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Nut Graf:

The battle for gender-affirming care (GAC) is tumultuous
throughout the US. Twenty-two states across the country have
already enacted some bans on gender-affirming care, and
Pennsylvania has introduced one bill limiting access to GAC.
However, even within states where gender-affirming care is
available, factors such as time and cost delay many from
seeking care. These compounding factors leave patients with a
patchwork of options, each having certain advantages, but all
providing necessary care.

Body:
In-Person Care: Mazzoni Center

Within Philadelphia County, patients can receive hormone
replacement therapy from several sources, not limited to:
Planned Parenthood, Philadelphia FIGHT, Penn Medicine,
Jefferson Health, Temple Health, and Mazzoni Center.

“The whole purpose of Mazzoni Center is to serve the
LGBTQIA+ community,” Dr. Billie Swiggard of Mazzoni
Center said. “You don't have to be part of that community to
seek care here. There are other places where one can receive
gender-affirming care, but here, the program is highly
developed.”

Founded in 1979, Mazzoni Center is an independent care
facility created specifically for queer patients. The center is
currently staffed with about fourteen physicians, nine on the
floor daily. In their 2020 annual report, Mazzoni Center saw
6,443 patients, resulting in 14,433 visits at the health center (a
ratio of 460 patients:1 provider), with 1,136 trans and gender
non-conforming (TGNC) patients of all ages. County Health
Ranking and Roadmaps place the Philadelphia average ratio at
1,330:1. The smaller ratio at Mazzoni allows for patients to
receive care that feels more intimate.

! Dr. Billie Swiggard, 71, sits on the third floor of Mazzoni Center,
Philadelphia, Pa, on Wednesday, Nov. 29, 2023. “You've got to find out
what's in [a patient’s] heart, what's in their dreams. Where do they want to
wind up in several years? That's the most important thing. [Then], clearly
defining the goals, making it clear that the goals may change, but the initial
trajectory needs to be determined entirely by what the patient wants.”


https://www.hrc.org/resources/attacks-on-gender-affirming-care-by-state-map
https://translegislation.com/bills/2023/PA
https://www.mazzonicenter.org/sites/default/files/attachments/2020_mazzoni_annual_report_online.pdf
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/explore-health-rankings/county-health-rankings-model/health-factors/clinical-care/access-to-care/primary-care-physicians?year=2023&county=42101
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/explore-health-rankings/county-health-rankings-model/health-factors/clinical-care/access-to-care/primary-care-physicians?year=2023&county=42101

“What's the most important part of gender-affirming care?
What is the single most important factor?” Dr. Swiggard asked.
“It's learning what the patient wants. There is no algorithm
here. No guideline says what's right and wrong to do. It is
deeply personal and deeply individualized.”

Dr. Swiggard estimates that about a third of her patients are
seeking gender-affirming care (GAC), primarily hormone
replacement therapy (HRT). Beginning her medical career at
age 44, Dr. Swiggard has worked at Penn Medicine and an
affiliate location of Massachusetts General Hospital. Now at
Mazzoni Center, she specializes in HIV/ AIDS treatment and
GAC.

?Dr. Billie Swiggard, 71, displays her name tag on the third floor of
Mazzoni Center, Philadelphia, Pa, on Wednesday, Nov. 29, 2023. Swiggard
on connections: “[For me], seeing people who have been successful,
whatever that means, in their transition. Seeing their progress. Seeing the

“I'm in the business of bringing joy and happiness into people's
lives,” Dr. Swiggard said. “Mazzoni Center is the happiest
place I have ever worked. [After burning out in
Massachusetts], I've recaptured the joy of medicine. I had lost
my way. | was in a very toxic and bad place, but this has made
medicine fun again.”

Gender-affirming care offers a myriad of benefits outside of
personal joy. The Trans Pulse Project reported that those with

access to GAC in adolescence report higher life satisfaction,
higher self-esteem, better mental health, including less
depression and suicidality, and adequate housing compared to
those without such access. Moreover, hormone replacement
therapy and medical transition allow trans people to avoid
transphobic violence due to “passing” (the process in which a
transgender person “passes” as a cisgender person). According
to the Williams Institute, transgender people are victimized
over four times more often than cisgender people, and one in
four transgender women who were victimized thought the
incident was a hate crime, compared to less than one in ten
cisgender women.

It should be noted that “passing” is not a required step in
transition, nor is it even a goal for some pursuing transition.
However, it cannot be denied that those perceived as cisgender
face far less violence in society.

improvement in their overall health and mental health and their happiness.
It's joyous to watch.”


http://transpulseproject.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Impacts-of-Strong-Parental-Support-for-Trans-Youth-vFINAL.pdf
https://www.transhub.org.au/passing
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/press/ncvs-trans-press-release/

As a trans woman, Dr. Swiggard can connect on a much deeper
level with her patients. Employing trauma-informed care,
Mazzoni Center staff understand that for many, this process is
all too scary and unknown.

“It may be difficult to get them to trust you, and it may take
more than one visit,” she said. “The other thing to note is that
gender-affirming care is health care. Much of it doesn't have to
do with hormones and haircuts. If you treat the person with
courtesy and respect, use their preferred pronouns, and use the
preferred names, you've done a great deal to facilitate the
process. If you blow it in those first steps, you've lost them.”

Issues such as cost and long wait times delay many from
deciding to transition. Mazzoni Center offers a plethora of
payment options. The clinic accepts several forms of
Pennsylvania-based insurance. For uninsured patients, special

funds are available, allowing for a sliding scale where they are
charged based on their current income. These patients can
expect to pay between $25-$95 for a medical care appointment.
Mazzoni also works with patients to obtain insurance or any
applicable benefits. Despite previous wait times of almost a
year, Dr. Swiggard said that Mazzoni has drastically reduced
this period to a matter of weeks.

“We have a new medical director, Dr. Stacy Trisken, who has
been on an aggressive campaign of bringing this place up,
including hiring more providers,” Dr. Swiggard said. “Most of

us got raises that brought our salaries into the competitive
range for other similar institutions.”

Despite these obstacles, Dr. Swiggard said that those who do
receive care are transformed for the better.

“For most people, [they are relieved] at finally connecting to
somebody who's going to help them achieve their goals,” she
said. “I don't hear a lot of complaints about how long they had
to wait. [ hear complaints about I wish I’d done this earlier in
life. You don't have to beat yourself up because you didn't do

this when you were 16. It is, however, too late when you are
dead.”
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*The Mazzoni Center's main entrance at 1348 Bainbridge St, in
Philadelphia, Pa, on Wednesday, Nov. 29, 2023. This location
has been open since 2017.


https://www.mazzonicenter.org/health-care/insurance
https://www.mazzonicenter.org/sites/default/files/attachments/sliding_scale_2023.pdf

Telehealth: FOLX Health
While in-person care may
be ideal for some, some
patients find telehealth a
much more manageable
option. The biggest
providers of telehealth
transgender care are Plume
and FOLX Health. While
both providers vary in
pricing, they offer roughly
the same services and are
available to Pennsylvania
patients. Nikki Edwards and
Robin Swanhart spoke
about their experiences with
FOLX Health.
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“It was just so easy, and that
was appealing to me because I didn't want to wait,” Swanhart
said. “I had been in the closet for [almost fourteen years]. I

[didn’t] want to be on the waitlist. I'll pay the money, it's fine.”

“Robin Swanhart, 32, in front of a wall of flowers at OURFest in
Philadelphia, Pa, on Sunday, Oct. 8, 2023. “Every year, like clockwork,
there would be a three or four-month period where I said, ‘I'm going to do
this. I'm going to [transition].” I would make an appointment at Mazzoni
Center, and then chicken out and not do it because something would come
up. Whoever I was dating would say, ‘I won't love you as a woman or some
bullshit.” So like I kind of always got delayed. Then just I ripped the
band-aid off and here [ am.”

FOLX offers transfeminine patients oral or injectable estradiol,
estradiol patches, testosterone blockers, and DHT blockers
(hormones specifically to prevent hair loss) in varying doses.
Patients of FOLX will also receive bloodwork, access to
support groups, and letters of authorization for
gender-affirming surgery. Edwards described her first time
receiving hormones from FOLX, saying that as daunting as it
was, it was a necessary step forward.

“I remember being alone,” she wrote. “My entire family was
out, and in all senses, I was not. I waited all day for the
hormone delivery. I remember being scared of the size of the
needle, as intramuscular injections are thick and painful. I
remember the pain as I injected myself for the first time, but
also a newfound alleviation knowing that I finally made it to
such a monumental point.”

FOLX CEO Liana Guzman said that the online clinic serves
over 12.000 patients with over 40 clinicians (roughly 300:1).

“It [felt] personal,” Edwards wrote. “I recently switched to a
PA provider. It’s still great, but I’m still getting to know my
newest [nurse practitioner] and he’s great.”

FOLX currently offers monthly and yearly payment plans.
FOLX advertises prices of $39.99 per month plus a first visit
co-pay if insured, or $39.99 per month plus a first visit cost of
$159 if uninsured. However, this does not cover pharmacy



https://getplume.co/services-pricing/
https://www.folxhealth.com/gender-affirming-care
https://www.folxhealth.com/gender-affirming-care/transfeminine
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meIZ6u_hBTc&t=44s
https://www.folxhealth.com/membership

expenses, which FOLX
estimates at $80-$95

per month. Yearly plans
start at $299 per year.

Swanhart said that even
without insurance, she
can afford these
services. The online
clinic also offers grants
for those who qualify;
Edwards received a
two-year FOLX
subscription through
these funds.

“If I did not have access to HRT, I would have [killed] myself,”
Edwards said. “[Now], I feel confident, I feel the desire to do
things, to live, to be perceived. I feel the desire to do things that
make you human.”

“I've been with FOLX
Health for a year since
I started,” Edwards

said. “I chose them because I received a grant for free

hormones. It opened in June or May. I just applied. It was Swanhart echoed this sentiment: “After having been in the

supposed to be a year, but they renewed my grant; I didn't think closet so long, it feels very freeing to go party and feel good

that was going to happen.” and look good,” she said. “All those other times I did it, it
wasn't the same because I wasn't who [ was meant to be. If

This immediate access to hormones has allowed both women you're thinking about transitioning, just do it. It can be

Nikki Edwards, 20, sits in her living room in Philadelphia, Pa, on Monday, Residents of Philadelphia jump rope during OURFest at the corner of

Dec. 4, 2023. “Hormone replacement placement therapy and the healthcare Locust St and S 13th St in Philadelphia, Pa on Sunday, Oct. 8, 2023.

revolving around that is not optional. It's necessary, and it's not just for trans Standing for Our Uniting Resilience, the festival includes a sober sanctuary,

people. It’s for older women, older men, people who'd like to have a baby.” a historical homage, Afro-Latino culture and art, and other gender-affirming

and sex-positive resources.


https://www.folxhealth.com/library/how-much-does-testosterone-hrt-cost-at-folx#:~:text=FOLX%20offers%20accessible%2C%20affirming%2C%20and,for%20testosterone%20GAHT%2FHRT%20care.
https://www.folxhealth.com/library/how-much-does-testosterone-hrt-cost-at-folx#:~:text=FOLX%20offers%20accessible%2C%20affirming%2C%20and,for%20testosterone%20GAHT%2FHRT%20care.

Those Without & Mutual Aid:

When first trying to access gender-affirming care, many are
overwhelmed by a lack of affordable local care. Luci Canfield
explained how, despite seeking care for almost two years, she
has yet to receive it.

“There's a lot of hoops to jump through right now, and not
everyone's got time for
that,” she said. “I have
school to worry about
right now. Then I'm
going to have to focus on
my job for a bit until the
money starts rolling in.””’

Canfield applied for care
at Mazzoni Center and
Planned Parenthood but
was discouraged by wait
times, and as a student of
Pennco Technical
School, she cannot afford
telehealth services.

“I don't have much of an
income right now,” she said, “I can't go out with friends as

" Luci Canfield, 24, sits on her car outside a regional rail station in
Doylestown, Pa, on Sunday, Nov. 19, 2023.Canfield is currently enrolled at
Pennco Technical School for her Associate in Automotive Mechanics and is
expecting to graduate in the Spring.

much as [ want to. I can't go and grab a drink at a bar. I can't go
into the city because that takes money for public transit. So it's
just that everything requires money. When you don't make
money, you're not free.”

Canfield has not given up, knowing that this type of care would
provide comfort for herself: “HRT would improve my life a lot.
I’d feel comfortable in my body, like there’s unity. Right now,
it just feels like I'm controlling a meat suit. It's not terrible, it
gets the job done, but it's not ideal.”

With obstacles such as cost, time, and fear of discrimination or
violence, some seeking gender-affirming HRT may go outside
of a prescription. “DIY HRT” refers to any hormone therapy or
supplies obtained outside a prescription. Breaking it down
further, DIY patients may use pharmaceutical (produced by
companies that are licensed) or homebrewed (individually
produced HRT by sourcing raw hormones) grade HRT. This
form of care is uncommon but leads those accessing it to rely
on help from others. Lilly (renamed to protect the source) aids
in this search for care by providing free hypodermic needles for
those in need.

“When I first started injections, I was getting needles from the
pharmacy. That was expensive and annoying because they
would only give you three,” they said. “Then I was talking with
friends and [I discovered] you can just buy it on Amazon.”


https://diyhrt.wiki/index

Due to a quickly expiring Health Savings Account through
their brother’s girlfriend, Lilly purchased 300 syringes of 18
and 25-gauge sizes from Amazon (18-gauge to extract
hormones, and 25-gauge to inject them). Since May 2023, they
have distributed over 200 syringes via word of mouth or social
media, namely Lex. Lex is a queer-centered community app
where users can see posts from others in their area.

“Sometimes this stuff can be really hard to get,” they said. “So
it’s cool that you can just be like, ‘Hey bestie, got some stuff
for me to borrow?’”

¥Lilly,” 26, displays injectable estradiol and hypodermic needles in
Rittenhouse Square in Philadelphia, Pa on Friday, Oct. 6, 2023. Lilly will
provide these supplies to trans people who may have lost access or cannot
afford cross-sex hormone replacement therapy.

As a bike courier in Center City, Lilly travels throughout
Philadelphia, going as far as 60th Street by bike. They are also
careful to be discreet when handling such sensitive supplies.

“I [once] made an inconspicuous package out of a milk
carton,” they said.” I shoved all the [supplies] on the inside and
taped it up from the bottom; I was like, ‘Here's your milk.””

Within a supply drop-off, Lilly will include both types of
syringes, alcohol wipes, band-aids, and stickers. These stickers,
made with markers and USPS plasters, include phrases such as,
“TERFs die alone” or “Be not afraid, be trans.” Through
mutual aid, Lilly hopes to normalize transition and reinforce
the transgender community in Philadelphia.

“A large part of being trans is all
about bodily autonomy and
exerting the autonomy over
yourself,” they said. “I think that
hormones should be available
for $0 over-the-counter, and all
the supplies should be zero. You
shouldn’t need a prescription.
Making [those supplies] as
accessible as possible is a good thing.”

*Lilly,” 26, displays homemade stickers in Rittenhouse Square in
Philadelphia, Pa, on Friday, Oct. 6, 2023. Lilly will include these stickers
with other supplies, as well as personally putting them around Philadelphia.



