Best Queer Youth Leadership Awards Celebrate Local Changemakers and Mental Health
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Shoppers turned supporters are gathering in Watsonville as the Queer Youth Leadership Awards spotlight young LGBTQ+ advocates whose work matters amid a wave of national laws that could affect their safety and wellbeing. The May 9 event honours students, allies and organisations while lifting conversations about mental health, school inclusion and community support.
Essential Takeaways
Local ceremony: The Queer Youth Leadership Awards take place May 9 at Pajaro Valley High School, celebrating students, allies and organisations.
Youth impact: Winners include Ash R. Immoor and peers whose activism has led to policy changes and greater student voice.
Mental health stakes: LGBTQ+ youth face higher suicide risk, with national data showing serious concerns for ages 13–24.
Community allies matter: Awards recognise individual and organisational allies such as TransFamilies of Santa Cruz County and Santa Cruz Community Health.
Practical support: Events like QYLA provide visibility, safe spaces and connections that help young people feel seen and supported.
A ceremony with a pulse: why QYLA still matters now
The QYLA night has a warm, emotional buzz , students light up when their names are called, parents wipe tears, and teachers beam. The awards were created to spotlight queer youth leadership and, in doing so, to build more inclusive communities. That work feels urgent now because nationwide policy debates are affecting school life and access to care. According to national surveys, LGBTQ+ young people report higher rates of suicidal thoughts and attempts, which makes community recognition and support more than symbolic , it’s lifesaving.
Meet the winners: local teens turning words into policy
Take Ash R. Immoor, a trans male student who pushed the county Board of Education to expand an anti-hate resolution, and who’s actively encouraging inclusive language for students with disabilities. Or Aaliyah Arellano, a student-athlete who champions visibility through sports and peer support. Their stories show how young people move from personal discovery to public advocacy. If you’re picking nominees to follow or support, look for those who combine personal courage with concrete outreach , they’re the ones reshaping school culture.
Allies and organisations: the quiet backbone of progress
Awards for allies , both individuals and organisations , remind us that progress rarely happens in isolation. Andrea Damon, recognised for her work with TransFamilies of Santa Cruz County, and Santa Cruz Community Health, honoured as an organisational ally, illustrate different but complementary roles. Schools, clubs and health providers that offer safe spaces and practical resources reduce isolation. If you want to help locally, volunteer with a GSA, back school counsellors, or donate to health centres that offer youth-affirming services.
Mental health context: the numbers behind the urgency
National research paints a stark backdrop: many LGBTQ+ young people seriously consider suicide, and risk is higher compared with their peers. The Trevor Project and public health data show persistent mental-health challenges among queer youth, intensified where stigma and restrictive policies increase stress. That’s why awards like QYLA do two things at once , they celebrate achievement and they normalise conversations about wellbeing. Parents and educators should be proactive: ask direct questions, learn about local resources, and create predictable, respectful routines that signal safety.
How communities can turn applause into action
Applause is a start, but sustained help is better. Practical steps include ensuring schools adopt inclusive policies, supporting access to gender-affirming care where appropriate, and funding mental-health services. For families, small gestures matter: use chosen names and pronouns, show up to events, and keep lines of gentle, non-judgemental conversation open. For neighbours and friends, consider mentoring or attending local award nights , presence itself is a kind of allyship.
It's a small change that can make every young person's path a little safer and a little brighter.
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