Nadia Sutton's West Hollywood Activism and PAWS/LA Legacy
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West Hollywood has lost a spirited advocate whose work connected LGBTQ+ rights, animal welfare and community care. Nadia Sutton, an actor and longtime activist, died aged 88 after helping people with AIDS keep their beloved pets and supporting causes across Los Angeles. Her story shows how practical kindness can become a lasting part of a community.
A life shaped by curiosity and conviction
Sutton arrived in Los Angeles in 1979, after years spent studying theatre and working as an actor in Europe. Born in Brussels, she lived in Israel, France, Spain and England, collecting languages and experiences along the way. That wide-ranging life eventually found a home in West Hollywood, where her energy turned towards local activism.
Friends remembered her not only for her persistence, but for the warmth she brought into a room. Former councilmember Abbe Land described Sutton as a constant presence for friends, animals and people who needed help. It’s a vivid reminder that community work is often built from showing up, again and again.
PAWS/LA gave people with AIDS vital support
In 1989, Sutton co-founded PAWS/LA, short for Pets Are Wonderful Support, with Stan Rawlings. The organisation helped people living with AIDS care for their animals, addressing a deeply personal worry during a devastating public health crisis. For many, pets were family, and finding practical support for them could make an overwhelming time a little less frightening.
The Los Angeles Blade has also reported on the importance of canine companionship charities in the region, while PAWS/LA continues to list its board and staff publicly. Sutton’s work speaks to a simple but powerful idea: care for a person can include caring for the animal beside them.
Her activism reached far beyond animal welfare
Sutton was involved in ACT UP and supported campaigns for LGBTQ+ rights, women’s rights and reproductive rights. She also helped The Lavender Effect, an LGBTQ+ history organisation, connect with community figures and organise cultural events. Friends recalled that she was generous with introductions and attention, often putting other people’s needs first.
Her advocacy grew from lived experience of loss. During the AIDS crisis, she saw friends become ill and die, and responded by helping with the needs left behind, including the future of their pets. That mix of grief and practical action gives her legacy its particular force.
A familiar face in West Hollywood
Sutton’s work was recognised by the community and beyond. In 2015, then-Representative Adam Schiff named her the 28th Congressional District Woman of the Year, citing her animal advocacy and volunteer work. She also received honours for her contributions to LGBTQ+ life and continued to take part in public causes well into later life.
The Los Angeles Times archive includes reporting from the period when AIDS-related support and community responses were developing in Los Angeles. Read alongside Sutton’s story, it offers a glimpse of the wider challenges that made organisations such as PAWS/LA so necessary.
The lesson in her lasting legacy
Sutton’s story is a reminder that activism doesn’t always look like a speech or a march. Sometimes it means making a call, finding a safe home for a pet or saving a seat for someone at a community event. Those gestures may seem small in isolation, but they can become a lifeline when people are facing illness, grief or exclusion.
She is survived by her cat, Barnaby, who is being cared for by her friend Karen Eyres. Sutton’s legacy lives on in the people she supported, the organisations she helped build and the animals who found care because she stepped in.
A community is stronger when kindness becomes practical.
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