www.thatssogay.com.au 

Hey everyone,

In February 2010 I left my hometown of Geelong for a 38-week national challenging homophobia tour of regional, rural and remote Australia.  Repeating, and significantly  expanding,  an Australian Human Rights Commission project (i.e. Outlink 1999-2000), I wanted to answer questions like:

1. Just what is modern day life like for everyday lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people in regional, rural and remote Australia?
2. Is life outside metropolitan Australia really difficult, impossible and/or non-existent?
3. What are the good, bad and ugly stories of regional Australia for LGBT people? 
4. What happens when you give teachers, health professionals and homophobia-curious others strategies and resources to challenge homophobia? 
5. What do we need to do better to ensure that all Australians feel able to live safe and supported wherever they choose to call home?
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This e-mail is to thank all of you who I met along the way, or almost did.  After 38 weeks, 36,000kms and 100s of interviews with LGBT people, teachers, health professionals and homophobia-curious others I find myself once again in Victoria absorbing what took place this year.  The official end of the tour was the 13th November 2010.

Although there is more to come, as outlined below, I wanted a chance to put a full stop on the formal national tour and answer some of the questions people have been asking. 

WHAT HAPPENED?

For those who have followed the Beyond 'That's So Gay' Tour at www.thatssogay.com.au you'll see that I answered my original questions and many more.  My simple approach of spending a week in each place and challenging homophobia one cuppa at a time resulted in much more than I could have anticipated when I started my long journey around Australia.  I posted location blogs for each destination as a way to share the characters I met and the stories and experiences they shared.  Over 150,000 words have been written and 100s of photos have been shared.  A "recap" summary (Week 38) of all of my blogs is available on my website where each blog is summarised in three sentences.  Highlights included "Markus" in Adelaide, "Amber" in Remote NT, Jono and Vinny in Mackay Et Al and "Rose" in Warrnambool.  My thanks to everyone who provided feedback on how much these blogs moved them.

There were also some video blogs, available at: www.youtube.com/user/tennisdan.  I quite like the Biggenden ones (Part I and II) and don't mind the five Bloopers which probably give a "real" picture of what everyday life was really like on the road (sorry in advance for the swearing) away from the formalities.
Despite many calls of 'It's better these days', LGBT young people across the country and those that support and educate them are reluctant to agree.  Until young people are linked in with supports in their local communities, they are reporting similar experiences to LGBT young people 10-15 years ago.  Yet along the way I demonstrated that there is much that can be done to support LGBT young people, especially those young people who are not yet "out".
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DID IT GO WELL?

I tell anyone who will listen that my expectations were realistic but my hopes were high.  As you can imagine being a self-funded gay man in a gay truck called Bruce it was a logistical "challenge" (i.e. nightmare) to keep up with all correspondence, to respond to all requests and to cover every person, project, area.  Although this tour was never going to be comprehensive, I feel I covered more territory than I, or anyone else, believed I could.  Far from being just about LGBT individuals, groups and organisations, I spent much more time cold-calling and door knocking all those mainstream organisations and schools that had never before had the LGBT/challenging homophobia discussion.  The stories of the responses, from concerning to hilarious to encouraging, are littered throughout my blogs.  I can confidently say that in each regional, rural and remote Australia new conversations took place, plans to continue these conversations were put in place and locals were left with practical strategies and resources that they could use immediately in their classrooms and other settings.  As I often said, I'm not just planting a seed, I'm also giving people a watering can.  What they do from there is out of my control.

On that note my book, Beyond 'That's So Gay': Challenging homophobia in Australian schools, and formally-evaluated challenging homophobia classroom resource, Pride & Prejudice, are both available from Hawker Brownlow Education (www,hbe.com.au).  Rural challenging homophobia resource, Not Round Here (Kenton Miller & Mahamati), is downloadable for free at: www.thatssogay.com.au.

Yet ultimately the test will be how these regional, rural and remote areas experienced my visits, which I imagined fluctuated with my accumulated experience, emotional energy levels and resources over 266 days of traveling.

My sincerest apologies to those people who I did not get back to, visit or include due to time, resources and technical difficulties.  These include Port Macquarie, Albury/Wodonga, Wagga Wagga, East Arhnem Land and various projects and organisation in Melbourne and Sydney.
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WAS IT SUPPORTED?

There is no doubt that the Beyond 'That's So Gay' Tour has captured people's imaginations.  The most common response from regional, rural and remote Australia has been, 'It's about bloody time!'.  Far from being run out of town, chased with pitch forks or physically hurt/threatened, I was welcomed, sometimes more warmly than others, across the country.  It's humbling to audaciously want to undertake such a project and then have so many people around the country to offer their support.  Uniting Care-Cutting Edge came to the party early to provide a nominal lease on "Bruce Ford", tax-deductible donation facilities and good ol moral support for my crazy idea.  In addition state/territory-based organisations ensured a much easier time of it for me in places like South Australia (e.g. Second Story), Western Australia (e.g. True Colours, Uniting Care West, B-LeGITs), Northern Territory (e.g. NTAHC), Queensland (e.g. QAHC), New South Wales (e.g. Twenty10, NSW Teachers Federation), Victoria (e.g. Uniting Care-Cutting Edge, JOY FM/Freshly Doug, Rainbow Network) and Tasmania (e.g. Working It Out, TasCAHRD).

It's safe to say that, as a self-funded project, I relied on people's generosity and goodwill to complete this project.  So many generously donated their time, energy, contacts, money and homes to assist in the completion of this national project.  These people are acknowledged at www.thatssogay.com.au.  Those that have offered a cuppa, a meal, a hug and a smile are numerous but not forgotten.

The three biggest expenses for the Beyond ‘That’s So Gay’ Tour were: transport, accommodation and my time (but I was being cheap – free - this year!).  All of the fuel for "Bruce" was paid for through tax-deductible donations at www.ucce.org.au and a small portion of the lease on that vehicle was covered.  In-kind, around $25,000 worth of accommodation was offered by LGBT people and their allies.  This ensured I stayed warm/cool, dry and means I didn't go broke!  Thanks also to Lukas and DJ Jimi for web/e-mail magic and Paul Hollingworth for his company for 8 weeks and pdf magic.
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WILL I BE ABLE TO HEAR MORE ABOUT THE TOUR?

Over the next few months a number of "broadsheets", issue-specific resources and other information will be disseminated outlining key themes and patterns found, as well as what's exciting and possible right now.  The best way to keep up-to-date will be to visit www.thatssogay.com.au.  There are plans to organise a number of events in early 2011 that will be filmed and uploaded so that teachers, health professionals and homophobia-curious others can watch over the internet.  Any film/web gurus please get in touch!

Yes there is a book in it.

Stay tuned for a Geelong event on the 12th December 2010.
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WHAT'S NEXT?

With genuine, best intent this is the most commonly asked question along with 'How do you feel?'.  The short answer for both is: when I know I'll let you know.  It's honestly too soon to know the answers to such questions, but rest assured I want the answer to these questions as quickly as anyone.  After the biggest year of my life I am taking stock and thinking about how to best document it and rebuild my emotional energy stores whilst generating some much needed income of which I've had none this year.  In that sense recent professional development sessions with various schools and organisations has been a welcomed event.  I'm also assisting Australian Marriage Equality to prepare and deliver workshops.  Helpful suggestions for me are always welcomed.  My thanks to all those who have been concerned about my well-being, I'm doing well in that "semi-reformed workaholic coming down off a project high" kind of way.

Please think about if there is anyone you know who might be interested in knowing about this tour and pass it on.  A cuppa campaign will be coming soon.
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Finally please keep me up-to-date with how it's going in your little pocket of Australia.  I and many others would like to know if anything came of my visit.  

In the words of Bob Brown, who I met at a Perth breakfast, 'What an amazing country we live in'.

Yours in challenging homophobia, 

Daniel

Daniel Witthaus
Beyond 'That's So Gay'

A National Challenging Homophobia Tour

web:      www.thatssogay.com.au 

phone:  +61 (0) 431 157 957
