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Hello Equality USDA members and friends,
If you’re like me, celebrating Pride this year was difficult for many reasons.
After 4 months working from home during the COVID19 pandemic and
watching our communities grapple with the nation's history of systemic and
institutional racism, I am heartbroken and I know I am not the only one. These
are tough times; we are living through an historic moment, and it is not easy.
As tough as it is, it is vital that we continue building community with each
other and reaching out to support each other.
USDA’s Pride month theme this year was 2020 Vision, 2020 Possibilities,
which speaks to the fact that history rarely make sense while we are living it –
it is only with the benefit of hindsight that the picture becomes clear. As we
look back on our past, we recognize that the rights we enjoy today as LGBTQ+
individuals come from the labor of our ancestors, notably black and brown
transgender, gender nonconforming, and queer folks who were there at
Compton’s cafeteria, Cooper's Donuts, the Black Cat Tavern, and the Stonewall
Inn, standing up for their rights and putting their lives on the line to fight back
against police brutality, bar raids, harassment, and discriminatory treatment.
We owe much to ancestors like Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera for living
their lives out loud as gender nonconforming individuals, even though it came
at a great cost to them. LGBTQ+ people of color, particularly black transgender
women are some of the most vulnerable people in society, because of the
intersections of racism and sexism they face.
As we imagine the possibilities of our future, we will not forget those who
came before us. This is both a scary and inspiring moment in which we are
witness to history. Let it not pass us by and leave us unchanged.
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USDA CELEBRATES PRIDE!
During the month of June, USDA agencies partnered with Equality USDA to present three
virtual Special Emphasis Program Observances - check out the links below!

JUNE 11 OBSERVANCE
FEATURING ROBYN OCHS
Click here to watch.
Robyn Ochs is an educator, speaker, activist,
and writer. She crafted the definition of
bisexuality that is used by many bi+ activists
worldwide: “I call myself bisexual because I
acknowledge in myself the potential to be
attracted — romantically and/or sexually —
to people of more than one gender, not
necessarily at the same time, in the same
way, or to the same degree.”

JUNE 25 OBSERVANCE
FEATURING AMBER HIKES
Click here to watch.
Amber Hikes is a social justice advocate,
community organizer, and unapologetic
queer black woman. As the ACLU’s first
Chief Equity & Inclusion Officer, she
provides vision, leadership, and direction
for the ACLU’s nationwide strategy to
support equity, diversity, and inclusion.

VIRTUAL SCREENING:
THE LAVENDER SCARE
USDA' Animal Plant Health Inspection Service
(APHIS) partnered with Equality USDA to
host a documentary screening about the
Lavender Scare and the interrogation and
firing of LGBT-identifying civil servants
enacted under Executive Order 105430 by
President Eisenhower. This screening is now
closed - we had over 900 views! We hope to
offer it again in the future.
Thank you to the sponsoring USDA agencies: Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), Animal & Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS),
Agricultural Research Service (ARS), Economic Research Service (ERS), Farm Production and Conservation ((FPAC), Farm Service
Agency (FSA), Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), Risk Management Agency (RMA)), Food and Nutrition Service (FNS),
Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS), Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS), Forest Service, National Agricultural Statistics Service
(NASS), National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), and Rural Development (RD).
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USDA's 2020 LGBTQ+ Pride Month Poster
This year's poster was designed by Rachel Pittman with USDA's National Agricultural Statistics Service. Many
thanks to Rachel for sharing her artistic talents in support of USDA's LGBTQ+ employees, retirees, and
customers! The imagery in the poster is explained below with links for more info.

MARTHA P. JOHNSON &
SYLVIA RIVERA

PROGRESS PRIDE FLAG

(LEFT)

The Progress Flag adds brown
and black stripes to the rainbow
flag to represent LGBTQ+
communities of color, along with
pink, white, and blue stripes to
represent our transgender and
gender nonconforming siblings.

Marsh and Sylvia are two
ancestors and pioneers in the
LGBTQ+ fight for liberation who
advocated for street youth and
gender nonconforming and trans
folx.
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(BOTTOM CENTER)

AIDS QUILT ON THE
NATIONAL MALL
(RIGHT)

Our community lived through the
AIDS epidemic, which taught us
how much we need each other,
how much we need allies, and what
is possible when our community
fights together.
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Written by Gabriella Coughlin
Equality USDA Community Outreach & Engagement Coordinator

Even though we had to celebrate Pride Month
apart this year, we tapped into our membership
for ways we could still feel connected. This
year's Virtual Pride Scavenger Hunt was the
brainchild of Equality USDA Lifetime Member
Brent Elrod, whose vision was a game that
allowed for small group engagement. Running
with Brent's idea, the Community Outreach and
Engagement Committee (COEC), comprised of
myself, AJ Limberger, Amanda Kenney, and
Justin Ross got to work on details and logistics.
Our goal was to keep it simple with four
categories, some being more trivia-oriented
with others allowing for reflection and
creativity. The team put together the categories
of: LGBTQ+ People and Places, Pride in the Wild,
Local Pride, and Pride in Self.
The weekly submissions we received were
honest, reflective, and let us know we had
achieved Brent's vision of small group
engagement. We also used it to collectively
learn about those who came before us in this
work and use that to build a sense of community
as we all witnessed a historic Pride Month
unfold before our eyes and spill out in our
streets.
The Community Outreach and Engagement
Committee would like to thank everyone who
took the time to connect and engage through
this year's Scavenger Hunt. The feedback we
have received has been so positive you'll likely
see it become a reoccurring feature at Equality
USDA!
(Continued on following page)
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Congratulations to our Grand Champion, Rachel Yeatman, for
bringing the heat to this year's inaugural Scavenger Hunt! Rachel
was a weekly contender who snagged wins during Weeks 1 & 4 and
then took home the grand prize swag prize! Way to go!!!
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While Pride Month has officially come to a close,
supporting LGBTQ+ inclusion in our communities and
workplaces is a year-round job. To help you do that
work, reach out to the COEC for resources or ideas on
how you and your co-workers can continue to have
these conversations and also stayed engaged from afar.
Also, if you are interested in lending your time or talents
towards the COEC's mission, be sure to get in touch by
emailing: outreach@equality.org.
We at the COEC are wishing you all a safe and healthy
summer season and looking forward to connecting with
you all again.
Until then, for those of you who missed the Scavenger
Hunt, on the next page you will find a brief retrospective,
enjoy!

Meet our Week 2 winner, Brandon Caley, sporting his
pride outside near Crested Butte, CO!

Meet Lanie Bilodeau, Week 3 & 5 winner, showing off their Pride
even while running errands and hanging with their purrrfect
companion during Pride Month!
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Weeks
1&2
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Weeks
3&4
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"Nobody's free until
everybody's free."
- Fannie Lou Hamer

Week
5
Amber Hikes, creator of the More Color,
More Pride flag

(Because we're extra like that ;)

Pride in nature
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Bayard Rustin, Civil Rights activist and
advisor to Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Pride Profile

Dr. Michael McElvaine
Michael joined USDA in 1989 as a veterinary medical
officer with the Animal Plant Health Inspection
Service's (APHIS) biologics program in Iowa. In 1989,
he began a 2-year fellowship at the National
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
as an Epidemic Intelligence Officer. After
completing his term at CDC, he returned to USDA
with the Risk Assessment Systems at APHIS in
Washington, DC, and later with USDA Office of Risk
Assessment and Cost-Benefit Analysis (ORACBA).
The idea of risk assessment methods being applied
to biological systems was in its infancy at this time.
Michael and his colleagues focused on development
of methodologies using risk assessment for animal
By all accounts, Dr. Michael McElvaine, a 1976
graduate of the University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign's College of Veterinary Medicine, made
a significant impact on the world. His career in
private practice and federal service was coupled

and plant disease, and foodborne disease in
humans. He published widely in international
scientific journals on risk assessment topics and
presented his work at national and international
meetings. He was responsible for reviewing major
USDA regulations involving food safety, animal

with his far-reaching influence as a mentor, leader,

health and the environment, including some of the

and activist on for the LGBTQ+ community. Upon

federal government’s landmark food safety

his death in October 2018, Dr. McElvaine left a gift

legislation that has served as a model worldwide. He

to the College establishing the Michael McElvaine

was promoted to Deputy Director and served in this

Scholarship for a student with a demonstrated

role until his retirement in 2010.

record or strong potential in support of LGBTQ
activism. That scholarship was awarded for the first

Michael was the founding President of the Lesbian

time in 2020.

and Gay Veterinary Medical Association (LGVMA) in

Michael was a founding member of the USDA
GLOBE organization (now Equality USDA) for LGBT
employees and served as its president in 2000 and

1994 and served on the board through 2008. A
lifelong cat lover and a strong advocate of the
human-animal bond, he encouraged the creation of
the Healthy People, Healthy Pets project which was

2001. He was appointed as a charter member of the

presented at the World AIDS Conferences in 1998

newly created Secretary’s Gay and Lesbian

and 2000 and became a program within the Center

Employee Advisory Committee in 2001 and served

for Disease Control’s www.cdc.gov/HealthyPets.

many years. One of his proudest moments was the
2000 USDA Pride Month Celebration keynoted by
Secretary Dan Glickman and Congressman Barney
Frank.
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https://pridevmc.org/2018/11/04/in-memoriam-dr-michael-mcelvaine/
https://vetmed.illinois.edu/mcelvaine/
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Pride Profile

Perry Watkins
In October 1979, the Army yet again accepted
Watkins’ application for another three-year
reenlistment. But in 1981 the Army promulgated a
regulation that mandated the discharge of all
homosexuals regardless of merit and after 14 year of
military service Major General Elton recommended
that Watkins be discharged.

Article by Will Kohler
When Perry Watkins was drafted into the U.S Amy
in 1968, he was an out gay man. He was proud to
serve and stated honestly that he was homosexual
when military officials asked him and admitted him
to service at a time when it was forbidden for
openly gay men to serve. But the Army needed men
to fight in the the Vietnam War.
During Watkins’ initial three-year tour of military
duty, he served in the United States and Korea as a
chaplain’s assistant, personnel specialist, and
company clerk. When his first enlistment period
expired in 1970, Watkins received an honorable
discharge, but his reenlistment eligibility code was
listed as “unknown.” In 1971, Watkins requested
correction of the reenlistment designation and the
Army corrected the code to category 1, “eligible for
reentry on active duty.” Shortly thereafter, he
reenlisted for a second three-year term. In 1972,
Watkins was denied a security clearance because of
his homosexuality, and the Army investigated him
but terminated the investigation for insufficient
evidence. Following another honorable discharge in
1974, the Army accepted Watkins’ application for a
six-year reenlistment.
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Watkins fought the discharge and on October 5,
1982, the district court enjoined the Army from
refusing to reenlist Watkins because of his admitted
homosexuality, holding that the Army was equitably
stopped from relying on the non-waivable
disqualification provisions of its new regulation. The
Army reenlisted Watkins for a six-year term on
November 1, 1982, with the proviso that the
reenlistment would be voided if the district court’s
injunction were not upheld on appeal.
In 1989, the United States Court of Appeals for the
Ninth Circuit in San Francisco, voting 7 to 4, upheld
the injunction and ordered the Army to allow Mr.
Watkins reenlist. It was the first time a U.S.
appellate court ruled against the U.S. military’s
ban on service by gays and lesbians. The Bush
administration sought Supreme Court review of
that decision without success. Watkins initially
planned to reenlist, but settled instead for a
retroactive promotion to sergeant first class,
$135,000 in retroactive pay, full retirement benefits,
and an honorable discharge.
When Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell was enacted in the
1990's, Watkins rushed to help the gay community
but was ignored. The individuals chosen to play
such a role where white veterans. Watkins’
experience as a drag artist and frank admissions of
sexual encounters with other male servicemembers
created a “public relations problem”. Perry Watkins
passed away on March 17, 1996 at his home in
Tacoma, Washington of complications related to
AIDS.
Listen to an interview with Perry Watkins:
https://makinggayhistory.com/podcast/perry-watkins/
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PARENTING DURING A PANDEMIC
BY JILL LAKE, EQUALITY USDA MEMBER

Hello, my name is Jill Lake (she/her/hers) and I work for USDA's
Agricultural Research Service. I have been with ARS since
graduating with my first Master’s in 1996. For 8 years I worked in
labs as a support scientist, before moving to IT. At age 35 I had a
major life realignment and went from living a stereotypical upper
middle class American suburban life (husband, 3 young kids,
Catholic, white picket fence, Mom’s clubs, nice vacations) to being
divorced, living in a 2-bedroom apartment, a crumbling support
system, and dating a woman. It was a tumultuous time. Fourteen
years later now, I’ve been married to a woman for 8 years and
back in the upper middle class American suburban life but with an
untraditional family structure. It is true what all the celebrities
and PSA’s say – it will get better. You just have to plow through
and use whatever support system you can find to get through the
darkest times. You are not alone, there are others who share
similar stories, and you are valued and loved.
Spring and summer 2020 have been challenging for all. As of July 1, we are on week 16 of telework –
fortunately my job is ideal for it. Kids have been home from college since March. We’ve been lucky to
avoid getting sick so far, but the stress of the pandemic still weighs heavily on daily life. Should we let
the kids work during the pandemic - they work in fast food/grocery jobs. At work they must follow
strict guidelines and are screened daily. What sanitation and safety protocols should we have for
when they come home from work? Our kids want to go to the beach – our state has low numbers of
coronavirus and beaches are open – should we let them go? Should we go? Should we travel to our
second home in a less populated area and “hide-out” there? What level of risk are we as a family
willing to accept? Even if your family has not been directly impacted by the coronavirus it has likely
wreaked havoc in your own little world.
A few things have been helpful to me in living through the
threat of the coronavirus. First, I keep a strict schedule. I
wake up, work, and eat at the same time every day. After
work I do things like exercise, cook dinner, go for family
walks, and watch TV. Keeping a schedule forces me to be on
track at work, to eat sensibly, and to take time for myself to
relax. Second, I stay informed. It is easy to get inundated with
information from social media,
TV news shows, your
governor’s press conferences, and top federal government
officials/doctors briefings. It can feel hard to keep up.
Pick a couple sources which work for you and give you confidence in getting an accurate depiction of
the current state of the pandemic in your local area. Don’t bury your head in the sand! You can be
informed without being an alarmist and be informed to keep you and your family safe. The third thing
I do is stay connected. At work we use MS Teams and Zoom so we can see and hear one another and
keep connecting. Initially my friends and I had Zoom happy hours and have now moved to small
socially distant outdoor gatherings. My church ministry, the Episcopal Rainbow, has moved to Zoom
check-ins biweekly. My mom is self-isolating in a neighboring state so if we visit we sit outside far
apart and don’t go in her house, and we do a lot more texting and FaceTime calls. We are fortunate to
have easy technological tools to stay in touch when widespread in-person contact isn’t safe.
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MEET AN EQUALITY
USDA MEMBER!
BY ALEXEI SCHNAKENBURG
EQUALITY USDA MEMBER
FOOD & NUTRITION SERVICE

Hello, my name is Alexei Schnakenburg
(he/him/his) and I recently joined USDA as a
Program Specialist for the Food and Nutrition
Service based out of the Western Regional
Office in San Francisco, California. I work to
support the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC). Currently, I am working from the kitchen
table which I have converted into a home
office through the use of a second monitor,
wireless mouse, and stack of books.
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"I am excited to
join Equality
USDA, because I
believe that a work
environment in
which people feel
free to be
themselves will be
happier and more
productive."

I am excited to join Equality USDA, because I
believe that a work environment in which
people feel free to be themselves will be
happier and more productive. For me, Pride this
year was low key. I knew that I had to do
something to commemorate the
50th anniversary of the first Pride march, but I
also did not want to go out and endanger
others.

To celebrate, I tuned into the Global Pride live
stream, had cocktails with my partner, put on a
Pride playlist, and proudly hung the Pride flag
from my apartment window. Hearing stories
from LGBTQ+ folks from around the world was
inspiring and eye-opening. It was also an
opportunity, given the recent triumphs in the
United States for equality, to reflect on how
blessed we are to be able to be ourselves in
our professional and personal lives.

I look forward to the passing of this pandemic
and a return to “normal”. I am trying to make
the best of things and recently enjoyed
rewatching the entirety of “Avatar: The Last
Airbender” on Netflix. I found it to be a fun
diversion and nostalgic escapade. In addition, I
have found long, socially distanced walks with
a mask, to be calming and a good way to get
some exercise during the pandemic. As I am
trying to avoid public transport and venturing
around town, I certainly feel like I have gotten
to know my neighborhood way better than I
used to, and I would consider that a silver
lining. Hope you all stay safe and had a great
Pride Month!
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On Being an Ally
BY JUSTIN ROSS (HE/HIM/HIS)
EQUALITY USDA MEMBER
NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE
I like to think of life as a learning experience. The more
you experience, the more you live life to the fullest.
And just like life, my journey for becoming a stronger
ally is a continually evolving experience.
Growing up in the 80’s and 90’s, moving around from
Navy base to Navy base, diversity and inclusion was
always something that just happened, and I didn’t
spend anytime thinking about it as a young person.
Navy bases (from the perspective of a youth) were
always a melting pot of different people from different
places all stuck in a place they didn’t choose. As a
young kid, moving to a new house every year, if you
wanted friends, you had to be willing to just be
yourself, and I noticed that reflected in all the friends I
made while moving around the county. I spent so
much time moving around as a kid that I escaped the
typical social and peer pressures that micro-cultures
around the US can exert on our youth.

My journey as an active ally had really just started,
and as I gathered more friends that were L or G or B
or T or Q, I was able to learn how to be a better ally
and how to be an active ally, not just a passive ally.
And to be clear, all allies are important so if you’re
not comfortable being an active advocate yet, that’s
okay. I come from a place of privilege and I DO feel
comfortable putting myself out there and actively
using that privilege as a lever to facilitate equal
rights for my fellow human beings.
And so, my journey continued through life. And
when I acquired a gay brother-in-law, I learned even
more about how to communicate more effectively
with both the LGBTQ community and the hetero

It wasn’t really till high school when I began to see

community. As a peace corps volunteer, I learned

inequality in the world around me…now this doesn’t

more about privilege. I learned more about

mean that there was no inequality in my life, it’s just

accepting different perspectives, and I learned

that I didn’t notice it because of my privilege. I’m a

about drastically different lifestyles. But in the end,

cisgender male and I’m white, but in high school I

I realized they are not so different, all humans have

didn’t follow gender norms related to clothing. I had

simple, basic needs, including love, compassion,

the freedom and the space to act as my true self,

and acceptance.

which is another point for the privileges I was afforded
growing up. It was the GSA (Gay Straight Alliance)

When my uncle announced he was going to

program at my school where I found my truest friends!

transition, my Grandpa had a hard time with it.

And as I noticed the stereotypes applied to myself and

From Grandpa’s perspective, he had failed at raising

my friends I decided that I would always stand up for

“his daughter”. I thought to myself, “this is my

individual rights of every human.

moment to shine” - all the efforts I have put into
being an ally, and here I had the opportunity to
affect my Grandpa’s perspective! I mean, if anybody
could talk to my Grandpa about accepting the
situation, it was this “woke-ass” fella right here! Let
me tell you, it didn’t go as planned. But five plus
years later, I like to think that those many
conversations I had with Grandpa helped him to
arrive where he is now. There’s a lesson to be
learned here. As an advocate, all the passion and
energy you put into working with people doesn’t
always turn out the way you plan, but accepting
people where they are is the key to making a
difference!

Page 13

EQUALITY USDA NEWS & NOTES

Supreme Court Rules Civil
Rights Acts protects
LGBTQ+ workers
On June 15, 2020, the United States Supreme Court
ruled that Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the
federal law that prohibits discrimination on the basis
sex, also protects employees from discrimination on
the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity.
The decisions confirm workplace anti-discrimination
protections for LGBTQ people across the country. “An
employer who fires an individual merely for being gay
or transgender defies the law,” Justice Neil M. Gorsuch
wrote for the majority in the 6-to-3 ruling.
Until this decision, it was legal in more than half of the
states to fire workers for being gay, lesbian, bisexual or
transgender. The vastly consequential decision thus
extended workplace protections to millions of people
across the nation. “Today, the Supreme Court
confirmed that our nation’s federal laws include
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people and that
we have a right to be ourselves at work, and in doing
so, our nation’s highest court, for the very first time,
has also affirmed our humanity and dignity,” said Diana
Flynn, Litigation Director for Lambda Legal. “In our
hearts, we understand that we deserve to exist and be
treated equally, the law was clearly on our side and the
Court agreed. This is an incredible step forward in the
civil rights of transgender people and the ripple effect
of this decision will be far-reaching."
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Meet Aimee Stephens
The Plaintiff in the gender
identity case

After years of working as an
embalmer and funeral home director
at Harris Funeral Homes in Michigan,
Aimee Stephens informed her boss in
2013 that she was transitioning from
male to female. She had been living as
a woman outside of work, and
planned to follow the company's
dress code for women on the job. A
short time later, Stephens was fired.
Being fired resulted in the loss of
adequate health care coverage, years
of lost income, and immediate
financial strain.
Backed by the federal Equal
Employment Opportunity
Commission, she sued her former
employer. She is the first transgender
person whose civil rights case was
heard by the Supreme Court,
according to the ACLU, who
represented her.
She died on May 12, 2020 at the age of
59. She did not live to see her historic
win at the Supreme Court. We grieve
for her and we celebrate with her.

