Remembering Larry Pellegrini: Georgia’s Groundbreaking LGBTQ+ Lobbyist and Mentor

[image: ]
Shoppers of civic change are pausing , Atlanta’s advocates are mourning Larry Pellegrini, one of the first openly gay lobbyists at the Georgia State Capitol and a tireless campaigner for LGBTQ+ equality whose work shaped funding, policy and a generation of organisers.
Essential Takeaways
Historic role: Pellegrini was among the first openly gay lobbyists at the Georgia State Capitol, helping normalise LGBTQ+ presence in state politics.
Long career: He spent roughly four decades working with groups such as the Southern Poverty Law Center and Georgia Equality, bringing steady, strategic pressure to lawmakers.
Policy wins: Pellegrini helped lead campaigns that increased state support for AIDS-related services and voter engagement funding; colleagues credit him with practical, lasting wins.
Mentor and connector: As Georgia Equality’s first political director, he trained and introduced rising leaders to legislators and coalition work; his mentees include the organisation’s current executive.
Tough-minded, warm-hearted: He faced open hostility , from torn business cards to being spat on , yet treated opposition as a challenge, not a defeat.
A pioneer at the Capitol with a steady, organising touch
Larry Pellegrini’s presence at the Georgia State Capitol felt like a quiet revolution; he brought a soft-spoken, strategic manner to rooms where LGBTQ+ people had often been invisible. According to colleagues, he combined policy savvy with a knack for relationship-building, and that mix turned into practical wins, from increased AIDS Drug Assistance funding to stronger voter engagement efforts. For many who watched him work, the memory is of someone who could make an opponent underestimate him and then outwork them.
How decades of advocacy translated into policy and people power
Pellegrini’s career threaded through organisations that mattered , the Southern Poverty Law Center, Georgia Equality, and grassroots groups that rose up in the 1990s. He was Georgia Equality’s first political director, hired in 1997, and that role let him shape the group’s legislative muscle. The strategy wasn’t flashy: it was steady lobbying, fundraising, and coalition-building that translated into resources and protections for vulnerable Georgians.
Mentorship that changed careers and campaigns
People who worked with him describe Pellegrini as the kind of mentor who opened doors , literally introducing new activists to legislators and making introductions that led to jobs, funding and more effective campaigns. Jeff Graham, now leading Georgia Equality, has said Pellegrini helped organise multi-year efforts to secure state funding and build voter engagement infrastructure. That human investment matters; democratic change is often built on relationships, and Pellegrini kept investing.
Facing hostility and turning it into resolve
Not all his early days were easy. Pellegrini spoke later about open homophobia at the Capitol , torn business cards, spitting in elevators , and he refused to let that define him. Instead, he treated resistance as a challenge to out-think opponents, a mindset that many younger advocates took as their model. It’s a reminder that progress rarely arrives without friction, and that persistence and strategy can blunt hostility.
A legacy woven into Georgia’s movement fabric
Lawmakers and activists alike called him a “giant” and recalled his steadiness in tight moments. From daily lobby days to larger public campaigns, his fingerprints are on work that widened access to healthcare and strengthened organising networks across the state. As Atlanta and Georgia’s LGBTQ+ community work through this loss, Pellegrini’s approach , patient, relational, clear-eyed , is likely to be part of how they remember and carry forward his work.
It's a small change that can make every fight more sustainable: keep mentoring, keep showing up, and keep building the relationships that last beyond any single campaign.
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