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Hundreds Attend Vigil For Transgender Murder Victim Found Shot, Burned To Death

In yet another act of violence against the transgender community, thirty-one year old Yaz'min Shancez's body was found behind a Florida dumpster last Thursday after being shot and burned alive. While Yaz'min's death has not yet been labeled a hate crime by the police -- to the concern of many -- her loss has still left her many family and friends devastated. But in a show of support, an estimated 200 people attended a vigilfor Yaz'min in Fort Myers' Centennial Park on Sunday.
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Yaz'min Shancez's murder is only the latest in a long narrative of violence perpetrated against members of the transgender community. Last year, in a case more publicized than many, another innocent person named Islan Nettles was a victim of violence. The evidence pointed toward a hate crime in which a gang of men approached Islan yelling transphobic slurs. One of them then struck her so hard that she later died. The charges against this man would eventually be dropped. 

According to the latest annual report by the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs the number of violent attacks against the LGBTQ community in general has risen by twenty-one percent. Seventy-two percent of LGBTQ homicide victims were transgender women and eighty-nine percent were people of color. That means that for every Yaz'min and Islan who do have their encounters with violence and even murder reported (albeit in a limited manner) there are countless others who never receive any kind of attention at all. 

These statistics are especially troubling given the history of mistreatment of transgender persons by law enforcement. This mistreatment is especially visible during interactions between law enforcement and transgender persons of color. According to a report by theroot.com, a Black transgender teenager named Trina was stopped and frisked by police while walking in New York City. After finding condoms in the teenager's bag, the officers charged her with an attempt to engage in prostitution, despite no other evidence suggesting this. Having an attempt at safe-sex used against someone only highlights the kind of malice that transgender individuals can receive from police officers. Over a third reported receiving hostility when reporting hate crimes. Less than half of victims chose to report acts of violence at all. This makes any attempt to combat violence against this community using law enforcement much more difficult.

Yet with a transgender civil rights movement beginning to take shape, there is still good news to be seen even in tragic situations like this. Who could imagine twenty years ago (or even ten years ago) such a large show of community support toward a transgender victim of violence? The hundreds of people that filled Centennial Park had a message of acceptance that showed Yaz'min's family that their neighbors are behind them.

"It was mind-blowing," said Jasmine Weaver, 23, of Fort Myers and Yaz'min's cousin. "It's overwhelming. I never knew all this love would come out of nowhere."

Attorney General Eric Holder has promised to take more action to stop the hostile treatment of transgender persons by federal law enforcement. However, that still leaves the problem of state and local law enforcement who will not receive such strict scrutiny. Better attention to stories like Yaz'min's by the mainstream media could help to combat this. It's the least that could be done for victims like Yaz'min and Islan. 

A funeral for Yaz'min Shancez, whose nickname was Miss T, is being held July 2. The Center of Southwest Florida has a Fundly page for donations.

