



Gay seniors to get a place of their own 

Housing units target underserved community of older homosexuals 
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OAKLAND — The nation is getting older, and gays are going gray along with everybody else. 

Trouble is, elder members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities say they often feel more isolated than other senior citizens. Many don't have a strong family network for support, and some have encountered homophobia in traditional senior residences, according to activists for gay seniors. 

In response to this need, a gay and lesbian development and management team is transforming the historic Lake Merritt Hotel on Madison Street in downtown Oakland into one of the country's first urban independent-living residences to actively welcome the LBGT community. Straight seniors are welcome, too. 

The launch of the Barbary Lane project — so named after the diverse fictional community of Barbary Lane in author Armistead Maupin's "Tales of the City" novels — was announced at a news conference Tuesday at the hotel. Maupin himself attended the event, and a large rainbow flag was draped in the hotel's big plate-glass window overlooking Lake Merritt. 

Developers hope to complete the project in the fall. Applications are now being accepted to lease the 46 proposed units. 

"I'm an old guy myself," Maupin said. "So I've been thinking about what retirement will mean to the world's first openly gay generation. Most of us spent the first quarter of our lives in hiding, and we have no intention of going back in hiding for the last." 

"A lot of times, LGBT seniors almost feel like they have to go back in the closet, just as new life challenges occur," said Jeffrey Dillon, chief operations officer for Barbary Lane. 

Dillon, David Latina and Randi Gerson are the three openly gay housing specialists who founded the project. 

"We really want to revolutionize senior housing," Dillon said. "Our doors will swing both ways. Our restaurant will be open to the public for lunch and events, mingling the senior community with the outside community of all ages and backgrounds." 

"This will be the Bay Area's first senior housing community to actually embrace, not just accept, members of the LGBT community," Latina said. 

Based on recent census data, studies by the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force estimate there are currently more than 3 million LGBT Americans over the age of 65. And that number is expected to double by the year 2030. 

Other studies conducted by SAGE, Service and Advocacy for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual & Transgender Elders, indicate members of the LGBT community are twice as likely to be single in their senior years as straight people. Nearly 90 percent have no children, compared with 

20 percent in the general senior population. Many say they have no one to call in times of crisis. 

The 1927 Art Deco-style hotel, named as a city landmark in 1991, served as a boutique hotel over the past decade. It will undergo a $2 million "green" renovation, using non-toxic materials and energy efficient heating systems. 

It also will be made more senior-friendly with ramps, a bigger elevator, a new sprinkler system and call buttons in the rooms. Designers plan to maintain the character of the old building while updating kitchens and baths. Amenities will include a concierge service, a health and fitness center, numerous activities, housekeeping and a computer center. 

Rental prices will range from $3,295 to $4,295 a month. 

For more information on the Barbary Lane project, call (510) 903-3600, or visit http://www.barbarylanesenior.com.
