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community has a responsibili-
ty to fight for the rights of Afri-
can Americans and all minorities, 
because, once again, silence does 
equal death.

Our sixth-annual Business of 
Pride edition looks back through 
50 years of Pride to remind us 
what we’ve been through as a 
nation and a region and how our 
fight isn’t over. Our industry pages 
this week feature milestones from 
biotech to hospitality, and we look 
back at the last five decades of 
major events with our story on the 
year without a parade.

We also examine the econom-
ic realities of many LGBTQ small 
business owners, namely the dis-
appearance of so many gathering 
places for the community. 

And we’re happy to recog-
nize Gilead Sciences — our Cor-
porate Pride Award honoree — for 
its contributions to the treatment 
and prevention of HIV/AIDS and 
to Deb Kinney — our Selisse Berry 

Legacy Leader Award winner — for 
her commitment to help the com-
munity navigate legal issues.

We also have a stellar lineup 
this year of Outstanding Voices — a 
dozen local business and nonprof-
it leaders who are making a dif-
ference in their organizations and 
communities. Although we usual-
ly photograph them in our studio, 
this year we asked them to select 
an outdoor location of importance 
to them and tell us why.  

And, as always, we round out 
our issue with our annual List 
of the top 50 LGBTQ-owned 
businesses.

This may not be the Pride that 
we all anticipate every year, but 
perhaps there’s a reason for the 
pause. Maybe it will give us a lit-
tle more time to reflect on the last 
50 years, what our community has 
achieved — and how the fight must 
go on to end discrimination not 
just for LGBTQ people, but for all 
those who face it everyday. 

reflections on a year 
without a parade

This sure isn’t the Pride I was 
expecting when I moved to 

San Francisco nearly a year ago.
It’s not the Pride I imagined 

when I walked through the Cas-
tro neighborhood last fall, excited 
to see how the city’s LGBTQ cele-
bration would compare to those I 
attended in D.C. and New York. 

And it’s definitely not the his-
toric 50th anniversary celebration 
Pride’s new executive director, 
Fred Lopez, and I anticipated when 
we met in our office in February, 
shortly before the world changed. 

But if there’s one thing the 
LGBTQ community knows how to 
do, it’s adapt. We’ve been forced to 
do it for years — as youngsters in 
school and on the playground, at 
the dorm in college and in our first 
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WELLS FARGO’S COMMITMENT  
TO THE LGBT COMMUNITY
By Ina Murray, EVP and bank president for San Francisco region

WORD FROM OUR SPONSOR

Wells Fargo is proud to celebrate 
Pride month. We are excited to 
celebrate the contributions of 

LGBT entrepreneurs, business leaders, and 
the community as a whole to the greater 
Bay Area and our country.

We understand that this is a very difficult 
time for us all. Unlike previous years when 
San Francisco and many communities 
would be alive with expressions of Pride in 
festivals, events and parades, we must heed 
health professionals and take precautions. 
Further, our country is feeling pain as we 
have an open conversation about race and 
inequities in this country. I am optimistic 
that we will make progress in our country, 
just as we have had many successes in the 
LGBT community over time.

For over 30 years, Wells Fargo has 

supported the LGBT community. In 1987, 
the company added sexual orientation 
to its non-discrimination policy. Since 
then, Wells Fargo has provided financial 
and programmatic support to LGBT 
organizations—contributing more than  
$50 million.

Since 1992, Wells Fargo has participated 
in hundreds of Pride parades and events, 
including appearances by our iconic Wells 
Fargo stagecoach. Wells Fargo team 
members typically participate in more 
than 60 Pride celebrations nationally and 
internationally.  

Supporting our families is important to us. 
That’s why since 1998, all benefits extended 
to spouses of Wells Fargo team members 
have been extended to the domestic partners 
of team members as well. We are humbled 

to be recognized for our commitment to 
inclusion. For 17 consecutive years, The 
Human Rights Campaign, America’s largest 
civil rights organization working to achieve 
LGBT equality gave Wells Fargo a perfect 
score of 100 percent on the Corporate  
Equality Index, earning the coveted distinction 
of being one of the “Best Places to Work for 
LGBT Equality.”

As a leading small business lender in the  
U.S., we are committed to helping LGBT 
business owners access capital and financial 
resources. In 2004, Wells Fargo became the 
first financial institution to join the National 
Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce 
(NGLCC), an organization created to better 
address the financial and educational 
needs of LGBT-owned businesses. And in 
2017, NGLCC not only recognized Wells 
Fargo as the one of the “Best-of-the-Best 

Corporations for Inclusion,” our Chamber 
Training Institute program was named “The 
2017 Best-of-the-Best Program or Initiative 
of the Year.” The program develops and 
empowers diverse chamber leaders with 
training on how to grow and build their local 
organizations for the benefit of its small 
business community members.

We are committed to supporting the LGBT 
community, and to respecting and 
encouraging diversity among our team  
members. We strive to reflect the communities 
we serve so we can better understand and 
help our diverse customers achieve financial 
success. When it comes to partnering to 
help our communities succeed, we are in 
this together. I look forward to continuing 
our partnership well into the future!
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jobs. If we weren’t out, we had to 
adapt to what people thought we 
were. And if we were out, we had 
to adjust to the reactions we faced 
at home, school and work.

The devastating coronavirus 
pandemic and the horrific death 
of George Floyd remind us that the 
fight for justice for all is far from 
over — and our community has 
a role in furthering the causes of 
health, economic and social equal-
ity for everyone. 

The headline we ran on the 
front page of last week’s print edi-
tion — “Silence is no longer accept-
able” — reminded me of the phrase 
adopted by ACT UP in the 1980s.

Silence = Death.
The truth is, none of us can be 

silent anymore, and the LGBTQ 

Business of Pride 
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is editor-in-
chief of the 
San Francisco 
Business Times. 
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4c

You have the power to redefine what’s 
possible and your journey has inspired 
others. We call that being empowerful.  
50 years ago, Pride began as a movement 
to push the world forward, and your 
courage continues to pave a path. As you 
relentlessly strive for equal access and 
the opportunity to flourish financially, 
Wells Fargo walks right beside you helping 
to make it happen. You’ve come this far. 
We can help you go further.

Learn how at:

wellsfargo.com/empowerful

Your will can  
break any barrier.

© 2020 Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. All rights reserved. IHA-25933
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PRIDE HAS MADE HISTORY — AS THE WORLD CHANGED AROUND IT

June 25, 2004

The first Trans 
March takes 
place on the 
Friday before 
Pride.

August 2010

U.S. Chief District 
Judge Vaughn 
Walker nullifies 
Prop. 8. Appeals 
to reinstate it are 
turned down all 
the way to the 
U.S. Supreme 
Court.

2020 

For the first 
time since 1971, 
there will be no 
physical parade, 
with all events 
moved online.

Feb. 12, 2004

A month into 
his term, San 
Francisco Mayor 
Gavin Newsom 
begins issuing 
marriage licenses 
to same-sex 
couples; 4,000 
receive them 
before court 
prohibits it 29 
days later.

Nov. 3, 2008

To widespread 
shock and 
dismay, 
California voters 
approve Prop. 8 
outlawing same 
sex marriage. 
A pitched legal 
battle is mounted 
to overturn it.

June 30, 2019

Parade is halted 
for an hour by 
a coordinated 
protest 
demanding 
the removal 
of corporate 
sponsors and 
police officers 
from event.

Aug. 3, 1997 

Teddy 
Witherington, 
former director 
of London 
Pride, is hired 
as executive 
director, 
touching off a 
decade of growth 
that turns Pride 
into an even 
larger cultural 
event.

June 24, 2007 

Parade 
attendance 
crosses an 
estimated 1 
million for first 
time.

June 26, 2015

Days before the 
2015 parade, the 
U.S. Supreme 
Court rules in 
favor of marriage 
equality.

Dec. 6, 1995

First broadly 
effective class 
of anti-HIV 
drugs, protease 
inhibitors, are 
approved.

June 26, 1993

Dyke March on 
Saturday before 
Pride begins, 
later drawing 
up to 50,000 
people.

November 1985 

S.F. LGBT 
activist Cleve 
Jones launches 
AIDS Quilt to 
commemorate 
victims of AIDS 
epidemic. It will 
eventually reach 
84 tons.

June 28, 1981

Pride swells to 
250,000 people

April 24, 1980 

A San Francisco 
man seeking 
medical 
treatment is later 
judged to be the 
first AIDS patient 
in the U.S.

Nov. 27, 1978

Fellow Supervisor 
Dan White 
assassinates 
Milk and Mayor 
George Moscone 
in City Hall.

June 25, 1978

Supervisor 
Harvey Milk 
rides in the 
parade as the 
first openly gay 
elected official in 
California history.

June 25, 1972

First official Pride 
parade draws an 
estimated 2,000 
marchers and 
15,000-50,000 
spectators 
(estimates vary).

June 28, 1970

Thirty people 
march down Polk 
Street to City Hall 
to commemorate 
the Stonewall 
riots in New York 
exactly one year 
before.

Pride 50 goes virtual — and nobody 
is totally sure what happens next

the year 
the parade 
stopped

BY ALEX BARREIRA
abarreira@bizjournals.com

W ith just over two weeks to 
go, San Francisco’s premier 

annual celebration of LGBTQ com-
munities is still very much a work 
in progress. After months of plans 
for this year’s event were inter-
rupted by coronavirus, the non-
profit organizer is scrambling to 
turn a weekend spectacle of nearly 
1 million people into a worthy vir-
tual equivalent.

This was to have been a land-
mark year for the San Francis-
co Pride parade, the 50th year of 
an event that began in 1970 with a 
30-strong walk down Polk Street 
to commemorate the Stonewall 
protests in New York City the year 
before. It’s grown to become one 
the largest LGBTQ celebrations in 
the world with live music, hundreds 
of booths and floats and dozens of 
ancillary events. It’s a cultural and 
economic juggernaut that gener-
ates millions of dollars in local rev-
enue from packed restaurants, bars, 
nightclubs and hotels. 

alternatives — postpone it, make it 
smaller, move it or cancel altogether. 

“Many of the challenges that 
postponing presented really didn’t 
solve any of the problems that we 
would be creating for ourselves,” 
Lopez said. “How do we present 
an event that’s safe when we don’t 
know what safe will be like?” 

So now they are racing to see 
how much of the Pride experience 
can be replicated online.

“I think we’ll be figuring it out 
until the day after this happens,” 
Lopez said.

pride by the numbers
One of the main things they are 
figuring out: When SF Pride goes 
online, how much of its revenue 
goes with it?

Last year’s parade generated $3.7 
million in revenue. This year’s event 
will still have the merchandising 
revenue streams available, but will 
miss out on revenue that was spe-
cific to the in-person event, such 
as beverage sales, which made up 
about $750,000, about one fifth of 
last year’s overall revenue. 

“I don’t see a world where we are 
close to normal revenue,” Wysinger 
said, adding that it’s a difficult — but 
thrilling — challenge to put together 
the 13 hours of content for stream-
ing. “We’re still learning the costs of 
different things every day.” 

Right now SF Pride is relying on 
reserve funds stored away over the 
last six to seven years to get them 
through to the end of this fiscal year 

in September. The organization has 
also received $100,000 in funding 
from Grants for the Arts. The emer-
gency emergency cash reserves 
mean the team doesn’t anticipate 
needing to lay off any of their five 
core year-round staff, Lopez said. 

Sponsorships last year were $2 
million. It’s the biggest single source 
of revenue — and perhaps the big-
gest question mark. 

Typically sponsorships arrive in 
the two months before Pride Week-
end, but by mid-March less than a 
quarter of the goal for sponsorship 
revenue had been met. And that 
was when shelter-in-place began. 
SF Pride officials declined to specify 
how much sponsorship revenue is 
off the books for good. Some spon-
sors have left and rejoined at small-
er commitments, and the organi-
zation has lowered the entry level 
commitment for sponsors.

“They’re shifting where they can 
give, and that’s totally understand-
able,” Lopez said.

“There are some sectors that are 
longtime sectors and those have 
either been wiped out or closed 
ranks to protect themselves,” 
Wysinger told me. “We’ve been for-
tunate that some either still had the 
means to contribute and some even 
said ‘pride is so important we need 
to give what we have.’” 

Some that have stayed onboard 
include Smirnoff and the hotel 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 20

In 50 years,the 
Pride parade 
has gone from 
30 marchers 
to more than 
1 million 
marchers and 
spectators each 
year. These 
are scenes 
from Pride’s 
early years, 
including 
(top left) the 
appearance of 
San Francisco 
Supervisor 
Harvey Milk 
a few months 
before he was 
shot to death in 
City Hall.

from SF Pride partner organizations 
will happen, including the “senior 
prom” from senior-focused non-
profit Openhouse and the Frame-
line film festival, among others, 
leading up to the Pride 50 week-
end. Pride 50 will be streamed and 
broadcasted live on local KPIX and 
KCBW channels, both sponsors of 
the event. 

City spaces will still show some 
visible evidence of Pride — the annu-
al rainbow flags will still line Market 
Street. The giant pink triangle that 
covers an acre of Twin Peaks each 
year will return, too. In its 25th year, 
the triangle will be assembled with 
2,700 LED nodes to light up the sky 
June 27, and SF Pride is helping orga-
nize a small group of volunteers with 
an $85,000 GoFundMe to pull it off. 

It’s all been a sort of baptism 
by fire for Wysinger and Executive 
Director Fred Lopez, both marking 
their first Pride weekend in their 
respective roles for the San Francis-
co Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgen-
der Pride Celebration Committee, 
better known as SF Pride. Wysing-
er became board president in Octo-
ber while Lopez took over officially 
from George Ridgely, the director of 
the last five years, in January. 

The year-long production of 
Pride, usually ramping up in 
December, was about halfway 
through when Mayor Breed’s state 
of emergency in late February and 
subsequent shelter-in-place restric-
tions spelled doom for the event as 
it’s known. Organizers considered 

Pride in 2020 will have none of 
that. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
Pride 50 will be held entirely online. 

This year’s virtual event will take 
place Saturday, June 27, from 1 p.m. 
to 9 p.m. and Sunday from 2 p.m. 
to 7 p.m. It will feature live and 
pre-recorded musical performanc-
es, speeches from LGBTQ commu-
nity leaders, elected officials and 
celebrities, dance numbers, DJ sets 
and other content. It will be held 
simultaneously with Global Pride, 
a 24-hour live-streamed event from 
hundreds of LGBTQ organizations 
around the world. 

The world was given a preview of 
how this will look on June 5. Instead 
of the flag raising ceremony at the 
Civic Center of years past, Pride 50 
kicked off with a virtual live event 
co-hosted by Mayor London Breed, 
SF Pride Board President Caro-
lyn Wysinger and the city’s Office 
of Transgender Initiatives director 
Clair Farley. It featured live musical 
performances, speeches and a panel 
conversation with community lead-
ers, “Pride in Defense of Black Bod-
ies,” responding to the global pro-
tests that have followed the police 
killing of George Floyd.

Throughout June, SF Pride has 
partnered with Commonwealth 
Club for an online series of “Laven-
der Talks,” themed discussions with 
this year’s 2020 awardees, streamed 
every other Thursday leading up to 
the online celebration. Throughout 
Pride month in June virtual versions 
of other annual LGBTQ celebrations 

PHOTOS 
COURTESY OF 
GLBT HISTORICAL 
SOCIETY

SOURCES: SFTravel, S.F. Chronicle, SFBT research

Key moments in the struggle for LGBTQ equalityKey moments in SF Pride history
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Parc55 San Francisco, both of which 
had clear stakes in the in-person 
event through beverage sales or dis-
counted travel packages. 

Among others, a medical patient 
rights nonprofit Compassion and 
Choices joined in June, and an 
unspecified liquor sponsor plans 
to donate booze to Castro bars for 
the weekend’s festivities — it’s still 
up in the air whether some form of 
watch party could happen. Some 
big sponsors from past years, like 
Alaska Airlines, have left the table.

Rather than the usual parade 
float, the plan is for sponsors to 
have banner ads instead of com-
mercial breaks. The landing page 
will resemble a virtual stage at the 
Civic Center where the Pride parade 
typically starts.

SF Pride is also exploring new 
streams of revenue, such as the 
expansion of the Pride Pass, a VIP 
promotion from $50-$500. A hun-
dred dollars gets pass holders dis-
counts on corporate sponsor offer-
ings and entry to special events 
that come now with a Covid-19 
disclaimer. The $500 Rainbow Pass 
includes a 6’ x 10’ flag, debuted in 
1978, that hung along past years’ 
parade routes.

The $50 option is new to this 
year, a pass that grants remote 
access to all virtual Pride content 
and Pride 50 swag — but this doesn’t 
mean there will be a paywall to por-
tions of the event, the organization 
told me. Lopez said he’s proud that 
San Francisco’s Pride parade is one 
of the few celebrations left in the 
country that doesn’t require an 
entrance fee, instead asking for vol-
untary donations.

let’s have a parade
The SF Pride parade down Mar-
ket Street has become an annual 
event like no other for marginalized 
groups in the city to celebrate. As it 
has accumulated larger crowds and 
corporate sponsors over the years, 
it’s also attracted criticisms from 
parts of the LGBTQ community that 
the event’s become too corporate, 
too white and too straight as non-
LGBTQ tourists show up for the 
spectacle. 

Last year’s parade was halted for 
more than an hour by protesters 
demanding removal of corporate 
sponsors and police officers in light 
of the event’s origins as a celebration 
of surviving police brutality.

With the parade paused for 2020, 
it gives SF Pride the opportunity for 
a reset for 2021 — assuming large 
gatherings are possible by then. 
The nature and level of involve-

ment by corporate sponsors is one 
of the things that will get a rethink, 
such as how they could help with 
SF Pride’s year-round work to sup-
port dozens of smaller local LGBTQ 
organizations.

“We are hearing from folks in the 
community that it would be valu-
able to ask our corporate partners 
how they can best show up for us,” 
Lopez said. “The goals of 15, 20 years 
ago in terms of corporate represen-
tation, by a lot of standards we’ve 
reached those goals. So the question 
is, what’s next?”

“The way we tell our story to the 
community is about, ‘How do we 
do that part differently?’” Wysing-
er said on corporate sponsorship. 
“To make sure the corporations that 
do take part in Pride are knowingly 
and willingly participating in sup-
porting these smaller organizations 
as well and in the community.” 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 19

SF Pride 
Executive 
Director Fred 
Lopez (center) 
officially 
started the role 
in late January 
this year. He’s 
overseeing a 
Pride event like 
nothing before 
in its history.
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We’re here to help all people achieve their best health. As a not-for-profit 
healthcare organization and a major employer, we’re dedicated to supporting 
and empowering our diverse community. It’s a thousand things, big and small.

It’s our diversity that gives us strength.

Thank you to the 2020 
Business of Pride Sponsors
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Health and a Healthy Economy 
Public Health Officials and Business Leaders Discuss Working Together for a Safe Return to Work

A complimentary webinar featuring key Health Care and Business Leaders.

Join this timely conversation, which will shine a spotlight on the important role of public health 
leaders in helping communities and businesses navigate COVID-19 Phase Two. It will also explore 
challenges that business operators are facing, as well as what they are doing now. The discussion 
will help businesses understand how public health and business can work together to enable a 
safe return to commerce and maximize health and a healthy economy. The event will be educa-
tional, informative and provide actionable information.

For more information, please contact FELICIA BROWN
at 415-288-4936 or fbrown@bizjournals.com

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanfrancisco/

Opening Remarks: 

DR. SANDRA HERNANDEZ 
President & CEO, California Health Care Foundation
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MARY HUSS 
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Parc55 San Francisco, both of which 
had clear stakes in the in-person 
event through beverage sales or dis-
counted travel packages. 

Among others, a medical patient 
rights nonprofit Compassion and 
Choices joined in June, and an 
unspecified liquor sponsor plans 
to donate booze to Castro bars for 
the weekend’s festivities — it’s still 
up in the air whether some form of 
watch party could happen. Some 
big sponsors from past years, like 
Alaska Airlines, have left the table.

Rather than the usual parade 
float, the plan is for sponsors to 
have banner ads instead of com-
mercial breaks. The landing page 
will resemble a virtual stage at the 
Civic Center where the Pride parade 
typically starts.

SF Pride is also exploring new 
streams of revenue, such as the 
expansion of the Pride Pass, a VIP 
promotion from $50-$500. A hun-
dred dollars gets pass holders dis-
counts on corporate sponsor offer-
ings and entry to special events 
that come now with a Covid-19 
disclaimer. The $500 Rainbow Pass 
includes a 6’ x 10’ flag, debuted in 
1978, that hung along past years’ 
parade routes.

The $50 option is new to this 
year, a pass that grants remote 
access to all virtual Pride content 
and Pride 50 swag — but this doesn’t 
mean there will be a paywall to por-
tions of the event, the organization 
told me. Lopez said he’s proud that 
San Francisco’s Pride parade is one 
of the few celebrations left in the 
country that doesn’t require an 
entrance fee, instead asking for vol-
untary donations.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 19
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BY ALEX BARREIRA
abarreira@bizjournals.com

The Covid-19 pandemic has shut 
down one of San Francisco’s 

oldest and most iconic gay bars, 
but the 17-member collective that 
owns The Stud and put it to rest two 
weeks ago insists its online funer-
al marks not the epilogue but an 
interlude. 

The shelter-in-place shutdown’s 
devastation of the local hospital-
ity industry appears to spell even 
greater trouble for gay bars, which 
for years have dealt with social and 
economic shifts that have changed 
the relative meaning of these spac-
es. Amid wider acceptance of queer 
lifestyles across a broader section of 
society, dating apps have supplant-
ed bars as places to meet new peo-
ple. And, like any small business, 
these bars face the challenge of 
keeping up with the rising costs of 
operating in the Bay Area. 

It’s been a rough decade for San 
Francisco LGBT bars. Among the 
popular names that are no more: 
Beatbox, Marlena’s, Kok, the Deco 
Lounge. The Gangway, once the 
oldest gay bar in the city, closed in 
2018. The building where The Old 
Crow stood for nearly half a centu-
ry was cleared away the same year. 
And the Tenderloin’s last gay bar, 
drag dive destination Aunt Char-
lie’s Lounge, has said it will close 
in August unless it raises $100,000.

But while the LGBTQ night-
life operators in San Francisco and 
Oakland I spoke with acknowledged 
that the last few months have been 

Owners vow that S.F.’s shutdown 
will not spell the end for them. 
But surviving may not be so easy

Can LGBTQ 
bars live 
through 
Covid-19?

TODD JOHNSON | 
SAN FRANCISCO 
BUSINESS TIMES

Rachel Ryan, 
general 
manager of 
The Stud, as 
the bar closed 
its doors at the 
end of May. It is 
seeking a new 
location.

22  |  SAN FRANCISCO BUSINESS TIMES JUNE 12, 2020  |  23

JUNE 12, 2020  |  23

For more than 30 years, Gilead has created breakthroughs once thought impossible for 
people living with life-threatening diseases. We are a leading biopharmaceutical company 
with a pioneering portfolio and ever-expanding pipeline of investigational medicines.

Our commitment goes well beyond science. We innovate with the goal of eliminating barriers 
and providing access to healthcare for people who need it most. 

For more information, please visit www.gilead.com.

Creating Possible

 © 2020 Gilead Sciences Inc.

We are committed to a better, healthier world for everyone.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24

Business of Pride 
NIGHTLIFE THREATENED



an unprecedented economic chal-
lenge, they were optimistic that their 
spaces will survive today’s tempo-
rary shutdown of all bars — or will 
be born again once the dust settles.

After all, even as old bars close, 
new spots have emerged in the last 
few years and become fixtures of 
a thriving local scene. Think Oasis 
Bar or Hi-Tops. The SF Eagle sur-
viving a closure and relocation. In 
the same neighborhood where the 
city’s last lesbian bar, The Lexing-
ton Club, closed in 2015, a new one, 
Jolene’s, opened three years later.

In Oakland, Sean Sullivan 
launched The Port Bar with his 
partner Richard Fuentes in 2016. 
One of their biggest weekends ever 
was the last one before the corona-
virus shutdown in mid-March.  

Stud co-owner Marke Bieschke 
told me that people are too nostal-
gic for the heyday of gay bars, and 
this plays into a narrative of disap-
pearance that overshadows how 
the scene is thriving in some ways 
as much as it ever has.

“There’s certain parties you go to 
and there are like a thousand people 
here,” Bieschke said, referring to the 
pre-pandemic scene. “We’re always 
told people stay at home and Net-
flix and chill. That may have been 
true 10 years ago, but now, I feel it’s 
flourishing.” 

In spite of the drag funeral com-
memorating The Stud’s 54-year run 
last week, the bar’s owners told me 
they’re confident they will eventu-
ally reopen The Stud in a new space 
in San Francisco, ideally in SoMa.

the disappearing gay bar
Bieschke has been writing about 
nightlife in San Francisco for 25 
years. He’s also an editor and the 
publisher for 48 Hills, a local online 
news publication.

He told me the narrative of the 
disappearing LGBTQ bar is noth-
ing new for local operators, and 
that it’s followed them through the 
2000s and the tail end of the AIDS 
epidemic, the dot-com boom and 
crash, the dawn of social media and 
the Great Recession. 

For small gay and straight bars 
alike, it’s become impossible to 
ignore the burden of soaring real 
estate prices in the last 10 years, 
which Bieschke attributes to the 
second tech boom and the result-
ing displacement of the “hipster” 
artistic and creative crowds with an 
influx of generally whiter, wealthier 
skilled class. 

The Stud and similar spots in 
SoMa have long been a rare place 
of refuge for trans, nonbinary peo-
ple and people of color, people who 
“don’t have the money to spend on 

a $20 cover charge,” Bieschke said. 
At The Stud a successful month as a  
business was breaking even or com-
ing close to it.

“Our bottom line is about keep-
ing space open and employing queer 
artists,” said Rachel Ryan, a collec-
tive member and the general man-
ager of the bar, at last month’s press 
conference. “I imagine a lot of other 
bar owners are in the same boat.”

Demographic shifts have also 
widened the difference between the 
two major scenes of LGBTQ night-
life. SoMa, home to the histori-
cal “miracle mile” of leather bars 
and bathhouses, was the “neigh-
borhood for sexual outlaws” and 
has become “very queer now” in 
recent years, Bieschke said. Mean-
while, the Castro has a long histo-
ry as a gay neighborhood, with its 
GLBT History Museum and iconic 
rainbow-flagged street, but these 
days it also includes a more main-
stream vibe. 

Chris Hastings, who owns gay 
bar The Lookout in Castro and also 
co-runs upscale Irish bar Case-
ments in the Mission, said he wants 
to move past the different reputa-
tions of the two districts. For him, 
a good bar is the sum of many fine 
details — from the friendliness of 
service to the volume of the music 
to the lights and the glass the drink 
arrives in. It’s what keeps custom-
ers coming back, queer or not, and 
it’s a constant process of listening 
and adapting.

“There’s this idea of what a queer 
space is that’s rooted in the past,” he 
told me. “It’s not like in any of the 
businesses I’ve set out to attract a 
very specific type of person. I want 
anyone to walk in and feel comfort-
able and enjoy themselves.”

He’s noticed his own clientele 
change over the course of a “rad-
ical” demographic shift in the last 
decade. The happy hour crowd that 
could be relied on to pack bars 
along Castro Street on a Friday eve-
ning isn’t like it used to be.

“It’s so much harder to survive 
in the city now if you’re not in a 
high-income-earning job. Or you’re 
hustling and having a couple jobs,” 
Hastings said. “The likelihood you’ll 
peace out at 5 and have a drink is 
smaller. It’s not just people’s real-
ity in the way it was 10 years ago.”

And the reality is there might 
not be a need for a strictly “gay 
bar,” Scott Peterson, manager at the 
leather-clad Powerhouse Bar for the 
last 22 years, wrote in an email. “If 
our kinks and sexuality can be cel-
ebrated everywhere, we may not 
be necessary,” he said, adding that 
“this utopia is still a long way off.”

Peterson said the men’s cruise 

Members of 
the 17-person 
collective that 
owns one of 
San Francisco’s 
oldest gay 
bars readied 
the space for 
move-out in 
the last week 
of May. The 
Stud was in 
operation for 
54 years and 
had been in its 
last location 
since 1987.

CABURE BONUGLI | 
SHOT IN THE CITY 
PHOTOGRAPHY
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bar has changed to draw a more 
diverse crowd to theme nights and 
parties with local hosts. At the same 
time, rising living costs have dug 
into what customers can spend on 
a night out. “First you have to pay 
your rent and eat,” he said.

At the end of the day, it’s the rents 
in San Francisco and Oakland more 
than any other local factor that’s 
closed queer bars, Bieschke said. 
Even so, he and other Stud co-op 
owners considered themselves for-
tunate. Their landlord allowed an 
early exit from the last 90 days of 
their lease after it became clear that 
there was no future at their venue, 
saving them from paying $440 each 
day in the shutdown. Still, over the 
course of a two-year lease and sev-
eral shorter extensions, he said rent 
tripled. 

“Looking at all the pressure being 
put on these businesses, it’s actually 
inspiring how many haven’t closed 
down,” Scott Wiener, the state sena-
tor representing San Francisco, said 
at the press conference announcing 
The Stud’s closure. He’s working on 
legislation that would help hospi-
tality businesses negotiate rent. 

adapt to survive
The changes to demographics 
affecting both rents and patrons 
in San Francisco have also been at 
work in Oakland.

Club BnB and Club 21 were fix-
tures of the Latinx and black LGBTQ 
communities in Oakland for more 
than 40 years. For the last 22 years 
both venues were in the same build-
ing in Uptown at 2120 Broadway. 

But they shut down in January 
after Ellis Partners, which bought 
the property in 2018, asked the 
clubs to pay $45,040 — more than 
double the rate of their month-to-
month lease — or leave, according 
to Carlos Uribe, the general man-
ager of both clubs. Their departure 
left Oakland with just two gay bars 
open at the start of the pandemic.

Uribe, too, is waiting out the 
pandemic for the right time to 
launch the business in a prospective 
space in North Oakland where rent 
is more affordable and more space 
is available for a large club venue. 

“When it does happen, I know 
we’ll be supported,” Uribe said.

Sean Sullivan, co-owner of the 
Port Bar in Oakland, has respond-
ed to these demographic shifts more 
directly.

“We find people want a bar that 
truly acknowledges them for who 
they are,” Sullivan said. He added 
that for an LGBTQ community that 
has “matured and wants a wider 
array of options,” patrons seek out 
spaces that reflect their own com-

munities. It’s up to the bars to find 
their clientele, and to do that, they 
need to catch up with the times.

“We thrive the way Oakland 
thrives in being a very diverse bar, 
in age and gender and ethnicity,”  
said Sullivan, who is white and 
runs the bar with his partner Rich-
ard Fuentes, who is Latino. “I have 
heard from customer after custom-
er from the day we opened to the 
day we closed about how you do not 
see that in the Castro. I would posit 
to you that it’s true of many gaybor-
hoods across the country.” 

post-pandemic rebirth
It’s unclear how many LGBTQ bars 
will survive the pandemic, the shut-
down and the recession. The road to 
reopen The Stud is especially daunt-
ing. The group will need to raise at 
least $500,000 from the commu-
nity and its own resourcefulness. 
It will be a test of the ownership 
structure that saved The Stud from 
closing when the previous own-
er retired in 2016 facing their own 
rent priceout. 

They’re armed with a diverse 
skill set — counting a Levi’s execu-
tive, a former reality TV contestant 
and a political strategist among its 
ranks — along with a Type 48 (alco-
hol only) license split 17 ways. 

“I don’t know how they’re get-
ting through this,” Bieschke said of 
bars with just two or three people to 
divide up the paperwork and tech-
nicalities. “But in our case it makes 
me feel more confident that we’re 
going to survive.”

Beyond the money, they’ll have 
to convince a new landlord to share 
their optimism of a future for The 
Stud. The story of the disappearing 
gay bar scene has grown to the point 
of “eating its own tail,” Bieschke 
said, making property owners 
reluctant to commit to five-to-10 
year leases. 

For now, everything is virtu-
al only, with weekly drag shows, 
DJ sets and bartenders’ “virtual 
shots” finding eyeballs and tips on 
the Twitch platform. But just as The 
Stud transformed over the years — 
from macho cowboy bar to hippie 
hideaway to disco and drag show 
destination — the future could be 
anything or nothing at all. A par-
ty bus and pop-up appearances are 
also being considered. 

“The Stud is bigger than just a 
gay bar,” said Honey Mahogany, a 
co-owner, drag performer and for-
mer contestant on “RuPaul’s Drag 
Race.” “I think that it is really a cul-
tural hub and an incubator for a lot 
of queer culture but also the larger 
art scene in San Francisco.

“We don’t know when and we 
don’t know exactly where, but we 
are all committed to continuing the 
story of The Stud.” 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 24 Top left:
The press 
conference 
where owners 
of The Stud 
announced its 
closure after 
54 years of 
operation. Top, 
left to right: 
Rachel Ryan, 
co-owner and 
collective pres-
ident; Honey 
Mahogany, 
co-owner and 
drag performer; 
Scott Wiener, 
California state 
senator rep-
resenting San 
Francisco; Matt 
Haney, Board 
of Supervisors 
member for 
District 6; Jerry 
Lee Abram, 
co-owner; and 
Stud co-owner 
VivvyAnne 
Forevermore, 
who performed 
and tended bar 
at The Stud.

Bottom left: 
Marke Bieschke 
(right) and 
Stud collective 
member Paul 
Dillinger (left), 
at Honcho 
Campout in 
2019.
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BY RON LEUTY
rleuty@bizjournals.com

A s patients struggled to cov-
er insurance co-pays for Gil-

ead Sciences Inc.’s latest ground-
breaking HIV prevention drug, a 
cadre of patient advocacy groups 
approached the company two years 
ago, not really expecting very much.

After all, the Foster City-based 
company has long been a sort of 
poster child for high drug pric-
es that can cascade into problems 
with drug access, so the meeting 
could have sent Gilead into a defen-
sive crouch and ended quickly. What 
Joe Hollendoner, CEO of the San 
Francisco AIDS Foundation, found  
instead was that Gilead’s leader-
ship listened and ultimately boost-
ed its co-pay assistance program 
payments from $4,800 per patient 
each year to $7,200.

“After careful conversations 
and, I’m sure, careful analysis, they 
agreed with us,” Hollendoner said. 
“To me, it showed their agility and 

With 12 anti-HIV drugs, Gilead 
is at the center of the fight to 
eradicate AIDS — or to cure it

covid is not 
gilead’s first 
pandemic 

TODD JOHNSON | 
SAN FRANCISCO 
BUSINESS TIMES

Brett Pletcher, 
Gilead general 
counsel and 
executive vice 
president of 
corporate 
affairs: “Fifteen 
years ago 
when I came to 
the company, 
people said, 
‘Gilead — 
who?’”
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ACT UP, are regulars at Gilead’s 
annual shareholder meetings.

“We will never escape scrutiny,” 
Pletcher said. “We probably should 
have that scrutiny.”

Still, Pletcher said, it’s import-
ant to note that part of the money 
earned on Gilead’s drugs cycles back 
to attracting and retaining “good 
people” who are working on HIV 
cures — including ongoing research 
into a way to lure latent virus out 
of hiding places in the body then 
whomp it with other drugs — as well 
as treatments for cancer, hepatitis 
and inflammatory diseases.

And Gilead remains dominant 
in HIV. Biktarvy, for example, was 
the most-prescribed HIV regimen in 
the United States in the first quarter. 
About 38% of people on pre-expo-
sure prophylaxis, or PrEP, medica-
tion now take Descovy, Gilead said, 
though the drug hit the market only 
late last year.

Yet cost remains a hot-button 
issue, especially regarding access to 
drugs.

Gilead, like other companies, 
offers assistance programs that can 
plug gaps in government and private 
insurance programs and, in some 
cases, bring out-of-pocket costs to 
zero. 

Gilead’s two PrEP drugs for pre-
venting transmission of HIV — Tru-
vada and Descovy — cost about 
$24,000 a year but co-pay assistance 
and other programs significantly 
lower the drugs’ cost to patients. 

“We never want costs to create a 
barrier to accessing life-saving med-
ication,” Hollendoner said. “Afford-
ability goes hand-in-hand with 
insurance coverage and access. We 
take a bigger look beyond drug pric-
ing and all the interactions between 
the health care delivery system, 
insurers and drug makers.”

Still, Hollendoner said, the neg-
ative headlines on pricing don’t 
always square with the Gilead he 
has come to know. Gilead has been a 
financial benefactor of the San Fran-
cisco AIDS Foundation’s health care 
services, for example, and last year 
disclosed it would donate PrEP med-
ication for up to 200,000 people a 
year nationally for up to 11 years.

“Oftentimes, corporations like 
Gilead can be seen as monolithic, 
but what I have always appreciated 
with Gilead is it’s relational,” Hol-
lendoner said.

After O’Day joined Gilead in 
March 2019 as chairman and CEO, 
Hollendoner and other advoca-
cy leaders met with him in a small 
group, and Hollendoner found him 
eager to listen. O’Day even bumped 
another appointment to continue 
the meeting.

“They’re a partner we can turn 
to and say, ‘We’ve got an idea. How 
can we make it a reality?’ or ‘This is 

a need that is unmet and funding is 
vulnerable,’ and they’re always will-
ing to step up in that moment,” Hol-
lendoner said.

The collaborations can be as 
small as attending the foundation’s 
annual Tribute Celebration, creating 
a team for the 545-mile, weeklong 
AIDS/LifeCycle fundraising bike 
ride or volunteering at the founda-
tion’s health care sites.

“They’re engaged at every level 
of our organization,” Hollendoner 
said.

And beyond.

attacking hotspots
With HIV infection rates soaring 
in the American South, Gilead in 
2017 pledged $100 million over 10 
years to target young, black gay and 
bisexual men, black women, Lati-
nos and transgender women, who 
studies indicate are less likely to 
seek out HIV prevention, diagnosis 
and treatment. Those groups often 
are bypassed due to stigma, poverty, 
race and access to health care.

Called the COMPASS Initiative 
— for Commitment to Partnership 
in Addressing HIV/AIDS in South-
ern States — Gilead earmarked the 
cash for Emory University’s Rollins 
School of Public Health in Atlanta, 
the University of Houston Gradu-
ate College of Social Work and the 
nonprofit Southern AIDS Coalition 
in Birmingham, Alabama. Those 
organizations make grants to com-
munity-based groups.

“One of the great things about 
institutions like Gilead and other 
businesses with philanthropic caus-
es is, they often can make invest-
ments that allow organizations to 
respond to urgent needs that gov-
ernment has not caught up with,” 
Hollendoner said.

In HIV hotspots like the Bay 
Area, Seattle, Washington, D.C., 
and Atlanta, Gilead also helps train 
health care systems how to test peo-
ple who come through emergency 
rooms who may be at risk of acquir-
ing HIV and to identify what addi-
tional care they need.

Gilead is looking internally as 
well. After some debate, in 2016 the 
company added “inclusion” as one 
of its core values.

“Some people said, ‘We get that it 
should be something intrinsic, but 
we should call it out,’” Pletcher said.

Gilead also created a Pride group 
among its employee resource groups 
to address concerns around issues 
like benefits and to provide a lad-
der for growth. More than 1,000 of 
Gilead’s 11,000 employees, includ-
ing LGBTQ allies, are part of the 
group. Pletcher is its executive-lev-
el sponsor.

“It gives people the confidence, 
the voice and the platform to speak 
out,” Pletcher said. 

their willingness to listen.”
For its role as a pioneer in devel-

oping life-changing HIV drugs — a 
roster that is now up to 12 — and its 
other efforts on LGBTQ health, Gile-
ad has been named the San Francis-
co Business Times’ 2020 Corporate 
Pride recipient.

Several of its drugs combine mul-
tiple therapies into single, once-a-
day pills, making it easier to stick to 
drug regimens that can add decades 
onto HIV patients’ lives. And two of 
the company’s drugs, Truvada and 
Descovy, also are approved to stop 
transmission of the virus responsi-
ble for causing AIDS.

It’s an effort that hasn’t been 
without challenges or controversies, 
many of them around pricing and 
whether Gilead has done enough to 
ensure widespread access to critical 
therapies. But beyond question, the 
company’s HIV efforts have contin-
ued and widened under a succes-
sion of CEOs, from John Martin 
to John Milligan and now Daniel 
O’Day.

Together, Gilead’s HIV-fight-
ing drugs registered sales last year 
of $16.4 billion, nearly three-quar-
ters of its total 2019 revenue of $22.4 
billion, as the 33-year-old company 
had net income of $5.5 billion.

“Fifteen years ago, when I came 
to the company, people said ‘Gil-
ead — who?’” said Brett Pletcher, 
Gilead’s general counsel and exec-
utive vice president of corporate 
affairs. “And then when we had the 
cure for (hepatitis C), people knew 
who we are. And now with remde-
sivir (Gilead’s experimental drug for 
Covid-19), everyone knows who we 
are.”

building an HIV franchise
Certainly, though, Gilead’s repu-
tation in the LGBTQ community 
is staked on its work on HIV. Not 
everyone shares the positive reac-
tion of the San Francisco AIDS 
Foundation, however. The compa-
ny has faced lawsuits claiming it 
held in abeyance a safer, effective 
version of Truvada’s active ingredi-
ent. Gilead and the federal govern-
ment also are in the throes of a legal 
fight over control of Truvada’s valu-
able patents.

Activists, such as those from the 
AIDS Healthcare Foundation and 
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2019, roughly 75% of the company’s revenue.
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community for decades.”
Kinney served on the Horizons 

board for nine years and helped 
it set up the Horizon Professional 
Advisors Council, which consists 
of about 300 Bay Area professionals 
who work with LGBTQ clients. She 
is also on the board of the National 
LGBT Bar Association.

For her long career of advancing 
LGBTQ interests before both the law 
and the legislature, Kinney is this 
year’s Selisse Berry Legacy Leader 
honoree. The award is named for the 
founder of Out & Equal, its inaugu-
ral recipient.

“Deb Kinney is fearless and tire-
less,” said Deb Stallings, who was 
vice president at Horizons for 11 
years before becoming CEO of Full 
Circle Coaching and Consulting. 
“She absolutely cannot see an injus-
tice in the world and just let it go. 
She just can’t do it. If she sees some-
thing that is wrong, she is going to 
try her best to fix it.”

For Kinney, a passion about 
injustice was a constant from the 
start. Kinney shared a brief conver-
sation she remembers having with 
her daughter at the breakfast table 
in the early 2000s.

“My youngest child was reading 
the front page of The New York Times 
one day. The newspaper was showing 
an anti-LGBT protest. She looked up 
at me at the breakfast table and said, 
‘Mommy, why are gay people bad?’” 
Kinney recalled. “That was it. I was 
just over it. I was done. There was no 
way my kids were going to grow up 
thinking gay people are bad. That put 
some fire in my belly.”

But Kinney’s pursuit for advanc-
ing LGBTQ equality was also fueled 
by injustices she saw in how her legal 
clients were treated before marriage 
equality. It was those experiences 
that led her to start Johnston, Kin-
ney & Zulaica LLP in 2003.

Kinney forged into the legal 
morass of conflicting federal and 
state laws on marriage, created 
during an era in which determin-
ing whether a gay couple was legal-
ly married depended on who was 
asking.

“We had to do a lot of creative 
thinking back in the day to make 
things work,” said Kinney, noting 
that 2003 was also the year Califor-
nia adopted domestic partnership 
legislation in an effort to legally rec-

ognize same-sex couples. “All of a 
sudden there was this new level of 
relationship recognition, but there 
was no tax follow-up,” meaning 
LGBTQ couples were not sharing tax 
benefits as married couples could. 

“Every day was basically a bar 
exam. You would meet a new cli-
ent. They’d have a new fact pattern. 
People had been living very produc-
tive lives without this recognition. 
It took some acclimation on behalf 
of clients to understand what their 
rights and responsibilities were. It 
was a new language,” Kinney said.

That started to change in 2008, 
when California allowed same-sex 
couples to marry.

“We all pretended that it was OK 
not to be married and then all of a 
sudden we had all the rights of mar-
riage,” she added. “Then we had the 
complication of the federal govern-
ment ignoring our relationships.”

The U.S. Supreme Court’s 2015 
decision making marriage equality 
the law of the land changed every-
thing, and today its effects continue 
to ripple outward.

“I put in a lot of work, but I also 
stand on the shoulders of many oth-
er people,” said Kinney, specifically 
mentioning the work of Kate Ken-
dell, the former executive direc-
tor of the National Center for Les-
bian Rights, where Kinney once 
interned, as well as Alice Kessler at 
Equality California.

Kinney now spends her days 
helping clients take advantage of the 
benefits marriage equality brings, 
ensuring that LGBTQ married cou-
ples’ estate planning includes pre-
paring the proper documents, if 
needed, to avoid costly tax bills at 
the death of a spouse. 

She also assists clients and others 
who wish to leave bequests to Hori-
zons and other nonprofits, resulting 
in “tens of millions of dollars” being 
donated to the LGBTQ community, 
Doughty said. 

In encouraging clients to sup-
port the LGBTQ community, Kin-
ney said she’s concerned that some 
in the community might be declar-
ing victory too soon.

“I worry that we’re so assimi-
lated, especially here in California, 
that we forget that we’re still a vul-
nerable population,” Kinney said. 
“We’re really not done, even though 
we’re living as though we are.” 

BY MARK CALVEY
mcalvey@bizjournals.com

San Francisco attorney Deb Kin-
ney’s passion for advancing 

LGBTQ equality is rooted in the 
shortcomings she saw in the law 
that hurt her clients — and some-
times her own family.

Kinney, who with partners start-
ed a pioneering law firm to special-
ize in estate planning for LGBTQ 
families, quickly moved from the 
personal service of clients to the 
political, by working to change the 
legislative framework of laws and 
policies affecting same-sex couples, 
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DEB KINNEY
Partner,  
Johnston, Kinney 
& Zulaica

Residence: 
San Francisco

Education:
Bachelor’s 
degree from UC 
Berkeley; Juris 
Doctor from New 
College School 
of Law

Board service:
The Tides  
Advocacy Fund, 
the National 
LGBT Bar Asso-
ciation and the 
advisory board 
of the Horizons 
Foundation 

Career  
highlights: 
Successfully ad-
vocated for the 
passage of five 
property tax bills 
protecting regis-
tered domestic 
partners and 
other statewide 
bills, including 
one extending 
Medicare cover-
age to domestic 
partners. In 2010, 
filed a “protective 
estate tax claim” 
for a married 
same-sex couple 
following the 
death of one of 
the spouses even 
though there 
were no current 
cases before the 
U.S. Supreme 
Court. The claim 
eventually result-
ed in a substan-
tial tax refund.

full equality before the law 
— and the lawmakers
Attorney Deb Kinney found her calling advocating for 
LGBTQ interests in the courts, and in helping advance  
a wide range of bills in the California legislature

from property tax bills to access to 
Medicare, in the era before mar-
riage equality. Her efforts included 
working with lawmakers to write 
and advance legislation in Sacra-
mento, often using success there as 
an catalyst to promote the cause at 
the federal level. 

“Deb thinks big. Deb has vision. 
And Deb has a bottomless love for 
this community and passion for 
LGBTQ freedom and equality,” said 
Roger Doughty, president of the 
Horizons Foundation, which sup-
ports Bay Area LGBTQ nonprofits. 
“Deb has been a bold, unafraid and 
indefatigable leader in the LGBTQ 
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At Bank of America, we know 
that our diversity makes us 
stronger. That’s why we are 
resolute in our support for our 
LGBT+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, plus) employees, 
customers and clients, and the 
LGBT+ communities that we live 
and work in.

We join the San Francisco 
Business Times in congratulating 
our own Amy Phan, an 
OUTstanding voice in the  
San Francisco Bay Area.

At pivotal points in society, San Francisco’s 
LGBT+ community has needed friends – 
and it’s been the unlikely ally of the private 
sector and leading corporate brands that 
have often been first movers and early 
adopters of LGBT+ workplace protections.

In the early 1980s as the AIDS crisis was 
unfolding and misunderstood, it was Bank of 
America that established one of the earliest 
known corporate workplace AIDS education 
policies and employee benefits after its first 
known employee contracted the virus. This 
policy was later used by the new Clinton 
Administration to help develop an HIV/AIDS 
policy for federal employees in 1993/94. By 
1990, Bank of America was on San Francisco 
AIDS Foundation board.

Establishing a workplace environment 
where every employee can bring their whole 
selves to work has also been a priority for 
Bank of America. Throughout the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, bank employees across the 
country formed “gay clubs” to discuss issues 
and raise needs to management’s attention. 
By 1994, these employee clubs created 
dozens of patches that were sewn into the 
bank’s official panel for the AIDS Memorial 
Quilt, which was unveiled at its Concord, 
California campus.

Four years later, in 1998, Bank of America 
became the first financial institution to offer 
same sex domestic partner benefits to all its 
employees nationwide. In 2008, the bank 
began offering health insurance coverage for 
medically necessary procedures associated 
with transgender needs.

Many of these actions may seem far in the 
rearview mirror, but collectively they’re 
hallmarks of how private sector companies 
have progressed workplace protections, 
fostering a culture of inclusivity and the 

company itself serving as LGBT+ community 
advocates. 

Today’s Bank of America employees also 
have flexible parental leave, adoption and 
fertility reimbursement, as well as a Life 
Event Services team to help teammates who 
are transitioning in the workplace.  

We also have a first-of-its-kind LGBT+ 
Executive Leadership Council comprised of 
70 senior executives who are visibly Out-At-
Work who help guide corporate policy, and 
wealth management advisors who specialize 
in the laws impacting LGBT+ households’ tax 
and legal challenges to financial planning.

Bank of America takes all these actions 
because it’s both the right thing to do for our 
employees and their families, as well as good 
business for the diverse clients we serve.

To learn more, visit bankofamerica.com/
sanfrancisco.

Bank of America, N.A. Member FDIC.Equal Housing Lender. © 2020 Bank of America Corporation. 

AMY PHAN  
Senior Vice President, Digital Small Business
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ment of values, cultures and strat-
egy that support diversity, inclu-
sion and belonging as an executive 
and in my consulting work. This 
includes hiring decisions and 
team building as a reflection of the 
diversity within my profession-
al and personal network. Philan-
thropic investment in the commu-
nity is vital in sustaining our core 
values. My community influence 
includes serving on the boards of 
Victory Fund, The LGBTQ Com-
munity Center (opening), Home-
bridge, and Horizons Foundation 
during critical periods, as well as 
supporting PRC with its strategic 
development activities.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future gener-
ations? Out leaders should invest 
in programs to hire and develop 
more LGBTQ people — especially 
people of color. Organizations like 
Out Leadership help LGBTQ peo-
ple stay connected and networked 
while gaining traction and finding 
their place on the boards of private 
organizations and publicly trad-
ed companies. Out voices in these 
forums are a tremendous value to 
a business and the community in 
activating change. At the end of 
the day, if you’re not at the table, 
you’re usually on the menu.  

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? Covid-19 has exposed deep 
and long-standing inequities and 
disparities in this country – our 
historic scars plus hyper-individu-
alism. We desperately need a civic 
and social renaissance with unen-
cumbered participation. In the 
short term, everyone should com-
plete the U.S. census to be count-
ed, register to vote and be sure 
to vote in November. Those who 
support businesses that employ 
at-risk workers should demand 
testing, proper protection and 
accommodations to keep employ-

ees and clients safe and healthy. In 
the long term, all of us should be 
more involved politically to acti-
vate LGBTQ advocacy, influence 
policy, and enact systemic legis-
lative changes at the local, state, 
federal level. Those who have the 
time, influence and means should 
volunteer and direct their resourc-
es to service organizations that 
support the most vulnerable.

You’ve been a serial tech entre-
preneur for nearly 20 years. Is it 
a lot easier to be out with inves-
tors and corporate partners now 
than it was then? Yes, it gener-
ally is with big caveats. In addi-
tion to race and gender, there are 
other factors to consider. Industry, 
geography, role, and leadership’s 
influence still drive the context in 
which someone may feel comfort-
able being out. In other words, a 
person’s environment can pro-
vide the safety, security, support, 
and systems to be out. I can only 
speak from my own experience as 
a black gay man living in the Bay 
Area, with some limited privi-
lege in being in what I call isolat-
ed pockets of comfort. People can 
typically navigate more openly 
today with the right conditions in 
place.

What does data collected by g-dii 
show regarding businesses efforts 
to diversify their ranks? Organi-
zations are getting better at col-
lecting and tracking diversity data, 
but may still have a hard time 
deriving insights and actioning. 
In the tight labor market before 
the Covid-19 crisis, we’ve seen 
diversity and representation gen-
erally increase, but with linger-
ing gaps in senior leadership and 
on boards. However, we’ve wit-
nessed Covid-19 related workforce 
reductions, infection rates spike, 
and loss of life disproportionately 
impact minority groups. As more 
companies and industries reopen, 
g-dii  will be monitoring to see 
how these stats change, and how 
new work dynamics influence the 
culture. 

When did you come out? I’ve nev-
er had to come out professional-
ly. Not to be cliché, but I worked in 
retail during high school, and my 
first job after college was in New 
York at Bergdorf Goodman. The 
store wasn’t racially diverse in the 
management and merchandising 
areas, but I had some fantastic role 
models there, who were out and 
held senior leadership positions 
within the company. It helped me 
to envision what’s possible with-
out limitations or constraints. 

How close do you feel your indus-
try or profession is to achieving 
full LGBTQ equality? There has 
been progress in fields of tech-
nology (in specific geographies), 
but 27 states don’t have explic-
it laws to protect LGBTQ work-
ers. Over the last two decades, I’ve 
seen more out gay white men and 
women in tech, investment firms, 
and senior leadership roles – 
with an uptick in LGBTQ minori-
ty-led startups. For many firms in 
the Bay Area, the data still shows 
gaps in minority representation, 
and it gets worse as you go high-
er up in the org structure. If there 
are minority gaps, then it’s pretty 
safe to conclude it’s even worse for 
LGBTQ Black and Latinx people. 

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which 
you felt your LGBTQ status was 
still an issue?  I guess I’m fortu-
nate that I haven’t felt that being 
gay has been an issue. You don’t 
always control who’s sitting across 
the table – or in Zoom these days. 
If someone is curious enough 
to ask about my personal life, I 
proudly talk about family, my 
partner (Ted Hiscox), our dog and 
the life we’ve built together over 
the last 14 years. 

How do you use your position 
and influence to advance LGBTQ 
equality in business and the com-
munity? As a strategic impera-
tive in business, I have made it 
my mission to drive the develop-

Senior consultant, Ignition Point Consulting  
Chief operating officer, g-dii 

derek barnes

I  grew up on Long Island and was a wildly curi-
ous, precocious, defiant child who loved to explore 

and challenge adults. My parents indulged my fasci-
nations and insisted that I volunteer at my younger 
brother’s camp as a counselor, working with special 
needs kids for two summers as a teenager. It was a 
humbling experience that profoundly increased my 
level of empathy for others. I attended Miami Inter-
national University of Art & Design before pursuing a 
degree in liberal studies at Marymount University in 
Virginia. That eventually led me to my first startup in 
telecommunications, where I built a flagship call cen-
ter operation at Vialog Group Communications, and 
oversaw the M&A integration of six companies that 
led to an IPO and later an acquisition by Genesys. 
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Barnes is 
pictured with 
his dog on 
Leidesdorff 
Street near 
the Horizons 
Foundation 
office in the 
Financial 
District. The 
street is named 
after William 
Alexander 
Liedesdorff 
Jr., an early 
California 
settler and 
a founder of 
San Francisco 
in 1841. He 
was of Afro-
Caribbean, 
Danish and 
Jewish ancestry 
and one of 
the first black 
millionaires in 
the U.S.
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ening to imagine how my transi-
tion might be received. So I started 
a long period of working with all 
levels of the organization, to pre-
pare them for my gender transi-
tion. I finally changed my ward-
robe about six months after first 
meeting with select leaders. And, 
as it turned out, it all went beau-
tifully. Our board members have 
shown me what it means to be a 
Christian: nonjudgemental and 
welcoming. Our staff members are 
true allies for me. And our volun-
teers, especially the elderly ones? 
Well, now they give me daily fash-
ion advice and show me so much 
kindness it makes me want to cry. 

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which you 
felt your LGBTQ status was still 
an issue? I’m sure this isn’t the 
type of example you had in mind, 
but when I was given an East 
Bay Women in Business award 
six months ago, I really struggled 
about whether I should accept it. 
In that group full of smart, power-
ful businesswomen, all of whom 
had been dealing with glass ceil-
ings and patriarchy all their lives, 
dealing with the same white male 
privilege that I used to benefit 
from, I didn’t feel I had yet paid 
my dues.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future gener-
ations? I spend more time in this 
debate than is probably healthy for 
me, but there is a subset of gay and 
lesbian folks who don’t believe in 
the validity of transgender men 
and women or nonbinary people 
and refuse to accept us as the gen-
der we identify with, or add us to 
the LGB label. This schism is going 
to continue to weaken our com-
munity as long as it exists. I hope 
that our generation can settle the 
basic argument that trans men are 
men, and trans women are wom-

en, once and for all, so that future 
generations can move on from 
this and focus on helping all of us 
reach our highest potential.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? I think what we all need 
to do to keep everyone safe these 
days is to continue to physical-
ly distance and flatten the curve. 
LGBTQ folks, like Latinx and Afri-
can Americans, are going to face 
bigger hurdles resulting from 
structural marginalization and 
racism, but the immediate cause 
of their higher rates of both infec-
tion and morbidity is poverty. If 
you’re homeless, you’re going to 
be more susceptible to an illness 
and less likely to beat it, wheth-
er you’re homeless because your 
neighborhood gentrified, you have 
a record from an unjust justice 
system or your family won’t sup-
port your sexuality or gender. 

You work for an organiza-
tion affiliated with the Catholic 
Church. How supportive did you 
find the organization about your 
transition, and has that changed 
over time? Although my accep-
tance at St. Vincent de Paul has 
been incredibly positive, I know 
that the Catholic Church isn’t 
quite as comfortable with me yet. 
But a very good sign was an article 
that recently appeared in the Oak-
land Diocesan publication, The 
Catholic Voice. It quoted me exten-
sively about St. Vincent de Paul’s 
work with hunger and homeless-
ness during the pandemic, and 
gendered me correctly throughout 
the article. Six times, in fact. I’d 
assume that the diocese has nev-
er done that before. Seeing those 
little three letter words — she and 
her — in a Church publication, I 
felt I’d made a tiny positive change 
in the world. 

When did you transition? I’d been 
in my current role at St. Vincent 
in Oakland for four years when I 
transitioned. I’m the face of a large 
81-year-old Catholic organization 
that has hundreds of elderly sup-
porters, and has never had a wom-
an executive director, much less 
a transgender one. I thought I’d 
just have to get another job, but I 
love St. Vincent de Paul’s work and 
didn’t want to leave it, including 
providing the opportunity to serve 
others through a diverse set of 
programs, from our charity dining 
room to our podiatry clinic to our 
culinary training program and the 
work we do around homelessness.

For how long did you know you 
wanted to transition before you 
did so? I never felt trapped in a 
man’s body, and I was never mis-
erable or suicidal about my dys-
phoria. But if you’d asked me at 
any time growing up whether I’d 
wish I’d been born a girl, I’d have 
said “of course.” The images of 
what used to be called transsex-
uals when I was young were so 
extreme that if I’d ever considered 
that I might be one, I’d have put 
the thought right out of my mind. 
It wasn’t until I was in my 50s 
that I seriously began to wonder 
if I was trans and started seeing a 
therapist to explore the idea. 

How close do you feel your indus-
try or profession is to achieving 
full LGBTQ equality? I feel that 
most nonprofits in the Bay Area 
are really walking the walk on 
human rights for queer folks. But 
in faith-based organizations, the 
situation is not so settled. Once I’d 
made the decision to come out at 
work, I knew that the people here 
were all wonderfully caring and 
compassionate, but many of them 
are elderly, devout Catholics who 
were taught that changing gender, 
or almost any other expression of 
queer identity or sexuality, was 
just wrong. It was a little fright-

Executive director,  
Society of St. Vincent de Paul of Alameda County

blase bova

I ’ve had 23 years of nonprofit management experi-
ence with the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. Prior 

to my tenure with the organization in Alameda Coun-
ty, I served sequentially as in a number of leadership 
roles at SVdP in Phoenix, the largest St. Vincent de 
Paul in the U.S. I grew up in St. Louis, and have a BA 
and master’s degree from the University of Missouri. 
I am a recipient of a National Merit Scholarship and a 
Virginia G. Piper Fellowship, and have a Certificate in 
Fundraising Management from Indiana University
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Bova is 
pictured at St. 
Vincent de Paul 
of Alameda 
County, where 
she serves 
as executive 
director. Bova 
transitioned 
while working 
for the 
organization, 
which “as 
a Catholic 
nonprofit 
was the most 
fraught but 
rewarding 
aspect of my 
coming out 
process,” Bova 
said. 
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my career first and not having a 
family. This is the perfect example 
of how ignorance feeds discrimi-
nation. Did this person think that 
you can’t be a working woman 
and have a family, or a lesbian and 
have a family? I responded that he 
clearly hadn’t done any research 
on me because if he had, he’d 
know that I have two little girls. 
That shut him up.  

How do you use your position 
and influence to advance LGBTQ 
equality in business and the com-
munity? My life is my platform. 
My restaurant, my cooking, every 
interview I give, my Instagram 
posts. I recognize that I have been 
given this beautiful opportunity to 
be seen and heard and that I need 
to use the visibility that I have to 
stand up for what I believe in. I’m 
proud of the diversity we have in 
Crenn Dining Group. I’m proud 
that I have queer youth writing me 
and sending me their resumes and 
telling me that they want to learn 
from me or others in our company. 

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? Pride is about being vocal, 
showing the world who you are 
and not being afraid to ask for 
what you need. Too many peo-
ple are afraid to ask for what they 
need because of the discrimina-
tion they might face, whether it 
comes from their family, from gov-
ernment workers, from hospi-
tal workers or from their boss. So 
what needs to be done is that we 
need our allies to speak up right 
now.  We need everyone out there, 
whether you work in a clinic or 
grocery store or wherever, to let us 
know that you stand with us and 
you will take care of us.

Kitchens have a bad reputation as 
workplaces, including for equal-
ity and inclusion. How are you 
changing this? I don’t hire based 
on gender, sexuality or anything 
like that, of course. But I think 
by just living my life in the open, 
I’ve attracted a lot of young wom-
en and queer youth to come and 
work with me  Equality and soli-
darity are talked about out in the 
open in my restaurants. So may-
be someone comes in and is igno-
rant or has never really thought 
about inclusion that much before. 
Suddenly they’re presented with 
it every single day, they’re being 
presented with not only my life’s 
example, but the example of their 
peers. 
 
Restaurants have been among 
the hardest-hit industries during 
shelter in place. Are you confi-
dent you can emerge as strong as 
before? We learned that during 
the pandemic 60% of unemploy-
ment came from our industry. We 
have been invisible for a long time, 
especially farmers, undocument-
ed workers and suppliers. I don’t 
think people realized how much 
of our economy relied on the hos-
pitality industry. We’re going to 
come out stronger than ever before 
because people have more of an 
appreciation for who we are and 
what we do. It’s not about the 
stock market anymore, it’s about 
food. How food can nourish your 
body and mind, how a restaurant 
can be a place of activism, how 
our workplaces have opened the 
doors to all and provided work 
for so long. I don’t think we’ll 
ever go back to what we were 
doing before, but I think that 
what we’re going to be doing in 
the future is going to be better. 
It’s not about big fancy tasting 
menus anymore, it’s about feed-
ing our community. 

When did you come out? It was 
organic, I never made an 
announcement. But it was very 
much connected to moving to 
the United States and deciding to 
become a chef. I didn’t have the 
exact words but I knew who I 
wanted to be and who I wanted to 
be with. I came to San Francisco in 
pursuit of freedom and I just start-
ed living my life and letting people 
see who I was.

How close do you feel your  
industry is to achieving full 
LGBTQ equality? The restaurant 
industry still has a lot of work 
to do. Many kitchens still fol-
low this conservative, militaristic, 
male-driven model that has his-
torically been difficult for wom-
en to break into, and I think it’s 
felt by the LGBTQ community as 
well. We’re seeing more diversi-
ty, openness, acceptance, and sol-
idarity, especially in a place like 
San Francisco. But we still need to 
support and give more visibility to 
the outstanding chefs and cooks 
and sommeliers and others from 
our community who are part of 
this industry. We need to create an 
environment where they feel they 
are able to express themselves, cel-
ebrate their identity, and be seen. 

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which 
you felt your LGBTQ status was 
still an issue? Honestly, I’ve nev-
er really felt discriminated against 
for my sexuality. I think any dif-
ficulties that I’ve ever faced came 
more from me being a woman in a 
male-dominated industry because 
there is a lot of ignorance out 
there. For example, I was at a big 
conference a few years back giving 
a cooking demo and talk. At the 
end, I took questions and some-
one asked me if I regretted putting 

Owner, Crenn Dining Group

dominique crenn

I grew up in a suburb of Paris, but spent most of my 
childhood traveling to my parents’ country home 

in Brittany, on the west coast of France. I received a 
master’s degree in business in France before decid-
ing that I wanted to move to California and become a 
chef. In the 1990s, I came to San Francisco and began 
my career working at Stars under Chef Jeremiah Tow-
er. In 2011, after many years of cooking for others, I 
was finally ready to open my own restaurant.  Atelier 
Crenn opened its doors and received a Michelin star 
within a year. The following year, I became the first 
female chef in the United States to have ever received 
two Michelin stars and in 2018, I (finally!) beat my 
own record and became the first female chef with 
three Michelin stars. I have been named Best Chef: 
West by the James Beard Foundation and am the 
proud owner of Petit Crenn in Hayes Valley, as well as 
Bar Crenn, which sits next door to Atelier Crenn in 
Cow Hollow. 
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Crenn is 
pictured near 
her apartment 
in the Castro, 
where she lived 
in the ’90s.
“Eureka Valley 
is where 
everything 
started. It 
offered me a 
view of what 
equality and 
freedom for my 
community 
would look 
like. When I 
lived there, I 
felt Harvey 
Milk’s spirit,” 
she said. 
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kinds of changes our world needs. 

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? At this particular moment, 
I fear that the virus of racism, as 
well as the lack of a genuine safe-
ty net in the United States is a 
greater danger than Covid-19 is to 
most Americans, including LGBTQ 
Americans. Covid-19 reveals so 
many truths about our country, 
especially the unacceptable depth 
of inequality between those with 
resources and those without. We 
all need to take a hard look at 
what’s not working in our econ-
omy, in our environment, and in 
our leaders and try much harder 
to build a more equitable society 
for all. 

How can corporate America 
help move the needle around the 
world where LGBTQ people still 
face discrimination or persecu-
tion? One of the most important 
things for corporations to do is to 
be consistent in their policies in 
every location — especially in their 
overseas operations and where it’s 
more controversial and difficult. 
The business case for equality is 
particularly powerful in any part 
of the world — as well as here in 
the U.S. — to help get federal non-
discrimination policies passed. 
Having multinational corpora-
tions come together in support of 
equality is a crucial part of mak-
ing progress everywhere. Groups 
like Open for Business in the U.K. 
and Out & Equal here in the U.S. 
are good places to plug into con-
crete opportunities for companies 
to help move the needle toward 
equality. 

Worldwide, has the pace of prog-
ress toward LGBTQ equality 
slowed in recent years or is that a 
misconception?  Our movement 
is full of amazingly creative and 

courageous leaders everywhere. I 
have no doubt that we are mak-
ing collective progress, even if it 
can feel demoralizing at times to 
have so much opposition every 
step of the way. After we achieved 
marriage equality in the U.S., 
extremists in the organized oppo-
sition put more of their resourc-
es and efforts into a global strat-
egy that has been quite effective 
fighting marriage, nondiscrimina-
tion, and especially trans rights in 
other countries where our move-
ments are making progress. This 
can be frustrating and expensive, 
but it is not deterring actual prog-
ress or ability to change hearts and 
minds. LGBTQ people are more 
visible everywhere and there is no 
turning back the march towards 
equality no matter what the pace 
may be. 

Do you fear that the Covid-19 
pandemic will provide a pre-
text for repressive governments 
to crack down on activism and 
advocacy? This is already hap-
pening. Hungary just passed leg-
islation that eliminated gender 
marker changes for trans citizens, 
Poland is considering similarly 
regressive measures and some gov-
ernments are restricting access to 
food and stores based on gender. 
The government of Uganda arrest-
ed 20 LGBTQ homeless youth 
from a shelter under the pretext of 
Covid and kept them for over 50 
days in jail with no access to their 
lawyers. Here in the U.S. we know 
that LGBTQ and HIV+ migrants 
have been mistreated in ICE deten-
tion centers and are at consider-
able risk of contracting the virus, 
as are many LGBTQ refugees in 
camps around the world. These are 
some of the ways that LGBTQ peo-
ple are more vulnerable right now 
— both from government action 
and inaction, as well as an inabili-
ty to escape violence at home. One 
way to help right now is to give to 
OutRight International’s LGBTQ 
Emergency Covid Relief Fund. 

When did you come out?  My 
prior solidarity work, a strongly 
instilled Jewish tenet to “repair the 
world” and research in the Sovi-
et Union all came together while 
I was coming out and coming of 
age during the AIDS crisis in the 
U.S. As a 25-year-old, I gathered 
together a rag-tag group of ACT 
UP-trained activists and immi-
grants in San Francisco and in 
Moscow, and we launched IGLHRC 
from my house on Folsom Street. 

How close do you feel our society 
is to achieving full LGBTQ equal-
ity? I think we all have a long way 
to go to rid ourselves of uncon-
scious biases — whether that is 
societal homophobia/transpho-
bia or our own — just as we all still 
have a long way to go to undo our 
society’s unconscious biases based 
on race, disability, religion, age, 
class, language, etc. We can imag-
ine achieving full legal equality in 
our own country and elsewhere, 
but to really feel free and have 
equal opportunity takes deep-
er social and personal change, It 
requires all of us to look inside and 
keep working on and challenging 
the biases we’ve picked up.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ leaders make it easier or 
better for future generations?  
I actually think the question 
should be reversed. It’s import-
ant that our generation re-exam-
ine and update our concepts of 
gender and actually learn from 
the next generation a few things 
about nonbinary gender con-
cepts, as well as the more seriously 
internalized understanding of the 
intersection of issues and iden-
tities. We must all learn to better 
understand the way that racism, 
sexism, anti-Semitism, classism, 
homophobia and transphobia are 
interrelated. Unless we do that 
we are just spinning our wheels 
around achieving true social jus-
tice. Just being out in the work-
place isn’t enough to make the 

Senior director, Council for Global Equality

julie dorf 

I grew up in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in a religiously 
observant Jewish family surrounded by a close-knit 

extended family and was a bit of a rebel from an early 
age. My fifth-grade report card, written by the rabbi 
at my Jewish Day School, stated: “Beware of her femi-
nist tendencies.” I escaped the Midwest by pursuing a 
degree in Russian and Soviet studies at Wesleyan Uni-
versity in Connecticut, where I participated in every 
politically relevant cause I could find in the mid-’80s 
including the campus anti-apartheid, anti-nukes and 
the 1984 chemical accident in Bhopal, India, where 
I was quoted in an article printed around the world. 
I realized the power and privilege of being based in 
the United States and the enormous responsibility 
we have as American citizens to use our position for 
good in the world. 

A few years later, I was in the Soviet Union doing 
research on gay and lesbian underground life when 
my vision for the International Gay & Lesbian Human 
Rights Commission (IGLHRC, which two decades lat-
er become OutRight Action International) began to 
form. Thirty years later, OutRight is still the leading 
U.S.-based LGBTQ advocacy organization that works 
on these issues globally. After founding OutRight, I 
worked in Bay Area philanthropy for Vanguard Foun-
dation and then for Horizons Foundation. Just prior 
to the 2008 election, I decided to get back into advo-
cacy and joined together with colleagues in Wash-
ington, D.C., to found the Council for Global Equal-
ity (CGE), where I still work today focusing on U.S. 
foreign policy and the protection of LGBTQ rights 
internationally. 
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the company and our communi-
ty. He leads the LGBTQ Employee 
Resource group at Levi’s. We have 
marched in SF Pride parades and 
been active in numerous LGBTQ 
causes in town. I am an avid sup-
porter of AIDS Lifecycle (ALC) and 
have ridden in four rides rais-
ing over $65,000. I have person-
ally funded an LGBTQ group at 
my high school in Pennsylvania, 
which is a place where I suffered 
the consequences of being a clos-
eted high school athlete. Most 
recently, we partnered with Ath-
lete Ally to enable the campus 
LGBTQ group to engage with the 
athletic department, resulting in 
the athletic department’s com-
mitment to have coaches and staff 
certified as Athlete Ally’s “champi-
ons of inclusion.” This was a first-
of-its-kind program at the high 
school level and has now become a 
model program for the area.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future genera-
tions? I think of our generation as 
the bridge generation. We stand on 
the shoulders of the giants in the 
LGBT community who fought for 
civil rights and fought for our sur-
vival in the AIDS crisis, while act-
ing as role models to the younger 
generation who are entering adult-
hood with gay marriage as a norm. 
I think my greatest contribution 
as a member of the bridge gener-
ation is to level the playing field 
for young LGBTQ professionals or 
athletes and encourage us to move 
from the fringes into the center of 
power structures.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
community safer in this time? In 
general, gay men are usually better 
connected to the health care net-
work because of regular HIV test-
ing; however, women, minority 
groups and transgender commu-

nities are less likely to be connect-
ed to regular health care. We need 
to ensure that there is a concert-
ed effort for outreach and com-
munication to these communities 
about health care and job services 
that are available to them, and that 
these services are accessible and 
sufficiently funded. 

As AECOM’s global cities direc-
tor, what permanent changes do 
you expect the Covid-19 pan-
demic to bring to the urban fab-
ric? San Francisco is joining other 
global cities in thinking about how 
public space can be used to induce 
new ways of moving through and 
enjoying our cities. As we slow-
ly step toward a better normal way 
of living, I predict that we will see 
more streets closed to cars but ani-
mated with micro mobility. We 
will see more demand for parks 
and open space. Once we have 
a vaccine, lasting changes will 
include flexible work patterns, a 
renewed appreciation for transit 
options and an increased frustra-
tion with lengthy commutes. Cit-
ies have shown leadership to the 
health crisis and, if maintained, 
this leadership will eclipse the 
importance of national governance 
structures.

What infrastructure changes 
does San Francisco need to make 
to more effectively address its 
future? I am on the board of SPUR 
and working on a regional strat-
egy for the next 50 years. Before 
the pandemic, we were living in 
one of the richest cities in one of 
the richest eras of history and we 
were still underinvesting in infra-
structure. Unfortunately, social 
equity issues like racial diaspo-
ra and homelessness have become 
defining characteristics of our city. 
With the pandemic comes a wake-
up call for us to foreground these 
issues; the very essence of our city 
depends on reinventing the way 
we approach the next generation 
of infrastructure projects. 

When did you come out? I came 
out when I was a 25-year-old grad-
uate student in Houston. I have 
always been out in my career.

Was there a factor or event that 
convinced you to do so? When I 
arrived in Houston to start grad 
school, I had the chance to shed 
the weight of my closeted East 
Coast youth. In Houston, I found 
a city and culture of diversity and 
for the first time in my life found 
the courage to be my full self and 
reach my full potential.

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which you 
felt your LGBTQ status was still 
an issue? Over the years, I have 
worked on projects in countries 
where homosexuality is criminal-
ized. As a professional, I was faced 
with a decision to participate in 
the projects while concealing my 
personal life or to forego the expe-
rience. I always feel it is better to 
drive change from within, so I 
decided to go with the opportu-
nities and advance the practice of 
city-making in those countries. I 
know the contributions that I and 
other gay architects, engineers, 
city planners and consultants 
have made in those locations have 
a positive difference in people’s 
lives, but unfortunately there are 
too many places in the world that 
still discriminate and criminalize 
LGBTQ people.

How do you use your position 
and influence to advance LGBTQ 
equality in business and the 
community? I serve as the global 
director of cities at an infrastruc-
ture and engineering company of 
over 60,000 employees, a highly 
visible role in where I work with 
senior executive teams and men-
tor young professionals around 
the world. My partner, Lance, and 
I have been together for 21 years, 
and I have been at AECOM for 20 
years, so we are a visible couple in 

Executive vice president, AECOM

stephen engblom

I grew up near Philadelphia and attended Lehigh 
University as an undergrad. I earned my master’s 

degree in architecture at Rice University.
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cisco, the solutions we advance 
must carefully address the fact 
that half of the city’s homeless 
youth are members of the LGBTQ 
community.   

How can this generation of out 
business leaders improve things 
for future generations? We must 
do all we can to keep calling out 
inequities in new ways, move away 
from looking at issues in silos 
and consider intersections. Rath-
er than simply looking at LGBTQ 
mental health, let’s also look at 
interrelated issues of housing, jobs 
and education. We need to walk 
the walk when it comes to pro-
moting strong and vibrant cul-
tures where all team members are 
valued. For far too long, mem-
bers of our community have been 
excluded from opportunity simply 
because of who they love. We can 
give strong, positive examples of 
what it means to build workplace 
cultures centered on inclusion and 
belonging.   

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
community safer in this time? 
This pandemic has laid bare the 
fragility of our economic and 
political systems, and who bears 
the greatest impacts. For me, it’s 
important we understand LGBTQ 
people are workers, are low-in-
come, are immigrants, are peo-
ple of color – all hit hardest during 
these challenging times. In the 
short term, our most vulnerable 
communities must get the support 
they need, including food, health-
care, sick leave and job oppor-

tunities. In the long term, we 
must think boldly about systemic 
changes to prevent catastrophes of 
this magnitude and to ensure that 
communities are resilient.  

You advise some of the Bay Area’s 
wealthiest and most influential 
philanthropists and foundations. 
How are they preparing to help 
the Bay Area recover from the 
pandemic? Many philanthropists 
understand this is not the time 
for business as usual, but a time 
to be bold and move with urgen-
cy. We’ve worked with individu-
als, families and foundations to 
stand up local relief funds across 
the Bay Area and beyond. Together 
we’ve changed how they are giving 
in this moment — providing more 
flexible funding and speeding up 
the timeline of renewal funds so 
that nonprofits have addition-
al cushion to weather this storm. 
We work with philanthropists who 
support critical safety net resourc-
es for food banks, homeless shel-
ters, and health clinics. We part-
ner with others who are focused 
on the pandemic’s long-term 
impact on major institutions and 
our democracy and we’re urgently 
shoring up free and fair elections 
and voting rights this November 
and beyond.  

I know you have also been per-
sonally involved in Covid-19 
relief efforts. Which ones?  We’ve 
worked with a number of philan-
thropists to seed efforts including 
San Francisco’s Give2SF and S.F. 
Arts & Artists Relief Fund, Oak-
land’s COVID-19 Relief Fund and 
Richmond’s West Contra Costa 
Public Education Fund. 

When did you come out at work? 
I came out later on in life. Like 
many in the LGBTQ community 
in the ’90s, the process of coming 
out was filled with complexity and 
personal challenges. At the time, 
it made me think about multilay-
ered identities and what it meant 
to identify as Jewish, female and 
LGBTQ. Professionally, I was in 
a very supportive work environ-
ment, made lots of new friends 
in the LGBTQ community and  
became more aware of the inequi-
ties we faced. I’ve been out in the 
workplace ever since and found-
ed my company with the intent 
of building a team that embraces 
authenticity and our “full selves.”  

Was there a particular factor or 
event that convinced you to do 
so? A couple — the first being my 
loving wife. The second were my 
kids — I wanted them to know 
the importance of speaking up 
for what you believe in, and the 
personal power that comes from 
being out, visible and comfortable 
in your own skin. 

How close do you feel your indus-
try is to achieving full LGBTQ 
equality? Philanthropy has made 
significant strides over the years to 
advance LGBTQ equality, yet there 
is still more to do. The latest report 
from Funders for LGBTQ Issues 
finds that for every $100 award-
ed by U.S. foundations, only 28 
cents specifically supports LGBTQ 
issues. Philanthropy can play a key 
role in demonstrating that LGBTQ 
equality is inextricably linked to 
many mainstream issues, wheth-
er it’s homelessness, democra-
cy or health care. In San Fran-

Founder and CEO, Hirsch & Associates

susan hirsch

I was born in Washington, D.C., and raised in Con-
necticut in a home where the concept of caring 

for community was deeply ingrained in our family. 
My mother was a dedicated social worker in diverse 
communities who nurtured my passion for service. 
After graduating from George Washington Universi-
ty, I worked on Capitol Hill for a member of Congress, 
where I deepened my thinking about the importance 
of the public sector and public service. After a stint 
at the Council on Foreign Relations, I moved to San 
Francisco and learned that private sector companies 
can also create positive change. Working in philan-
thropy was a melding of my experiences, where I 
could work on directing private resources toward 
public good, first as founding executive director of 
the Mimi and Peter Haas Fund, and then as founder 
and CEO of Hirsch & Associates for the past 21 years.  
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LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? We need to do more test-
ing, including periodic or on-de-
mand asymptomatic testing. This 
is a lesson we have learned from 
HIV. Knowledge is power. It’s vital 
that we empower people with the 
knowledge to help them make 
informed choices about their 
activities. Right now we are asking 
everyone to behave with the most 
extreme caution, which is fine for 
the short term, but will be impos-
sible to sustain for much longer. 

Legislative aide and political 
activist by day, drag performer by 
night. Throw in recording art-
ist and, until recently, bar own-
er. Is there a thread that connects 
all those different titles? Record-
ing artist! Yes, I forget sometimes! 
I do miss it. I think the common 
thread that ties it all up is bring-
ing people together and building 
community. Whether through per-
forming, hosting, music, commu-
nity organizing, owning a queer 
bar and performance space, all of 
these things in some way facilitate 
people connecting and coming 
together, or is a way of me fighting 
to protect people’s ability to do so.

How did you get started in drag? 
My first time in drag was for a stu-
dent film by my friend Ru Sommer 
at USC. I performed a few times 
at school after that, but I really 
got serious about doing drag after 
watching a show called Pink Slip 
at The Stud with hostess and per-
former Virginia Suicide. She was 
on stage singing her lungs out and 
I found her in that moment to be 
absolutely captivating and incred-
ible. And I also thought, “I can do 
that.”

What does the recent closure of 
The Stud, the bar where you were 
a co-owner, say about the future 
of San Francisco LGBTQ night-
life? I truly believe in the pow-
er and vitality of queer nightlife 
in San Francisco, but what hap-
pened to The Stud is what is hap-
pening to small businesses all over 
the city. The rents are just too high. 
The Stud was not an experiment in 
getting rich, it was an experiment 
in bringing community togeth-
er to keep a space and spirit alive. 
It’s getting harder and harder for 

places like that to continue to exist 
in San Francisco. Everything over 
the last decade or so seems to have 
been more and more about mak-
ing money to pay rent. For an arts 
and culture space, that is soul kill-
ing. I really believe The Stud Col-
lective was doing a great job of 
maintaining The Stud’s spirit and 
also somehow finding ways to 
stay afloat. But like so many other 
businesses, we really weren’t able 
to weather the kind of storm that 
Covid-19 brought.

What do you feel is the signifi-
cance of the Compton Transgen-
der Cultural District that you 
helped to found? The Transgen-
der Cultural District is significant, 
not only as the first of its kind in 
the world, but as a real tool to pre-
vent the continued displacement 
of trans folk from San Francisco, 
from its history, its present and 
hopefully its future. As San Fran-
cisco has continued to gentrify 
and as affordable housing has all 
but disappeared, the Transgender 
District serves as a reminder of the 
neighborhood’s rich history and 
as an avenue to advocate for more 
thoughtful urban planning. It forc-
es the city and developers to take 
into consideration the needs of the 
communities who have lived in 
the Tenderloin for decades, mak-
ing sure that they are not pushed 
out and they have access to the 
opportunities and resources they 
need in a neighborhood they built.

You’ve been one of the hosts on 
the main stage at SF Pride. How 
does the parade come back for 
the future? I think now is the 
time for the parade to go back to 
its roots as a mass protest. Pride 
should continue to be a shame-
less celebration of all the things 
it means to be LGBT in all of it’s 
beautiful diversity, but it should 
also be a call for justice, a call for 
equality and a proclamation of 
solidarity with all who continue 
to face injustice. It’s not enough 
for Pride to simply allow anyone 
to march. Corporations should be 
held accountable to meet certain 
standards and guidelines and sign 
a code of conduct and a pledge to 
actively support all social justice 
movements. It’s time Pride put its 
protest shoes back on. 

At what age did you come out?  
I came out at about 19 while I was 
in my first year of college. I have 
been out in the workplace ever 
since.

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which you 
felt your LGBTQ status was still 
an issue? I can point to sever-
al times when I have been either 
underestimated or treated differ-
ently than my counterparts, but 
it’s hard for me to know which of 
my intersecting identities played 
a role. As a black person of trans-
femme experience, people don’t 
necessarily know my background, 
that I have a master’s degree, that 
I have created countywide pro-
grams from scratch, helped to 
establish the nation’s first LGBT 
collective-owned venue and the 
world’s first transgender cultur-
al district and have been president 
of our city’s largest democratic 
club. I have found myself in sit-
uations where I have my compe-
tence questioned, which is frus-
trating, but reminds me that I’m 
both grateful to live and work in 
San Francisco where people have 
the sense to be embarrassed when 
called out on these actions, while 
also being disappointed that this 
can still happen even in one of 
the most progressive cities in the 
world.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future gen-
erations? I think the best thing 
LGBTQ business leaders can do is 
look out for their employees and 
ensure that they not only mentor 
future leaders, but create an envi-
ronment at their workplace that 
facilitates upward mobility and 
collaboration. Also, continuing to 
invest not only in employees, but 
the surrounding communities is 
so important. We should be fight-
ing to make sure that San Francis-
co is as accessible to young people 
today as it was to young people 
who came here following Harvey 
Milk’s call.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 

Legislative aide,  
San Francisco Board of Supervisors

honey mahogany

I  grew up here in San Francisco and went to the Uni-
versity of Southern California where I received a 

B.A. in psychology with minors in musical theater 
and advertising. I then went to UC Berkeley where I 
received a master’s degree in social welfare.
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I’m committed to continuing to 
advocate for equality for not only 
our employees, but our custom-
ers as well. Our customers are as 
diverse as our employees, and they 
value equality, so I’m passion-
ate about advancing this advoca-
cy for the things that matter to our 
LGBTQ customers as well.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
community safer in this time? 
During the Covid crisis, the 
LGBTQ community not only strug-
gles with health care and job loss, 
but also with an increased risk of 
homelessness and food insecurity.  
Now more than ever, information, 
education and awareness are key 
to keeping the LGBTQ communi-
ty safer during this time. We need 
to ensure that health agencies are 
collecting Covid-19 data based 
on sexual orientation and gender 
identity. Once we have the infor-
mation and data on how our com-
munity has been affected, we can 
be part of the response, which is 
vital as we move toward recovery.
 
You’ve served United around the 
world, and there are places where 
being gay remains illegal or dan-
gerous. How does United keep 
LGBTQ employees safe work-
ing in such environments? There 
are locations we serve that have 
varying degrees of acceptance, but 
United ensures our policies and 

employee resources extend to our 
employees no matter where they 
live or work. This is one reason 
why I was active in ensuring that 
we expanded EQUAL’s (United’s 
LGBTQ Employee Resource Group) 
presence across the globe for our 
employees.

What challenges are you facing as 
EQUAL expands? The value of our 
LGBTQ employee resource group 
is to educate, build our communi-
ty, create awareness and encour-
age everyone to live their authentic 
truth no matter where they work 
or live for United. I was appoint-
ed president of EQUAL in 2015 and 
held the role for two years. Unit-
ed’s employee resource groups 
were in their infancy at that point 
and heavily focused on programs 
at our corporate headquarters in 
Chicago. Having lived outside Chi-
cago, I was motivated to help push 
the organization to create chapters 
and programs in other locations 
across the globe. We began our 
chapter expansion in early 2015 
and I was proud to help launch 
our first regional chapter in San 
Francisco — a city I now call home! 
Since then, EQUAL has grown to 
include seven chapters across our 
seven Hub locations and even has 
a presence abroad with plans for 
further expansion. The missions 
of these chapters and regions is to 
ensure we are building local com-
munities and providing education 
about the resources United pro-
vides our employees. 

When did you come out at work? 
Prior to graduate school, I was not 
out at work. But knowing the air-
line industry — and, in particu-
lar, United — valued diversity and 
inclusion, I chose to join the team 
as an out gay man from my very 
first day.

Was there a particular factor or 
event that convinced you to do 
so? I first learned about the inclu-
sive policies of the airline indus-
try and United through ROMBA, 
an LGBTQ-focused MBA recruit-
ing event I attended in graduate 
school. The ability to join a com-
pany that allowed me to show up 
to work as my true authentic self, 
offered me the chance to be a bet-
ter employee and a better leader. 

How close do you feel your indus-
try is to full LGBTQ equality? The 
airline industry has always been 
at the forefront of equal rights 
and equal benefits for all employ-
ees. This industry was one of the 
first to offer same sex benefits, 
including simple things like travel 
benefits decades ago and quick-
ly evolved into more meaningful 
benefits such as medical, family 
leave and adoption benefits for all.

How do you use your position 
and influence to advance LGBTQ 
equality? First and foremost, it is 
important that I am my authentic 
self every day — both in my per-
sonal life and at work. Our indus-
try is further along than most, but 

Vice president and general manager  
of San Francisco Hub, United Airlines

matt miller

O riginally from Clearwater, Florida, I attended 
Flagler College for undergrad and then the Uni-

versity of South Carolina for my MBA. I joined Con-
tinental Airlines as a summer intern in 2000 prior to 
its merger with United and over the past two decades 
progressed through the ranks to my current position 
as vice president and general manager of United’s 
San Francisco Hub. My role at United has taken me 
around the world including to Tokyo — where I was 
the managing director for APAC sales and marketing 
— and to Chicago — where I was the vice president of 
international airport operations — always with the full 
support of my partner, now husband.
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Miller is 
pictured at 
SFO. “I selected 
an airport as 
my backdrop 
because it’s 
meaningful 
to me both 
professionally 
and personally.  
Over the last 
20 years, 
the aviation 
industry 
offered me a 
supportive 
environment 
to live and 
work as an 
openly gay 
man. But more 
importantly, 
the aviation 
industry has 
been a leader 
in developing 
LGBTQ rights 
and benefits 
for employees 
and connecting 
people to 
a world of 
diverse cultures 
and lifestyles,” 
Miller said.
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around for as long as it has, there 
remain institutionalized process-
es and privileges that have tradi-
tionally excluded minorities. What 
we need to focus on is increasing 
transparency about how well we 
are doing, acknowledging weak or 
non-existent areas of LGBTQ+ pol-
icies, and being intentional about 
how to best address them.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make 
it better for future generations? 
Being out and visible in both our 
personal and professional lives is 
instrumental in providing future 
generations with the assurance 
and comfort that it is OK for them 
to be out as well. More impor-
tantly, though, I believe it is our 
current generation’s responsibili-
ty to pave a path supportive of the 
various other identities that come 
along with the LGBTQ+ communi-
ty. It is important to have a strong 
voice but also equally important 
to provide space and listen to what 
others in our community have to 
say about their experiences.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? It is evident more so now 
than ever how privilege defines 
and divides how individuals expe-
rience this pandemic. With a 
focus on the LGBTQ+ community, 
though, two groups that I feel have 
been disproportionately impacted 
are youths and those with disabil-
ities. As a community, now is our 
time to come together and pro-
vide support in any way possible, 
whether that is donating material 
goods, time, or money. oSTEM, a 
nonprofit I volunteer with, set up 
resources especially for Covid-19, 
including an emergency relief 
fund to help members of our com-
munity with financial needs, a cri-
sis support text line, and several 
virtual events each week. I cannot 
stress enough the importance of 
mental health, especially during a 
time like this, so just being there 
for one another and checking-in 

can go a long way in keeping indi-
viduals within our community 
safer. 

You’ve done a lot in a relatively 
short time as the leader of BofA’s 
LGBT+Network. How Is the role 
of the ERG in corporate Ameri-
ca evolving? The truth is, internal-
ly and externally, there are teams 
of individuals I work with to drive 
LGBTQ+ initiatives both at Bank 
of America and within our broad-
er community. The role of ERGs in 
corporate America is evolving to 
adapt to the needs of their constit-
uents and geography. As more data 
becomes available and technology 
advances, there are tools that make 
it easier to recruit and engage. 
Similar to how many products 
have moved to a more personal-
ized experience, I see ERGs evolv-
ing in the same way.

More than 600 large corpora-
tions now get perfect scores from 
the Human Rights Campaign for  
LGBTQ workplace policies. If “the 
basics” have been handled, what 
should large companies focus on? 
The interesting thing about num-
bers is how easily manipulated 
they are. I don’t consider getting 
“perfect scores” anywhere close to 
having “the basics” handled. Many 
of these criteria are fundamental 
rights to treating every individu-
al with the same level of respect. 
While I do appreciate having some 
form of measurement for the time 
being, creating a truly inclusive 
culture is not just treating civil 
rights issues as items on a corpo-
rate checklist. What I am interest-
ed in seeing is LGBTQ+ people in 
leadership, getting promotions, 
and being equally compensat-
ed. It is great to see an Executive 
LGBT+ Council at Bank of Amer-
ica, where senior leaders with-
in our company are visibly out at 
work driving these changes. How-
ever, it still feels like we have only 
just scratched the surface. If large 
companies want to focus on met-
rics, these are the ones I am most 
interested in seeing, but they are 
also the ones that have been the 
most vague. 

When did you come out? My 
freshman year of college, so I have 
been out the entirety of my career.

Was there a particular factor 
that convinced you to do so? I’ve 
always been a bit of an oddball and 
did not mind being different from 
others. However, I grew up in a 
fairly conservative area influenced 
by traditional Vietnamese culture, 
where homosexuality was viewed 
in a negative light. In high school, 
when I had an inkling I might not 
be straight, my biggest fear was 
disappointing my mom. I watched 
my mom sacrifice so much work-
ing three jobs, seven days a week 
to provide for a family of four on 
her own. When I moved away for 
college, the distance provided me a 
safe and newfound sense of inde-
pendence, and the LGBTQ+ com-
munity at Berkeley provided me 
the support and perspective to 
come to terms with that aspect of 
my identity and its juxtaposition 
with my Vietnamese heritage.

How close do you feel your indus-
try is to achieving full LGBTQ 
equality? I think financial services 
as a whole still has quite a bit of 
work to do to achieve full LGBTQ+ 
equality. The number of LGBTQ+ 
executive leaders across the indus-
try illustrates this. These stats are 
clear indications that it will take 
more time and effort to achieve 
equality, not just for LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals, but for women, people of 
color, and other minorities as well. 
I am proud to see Bank of Amer-
ica spearheading many of these 
efforts. We were the first finan-
cial institution to offer compre-
hensive domestic partner benefits, 
incorporate sexual orientation into 
non-discrimination policies and 
cover medically necessary treat-
ments for transgender employ-
ees in the U.S. and Asia. In 2015, 
we formed an LGBT+ Executive 
Council comprised of out-at-work 
senior leaders to help serve as 
the voice of LGBTQ+ issues to the 
C-suite to influence business strat-
egies that have an impact on our 
LGBTQ+ employees and clients. 
But for an industry that has been 

Senior vice president of digital small business 
payments, Bank of America

amy phan

M y family and I immigrated to the United States 
when I was 5 and settled in Southern Califor-

nia. I completed my undergraduate education at UC 
Berkeley as the first person in my family to go to 
college, and received my master’s degree at North-
western University. I started my career in marketing 
communications before transitioning into product 
marketing and eventually landed in my current field 
of product management. 
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Phan is 
pictured at 
UC Berkeley  
“where I 
started my 
involvement 
with oSTEM 
(Out in Science, 
Technology, 
Engineering, 
and 
Mathematics). 
After being 
a part of the 
chapter at 
Berkeley, I 
became a 
volunteer and 
intern with 
the national 
organization 
before joining 
the executive 
board in 2015 
and have been 
involved ever 
since,” she said.
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show themselves for a while, then 
I casually inserted my sexual ori-
entation into the conversation. 
I made reference to my ex-hus-
band. I watched their discomfort 
and embarrassment grow as they 
realized what had just happened. 
I got the requisite apology and the 
“I didn’t really mean that, what I 
meant was ...” and “I hope I didn’t 
say anything to offend you ...”     

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future gen-
erations? The first thing we can 
do is be out and unapologetic. We 
need to ensure workplace policies 
are inclusive, as well as workplace 
practices. We have to be allies to 
others in the LGTBQ communi-
ty — you can’t pick and choose. 
As a gay man of color, I need to 
participate in raising and helping 
to resolve issues for gay men and 
people of color, but also lesbians, 
transgender and queer people. I’ve 
now worked in two organizations 
in which there have been com-
plaints about trans women using 
the women’s restroom. While I’m 
not trans, I still have a responsi-
bility as a leader to not sit by and 
watch ignorance prevail.   

How much of a strain is Covid-19 
and its economic impacts put-
ting on Goodwill? Goodwill is 
a nonprofit Employment Social 
Enterprise. Unlike most nonprof-
its, we earn 80% of our revenue 
through our businesses and lost 
that immediately with the shut-
down. Goodwill exists to hire and 
train people who many other busi-
nesses typically won’t. We have 
600 employees and had to fur-
lough 500 because the businesses 
were shut down. We are also not 

eligible for PPP because we have 
over 500 employees so there is no 
federal relief.  At the same time, 
we are a workforce development 
organization that will be a critical 
part of the recovery efforts for the 
unemployed. Because we were not 
eligible for PPP, we will likely have 
to contract at a time when our ser-
vices are needed more than ever. 
This will only hurt the most vul-
nerable populations in the state. 

Underserved communities in San 
Francisco have been among those 
hit hardest by Covid-19 infec-
tions. What can be done to make 
these populations safer? Income 
inequality is a huge problem in 
the Bay Area, as is access to qual-
ity health care for underserved 
communities. Affordable housing 
and sustainable employment are 
fundamental issues and we have 
to make very different choices to 
address them.

Over the years, Goodwill SF has 
cultivated a close relationship 
with the San Francisco business 
community. What help would you 
like to see from them during this 
time? I’d like the business com-
munity to take a closer look and 
fully understand what SF Good-
will does. By employing some of 
the most vulnerable populations 
in the state, SF Goodwill reduc-
es recidivism rates, homeless-
ness and prepares individuals for 
positions in the broader business 
community. We are a pipeline for 
S.F. businesses. I’d like the S.F. 
Business community to donate to 
Goodwill and help advocate for 
Goodwill as an essential  nonprof-
it that is addressing some of the 
most pressing challenges of our 
time. 

When did you come out? I offi-
cially came out when I was a stu-
dent at UC Berkeley. I worked on 
campus at CalPerformances at the 
time. Since then, I’ve always been 
out in the workplace.    

Was there a particular factor or 
event that convinced you to do 
so? Yes, but not in the workplace. I 
left home at 16 years old because I 
knew my sexual orientation would 
not be accepted in my family situ-
ation at the time. At that moment, 
I decided I would no longer partic-
ipate in my own diminishment.   

How close do you feel your indus-
try is to achieving full LGBTQ 
equality? I believe there is gener-
al acceptance in Bay Area nonprof-
its, but not full LGBTQ equality. 
In addition, racism, transphobia 
and gender bias exist both with-
in and outside of LGBTQ spaces. If 
one’s sexual orientation is accept-
ed but one is discriminated against 
because of their race, that’s not 
full equality — it must  include 
the whole person. Laws alone are 
not enough. Systemic racism and 
homophobia exist despite equal-
ization laws.    

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which you 
felt your LGBTQ status was still 
an issue? I don’t typically lead 
with my sexual orientation in a 
conversation and there is often a 
presumption among straight peo-
ple in professional situations that 
I am straight. Last year, I was at a 
national meeting and wound up 
networking with folks I did not 
know. There were some derogato-
ry comments made about LGBTQ 
issues. I sat there and let them 

President and CEO,  
Goodwill San Francisco, Marin, San Mateo

william rogers

I grew up in a middle-class black neighborhood in 
South Central Los Angeles and attended UC Berke-

ley as an undergrad and the University of San Fran-
cisco for grad school. My broad range of experience 
in several industry sectors — across nonprofits, gov-
ernment, business and philanthropy — has been very 
important. The aggregate of those experiences has 
helped define who I am professionally and has given 
me a balanced perspective that is invaluable. 
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Rogers is 
pictured at the 
Sproul steps on 
the UC Berkeley 
campus.
“I publicly 
came out of the 
closet on the 
steps of Sproul 
Plaza during 
a National 
Coming 
Out Day 
Celebration 
when I was 
a student at 
UC Berkeley 
— by dancing 
through a 
makeshift 
closet door to 
the song ‘I’m 
Coming Out,’” 
Rogers said.
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the community? If my sexuality 
ever comes up in a business situ-
ation, I’ve let it be known that I’m 
gay. I’m also lucky to be a part of 
our UNITY team, which promotes 
Pride every year. That said, I try to 
make sure those around me in the 
company understand what Pride 
means; why it’s important for 
those inside and outside the com-
munity and that we’ve had to fight 
hard to get to where we are today. 
I encourage the group not to be 
just about an annual event, and to 
think about those other 364 days. 
I’m also a member of the Lesbian 
and Gay Real Estate Group, which 
functions as a combination social 
and community networking group 
and is something we’re lucky to 
have in San Francisco.

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make 
things better for future genera-
tions? It can be awkward for an 
individual to contact an “out” busi-
ness leader. But if that leader is 
part of a bigger team, such as UNI-
TY at Cushman & Wakefield, it is 
easier. So, to have a resource group 
within a company is extremely 
important. Because it helps to let 
everyone know diversity is cele-
brated within that business and, 
consequently, connections can be 
more readily facilitated. Further, if 
that leader could be out amongst 
the community, supporting their 
efforts, and readily able to tell their 
own story whenever possible, it is 
all very important, too. 

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 

needs to be done to keep the 
community safer in this time? 
Because we cannot rely on the 
current federal government, it will 
take local administrations keeping 
a closer eye on their LGBTQ com-
munities. Here in San Francisco, 
and back in NYC, that’s more like-
ly to happen. But across the coun-
try, it will take what few nation-
al leaders we have who embrace 
us to do what they can to insure 
no extra hardship hits us just for 
being LGBTQ. We can aid that by 
connecting with these officials 
wherever we can, but especial-
ly through the internet and online 
forums, petitions and discussions. 

The real estate industry has  
traditionally gotten a bad rap as 
an unwelcoming environment  
for women and minorities, 
including LGBTQ. Is this  
reputation still justified? Part-
ly yes, and it’ something that’s 
discussed inside and outside the 
office. While I feel the situation 
has improved, the movement has 
been minimal. Though many com-
panies, including Cushman & 
Wakefield, are making strides to 
diversify, commercial real estate 
remains a bastion of straight, 
white males. Singularly, they may 
say and feel otherwise. But as a 
group, it is resistant to change. It 
will take inclusive-minded lead-
ers, and they do exist, to encour-
age others different from them-
selves to join their organizations. 
Consequently, it will take time, 
some organic change, and a con-
tinual strong effort on “our” part 
to make sure this inequity will 
eventually not exist. 

Senior director of Bay Area research,  
Cushman & Wakefield

robert sammons

I was born and raised in a small, quiet, and, to be 
sure, conservative town about 100 miles south of 

Atlanta. I earned my undergraduate degree in real 
estate from the University of Georgia and a mas-
ter’s degree in real estate from George State Universi-
ty. Growing up in a real estate family, I learned more 
about the business from my father, mother and two 
older brothers than from anyone else. It gave me a 
great work ethic and the ability to get along with a 
variety of personalities. My “take a chance” move to 
the fast-paced commercial real estate industry of New 
York City in 1995 taught me to learn fast, stand up for 
myself, and make myself heard. 

When did you come out? During 
grad school in Atlanta, a friend in 
the same program took me to my 
first gay bar and from there I met 
a lot of his LGBTQ friends. One of 
them ended up being my first boy-
friend. My first job after coming 
out was with the Georgia Depart-
ment of Transportation and as 
luck would have it, the head of 
the department and several team 
members were gay. Surely some 
co-workers might have been put 
off by my sexuality. I can honest-
ly say it has never been much of an 
issue. The fact is, I did my job, was 
good at it, and was always as much 
myself as possible.

Was there a particular factor or 
event that convinced you to do 
so? I knew I was gay well before 
coming out. But like many in the 
South, I was brought up in a con-
servative/religious household and 
community. I went to church and 
was in the youth choir, and tried 
to bury the real me deep down 
inside. I was on the cusp of com-
ing out during undergrad school 
at the University of Georgia, but 
this was during the advent of the 
AIDS crisis. That had a lot to do 
with keeping me “in the closet” 
until a few years later. I think I 
was just worried I’d be alone and 
isolated after coming out, too. 
Thankfully, the connection I had 
in grad school made me realize I 
was hardly the only gay person 
around, and I would have friends 
and support.

How do you use your posi-
tion and influence to advance 
LGBTQ equality in business and 
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Sammons 
is pictured 
at Kite Hill 
overlooking 
the Castro 
neighborhood. 
“The idea of the 
skyline, and 
really the fact 
that it’s not just 
one area but 
the entire city, 
that means 
something 
more,” 
Sammons said.
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the port logistics industry employ-
ee groups. 

How can this generation of out 
LGBTQ business leaders make it 
easier or better for future gener-
ations? In the Bay Area, equality 
is the value of the norm. However, 
it is still important to model what 
being “out” means in the work-
place and how it fits with career 
achievement. Moreover, equali-
ty needs to be promoted as a value 
no matter what industry or public 
agency one works for and in what-
ever rank or industry.

There are indications that 
Covid-19 is hitting LGBTQ Amer-
icans particularly hard. What 
needs to be done to keep the 
LGBTQ community safer in this 
time? It’s interesting that many 
LGBTQ folks who lived through 
the HIV crisis at its height are  
able to identify aspects of the 
Covid-19 crisis that are similar:  
the isolation, the fear of contact 
and the need for support. I won-
der if the support network to assist 
each other through social isola-
tion is readily available to LGBTQ 
people who may not have immedi-
ate family or friends who under-
stand the importance of social 
contact among LGBTQ community 
members. I further wonder if the 
younger generation LGBTQ who 
may still be struggling with com-
ing out has the appropriate sup-
port when isolated either alone or 
with family who may not under-
stand. I sing with the Gay Asian 
Pacific Alliance Men’s Chorus. Not 
being able to meet and sing with 
each other and check in is a loss of 
support I feel acutely.

How is the Port coping with 
the economic downturn caused 
by Covid-19? The Port operates 
essential services at the Oakland 
International Airport and the mar-
itime seaport. Yet, at the Airport, 

passenger levels are at historical 
lows of approximately 5% of nor-
mal. This means the Port is not 
collecting from its revenue sourc-
es. Unlike some business that may 
just shut down when there is no 
business, the Airport must contin-
ue to operate with the accompany-
ing expenses. As well, many of  
our employees, such as custodians 
and maintenance staff, are front-
line workers who must service 
public areas. The Port has first  
focused on health and safe-
ty protocols to minimize the risk 
of exposure to the Covid-19 by 
employees and the public. Then, 
we must deal with the finan-
cial consequences. We also must 
plan based on highly speculative 
assumptions about when the pub-
lic will be comfortable flying again 
and come out to spaces like Jack 
London Square.  

You’ve been involved in East Bay 
politics and public policy for 
more than 20 years. How has the 
port’s role as an economic driv-
er for the East Bay and Bay Area 
evolved during that time? Even as 
Bay Area communities, especial-
ly in Oakland, promote the tech 
and housing industries, the Port 
remains a direct source or indi-
rect contributor of approximate-
ly 84,000 jobs in the region. The 
seaport is the gateway for imports 
and exports for Northern Cali-
fornia, Nevada and Central Valley 
regions. One of my biggest chal-
lenges as executive director is to 
make policymakers aware that 
when making land use and trans-
portation policies, considerations 
like land for industrial operations, 
zoning for warehousing, routes 
for overweight trucks, and buffers 
between residential and commer-
cial operations have to be taken 
into account. Policy makers should 
know that Port jobs are the foun-
dational middle-class jobs in the 
East Bay and must be preserved. 

When did you come out? Choos-
ing to pursue elected positions, I 
had to choose whether to come 
out publicly or hide that aspect 
of myself. I chose the former.  
When I competed for the Oak-
land City Council, I embraced the 
role of advocate for the LGBTQ and 
Asian-Pacific communities. As the 
first LGBT Oakland City Coun-
cil member and one of the few 
elected Asian officials, I under-
took policy initiatives for equality. 
At that time, it meant taking the 
leadership position to advocate for 
domestic partnership benefits, and 
eventually marriage equality.   

Have you encountered business 
or professional situations with-
in the last few years in which 
you felt your LGBTQ status was 
still an issue? Being LGBTQ in the 
workplace or during the social 
events that are part of the job, 
there is many times the assump-
tion that there is the wife and kids 
as part of the normal conversation. 
When I reveal that I have a hus-
band-to-be, there are always the 
few folks who suddenly disappear 
from my circle of conversation. 
This is true at Port industry events, 
interactions with partners or dig-
nitaries abroad and at civic social 
functions. Even though I believe 
that I maximize my opportuni-
ties to promote my agency, I often 
wonder what contacts or opportu-
nities were missed because some 
in my industry or field silently 
exclude me from their circle.  

How do you use your position 
and influence to advance LGBTQ 
equality in business and the com-
munity? I use my visibility as an 
out business executive to discuss 
and promote LGBTQ issues as a 
workplace concern and promote 
the agency in the community as 
an agent for advancing equality. 
The Port of Oakland also sponsors 
initiatives to promote equality in 

Executive director, Port of Oakland 

danny wan

I emigrated from Taiwan to Alberta, Canada, when I 
was 10 years old with my parents. After seven years 

in the freezing north, we moved to Kansas City and 
then to San Francisco. I graduated from Galileo High 
School to UC Berkeley. In college, the awareness of 
gay feelings added to the cultural isolation. I earned 
my teaching credential at Cal and taught for three 
years before attending UCLA Law School. I worked 
for private law firms for seven years during which 
time I was elected to the East Bay Municipal Utili-
ty District Board. I faced a “whisper” campaign about 
my sexual orientation during the EBMUD election 
even though I was not hiding my orientation at the 
time. In 2000, I was appointed to the Oakland City 
Council, and then elected in 2002, becoming the first 
openly LGBT member of the Oakland City Council to 
be appointed and then elected. I was one of the very 
few Asian-American elected officials in the country at 
the time. Last November, I was appointed the exec-
utive director of the Port of Oakland after previous 
roles as the port attorney and deputy port attorney.
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Wan is pictured 
at the Port 
of Oakland, 
where he 
serves as the 
organization’s 
first openly 
gay executive 
director.
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