LLGS – 30 years of helping London out

London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard took its first calls on 4th March 1974.

The phones have not stopped ringing since. We estimate that we have taken more than 1.5m calls in that time.

Our helpline is staffed entirely by volunteers. We take calls on a huge variety of issues, from coming out to gay parenting, to domestic violence, to falling in love, to homophobia, to gay weddings and civil partnerships, to instances of anti-gay discrimination, to the best places to go on a Saturday night.

We provide information, support and referrals. We do not pass judgement on callers, and we do not give advice or tell people what to do.

As a core part of our mission, we always try to give information on safer sex on all our calls, except where it would be inappropriate. Given our remit, we are a primary source of information on safer sex for many people who would not otherwise have access to such information.

For the first two decades of our existence, we were housed in a small room in the radical Housman's bookshop near King's Cross. We moved to our own building in 1993, after a long fundraising campaign.

LLGS was born out of Gay News, which found it was taking a large number of calls from gay members of the public wanting information and support. The organisation brought together a number of people from across the gay community, which at that time was beginning to find its voice in London, marching and demanding rights.

Throughout the remainder of the 1970s, LLGS provided a focus for the gay community, and helped to provide information on the gay scene when it was still largely underground.

At the beginning of the 1980s, worrying reports began to trickle through from the US of a new illness that seemed to be affecting gay men. Though no one knew it at the time, these were some of the first signs of HIV/AIDS, which is now estimated to affect at least 40 million people around the world.

From the start, LLGS was a primary source of information on HIV. We were one of the very first organizations to give out what information there was on the virus, and to give out advice on safer sexual practices.

When the government, rather belatedly, began its series of public information films on HIV – including the frightening and frighteningly uninformative iceberg and tombstone advertisements – one of the few useful things they did was to print our helpline number at the end of the ad and on the back of the information leaflets. It might have been courteous, however, if they’d bothered to inform us first. When our phones started ringing in response to the ads, our phone lines were swamped. Shortly afterwards, many of our volunteers at the time went on to staff a BBC helpline on HIV too.

Our work on HIV later formed the basis for the National Aids Manual, still the core work on the subject for health professionals and the public.

Much of our funding today comes from primary health care trusts, from their HIV prevention budgets. Some also comes from the Association of London Grants, and the remainder from our faithful FROGS (Friends of Gay Switchboard) and from fundraising in the community.

Though we are a helpline and not a political or campaigning organisation, we have had, throughout our history, an important voice in the growing strength of the gay community. This stretches from our presence in Pride marches from the date of our foundation (in many years, we have also provided the Information Tent at Pride festivals), to our representations on section 28, and on the equalisation of the age of consent, to our recent representations to the government on its proposals for civil partnership legislation.

In recent years, we have also worked with the Metropolitan Police on its efforts to combat hate crime, and in initiatives such as the third party reporting of homophobic crime.

LLGS has also played a key role throughout its history in coordinating the efforts of gay organisations around the UK. For instance, through the Turing Project, named in honour of Alan Turing, the gay British computer pioneer, and funded in its first phase by the National Lottery to the tune of £200,000, we brought together local helplines and other gay organisations from around the country to pool our information into a single central database that is regularly updated and sent out to all the participating organisations on CD-ROM.

Unlike most IT projects, the Turing Project was completed on time and to budget. Phase II of the project, funded by an £80,000 donation from the Lloyds TSB Foundation, is now under way, with more emphasis on making our database available over the internet. Our web site, www.queery.org.uk, already receives more than 1,000 hits per month.

When the Admiral Duncan pub on Old Compton Street in April 1999, we were one of the first organisations to respond. Not just by providing information and support on the helpline, but also by setting up the April Bombings Appeal, which raised funds and provided a focal point for support for those affected by the bomb, and to combat homophobia.

LLGS also maintains links with a broad variety of other organisations, such as other helplines around the country, London Friend, HIV organisations, campaigning organisations such as Stonewall, the LGB Consortium, and many more.

Looking to the future, LLGS will continue to be one of the most important gay organisations in London and the UK as a whole. We play a unique role in disseminating information to the community, and in supporting the community as a whole – lesbian and gay and bisexual, old and young, HIV positive and negative, out or not. We are, notably, one of very few major charities with the words lesbian and gay in our name.

We also play a unique role in HIV prevention. Many of our callers are people who do not or have not publicly identified as gay, who do not see themselves as part of the gay community and who may not otherwise have any exposure to safer sex information. Many are people who are just coming out and are unaware of safer sex. Many are people who are uncomfortable with seeking face to face safer sex advice and prefer to receive it over the phone.

Our plans for the future will continue to give HIV prevention a central place in our strategy, combating the rise in HIV infections that Britain has seen in recent years. But we will do much more. With Phase II of Turing, we will increase the amount of our information available on the internet, which will make our services accessible to many more people. With new funds that we have raised in the last two years, we hope to appoint another paid member of staff, a volunteer coordinator, who will provide day to day organisation and support for our volunteers. She or he will also help us to recruit more volunteers from under-represented communities, more ethnically diverse volunteers, more volunteers from older age groups, more volunteers with disabilities. In this way, we will be able to grow as an organisation and better serve the community we live in.

We face many challenges. Government funding for HIV prevention work has an uncertain future, despite the rising number of infections. In common with other voluntary organisations in the capital, we are finding it difficult to recruit and retain volunteers, as people work longer hours and have less leisure time for volunteering. In addition, many gay people feel less politicised than they did in the past, feeling there is less need today for community orientated organisations.

We believe, however, that there is still a strong need for our services – and the number of people who call us each year shows that continuing need. Though gay people face less hatred and homophobia than they did in the past, those forces are still there and they affect thousands of us every day. We provide support and friendly words to those who are the targets of such crime, and we are a first port of call for people uncertain of their sexuality, or feeling lonely and isolated because of their sexual orientation. As our strapline says, we give calm words when you need them most, and this year we are proud to celebrate “30 years of helping London out”.

