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Newark needs a safe place for gay youth

Six years after Sakia Gunn was killed for being a lesbian, Newark is finally getting serious about protecting its gay youth. It is a fitting memorial to Gunn, who was 15 when she was fatally stabbed at one of Newark's busiest crossroads in the early morning hours of May 11, 2003, after rebuffing the advances of a man. 

As The Star-Ledger's Barry Carter reported earlier this week, the city of Newark has held meetings with representatives of Newark Pride Alliance to start an afterschool program for lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender teens as early as this fall. 

The program will be based on similar services for gay youth operated for 30 years by the Hetrick-Martin Institute in New York, offering counseling, health and career assistance, GED help for drop-outs, HIV education and suicide prevention. 

"They're like every other young person, with one extra thing to address -- their sexual orientation," said Joyce Hunter, one of the founders of Hetrick-Martin. "They need to be with their peers. The majority of lesbian and gay youth are resilient, they develop coping skills. Others don't. . . ."

"It's extremely important that they have somewhere to go, someone to talk to," Hunter said. "Otherwise, kids learn how to hide and start lying."

Fears were raised again last week when two men complained they were beaten by a crowd shouting anti-gay slurs after they left a Britney Spears' concert at the Prudential Center. One of the men was hospitalized with a broken jaw. 

When they're not physically and verbally abused, many gay teens in Newark have been made to feel invisible. Two years ago, a photograph of two men kissing in the East Side High School yearbook was blotted out; then-superintendent Marion Bolden later said she regretted ordering her staff to do so.

Hunter, now co-director of the HIV Center for Clinical and Behavioral Studies, New York State Psychiatric Institute and Columbia University, said it was an act of violence against a gay teen at a youth shelter that got the ball rolling at Hetrick-Martin 30 years ago. 

"We had to get people absolutely committed to this work," she said. "Start out small, go step by step, obtain support from professionals, business people and the community."

We're glad Newark is starting to take those steps. 

