprecedented attacks on transgender people in legislatures and media. The discrimination and
abuse that transgender people experience is deeply intersectional, with Black transgender women
particularly affected by fatal violence.
Drawing on more than 60 interviews with transgender survivors of violence, advocates, and service
providers in Florida, Ohio, and Texas, “I Just Try to Make It Home Safe”: Violence and the Human
Rights of Transgender People in the United States documents violence against transgender people
as a persistent human rights concern. The report examines different forms that anti-transgender
violence takes, structural conditions that put transgender people at heightened risk of harm, and
the lack of resources available for transgender survivors of violence.
It finds that rising anti-transgender sentiment and persistent inequality contribute to significant
human rights violations, and recommends that federal, state, and local lawmakers take steps to
better protect, respect, and fulfill the rights of transgender people in the United States.
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