
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Changing Faces, Changing Spaces 
Speaking Out for Sexual Minorities 

in East Africa 
 

In September 2007 lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex (LGBTI) activists from 

across Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Rwanda 
and Burundi came together to meet with East 

African human rights organisations, HIV service 
providers and 16 donor representatives, many 

based in the global North, to discuss the history 
and trajectory of funding and support for LGBTI  
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rights in the region. 
 

Conference Brief 
 

 
 
The ‘Changing Faces, Changing Spaces’ 
conference, hosted by the Kenya Human Rights 
Commission and the Gay & Lesbian Coalition of 
Kenya, brought together a diverse group of 
individuals; transgender activists from Uganda; 
representatives from US-based donors; gay and 
lesbian human rights defenders from Tanzania; 
male sex workers from Kenya; and lesbian activists 
from South Africa.  The conference provided a 
forum for debate and discourse with individuals 
from the regions’ women’s and human rights 
movements, HIV organisations and donors based in 
East Africa, with the aim of providing a platform for 
dialogue between these key stakeholders.  
 
This pioneering conference was successful in 
creating enhanced transparency and in fostering a 
framework of mutual understanding in which LGBTI 
funding and activism can be strengthened and 
expanded.   
 

 
“In the last few years, I have been at the receiving 
end of several pretty varied responses when I have 
found it necessary to speak publicly on LGBTI 
issues. In 2003, a journalist who was doing my 
profile for the Sunday Standard called me excitedly 
to ask what I thought about Jean Robinson, the 
gay Episcopal bishop. Why? Because on perusing 
my CV, he found that I had written on gay rights. 
Then he said his editor was worried; and could I 
tell him whether I was straight? None of your 
business, I said. So my profile, which actually 
turned out to be mostly about Anglicans and gays, 
was published one day before we were sworn in by 
the Chief Justice as Commissioners at the National 
Commission on Human Rights. More recently, when 
I spoke at the ‘Q-Spot’ during the World Social 
Forum, my friends queried whether I should not be 
worrying about my legacy; my strategic 
positioning! What did I wish to be remembered 
for?”  
 
Commissioner Lawrence Mute1 in his opening 
address. 
 
 
About The Kenya Human Rights Commission   

The Kenya Human Rights Commission (KHRC) is a 
national non-governmental organisation founded in 
1992.  It has observer status with the African 
Commission on Human and People’s Rights and is a 
member of the International Federation of Human 
Rights.  The mission of the KHRC is to promote, 
protect and enhance the realization of all human 
rights for all individuals and groups. A two-pronged 
strategy informs this mission: a) facilitating and 
supporting individuals, communities and groups to 
claim and defend their rights; and b) holding state 
and non-state actors accountable for the protection 
and respect of all human rights for all Kenyans. 
 
In recognising that local organising is the key to 
fulfilling its mission, KHRC’s work focuses on 
empowering local people to be agents of change in 
their communities.  The prioritization of LGBTI 
rights issues speaks to the organisations’ 
commitment to support all peoples, without 
discrimination, to organise and design strategies to 
claim and protect their rights. 
 
For more information please visit http://www.khrc.or.ke/

                                                 
1 Mr. Mute was first appointed as Commissioner to the Kenya 
National Commission on Human Rights in July 2003 and re-
appointed in December 2008; he was not a Commissioner at the 
time of this presentation. 

http://www.khrc.or.ke/


About the Gay & Lesbian Coalition of Kenya 
  
The Gay and Lesbian Coalition of Kenya (GALCK) is 
a registered trust and was established in June 2006 
following the convening of regional LGBTI activists 
by a local women’s’ rights organisation, Urgent 
Action Fund - Africa. GALCK acts as an umbrella 
organisation and currently consists of four Kenyan 
LGBTI organizations; ‘Minority Women in Action’, 
‘Ishtar MSM’, ‘TOMIK’ and ‘Gay Kenya’.  
 
The vision of GALCK is a safe and enabling 
environment for LGBTI organizations and 
individuals in Kenya. Its mission is to promote 
recognition, acceptance and defend the interests 
and rights of LGBTI organizations and their 
members.  
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For more information please visit www.galck.org
 

 
Background to the Conference  
 
In October 2005, the Ford Foundation (East Africa 
Office) and Hivos, a Dutch development 
organisation, partnered with Urgent Action Fund 
Africa (UAF-A) to convene an international donor 
roundtable meeting to discuss the priorities for 
LGBTI programming in East Africa with a view to 
establishing how to provide effective support.  
 
These discussions were informed by research 
findings from Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda which 
were disseminated in the period February to May 
2006. Several meetings coordinated by UAF-Africa 
from March led to the first LGBTI Conference on 
Sexuality hosted in Nairobi, Kenya, in June 2006. 
The conference brought together LGBTI activists 
from Eastern and Southern Africa.   
 
The most significant achievement of these 
meetings was the emergence of principals for 
donor support, fundamental to securing and 
enhancing sexual health and rights. These 
extensive consultative meetings generated much 
needed insight into current funding trends and the 
courageous and meaningful work being undertaken 
by activists with little or no donor support. These 
discussions highlighted the need for increased 
attention to sexuality as an important force for 
social change. 
 
Following the conference convened in June 2006, 
the Gay & Lesbian Coalition of Kenya was formed.  
At the World Social Forum hosted in Kenya in 
January 2007, GALCK co-ordinated and organised 
its first public forum; the Q-Spot!  

The Q-Spot! was a space where LGBTI individuals 
and groups presented the challenges they continue 
to experience in the face of a deeply homophobic 
and sexually-conservative society. 
 
As such, GALCK was successful in bringing to the 
fore issues of marginalisation and the growing 
inequalities that feed into the cycle of poverty – 
the key theme of the World Social Forums. In 
organising this space, GALCK was able to give 
voice to LGBTI in Kenya and actively engage an 
intelligent public discourse on sexual rights, 
inequalities and freedoms.  
 
For conference reports and more information about UAF-A 
please visit www.urgentactionfund-africa.or.ke  
 
 

Legal Status of Homosexuality in Africa 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 
“One of the most insidious ways in which to 
exercise power is to control the imagination:  if you 
can prevent people from imagining a future 
different from the one in which they exist – how 
can they resist the place in which they find 
themselves?  How can they come together - to 
fight to build a different future? 
  
And how much more insidious – to take something 
as personal and intimate as sexuality and work to 
convince people that how they feel, what they 
desire, and how they love should be defined out of 
existence, demarcated as ‘un-African’, ‘unholy’, 
and not permissible”.   
 
Dr. Carla Sutherland of the Ford Foundation on 
‘Why Sex Matters’  
 
 
 

http://www.galck.org/
http://www.urgentactionfund-africa.or.ke/


Conference Presentations 
 
The Changing Faces, Changing Spaces conference 
was a forum in which participants were able to 
identify and address key issues and agendas which 
they prioritized. Utilising this participatory and 
flexible approach to setting the agenda, activists 
from the region were quick to utilize the 
opportunity to ask questions, often challenging and 
sometimes uncomfortable, to the donor 
representatives and in turn, be challenged by 
donors on issues such as process and prioritization. 
Experts from various fields were also invited to 
share their thoughts, experiences and insights as 
well as providing participants with further matter 
for discussion and debate.  
 
Highlights from some of the selected presentations 
can be found below.  
 
[Commissioner Lawrence Mute’s and Cary Alan 
Johnson’s papers are appended, in full, at the end 
of the Report] 
 
The conference was pleased to host the following 
speakers on a wide range of relevant issues: 
 
Staking Claims to our Human Rights 
Lawrence Mute 
Kenya National Commission on  
Human Rights (KNCHR) 
 
Getting to C: An Assessment of the State of the 
African LGBTI Movement and Some Notes on Ways 
Forward 
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Cary Alan Johnson 
International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 
Commission (IGLHRC) 
South Africa 
 
The State of LGBTI Organizing in Africa 
Fikile Vilakazi 
Coalition of African Lesbians (CAL) 
South Africa 
 
Faith and Sexuality  
Rev. Michael Nzuki 
Other Sheep East Africa / Parents, Families 
and Friends of Lesbians and Gays  
(OSEA / PFLAG) 
Kenya 
 
Developing a Litigation Strategy in South Africa 
Phumi Mtetwa 
Lesbian and Gay Equality Project (LGEP) 
South Africa 
 

Men who have Sex with Men, HIV and Rights 
Angus Parkinson 
Liverpool VCT, Care and Treatment (LVCT) 
Kenya 
 
Youth Taking Charge of their Sexuality 
Anne Njogu 
Centre for Rights Education and Awareness 
(CREAW) 
Kenya 
 
Emotional Wellbeing 
Norah Rehmer 
East and Horn of Africa Human Rights 
Defenders Project (EHAHRDP) 
Uganda 
 
Speaking Out for Sexual Minorities in East Africa 
Monica Mbaru 
International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) 
Kenya 
 
Reaching Out to Faith Based Organisations 
Rev. Kimindu 
Other Sheep East Africa  
Kenya 
 
Reaching Out to the Allies: Strategies to Respond 
to Homophobia 
Bishop C. Senyonjo  
Integrity Uganda 
Uganda 
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Conference Discussions, Debates and 
Discourse 
 
Responding to the conference objectives, LGBTI 
activists began to seek more information around 
the work of mainstream human rights 
organisations and funding agencies.  
 
As they questioned how mainstream organisations 
and donor agencies prioritise their interventions, a 
rich dialogue ensued as activists began to 
articulate how they wish to be understood and 
engaged, how institutional relationships and 
partnerships should be defined and how they 
should be financed.  Some of the key issues raised 
included: 
 
• Difficulties understanding donor language and 

criteria for disbursing funds 
 
• The importance of using African based 

researchers and consultants on LGBTI issues 
for contextual relevance and accuracy 

 
• The need for income-generating initiatives for 

activists in order to sustain voluntary activism 
  
• The reluctance of mainstream organisations to 

include LGBTI issues in their work.  
 
Mainstream organisations presented the unique 
challenges and limitations they face in advancing 
the LGBTI agenda. Specifically, they pointed out 
two main concerns as:  
 
• Organisations’ different mandates that limit 

their scope (e.g. definitions of ‘women’s rights 
that exclude or ignore lesbians and 
transgender women)  

 
• Minimal interaction with LGBTI activists 

resulting in poor understanding of LGBTI 
issues and concerns. 

 
Representatives of the donor agencies present 
observed that: 
 
• Organisations working on LGBTI issues were 

often nascent, lacking financial and other 
organisational capacity 

  
• The restrictive legal environment did not allow 

for registration of LGBTI organisations which is 
often a requirement for donors to disburse 
funds  

 

• Funding guidelines were limited in terms of 
supporting activism and economic 
empowerment.  

 
Following this candid and open dialogue, 
conference participants emerged with several 
resolutions towards bridging the gap between 
donors and activists: 
 
• LGBTI activists and intermediaries to    

intensify their legal reform work and forge 
stronger linkages with mainstream 
organisations 

  
• Human rights organisations and HIV/AIDS  

service providers to support the capacity 
building of LGBTI groups  

 
• Donors to reassess how funds are dispersed 

and processes for recipient identification and 
accountability. 

 
 
Conference Recommendations & Next Steps 
 
As the conference came to a close, a framework 
was developed consisting of key issues in which 
activists, donors and mainstream organisations 
could operate more strategically, co-operatively 
and to greater effect.   
 
A key concept within this framework was utilisation 
of what Commissioner Lawrence Mute had 
described as the ‘horizontal approach’ to rights 
engagement; whereby LGBTI activists were 
encouraged to further align themselves with other 
rights movements, forging alliances and 
demonstrating the inalienability and intrinsic 
relationship between LGBTI rights, women’s rights, 
sexual rights, human rights, minority peoples 
rights and so forth. 
 
Activists recognised the need to increase the 
visibility of their work and indeed of themselves. As 
such, it was agreed that a safety-net must be 
established. It was felt this might take the form of 
an East Africa crisis group which would consist of 
activists from the region overseeing an emergency 
support fund for eventualities such as activists 
being evicted from their homes, being arrested or 
detained.   
 
In this regard, organisations would demonstrate a 
willingness to provide support to these funds and 
other interventions such as safe houses as well as 
recommend and engage holistic and dynamic 
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income-generating projects to enable activists to 
be self-reliant.  
 
Demonstrated throughout the conference was a 
commitment to collaborate, share experiences and 
network with other activist organisations and 
mainstream stakeholders. It was agreed that 
documentation of programme activities would be 
strengthened and dissemination increased.   
 
The absence of documented work on African 
sexuality, specifically same-gender loving 
sexualities, was identified and blamed as 
continuing to paint same-sex relationships as 
‘foreign’ and forcing stakeholders to utilise Western 
paradigms and understandings of sexuality that 
many feel may be irrelevant in an African context.  
It was therefore reiterated that there is great and 
pressing need to undertake appropriate, specific 
and context-relevant research and documentation 
of indigenous understandings and conceptualisation 
of African sexualities.   
 
Barriers to legal registration of LGBTI groups in the 
region were identified as an ongoing area of 
concern to both donors and activist organisations 
alike. GALCK was able to share its experience of 
successful legal registration as a LGBTI 
organisation and various stakeholders, including 
KHRC, committed to supporting groups attempting 
to undertake legal registration. 
 
With the various models and experiences shared by 
both LGBTI and mainstream organisations there is 
great potential for the creation of effective policy 
interventions that can be led and implemented by 
LGBTI activists.  Through the use of the policy 
advocacy model undertaken by Liverpool VCT, 
activists can work to bring visibility to LGBTI 
HIV/AIDS issues at national policy level. 
 
Whilst a large number of faith-based organisations 
continue to actively discriminate against and 
preach hatred of LGBTI people, strategies that 
LGBTI activists can embrace, such as lobbying for 
theological curricula to be all inclusive in their 
teachings, undertaking action oriented research on 
the different religious texts and availing broad 
interpretations that capture the lived spiritual 
experiences of LGBTI people were suggested by 
the religious representatives present. 
 
Finally, the donor representatives present resolved 
to continue to be as supportive as possible to the 
building of a LGBTI movement in East Africa, in a 
safe and responsible manner.   
 

It was agreed that the donors should come 
together on a regular basis to bring greater 
coordination to the work being undertaken in the 
region.  And finally, while encouraging individual 
grant makers to continue their work, to explore 
whether there might be scope for collaboration 
amongst any interested donors. 
 

 
Participating Agencies and Organisations 

 
Kenya Human Rights Commission 

Gay and Lesbian Coalition of Kenya 
African Gender Institute 

American Jewish World Service 
American Foundation for AIDS Research 

Aram Foundation 
Astraea Lesbian Foundation 

Atlantic Philanthropies 
Behind the Mask 

Community Peer Support Services 
The Centre for Rights Education and Awareness 

East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders Project 
Ford Foundation 
Friends of Rainka 

Hias Refugee Trust  
Humanist Institute for Co-operation with Developing 

Countries 
HOCA Rwanda 

International Commission of Jurists - Kenya 
International Lesbian and Gay Association Europe 

Institute of Development Studies  
Integrity Uganda 

International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission 
Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 

Lesbian and Gay Equality Project 
Liverpool VCT, Care & Treatment Kenya 

Open Society Initiative for East Africa (OSIEA) 
Positive Women’s Work 

Queer Solidarity 
Southern Africa HIV and AIDS Information Dissemination 

Service (SAFAIDS) 
Satima Consultants Ltd 

The Society of Family Health/Population Services 
International (SFH/PSI) 

Swedish International Development Co-operation Agency 
(SIDA) 

Sigrid Rausing Trust 
Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG) 

University of Oslo 
Urgent Action Fund-Africa 

Wellspring Advisors 
Young Women Leadership Institute 

 
 
 

With thanks to Jane Bennet and Jane Kiragu for 
facilitating this conference 

 
 

Note on anonymity and confidentiality: It was agreed by 
participants of the Changing Faces, Changing Spaces 
Conference that photographs would not be taken during the 
main and associated events and the names and contact details 
of participants would not be disclosed other than the presenters, 
as listed. 
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Overview of Selected Presentations 

 

“Staking Claims to our Human Rights”  

Key Note Address 

Lawrence Mute, Commissioner 

Kenya National Commission on Human Rights 

 

In his key note address, entitled “Sexual Rights are 

Human Rights” Lawrence Mute, Commissioner at the 

Kenya National Commission on Human Rights, asserted 

the importance of understanding discrimination in 

relation to international human rights law. In his 

address, he described three attributes essential in 

determining the presence or absence of discrimination 

under all human rights Conventions;  

• Firstly, that a distinction, exclusion or restriction is 

made on the basis of a specified ground  

• Secondly, that such distinction, exclusion or 

restriction has the purpose or effect of impairing or 

nullifying recognition, enjoyment or exercise of 

human rights or fundamental freedoms  

• That discrimination happens when all the foregoing 

means that the particular person may not exercise 

their rights (political, economic, social, cultural, 

civil, etc) on an equal basis with others. 

He expressed concern about the advocacy strategies 

embraced by Kenyan human rights activists which are 

introverted and exclusivist, where each constituency 

delineates its territory, issues and proceeds on the basis 

that other disadvantaged groups do not exist.   

He cited a recent initiative, in Kenya, to legislate for 

affirmative action measures as an example of the 

exclusivist approach which saw women activists working 

alone without reaching out for natural allies who also 

face discrimination.  

In his view, for any struggle against discrimination to be 

won, it would require re-strategizing – adopting a 

collective approach around the principles of anti-

discrimination and seeking equal treatment.  It is only 

such a horizontal approach (towards discrimination) that 

is most likely to promote an understanding that 

discrimination is a phenomenon affecting vulnerable 

groups and not just one particular group.  

He asserted that the grounds of discrimination such as 

age, gender, race and ethnicity, religion and faith, 

disability and sexual orientation are interlinked.  Such 

linkages are found in the types and nature of stereotypes 

they confront, which often expose the systemic nature of 

discrimination. In his view, without audible recognition of 

the different identities (diversities) in society, equality 

seeking work cannot be effectively undertaken.   

Once society begins to appreciate this, they begin a 

journey to empowerment as they begin to mould, 

influence and lobby for policies and practices that create 

more equal societies and accommodate differences in the 

provision of services.  An adequate understanding of the 

diversity of people’s identities is therefore a necessary 

ingredient in the work of promoting equality and human 

rights. 

When claim holders begin to demand for their rights, full 

meaning and interpretations of their entitlements 

become visible.  For instance, if LGBTI activists were to 

assert their claims in line with Article 1 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which states that 

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 

rights”, they would be invoking the universality principle.  

Such assertion would broaden the shape and character 

of the principle effectively capturing the rights of LGBTI.  

While there is no specific international instrument that 

comprehensively addresses human rights violations 

related to sexual orientation and gender identity, judicial 

advocacy can be utilised to secure such recognition.   

In demonstrating the universality of sexual rights, Mute 

alluded to a variety of human rights conventions that 

speak to the inherent freedom, dignity and equality of all 

human beings.   
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The Commissioner described sexual rights as including: 

• The right to be free from torture, violence, 

discrimination and coercion related to sexual and 

gender identity and expression 

• The right not to be imprisoned or otherwise punished 

or detained arbitrarily because of discriminatory laws 

or prejudices about sexuality 

• The right to a safe and satisfying sex life, 

information about services related to sexual and 

reproductive health; the right to choose one’s sexual 

partner; and the right to express sexuality separate 

from the context of reproduction.2  

In concluding his remarks, Mute shared with participants 

how emerging jurisprudence and commentaries by treaty 

bodies as well as Special Procedures of the Commission 

of Human Rights have in the past made explicit 

reference to the issue of sexual orientation3. The most 

progressive global response so far was captured at the 

Yogyakarta forum in 2006 which focussed its attention 

on exploring international human rights norms from an 

LGBTI perspective.  These discussions resulted in the 

Yogyakarta Principles on the Application of International 

Human Rights Law in Relation to Sexual Orientation and 

Gender Identity.4 The aim of the Principles was to 

provide an interpretation of rights from the perspective 

of sexual orientation and gender identity, setting it out in 

a synthesis to inform both international and national law 

as well as practice. Its preamble recognises ‘that there is 

significant value in articulating in a systematic manner 

international human rights law as applicable to the lives 

and experiences of persons of diverse sexual orientations 

and gender identities… that this articulation must rely on 

the current state of international human rights law’.  

 
2 Scott Long:  “’Why should he be punished this way’? Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity, Sexual Rights: Understanding the 
Violations”; Human Rights Watch; longs@hrw.ORG
3See International Commission of Jurists: International Human 
Rights References to Human Rights Violations on the Grounds of 
Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity; 2nd edition; Geneva; 
2006.  
4 Yogyakarta Principles on the Application of International 
Human Rights Law in Relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity; March 2007. 

LGBTI activists therefore have a solid framework upon 

which to anchor their quest for human rights respect, 

protection and recognition.   

 

 

“Why Sex Matters”  

Dr. Carla Sutherland  

Program Officer for Education and Sexuality  

The Ford Foundation East Africa 

 

In her opening remarks Dr. Carla Sutherland, Program 

Officer for Education and Sexuality at The Ford 

Foundation East Africa, sought to articulate the driving 

force for this work by posing the question ‘why sex 

matters’.   

 

She stated in her welcoming address that one of the 

most insidious ways in which to exercise power is to 

control the imagination:  if you can prevent people from 

imagining a future different from the one in which they 

exist – how can they resist the place in which they find 

themselves?  How can they can they come together - to 

fight to build a different future?   

 

And how much more insidious – to take something as 

personal and intimate as sexuality and work to convince 

people that how they feel, what they desire, and how 

they love should be defined out of existence, demarcated 

as ‘un-African’, ‘unholy’, and not permissible.   

 

She explained that in 2005, around 11 million dollars 

was invested globally in LGBTI organizations in the 

global South and East.  Adding that that might sound like 

a lot of money, she cautioned participants to consider 

that the amount was from over 30 donors, distributed 

across 3 continents, to well over 400 organizations – one 

of the first messages from the ground breaking Global 

Gaze report which documented resources going to LGBTI 

work in the global South and East becomes clear - that 

more resources – both human and financial - need to be 

invested in the sector.   

 

mailto:longs@hrw.ORG
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She also heeded the need to pay tribute to the 

mainstream organizations and public intellectuals that 

have been the true defenders of human rights in the 

region.  Frequently they have stood up and stepped in at 

critical points to quietly – and sometimes not so quietly – 

insist that in relation to choice and human rights, you 

don’t get to choose who has rights and who doesn’t.   

 

But there are other reasons too beyond an equal rights 

and human rights framework:  in this work, she 

cautioned, let’s never make the mistake of 

underestimating the opposition because it is vocal, and 

organized, and well-funded and global.   

 

She stated that in the time that she has been working in 

the region, she has seen a very clever use of sexuality 

and sexual rights as a wedge issue to divide a strong 

human rights and women’s movement.  If you want to 

divide a women’s organization that has long stood 

together in the face of oppressions and discrimination – 

or the human rights movement here which has a long 

and proud history of struggle – introduce the question of 

Sexual Rights.  Ask questions about abortion.  Mention 

equality for gays and lesbians.  Try and have a serious 

conversation about bisexual, intersex or transgender 

rights.  Try to find consensus around sex workers.   And 

our opponents know this and understand this 

vulnerability - and exploit it to the fullest.   

 

But the answer to this situation, she explained, lies not 

in maintaining an uncomfortable silence around these 

issues; it lies not in ducking these questions and hoping 

they’ll go away; but in doing the long and hard work that 

activism demands:  we have to ask these kinds of 

questions more – not less.   

 

Dr. Sutherland explained that in order do this we need to 

rely on a visible community of activists who are willing to 

do the work of explaining away ignorance and denial and 

who are willing to claim their rightful place at the social, 

political and policy tables. 

   

Reiterating the need for a collaborative movement she 

highlighted the need to find progressive voices in the 

human rights movement; in faith based organizations; in 

the women’s movement; and to work together across 

these issues.  

 

“LGBTI activists are and ought to be part of the process 

of reaching out to those organizations – and to do that 

meaningfully there should be an understanding of how 

LGBTI rights are part of a complex web of interrelated 

rights that stretch beyond identity and sexual rights 

issues.  We need to build that coalition of voices and 

actions that can tackle the conservatives who – for far 

too long - have claimed - too much - public space and 

are presumed - too often - to speak out on Africa’s 

behalf in global arenas”. 

   

She went on to explain that in this area of activism – 

perhaps more than in any other - ‘united we stand and 

divided we will fall’.   A much wider range of activists 

need to stand up against authorities, particularly state 

authorities, which seek to determine who can and can’t 

be heard - which try to define who is and isn’t legitimate 

- which claim the right to label what is or isn’t 

authentically ‘African’. 

     

“In a region which is virtually at the epicenter of the 

HIV/AIDS epidemics – we know that silence kills.  And 

that sex is difficult to talk about.  But we must respond.  

But how we frame an issue and how we talk about it is 

critical.  What does it mean for the public silence to be 

broken in the context of labeling MSM a driver of the 

epidemic?  What does it mean to remain so silent and so 

ignorant about lesbian sexual health?  What does it 

mean to be so ignorant about transgender issues? 

 

We need to be thinking about how to reframe the debate 

– to talk about rights and responsibilities but also about 

celebration and love and well being.  Not only disease 

and death need to be part of the public discourse on 

sexuality; we also need to find ways in which to 

introduce desire, love and well being. 
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  We know that good sex depends on choosing good 

partners.  Being able to express our needs and desires in 

a safe and supportive place, and beginning by 

understanding what those needs are.  But it’s also about 

listening, and about being able to express those needs in 

a way that can be heard.  So let’s work together to 

create, in this workshop, an open space where we can all 

talk in a context of understanding and support and in 

recognition that this is not a decision making forum – 

that it’s a platform for sharing and learning and 

listening”. 

 

 

‘Getting to C: An Assessment of the State of 

the African LGBT Movement and Some Notes 

on Ways Forward’ 

Cary Alan Johnson 

International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 

Commission (IGLHRC) 

 

In this session, Cary Alan Johnson of the International 

Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission presented 

highlights of his research work on the LGBTI movement 

in Africa.  

 

His research notes the substantial growth in the capacity 

of the LGBTI movements and organizations in the 

continent. LGBTI activists are using increasingly 

sophisticated and well-coordinated strategies in their 

struggles for basic human rights and community service 

provision.     

 

The movement has progressed from the proverbial point 

A, at which LGBTI suffered in silence, to point B, at 

which formal movements have emerged in more than 

half of Africa’s countries.   This has entailed sacrifice, 

risk and courage on the part of African LGBTI and their 

supporters.  The challenge currently faced by the 

supporters and funders of LGBTI human rights in Africa, 

is to help the movement and its leaders to get to point 

C, where LGBTI organisations are strong, visible and 

undertaking transformative interventions.  However, the 

lack of organisations openly supporting LGBTI initiatives 

has had far-reaching effects in East Africa – though this 

is due to the legal restrictions that prevail. 

Homosexuality remains criminalized, in more than two 

thirds of Africa’s nations; only South Africa has any real 

protection for LGBTI.  

 

The criminal codes of these African countries contravene 

international and regional human rights obligations which 

they (African states) have committed to uphold, such as 

the principles of the UDHR, International Convention on 

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the African Charter. 

The research reveals that stigma and discrimination are 

practiced both openly and covertly in almost every sector 

of social endeavor.  

 

However, organizations have been created, therefore 

creating space for LGBTI activism, such as the Gay and 

Lesbian Coalition of Kenya (GALCK) and Gays and 

Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ), though there are very 

few registered organisations with most LGBTI groups still 

functioning in the absence of official recognition. Further 

to this legal challenge, real or perceived competition for 

access to donor funding has been a major source of 

conflict.  Within most of these organisations, inter\intra 

group conflict has hampered the impact of some LGBTI 

movements.  

 

Transgender politics, as a separate debate from gay and 

lesbian rights, has yet to develop much traction.  With 

the exception of GenderDynamix in South Africa, gender 

non-conforming individuals have tended to make their 

home in larger “lesbian and gay rights” structures and 

have yet to find or create the space for separate 

organizations. The work of GenderDynamix, the 

prominence of a number of key African LGBTI activists 

who are claiming “trans” status, and books like Tommy 

Boys, Lesbian Men, Ancestral Wives: Female Same-Sex 

Practices in Africa and Boy Wives, Female Husbands, are 

challenging traditional gender binaries within Africa and 

within LGBTI movement structures.  Considering the 



apparent marginalization of transgender issues and the 

particular discrimination and violence faced by 

transgender people, there is a need for LGBTI groups to 

make more concerted efforts to genuinely include 

transgender issues in their agendas.   

 

In getting to “C”,5 Johnson acknowledges that the 

relentless homophobia LGBTI organisations face provides 

few opportunities to reflect on this long-term visioning.   

Articulating what “C” looks like is crucial in enabling the 

LGBTI movement to design long-term and focused goals 

and visions.  He provides a range of options as to what 

“C” might look like and what it might include , i.e. 

decriminalizing same sex conduct; inclusion of LGBTI 

people in domestic human rights instruments; reduction 

of stigma and discrimination with regard to housing, 

education and access to health care; adoption rights; 

and same-sex marriage. 

 

Johnson’s research revealed that though LGBTI 

organizations exist in more than half the countries of 

Africa – many of these groups are still fragile. Due to 

their fragility, when a leader leaves the movement the 

organization can fold – for instance the death of Oludare 

Odumuye (Erelu) has had a detrimental impact on the 

development of the LGBTI movement in Nigeria, just as 

the murder of Fanny Ann Eddy dealt a near-fatal blow to 

the LGBTI movement in Sierra Leone.  

10 
 

 

His research recommends that increased, targeted grant 

making by dedicated donors could move the African 

LGBTI movement to ‘point C’ - this would be a point at 

which African sexual rights movements are both fully 

                                                 
In the “ABC”  framework that Johnson uses in his research, 
point A is where LGBTI suffered in silence,  point B where some 
formal movements begin to emerge and point C which is yet to 
be fully articulated. “What constitutes success for the majority 
of African LGBTI? Will success be measured by the 
decriminalization of same-sex conduct by every African 
government, inclusion of LGBTI people in domestic human 
rights protections, reduction of stigma and discrimination with 
regard to housing, education, and access to health care?   What 
of adoption rights? While gay marriage is not currently an area 
of focus for the movement outside of South Africa, the most 
vociferous of opponents are actively using the marriage issue to 
align opposition against gay rights. These are what the activists 
are challenged with to get to C.” 

integrated into national movements for social justice, 

creating a space for the full acceptance of sexual 

diversity in 21st century Africa, and effectively and 

independently providing quality services to their 

constituents. The emerging areas for donor attention 

captured in this research include gender based violence 

and hate crimes; capacity building; HIV & LGBTI health; 

human rights documentation; campaigns for 

decriminalization; emergency assistance to human rights 

defenders; and LGBTI sexual rights litigation. 

 

Overall, his research acknowledges the initial successes 

of the diverse LGBTI rights movements across the 

continent; the commitment of LGBTI activists in the face 

of often violent homophobia and concludes that it is time 

for the African LGBTI movement to examine 

opportunities for establishing specific goals and long-

term strategies.   

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Changing Faces, Changing Spaces Conference was 

successful in its aim of providing a forum for discourse 

and debate and to foster mutual understanding and 

collaborative support between LGBTI activists in the East 

African region, mainstream organizations and both local 

and international donors.  

 

Space has been created for strategic collaborations, 

challenges identified and innovative solutions posed. This 

conference is a landmark in the ongoing battle for LGBTI 

rights. Let us now find our way to ‘C’! Aluta Continua!    

 
 

 

Conference Brief compiled by Angus Parkinson 
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LGBTI - CLAIMING PUBLIC SPACE IN EASTERN AFRICA 

Charles A. Matathia 

Conference Rapporteur 

 

fact is, blatant heterosexuals  

are all over the place. 

supermarkets, movies, on your job, 

in church, in books, on television 

every day and night, every place - 

even in gay bars. 

& they want gay men & women 

to go hide in the closets -  

so to you straight folks 

i say - sure, i'll go 

if you go too, 

but i'm polite 

so - after you. 

  Pat Parker6

 

In January, 2007, a massive crowd of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people rose 

from deep within the sands that our ostrich of a society chooses to hide its head in. Blatant is 

what they were. Look, see... “We are here!” is what they yelled, stealing the thunder from battle-

hardened crusaders against Third World Debt, Poverty, the tyranny of the Global North and 

whatever else the cause of the moment could have been.  

 

“We are queer and we are proud!” is the message these folks, so called queer sent to this nation. 

To the world. They stood there, their faces bared resolutely; their voices proudly free.  

 

That was January 2007 and the space was the ‘Q-Spot’ tent at the World Social Forum in 

Nairobi. But these proud voices weren't of myriad professional protesters that the WSF has a 

penchant for drawing: rabble-rousers fresh from Delhi and Cancun and on their way to Davos. 

These were the voices of our brothers, our sisters, cousins of single and multiple remove; people of 

our relation by all manner of ways in which our African kinship ties are drawn: cousin-brother, 

grandfather's brother's grandson, neighbour. People like Us. You and me. These weren't a bunch 

 
6 Parker, P. (1978). For the straight folks who don't mind gays but wish they weren't so blatant. Movement in black: The collected 

poetry of Pat Parker 1961-1978. (111-112). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 
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of mzungus with their (wink! wink!) crazy ways. No Sir... No Ma'am…  These were Africans. East 

Africans. Kenyans!    

 

And the fallout was huge. “How did Kenya allow gays to demand things against the constitution, 

religion and our African ways?” posed our religious leaders. They spoke with one angry dogma-

streaked voice though it will never be clear whether they were angry at the queer folks or at the 

fact that they had agreed on a doctrinal point; found the Holy Grail of Ecumenism - who knows, 

for the unity with which they spoke, one becomes tempted to believe that they had bridged a 

schism dating back from a century before the crusades.  

 

January 2007. A turning point. There were people speaking publicly about their sexual 

orientations; orientations that our laws, even after all these years of tinkering and emergency, 

pre-election, plumbing, continue  to hold as being 'against the order of nature'. (And our law 

sneers at these sexual orientations so hard it cannot even bother to name them or describe them 

categorically because it knows, as well as we ought to, that such things as normative sexual 

behaviour are self evident).  

 

Imagine that night in January, when upstanding families were having dinner together, and on 

prime-time television a young man, a young man the age of their own son, telling everyone that 

he prefers to have sex with other men. Did we all cringe and choke in disgust and will for the 

return of the good old days when social decorum was the done thing, a demand as normative as 

penile-vaginal sex? Did we take a moment to question the things that we hold as truths? Did we 

pause to take a long hard look beneath our carpets, in our closets? Did we realise that the fabric 

of heteronormativity that we don over our society, that shroud of normative sexual behaviour 

that we have cut to a one-size-fits-all was no more than the emperor's new clothes? 

 

One thing remains true, though, that homosexuality is here both in latency and practice. And 

scores of people continue to crawl, even jump, out of the closet everyday. These people are 

coming out more and more not because there is a troupe of Westerners luring our children with a 

'faggot inducing' drug or that some crazy Europeans have put something in their so-called-free 

condoms but are coming out because they are gay. Purely and simply. They are coming out 

because they are gay and strong support groups are emerging, embracing them and reminding 

them that they too, with their sexual orientations that society has branded deviant, are human. 

Normal. African.   
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All over Kenya, the Eastern Africa Region and Sub-Saharan Africa, the voices of Queer people 

continue to rise from the murky depths of social oblivion and ostracism to demand their rightful 

place in the court of public discourse. Strong groups of transgender individuals and those involved 

in same sex practices are mobilising, finding the strength that is borne out of sheer numbers and 

learning from a vast array of other social and political movements that have preceded them. 

And as these groups dig their roots deeper into the grounds of their communities, they are 

reaching out in search of allies on a regional, continental and global level. 

 

And these allies, sometimes embracive and at times reluctant, wear divergent hats. Some of 

them are high profile donors with a global presence, others are anonymous. Other allies are 

individuals attached to powerful policy and advocacy groups while others are well established 

human rights organizations and women rights defenders.  

 

It is all these people then: activists representing Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, 

Zambia and South Africa, representatives from an array of grant making, advocacy and 

implementation organisations, progressive individuals and friends of the LGBTI movement in 

Africa who met at the Grand Regency Hotel for the Changing Spaces, Changing Faces - 

Speaking Out for Sexual Minorities Conference held from the 25th to the 28th of September 2007.   

 

 

One of the key challenges in staging this kind of conference is the same reason that necessitates it: 

freedom; rights. In four of the countries from which activists were drawn - Kenya, Uganda, 

Tanzania and Zambia - strong sodomy laws exist which are in spirit meant to outlaw 

homosexuality. But the social, political and religious environment that dominate in these 

countries - an environment of blatant homophobia and deeply rooted stigmatisation and 

discriminatory practices on the basis of an individual's sexual orientation – are often far more 

offensive than the law. 

 

The consequence is that convening open forums on LGBTI issues becomes divorced from 

everyone's basic understanding of such human rights as the freedom of assembly, the freedom of 

choice, the freedom of expression and all those other freedoms that we hold as fundamental in 

upholding of the dignity of the human person; and enters the realm of intransigent stances on 

morality, religion and culture.  

 

Because of this, the security of participants in such a conference becomes a pressing factor. 

Activists have to be quietly sneaked in and out of their countries. The conference report has to be 

purged off all references to individuals and no photographs can be taken. Any contact with the 



 14

media is avoided while strict measures are outlined to respond or react to such contact. It all gives 

the conference an aura of a convention of drug lords and other shady underworld criminals. The 

only difference with this convening though is that the LGBTI people have been accused of a crime 

that has no victim.  

 

Yet there is hope. There is hope that some day sexual orientation will become recognisable as a 

basic human right. Not merely declared so in statute but seen to be so in all those places where 

human encounters are lived: the workplace, our homes, schools and places of worship. There is 

hope that the firebrand women's rights activist will one day see the inconstancy of refusing to 

share a podium with a lesbian. Hope that the grant-maker's dollar, held in trust for the 

marginalised Girl Child by scores of fly-by-night NGO types will not by-pass any girl at Kakuma 

refugee camp just because she is Queer. 

 

But even that dollar, where can it be found? According to A Global Gaze, a report by the 

Funders for Lesbian and Gay Issues tabled at the Nairobi conference, “the median budget for 

LGBTI organizations was US$ 7,600, while grants for organizations and projects in the global 

South and East tended to be small. Eighty four percent of grants in 2005 were for US$ 50,000 

and under while 8.2 percent of organizations reported annual incomes of US$ 50,000 and under. 

Moreover, nearly one in two LGBTI grants awarded by LGBTI funders was for US$ 10,000 and 

under”. Translation: there really isn't much money being put into LGBTI issues in the Global South 

and East, and Africa in particular since the report states that more than half of the organizations 

they identified reside in Latin America. 

 

And this lack of finances became the major talking point of the conference. Though there was a 

conference programme in place structured along the lines of panel sessions on major thematic 

issues, at the vocal behest of the activists to suit what they considered to be their priorities and 

expectations from the conference the structured programme was put aside and the floor opened. 

 

“This meeting was about money,” the activists argued. “We all feel like beggars... I have lost my 

dignity and I am tired of having to explain why I need to eat.” A Ugandan activist lamented. At 

this juncture the following points were raised by manner of setting a new agenda for the 

conference that would allow the activists to engage the donors in a way they felt would lead to a 

more meaningful outcome to the conference: 

 

● The activists do not understand the language of the donors and specifically what criteria 

they use to disburse funding. 

● The activists felt that they were the authorities on LGBTI issues in Africa by virtue of being 
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the people on the ground. 

● Donors should view the activists as partners and not impose priorities, terms of reference 

and project briefs on them. 

● Activists had a feeling that there existed personal relationships between certain donors and 

activists that affected the flow of funding and created divisions in the movement.  

● That donors find efficient and rational ways of getting money to the beneficiaries beyond 

relying on the counsel of Project Managers based in Western cities and with a brief 

covering entire continents and geo-political regions. 

● The need to empower activists economically so they can effectively pursue what tends to 

be a full time vocation. 

 

At this point a need was seen for the formation of breakaway sessions to re-evaluate the 

conference's agenda, define the emerging priorities and lay out a new programme for the next 

two days. The emerging issues from these sessions were: 

 

● That activists get more time with donors 

● That donors and activists discuss and map out a way forward as partners 

● That donors detail the mechanisms of and criteria for funding 

● That the conference space be taken back by the activists as resource people 

● That though the meeting was meant to be a passive and observatory process for the 

donors they would now be required to respond and dialogue constructively with the 

activists 

● That donors bear in mind the need to localise their funding criteria and strategies 

● That activists investigate self sustainability methods that would allow for the existence of 

strong LGBTI movements that are not completely dependent on donors                                                

 

 

Come Thursday morning and the mood at the conference was conciliatory. The previous evening 

had seen the participants joined by a small crowd of well wishers and friends for an evening 

dubbed OutShine: Engaging with Popular Culture. The OutShine event was held at Nairobi's 

GoDown Arts Centre and featured a performance by a group of dancers with mixed abilities 

presenting a contemporary adaptation of African rituals.  

 

There was also contact with literature as the audience was held in thrall as two readers read from 

Monica Arac de Nyeko's Caine Prize for Africa Award winning short story Jambula Tree and from 

the upcoming memoirs of a young Kenyan man detailing his high school experience as a 
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homosexual, excerpts from which are published in the current edition of the journal Kwani?  The 

readings were followed by powerful pre-recorded audio testimonies of several young gay people 

from the East African region who, in spite of the challenges they faced, were taking charge and 

living their sexual orientations with pride. After these testimonies, the electrifying artistry and 

engaging power of language were brought to the stage by Shailja Patel, a performance poet 

who never fails to impress. The last act of the night was Sister Urethra D'Scharge. The Sister, her 

feet bare, possibly so that he could use his toes to navigate through a Power Point presentation, 

led the crowd through her guide to Claiming Social Space for Political Purpose. Clad in a black 

habit with a beaded belt in all the colours of the rainbow, the Sister taught the audience how to 

organise a good gay party - to create safe social spaces in a world teetering over with 

homophobia. Questions about the Sister's identity and wayward past, before she joined the Order 

of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, were raised when she lamented the fact that some 

witnesses to her unholy masses in the past had described her as a 'white man in his late thirties'. 

But her/his audience on this night was beyond being judgemental, for after all, gender identity 

like sexual orientation, whether by biological, physiological or psychological realities, is a right 

that no individual should be denied the choice to live out. 

 

So rejuvenated and entertained, it is no wonder that Thursday found all the participants keen on 

building bridges and the agenda was set with an emphasis on listening to each other. Before 

opening the morning session, the facilitator observed that there was a discernible journey from 

activist to intermediary or even donor and that the activists of today will be the donors of 

tomorrow and in between is a curve of experiential learning in movement building and lobbying 

for social justice. That not withstanding, the facilitator observed that all the participants in the 

conference had the ability to and could together structure a dialogue. 

 

The activists took to the podium first but not before presenting an ice-breaker in the manner of 

that protest song - Aluta Continua- popularised by the Mozambican struggle for independence 

and a conciliatory poem from the Nobel Award winning poet Rabindranath Tagore. The activists 

then proceeded to outline the issues as they saw them: 

 

● That donors establish funding criteria that was in tandem with specific countries’ needs 

rather then generic needs determined from the experiences of diverse countries. 

● That the activists be availed greater knowledge of what the role of donors was in their 

specific countries. 

● That activists be more involved in grassroots work and instead of using foreign consultants, 

the activists be the donors' eyes, research partners and access point to the communities and 

individuals in need. 
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● That more avenues for coalition building be explored with the collaborative work between 

GALCK and KNHRC being cited as an auspicious example. 

● That a regional fund for the support of LGBTI activists be set up. 

● The activists remained cognisant of the fact that the movements were young and their 

resources limited and were thus willing to find legitimisation and organisation validity 

under the aegis of established intermediary organisations. 

● With the threat and hazard to activists that came after the WSF as a case in point, it was 

noted that the establishment of safe houses in the region for LGBTI activists was needed. 

● That donors provide support beyond direct programming needs that would allow for the 

set up of self-sustainability projects and the economic empowerment of LGBTI activists.   

 

All that having been said, the activists were also quick to acknowledge the support of various 

donors and intermediaries. It was reported that the Urgent Action Fund had made available 

rapid response grants to individual LGBTI activists in trouble, had funded the recent Sexual 

Minorities Uganda (SMUG) media campaign and had continued to create spaces for dialogue on 

LGBTI issues. It is also worth noting that the Tanzanian LGBTI movement acknowledged being in 

receipt of long term funding from an unidentified foreign mission in their country and was thus 

well placed to carry out larger and more sustainable programmes.   

 

After the presentations by the activists, the intermediary organisations at the conference 

explained their role and strategies in the fight to mainstream LGBTI issues as human rights issues. 

They asked the activists to study the politics of the development world before they begin 

discrediting organisations such as Urgent Action Fund, whose existence, when the history and 

politics of women's organising is considered, is a feat in itself.  

 

It was noted that listening to each other was key to building partnerships between the activists 

and the intermediaries. That activists must be clear about their demands while the intermediaries 

must maintain an understanding that there is basic good faith in most requests.  

 

During their presentation, intermediary organisations admitted to making political choices. But 

they are all part of a survival strategy meant to keep the organisations strong enough to fight 

another day. This kind of strategic thinking was what activists would learn over time and mostly, 

as they were advised to, taking advantage of the expertise - gained over years of political and 

social organising - of the intermediaries. And some of these strategies were explained such as the 

use of HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment programmes as an entry point for discourse specific to 

MSM rights and that in Public Interest Litigation, and losing is also a strategy. What then would 
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be of value to the activists would be to work towards stabilising their movement and this was 

possible if they, at least for the moment, took advantage of the framework for strategic 

planning, advocacy and protest established by the mainstream human rights organisations. 

 

After the intermediaries came the representatives from some of the donor organisations present. 

The donors presentation began with a review of the findings from the A Global Gaze report 

whose verdict as stated earlier is that very little in terms of LGBTI funding is going to the Global 

South and that this money is coming from only forty grant makers. It was clear from this report 

that all the money being granted was coming from the North and that most of the LGBTI 

organisations in the South were very small and very young and operated on a budget of under 

10,000USD a year. It then becomes evident that most of the funding earmarked for LGBTI was 

going to large Non -Governmental Organisations (NGOs) which though structured and with a 

proud history of fighting for social justice, had no dedicated LGBTI programmes or an 

understanding of the issues relevant and particular to the LGBTI activists on the ground and at 

the grassroots level. 

 

The grant makers’ presentations also saw them take the participants through a process outlining 

how donor organisations work. Most of the organisations have a board, a management team 

and staff/officers, the latter being the persons that activists are likely to be in touch with in their 

quest for funding.  

 

Funders have budgets. Some organisations, especially those founded by extremely wealthy 

individuals or their estates have only grants and administrative costs components. This is because 

they have the money and all they need is a staff to give it out to those in need. Other 

organisations have both the grants and administrative costs components, as well as fund-raising 

and programme costs. These are organisations such as the Astrea Lesbian Foundation for Justice 

which has to raise the money granted  to others from a variety of sources. 

 

Certain things remain important in all this, that though grant makers may seem to have 

prerogative over who to fund, there do exist restrictions imposed by the issues and politics of the 

day. For instance, grant makers from the United States have to adhere to strict US Treasury 

Department restrictions about how much money they can give out, where they cannot give it 

out and extensive reporting on the same. With this case in point, a proposed rule against the 

remittance of funds in excess of USD 10,000 to unregistered organisations was seen as a potential 

hindrance to the funding of LGBTI organisations in the South in the future. This is because most of 

them exist in countries where the criminalisation of homosexuality means that LGBTI 

organisations face the challenge of registration. 
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In answering the question by activists about why Programme Officers based in the North are in 

charge of numerous programmes in the South of which they have no understanding of and or 

real presence on the ground, the donors revealed a veritable catch 22: increasing their 

administrative costs versus increasing their grants allocation. As stated earlier, donors generally 

have a budget that is split between administration costs and grants. To be able to put their 

officers on the ground in every beneficiary country, they would have to increase their 

administration costs. And this would obviously be at the expense of the grants funding. 

 

During this session representatives of various grant makers present talked about their 

organisations briefly outlining their organisational structure, history, source of funds, programmes 

they had had or were running in the region and funding criteria. But most importantly as many 

had earned their strips through many years of activism, they had plenty of advice for the 

activists. At the onset, as one donor observed, most of the LGBTI activists in the region were very 

young and had no history of employment. This meant that though donors were willing to put 

money into their activities, they were more likely to channel this through established 

intermediaries as the activists had no known history of organisation building or the ability to 

work within an organisational framework. It was therefore important for the activists to at 

present nurture good relationships with the intermediaries as they worked towards building 

structures and gaining experience in programme management. 

 

Carla Sutherland of the Ford Foundation observed that most of the funding proposals being 

produced by various LGBTI groups were similar. She exhorted the activists to come out with 

dynamic tools for advocacy such as actively engaging with arts and culture, working with Faith 

bBased Organisations (FBOs) and creating synergies with other human rights and social justice 

movements to mainstream the LGBTI agenda. But most importantly, she noted, with the East 

African region remaining a hostile environment for LGBTI, it was imperative that the activists 

find safe ways of opening up the space. Ways towards this could be found, as other donors and 

intermediaries pointed out, by slipping in LGBTI issues through the back doors of Public Health 

and HIV/AIDS programmes, and piggy-backing on mainstream human rights discourse and 

advocacy mechanisms such as Public Interest Litigation.    

 

The ability of all those at the conference to structure a dialogue had emerged. Everyone, be they 

donor, mainstream NGO or activist, was almost on the same page as to what needed to be done 

to advance the quest for the respect, dignity  and human rights of LBTI people in Eastern Africa. 

That is the place the conference participants found themselves on the last day of the conference. 

A lot was said that day and in the days previous that doesn’t make it to this report. Some of it is 
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in the presentations and summaries attached to this document. What is important is that 

everyone present at the conference had their voice heard. And it is these voices that must reach 

out to the public; the people of Eastern Africa. It is these voices then, the conference rapporteur 

insists, that must be granted a fair and objective listening, even if only in the spirit of 

Voltairianism: I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to death your right to say it.   
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CONCLUSION: THE BATTLE FOR SPACE CONTINUES 

Compiled by Conference Rapporteur, Charles A. Matathia 

 

The fact is anyone who IS isn't going to understand those who aren't. It is human nature. 

Homophobia will never go away. Anyone who says different is a stinking optimist.  

I fight by being me.  

 

 ...one more thing: I despise rhetoric. It lacks passion. Pity those without passion.  

They have nothing worth fighting for. 

 

Am I happy? 

Yeah, I have my moments just like everyone whether they be gay, straight,  

or Michael Jackson. 

 

    Patrice Leung, Trisoctahedron7

 

The history of nations is written with the bloody point of a sword, the road to nationhood is 

paved with the corpses of heroes and the rivers of sovereignty, emancipation, social justice and 

equality burst their banks with the blood of believers. And as the Changing Spaces, Changing 

Faces conference drew to a close, it became clear that the battle for the rights of sexual minorities 

in this region was only beginning. The journey to freedom is littered with martyrs, yet the strength 

of individuals is never enough; freedom is a battle fought by some and won by all.  

 

This conference had brought together activists, donors, mainstream human rights activists and 

friends of LGBTIs. They spoke the same language: no one can be discriminated against on the 

basis of his sexual orientation. But out there, in the real world, homophobia continued to rear its 

ugly head. As the conference, as conferences are wont, continued to successfully preach to the 

converted, the anti-gay brigade took to the centre stage. 

 

On the last day of the conference, an article titled Gays have no business fighting for recognition 

in Kenya authored by a leading opinion shaper, a Commissioner with the Electoral Commission of 

Kenya, no less, Habel Nyamu appeared in the Daily Nation, Kenya's largest circulation 

newspaper. Mr. Nyamu wrote: 

 
7Published in OUTRAGE: Dykes and BIs resist homophobia; Mona Oikawa, Dionne Falconer, Rosamund Elwin & Ann Decter 

(Eds.) Women Press © 1993 
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 “It was during this forum (World Social Forum) that some Kenyans learnt with horror that there 

were gay Kenyans and lesbians living and practising habits which amount to anomalies, defects 

or significant deviations from generally accepted population standards.  It was at that forum that 

Kenyan gays and lesbians were reported as seeking recognition to be let free. The writer's concern 

is whether they were seeking recognition to be let free as gays and lesbians, or as people with 

disability?”  

 

Daily Nation, September 28, 2007 

 

Mr. Nyamu, continued to ignore the first of his stated concerns, which would have led to a valid 

argument against “gay life, lesbianism, bisexualism and trans-sexualism (which) have been non-

African since time immemorial [sic]” and proceeded to give us a tirade steeped in religious 

fundamentalism (inspired by religions that came to Africa in times memorial) and invocations of 

a “miraculous intelligence responsible for life and orderliness on earth and in the universe”. And 

all this based on a false premise of his own invention that homosexuality is a disability.  

 

(It should be noted that the rapporteur makes reference to the said article only for the purpose 

of illustrating homophobia and the myths surrounding LGBTI issues.) 

 

And that was not the only incident of homophobia noted outside of the conference but during 

the course of the conference, on the Thursday night, a group of conference participants decided 

to go out to a concert. The concert was at a trendy bar in the upmarket and very cosmopolitan 

Nairobi suburb of Westlands. One of the participants, a young man from Burundi, found himself 

cornered by a patron who took one look at him and asked: “…are you normal?” Before the 

Burundian, wading through the language barrier, figured out the question and wondered why, 

he was punched very hard. 

 

The young Burundian, having been used to violations against his self, because of the way he 

dressed and carried himself, took it all in stride. His experience with discrimination goes back to 

when he was kicked out of school because of his sexual orientation. He has found great hope 

though in the love and acceptance of his mother who always says to him: “I only gave birth to 

you, but it is God who made you what you are. I cannot question that, my son.” 

 

The Burundian walked back to the table where he knew he would find the solace of others like 

him. But that was not to happen. At their table a melee dominated. A Ugandan homosexual 

had just got off the stage after a karaoke performance of Sean Kingston's Beautiful Girls and 

though his singing was impressive, his 'queeny' ways were not. Well, at least not to a certain guy 
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who decided to assault him. His group of LGBTI friends reacted in protest. A South African LGBTI 

activist in the group suggested that they all leave. She has seen the brutal edge of homophobia. 

Only the day before, she had broken down in tears as she narrated the pitiful lives and 

experiences of Soweto lesbians. Lesbians who daily live under the fear of rape by men who think 

they can change them into heterosexuals. Two lesbians, who she had known closely and 

personally, were recently waylaid on their way home from an LGBTI gathering. They were 

brutally raped, tortured and murdered. 

 

The South African left. Maybe she went off seething and moaning in the words of Gerry Gomez 

Pearlberg:8

We're what some call 

a “recipe for trouble,” 

others “asking for it.” 

I've asked for it before, I guess, 

and gotten it too, 

the scar by my right eye is proof. 

Still, it seems I need to be reminded 

every now and then. We're dykes. 

What we do with our hands, our time, our lives 

-in public anyhow- is circumscribed, 

We're waiting for more than our train to arrive.   

     

‘Under the Surface’ 

 

The other dykes stayed. And the rest of the motley crew of queens and transgender folks. The 

altercation lasted another two hours.  

 

The next day at the conference debate raged: do you stand your ground and fight or do you 

walk away? Many arguments were advanced but the one that everyone could agree on was the 

creation of Safe Spaces where LGBTI individuals could hang out. And one such space was to be 

found at the Afro Q-Jam party that night.  

 

And on the Saturday after the close of the conference a group of activists got together for a post 

conference meeting. In this meeting, a SWOT analysis of the conference was done and the overall 

feeling was that it was immensely successful and that above all many lessons had been learnt 

 
8 Ibid. 
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about how to organize such a gathering. This mainly related to matters of per diems, transport 

logistics and reimbursement procedures and the treatment of volunteers.  

 

In matters relating to organizing, it was felt that the greatest need at the moment was to create 

the transition from social to political organising. It was also clear that a strong step towards both 

social and political organising as well as the advancement of an LGBTI agenda in the region 

would be through the formation of a regional coalition.  

 

Though Tanzania was unrepresented in this meeting and thus their position not heard, activists 

from the other countries were of the opinion that the Tanzanian delegation had remained 

uncommunicative about the particular issues and activities taking place in their country. That 

not withstanding, it was agreed that as part of the regional activists' collaboration, two key 

activists from each of the countries - Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi - would 

visit each others countries on rotation to learn from each other and share experiences. In this light 

also, the possibility of GALCK and SMUG working together on a popular interpretation of the 

Yogyakarta principles was discussed.  

 

The activists were, at the post conference meeting, unequivocal that the linkages possible 

between LGBTI issues and HIV/AIDS treatment and care programmes and public interest 

litigation needed to be explored while the issues of transgender health and the economic well-

being of activists must be put forth for further and critical review.     

 

But if we could go back to Friday night. Friday night and the Afro Q-Jam party. The Afro Q-Jam 

was a case study in social organising and a revelation of how deep into the fabric of Kenya's 

LGBTI community networks run. Tickets to the party went on sale on Monday of the same week. 

There was not only no venue indicated on the ticket but also none had been identified yet. Come 

Friday and there was a venue, a crowd, a DJ and bar-bites' bowls filled with free condoms and 

lubricant. Yes, lubricant.    

 

Sister Urethral Discharge was back in the habit. She frolicked about wearing an avuncular grin 

watching her Power Point presentation on Claiming Social space metamorphose into a pulsing 

body of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and intersex people. As she walked about, maybe 

thankful to her version of that “miraculous intelligence responsible for life and orderliness on 

earth and in the universe”, she posed for one moment to remind me that the others of her Order 

of Perpetual Indulgence had gone to Iran. “Iran?” I laughed. “But we all know there are no 
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homosexuals in Iran!” But the Sister had gone off to indulge a little more in Kenya's answer to the 

Lachrymal Christi.  

 

And then a cute boy dragged me to the dance floor.    
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STAKING CLAIMS TO OUR HUMAN RIGHTS - SEXUAL RIGHTS AS HUMAN RIGHTS9

Lawrence M. Mute 

 

1. Ladies and gentlemen, it is indeed an honour that I was asked to speak at the beginning 

of this important Conference: ‘Changing Spaces; Changing Faces: Speaking out for Sexual 

Minorities in East Africa’. I say, an honour, but yet! 

 

2. In the last few years, I have been at the receiving end of several pretty varied responses 

when I have found it necessary to speak publicly on LGBTI issues. In 2003, a journalist who was 

doing my profile for the Sunday Standard called me excitedly to ask what I thought about Jean 

Robinson, the gay Episcopal bishop. Why? Because on perusing my CV, he found that I had 

written on gay rights. Then he said his editor was worried; and could I tell him whether I was 

straight? None of your business, I said. So my profile, which actually turned out to be mostly 

about Anglicans and gays, was published one day before we were sworn in by the Chief Justice as 

Commissioners at the National Commission on Human Rights. More recently, when I spoke at the 

Q Tent during the World Social Forum, my friends queried whether I should not be worrying 

about my legacy; my strategic positioning. What did I wish to be remembered for? Finally, in 

2001 when the National Civic Education Programme was being framed, it was at my insistence 

(and the insistence of a late colleague who like me was disabled), that the phrase sexual 

orientation was included in instruments for a baseline survey. 

 

3. The subject of human rights as sexual rights is broad; and for our purposes this evening I 

shall simplify it into five basic messages. 

 

Message one: From the vertical to the horizontal approach to anti-discrimination 

and equal treatment 

 

4. When I am asked why I should bother, why I should be minded to speak about LGBTI 

issues when most public figures would rather not speak at all, perhaps it is because I know what 

being disadvantaged, being vulnerable, being discriminated is about; that I have seen the 

arbitrariness and impersonality of bureaucracy and I empathise with kindred souls. If that is true, 

a clear lesson for the effective deployment of human rights to protect the rights of LGBTI 

 
9 Keynote address for the meeting: ‘CHANGING SPACES; CHANGING FACES: SPEAKING OUT FOR SEXUAL 
MINORITIES IN EAST AFRICA’; adapted from “’Sexual Rights as Human Rights: Operationalization by Stealth’; 
Paper prepared for a working meeting on “Sexual Rights: Challenges and Opportunities Facing the Human Rights and Women’s 
Movement and HIV/AIDS Providers in East Africa”; Naivasha; 4-5 June 2007.     
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communities is that a horizontal rather than vertical approach should be used to protect their 

rights. 

 

5. Now, the attributes essential to determine the presence or absence of discrimination under 

all human rights conventions is threefold: 

 

 that a distinction, exclusion or restriction is made on the basis of a specified ground 

 That such distinction, exclusion or restriction has the purpose or effect of impairing or 

nullifying recognition, enjoyment or exercise of human rights or fundamental freedoms  

 That discrimination happens when all the foregoing means that the particular person 

may not exercise their rights (political, economic, social, cultural, civil, etc) on an equal 

basis with others. 

 

6. Advocacy for human rights concerns in Kenya has over the years taken an avowedly 

introverted and exclusivist approach where each constituency delineates its territory and its issues 

and proceeds on the basis that other disadvantaged groups do not exist. These Kenyan realities 

were most recently illustrated by the initiative to legislate for affirmative action measures which 

themselves contradicted the essence of the principle of affirmative action. We are far too caught 

up in our women’s, disability, and indigenous community or LGBTI fiefdoms to notice that we are 

each others’ natural allies. 

 

7. The horizontal approach to dealing with anti-discrimination requires us to promote the 

understanding in society that discrimination is a phenomenon which affects vulnerable groups 

and not just one particular group. Grounds of discrimination such as age, gender, race and 

ethnicity, religion and faith, disability and sexual orientation are interlinked in the stereotypes 

which they confront, the systemic nature of discrimination, and on account of the ‘them’ and ‘us’ 

syndrome. Discrimination tends to multiply (on more than one ground); and intersectional 

discrimination too, where several grounds interact and operate with each other inseparably, are 

common-place. The message here is that recognising different identities is a critical step in 

developing policies and practices that create more equal societies and that accommodate 

differences in the provision of services and in the workplace. An adequate understanding of the 

diversity of people’s identities is therefore necessary to the work of promoting equality and 

human rights. 
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Message two: Human rights are abstractions with little real meaning so long as the 

oppressed or vulnerable are not fired enough to use such rights to stake beneficial 

claims 

 

8. This is a matter I discussed at length a few months ago at the meeting on “Sexual Rights: 

Challenges and Opportunities Facing the Human Rights and Women’s Movement and HIV/AIDS 

Providers in East Africa”; Naivasha. 

 

9. Essentially, practical understanding of human rights has sometimes remained elusive to 

rights-holders in view of the tools employed to demystify them. Human rights have tended to be 

explained in abstract and ideal terms not easily convertible and deployable by an individual or 

group to practical effect. Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that: ‘All 

human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 

conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.’ In similar vein, 

Cranston states that a human right is: ‘A universal moral right, something which all men 

everywhere, at all times ought to have, something of which no one may be deprived without 

grave affront to justice, something which is owing to every human being because he is human.’ 10 

 

10. It is not difficult to imagine the consternation of a vulnerable individual – a woman, 

disabled person or a lesbian - confronted by the assertion that she was born equal in rights with 

her abusive husband, her non-disabled classmate or her heterosexual work-mate. The far more 

valuable definition of human rights, for example as articulated by Louis Henkin, posits them as: 

‘Claims, which every individual has, or should have, upon the society in which he lives. Calling 

such claims human introduces the universality principle, that is that they are due to all human 

beings in society. To call them rights implies that they are claims of right, not merely appeals to 

grace, or charity, or brotherhood, or love; they do not need to be earned or deserved. 11 

 

11. The history of human rights is a history of rights claims, rights contestation and rights 

conferment via law; and the major international human rights instruments attest to this fact. The 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) of 1979 

became the embodiment of a struggle which propelled women from being considered as mere 

chattels in the 19th century to people with equal suffrage rights in the 20th century. Article 7 of 

CEDAW which requires states to ensure to women on an equal basis with men, the right “To vote 

in all elections and public referenda and to be eligible for election to all publicly elected bodies” 

 
10 Maurice Cranston: What are Human rights; 1973; 2nd Edition; London; Bodley Head; p.36. 
11Prof. Louis Henkin: Rights Here and There; 8 Columbia Law Review; 1582 (1981).   
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would indeed be sweet music to the suffragettes who orchestrated civil disobedience campaigns 

with great dedication and fervour in the early 20th century in order to secure this right. Other 

international Conventions too gained their currency from demands and struggles fronted by 

affected constituencies, for example against apartheid (Art.3 of the International Convention on 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination [ICERD]); and exclusion on account of disability 

(the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities). Archbishop Desmond 

Tutu recently likened discrimination against gays with the apartheid practiced in South Africa for 

many years. 

 

Message three: Sexual rights are human rights 

 

12. Sexual rights are universal human rights on account of the inherent freedom, dignity and 

equality of all human beings which is articulated in all human rights conventions. The term 

“sexual rights” captures a range of human rights principles to the extent that they relate to 

sexuality. It covers human expressions and practices around gender and sexuality. Sexual rights 

include: the rights to be free from torture, violence, discrimination and coercion related to sexual 

and gender identity and expression; the right not to be imprisoned or otherwise punished or 

detained arbitrarily because of discriminatory laws or prejudices about sexuality; the right to a 

safe and satisfying sex life, information about services related to sexual and reproductive health, 

the right to choose one’s sexual partner, and the right to express sexuality separate from the 

context of reproduction. 12  

 

13. Broadly, then, the following can be extrapolated from human rights Conventions13 and 

Declarations14 as sexual rights which call for recognition, respect, promotion and defence by 

individual as well as state actors: 

 

 The Right to sexual freedom - encompassing the possibility of individuals to express their 

full sexual potential. However, this right excludes all forms of sexual coercion, exploitation 

and abuse 

 The Right to Sexual autonomy, sexual integrity and safety of the sexual body - involving 

the ability to make autonomous decisions about one’s sexual life within the context of 

 
12 Scott Long:  “’Why should he be punished this way’? Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, Sexual Rights: Understanding the 
Violations”; Human Rights Watch; longs@hrw.ORG
13 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
Convention on Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women, Convention on the Rights of the Child, International 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the Protocol to the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa.   
14 For example, The Cairo Programme (developed at the International Conference on Population and Development, 1994); and 
the Declaration and Platform for Action (the Beijing Platform); adopted at the 1995 4th World Conference of Women in Beijing.   

mailto:longs@hrw.ORG
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one’s own personal and social ethics. It also encompasses control and enjoyment of one’s 

body free from torture, mutilation and violence of any form 

 The Right to privacy and confidentiality – involving the right for one to make individual 

decisions about intimacy as long as such decisions do not intrude on the sexual rights of 

others. Furthermore, sexual and reproductive health-care services should be confidential 

and offered with privacy;  

 The Right to sexual equality – referring to freedom from all forms of discrimination 

regardless of gender, sex, sexual orientation, age , race, social class, religion or physical and 

emotional disability 

 The Right to sexually associate freely. This means the possibility to marry or not, to divorce 

and to establish other types of responsible sexual association 

 The Right to make free and responsible reproductive choices. This encompasses the right 

to decide whether or not to have children, the number and spacing of children, and the 

right to full access to the means of fertility regulation 

 The Right to sexual information based upon scientific inquiry. This right implies that sexual 

information should be generated through a process of unencumbered and yet 

scientifically ethical inquiry, and disseminated in appropriate ways at all societal levels 

 The Right to comprehensive sexuality education. This is a life long process from birth 

throughout the lifecycle and should involve all social institutions 

 The Right to Sexual health care. Sexual healthcare should be available for prevention and 

treatment of all sexual concerns, problems and disorders. 

 

Message four: to evolve or to revolve 

 

14. No international instruments comprehensively address all aspects of human rights 

violations on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity. However, the findings, 

jurisprudence and commentary of treaty bodies, special procedures of the Commission on Human 

Rights, the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, the Office of the 

High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, 

make explicit reference to the issue of sexual orientation. 15 

 

15. Last year, I spent a couple of exhilarating days in Yogyakarta discussing international 

human rights norms from an LGBTI perspective. These discussions resulted in the Yogyakarta 

Principles on the Application of International Human Rights Law in Relation to Sexual 

 
15See International Commission of Jurists: International Human Rights References to Human Rights Violations on the Grounds of 
Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity; 2nd edition; Geneva; 2006.  
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Orientation and Gender Identity.16 The aim of the Principles was to provide an interpretation of 

rights from the perspective of sexual orientation and gender identity, setting it out in a synthesis 

to inform both international and national law as well as practice. Its Preamble recognises: ‘That 

there is significant value in articulating in a systematic manner international human rights law as 

applicable to the lives and experiences of persons of diverse sexual orientations and gender 

identities; … (and) That this articulation must rely on the current state of international human 

rights law …’. 

 

16. The Yogyakarta Principles articulate the following rights: 

 

 The right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law - speaking to issues of 

legal capacity regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right to life, including not being deprived of life on account of one’s sexual orientation 

or gender identity 

 The right to security of the person and to protection by the State against violence or 

bodily harm, whether inflicted by government officials, or by any individual or group 

 Entitlement to the enjoyment of privacy without arbitrary or unlawful interference, 

including with regard to one’s family, home or correspondence as well as to protection 

from unlawful attacks on one’s honour and reputation. This right includes the choice to 

disclose or not to disclose information relating to one’s sexual orientation or gender 

identity, as well as decisions and choices regarding both one’s own body and consensual 

relations with others 

 The right not to be subjected to arbitrary arrest or detention; where such arrest or 

detention purely on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity is arbitrary 

 The entitlement to a fair and public hearing by a competent, independent and impartial 

tribunal established by law, in the determination of one’s rights and obligations in a suit at 

law and of any criminal charge against one, without prejudice or discrimination on the 

basis of sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right of one deprived of their liberty to be treated with humanity and with respect for 

the inherent dignity of the human person. Sexual orientation or gender identity is integral 

to each person’s dignity 

 The right to be free from torture and from cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 

punishment, including for reasons relating to sexual orientation or gender identity 

 
16 Yogyakarta Principles on the Application of International Human Rights Law in Relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity; March 2007. 
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 Entitlement to protection from trafficking, sale and all forms of exploitation, including but 

not limited to sexual exploitation, on the grounds of actual or perceived sexual orientation 

or gender identity; 

 The right to decent and productive work, to just and favourable conditions of work and 

to protection against unemployment without discrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation or gender identity 

 The right to social security and other social protection measures, without discrimination on 

the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food, safe drinking 

water, adequate sanitation and clothing, and to the continuous improvement of living 

conditions, without discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right to adequate housing, including protection from eviction, without discrimination 

on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right to education, without discrimination on the basis of and taking into account 

one’s sexual orientation or gender identity 

 The right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, without 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity.  Sexual and 

reproductive health is a fundamental aspect of this right 

 No person may be forced to undergo any form of medical or psychological treatment, 

procedure, testing, or be confined to a medical facility, based on sexual orientation or 

gender identity. Notwithstanding any classifications to the contrary, sexual orientation, 

and a person’s choice of gender identity or expression, in and of themselves, are not 

medical conditions and are not to be treated, cured or suppressed  

 The right to freedom of opinion and expression, regardless of sexual orientation or gender 

identity.  This includes the expression of identity or personhood through speech, 

deportment, dress, bodily characteristics, choice of name, or any other means, as well as 

the freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, through any 

medium and regardless of frontiers 

 The right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association, including for the purposes of 

lawful demonstration, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity  

 The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, regardless of sexual orientation 

or gender identity. These rights may not be invoked by the State to justify laws, policies or 

practices which deny equal protection of the law or discriminate on the basis of sexual 

orientation or gender identity 

 The right of everyone lawfully within a State to freedom of movement and residence 

within the borders of the State, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity. Sexual 
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orientation or gender identity may never be invoked to limit or impede a person’s entry, 

egress or return to or from any State, including that person’s own State 

 The right to seek and enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution, including 

persecution related to sexual orientation or gender identity. A State may not remove, 

expel or extradite a person to any State where that person may face a well-founded fear 

of torture, persecution or other forms of cruel or inhuman treatment on the basis of sexual 

orientation or gender identity 

 The right of everyone, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity, to found a 

family. Families exist in diverse forms. No family may be subject to discrimination on the 

basis of the sexual orientation or gender identity of any of its members 

 The right of every citizen to take part in the conduct of public affairs, including the right 

to stand for elected office, to participate in the formulation of policies affecting their 

welfare, and to have equal access to all levels of public service and employment in public 

functions, including serving in the police and military, without discrimination on the basis 

of sexual orientation or gender identity  

 The right to participate freely in the cultural life of the community, regardless of sexual 

orientation or gender identity. The cultural life of a State should reflect diverse sexual 

orientations and gender identities as well as diverse expressions and opinions concerning 

sexuality and gender. 

 

Message five: Staking claim to new spaces  

 

17. I must hope that this conference will delve into questions of strategy - which spaces; which 

faces; how to contextualise and localise human rights to best advantage. And I do not find it 

valuable to explore the possibilities here. In conclusion, therefore, I want to abandon human 

rights in favour of jazz and poetry. 

 

18. When I asked a friend to review a collection of poetry which I hoped to publish, one of her 

comments was: ‘. . . is really wonderful. All that proverbial hypocrisy . . . (then on a particular 

line): ‘important, but how do you have understanding of a phenomenon that is apparently 

alien?’ 

 

19. So, let’s think about men of God (like Tutu, Akinola, Nzimbi, Robinson; let’s think about 

morality, family values, Unafrican conduct (remind you of JC Miller’s ‘The Crucible’ and Senator 

Mcarthy?); let’s think about  the worn path which I desire my 15-month old son to tread and 

never to deviate from: 
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I have touched varnish 

I have kissed paint 

Seeming by-gones by now - the traditional wedding 

The proud black beauty adorned with coloured beads 

But I still do loath this enigmatic veil 

Shrouding the gleam of guile in the bride's eye 

Me-thinks about shiny maiden fibre of trousers 

Vigorously hugging the hips of vice. 

 

Pervading and penetrating the primitive protocol styled public morality 

Society in jest, the ethic laden fanatical mysticism 

Of its mutual ritual 

It chastises chastity 

Like celibate-beaked scavenging vultures 

Dismissing lesbians in a rippling puff of haze 

And wearing gay glass to harlot its spotless cleanliness 

Its ego tied to its ethos - coil and condom its play-safe artifice. 

 

He wears a vortex of vague virginity 

To vary any vestige voted non-value 

She indulges her vanity in charisma 

Prudently veiled by a worn perfume 

Her limpid pools in the morrow tepid 

With liberal snippets of blotched skin. 
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GETTING TO ‘C’: AN ASSESSMENT OF THE STATE OF THE AFRICAN LGBT MOVEMENT 

AND SOME NOTES ON WAYS FORWARD 

Cary Alan Johnson 

 

This paper attempts to provide an analysis of the state of the LGBT movement in Africa based on 

documentation that has been produced over the past five years and on my own experiences and 

observations. In discussing these issues, I have reviewed studies, reports, and articles - many of 

which will be found in the list of references - which express the points-of-view, aspirations and 

priorities of African LGBT. The paper discusses major constraints facing the African regional LGBT 

movement as well as struggles for LGBT rights at the national level.  It explores factors that shape 

responses to homophobia and endeavours to provide some thoughts, priorities and strategies for 

the funding of the LGBT movement in Africa.  

 

I have tried not to give the impression that I speak on behalf of any community, organization or 

institution, but that I have used my interactions, research and creative judgment to offer some 

thoughts and ideas that may be useful.   

 

In the final analysis, this paper reflects my personal views, and should not be 

construed as an expression of the opinion of any organisation with which I am 

affiliated. 

 

Contents 

 

• Introduction  

• Mapping of Legal Regimes and their Impact on African LGBT 

• Current State of LGBT Organizing in Africa 

• Key Events, Meetings, Conferences in the History of the Movement 

• Partnerships and Alliances 

• International Solidarity Work 

• The Enhanced Role of Donors and Identified Needs for Support 

• Conclusion and Ways Forward 
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1. Introduction 

 

There has been substantial and consistent growth in the capacity of the movements and 

organisations established by lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgenders (LGBT) in Africa to 

respond to discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI).  LGBT while 

still contested, are now an irrefutable part of the African human rights discourse.  LGBT activists 

are using increasingly sophisticated and well-coordinated strategies in their struggles for basic 

human rights and community service provision. The movement has progressed from the 

proverbial point A, at which LGBT suffered in silence, to point B, at which formal movements 

have emerged in more than half of Africa’s countries. This has entailed sacrifice, risk and courage 

on the part of African LGBT and their supporters.   

 

The challenge currently faced by the supporters and funders of LGBT human rights in Africa, is to 

help the movement and its leaders to get to point C. The first step, of course, is determining what 

constitutes C.  What constitutes success for the majority of African LGBT? Will success be measured 

by the decriminalization of same-sex conduct by every African government, inclusion of LGBT 

people in domestic human rights protections, reduction of stigma and discrimination with regard 

to housing, education, and access to health care? What of adoption rights? While gay marriage is 

not currently an area of focus for the movement outside of South Africa, the most vociferous of 

opponents are actively using the marriage issue to align opposition against gay rights.  Publicly 

demanding marriage rights now in Africa would be politically disastrous.  But if full access to the 

rights available to all citizens is the goal, then marriage equality - controversial as it may be - will 

eventually become an admitted objective of the struggle. 

 

Given the pervasive, relentless homophobia that African LGBT face, there have been few 

opportunities for establishing broad goals and long-term strategies.  Much of the African LGBT 

movement work at consultations, strategy sessions and meetings has been responsive, or at best, 

short-term in its vision.  But, regardless of how one defines the success of the LGBT movement, 

there is indisputably still a long way to go.  Homosexuality remains criminalised, implicitly or 

explicitly, in more than one-third of Africa’s nations, only South Africa has any real legal 

protections for LGBT, and stigma and discrimination are practiced both openly and covertly in 

almost every sector of social endeavour. Still, the level of visibility that African LGBTs have 

obtained is a huge step forward.  Attacks by government and private actors have faced fierce 

challenges from LGBT communities, harmful new legislation has been avoided in several 

countries, and men and women in prison because of their sexual orientation and/or gender 

identities have been comforted, defended and even freed. 
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Sexual rights, and LGBT rights in particular, have become a fierce battleground for hearts, minds, 

and laws in Africa and may well be the final frontier for human rights in Africa.  Africa is serving 

as a proxy battleground for what is falsely viewed as a conflict between Western neo-liberal 

values and “traditional belief systems,” what Sylvia Tamale refers to as a “rights regime versus a 

regime of ‘culture’”. Many of the world’s most controversial social issues are being played out in 

Africa with culturally conservative external organisations such as Focus on the Family, sending 

piles of money for projects that support an interpretation of “traditional values” that denies men 

and women control over their bodies in various ways. Opposition to safe abortions, promotion of 

abstinence-only programs, silencing of LGBT - opposition to sexual rights in Africa is one of the 

few areas in which the most conservative voices of the world’s major religions find common 

ground. 

 

The historic April 2005 meeting in Helderfontein, South Africa, held with the support of the 

HIVOS Foundation and the World Bank, much of it orchestrated by Dutch gay activist and ally 

Hans Binswanger, was a landmark event for the African LGBT movement. It was the first time 

that a significant number of formal representatives of far-flung African LGBT organizations came 

together to express common needs and challenges, and perhaps more importantly, to assert a 

common movement.  Despite certain weaknesses in the organisation of the meeting—the most 

significant of which was probably its wholly Anglophone orientation - Helderfontein marked a 

turning point in the level of consistent and sophisticated activism in the movement.  The 

launching of the All Africa Rights Initiative (AARI) at that meeting raised expectations that a 

representative regional organisation could be created, but that hope was extinguished over the 

course of the next 2 - 3 years as the elected leadership of AARI failed to produce on their 

commitments to the meeting. 

 

The murder of Sierra Leonean lesbian activist FannyAnn Eddy so shortly after the Helderfontein 

palaver helped to establish that meeting is crucial in the collective memory of the movement.  

FannyAnn participated fiercely and proudly in the meeting. Regardless of the actual 

circumstance of her death, her loss was far from abstract for the many who met and worked with 

her in Helderfontein and became a symbol of the risks of being an LGBT activist in many 

countries and the courage it truly requires. 

 

Since Helderfontein, the number of organisations working on LGBT issues at the local, national, 

and regional levels and the quality of their work has increased significantly.  Individual activists 

have improved their skill sets and visibility in both their own countries and internationally.  There 

has been an increased recognition of LGBT rights as worthy of serious discussion in the African 

region and for inclusion into conferences on sexuality, law, HIV/AIDS, etc.  The movement has 



 38

                                                

progressed from the proverbial point A to a point B, at which homophobic statements by 

government officials, traditional leaders and religious figures can be confronted by an organised, 

well-trained, and fearless set of organisations and individuals backed by an increasingly 

consistent set of political, religious, and artistic supporters. 

 

The growth in the African LGBT movement has in some ways constituted a response to an 

amazingly outspoken and prolific set of anti-LGBT opponents, whose membership ranges from 

heads of state, government ministers, political party leaders, and religious coalitions including 

nearly every denomination.  There has been some moderate support from ministers of health and 

spokespersons for national HIV/AIDS control programs, who, despite prejudices and conservative 

interpretation of human sexuality issues, have attempted to view homosexuality through a 

public health lens, with a number calling for a review of the detrimental impact of “sodomy 

laws” on HIV prevention programmes.  African academia, with but few exceptions, has been 

remarkably quiet on the issue of diverse sexuality and gender expression.  Few African scholars 

have used the relative safety of the ivory tower to offer support to discussions about non-

heteronormative sexuality in their societies.  When the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies at City 

University of New York attempted to host an Africa-wide meeting on queer sexuality, not a 

single university outside of South Africa could be identified to host the meeting.   

 

On the contrary, African university campuses have often been dangerous ground for LGBT with 

demonstrations against allowing LGBT students to live in dormitories occurring at the University 

of Zululand and Kenyatta University College within the last two years and verbal and physical 

attacks against LGBT.  Pastor Martin Ssempa, the main architect of a religious coalition spewing 

hate speech against Uganda’s beleaguered LGBT movement, has his base and many young 

adherents at Makerere University, one of Africa’s oldest and most venerable institutions of higher 

learning. 

 

2. Mapping of Legal Regimes and their Impact on African LGBT 

 

IGLHRC and Human Rights Watch’s 2003 report, “More Than a Name” provides a detailed 

description of the laws that are used to justify the deprivation of liberty of same-sex practicing 

people in a number of African countries.17 Approximately half of Africa’s nations maintain laws 

that specifically criminalise same-sex conduct. Although these countries have committed to 

uphold the principles of the UDHR, ICCPR, and the African Charter, they have failed to bring 

 
17 For more information on laws that criminalise same-sex conduct worldwide, see http://sodomylaws.org, IGLHRC, “Where Having 
Sex is a Crime: Criminalization and Decriminalization of Homosexual Acts,” and ILGA, “State Sponsored Homophobia.” 
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their criminal codes into line with international principles, with regard to criminal penalties for 

same-sex conduct.   

 

Ironically, it is the criminalisation of homosexuality that can be attributed to European 

involvement in Africa more accurately than homosexuality itself, which numerous scholars and 

researchers have shown to pre-date European engagement.  The legacy of colonial anti-

homosexuality laws is most apparent in the former British colonies, and has its origin in 19th 

century European jurisprudence. France has not had sodomy laws since the French Revolution 

and hence did not bequeath specific sodomy laws to its former colonies.  Cameroon added Article 

347 of its criminal code by presidential decree; human rights activists challenge its 

constitutionality.  A number of former Portuguese and French territories, including Angola and 

Senegal, adopted criminal statutes against consensual homosexual conduct that were not part of 

colonial law, but were based on European models.  

 

Anti-homosexuality laws vary in their specificity and criminal severity.  Some criminal statutes 

against consensual same-sex conduct are gendered, with Zanzibar, for example, imposing 25-

year sentences for sex between men and seven years for sex between women, while others 

mention only sex between men.  While some states such as Cameroon and Somalia specifically 

refer to “sexual acts” or “sexual relations”, the former British colonies including Gambia, Ghana, 

Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, continue to criminalise “carnal knowledge against the order of 

nature,” leaving a wide berth for determining what exactly might be included in such a 

definition. In July 2006, the government of Zimbabwe expanded the definition of “sodomy” to 

include any physical contact between two individuals of the same sex “that would be regarded 

by a reasonable person to be an indecent act.”  The intentional vagueness of these laws seems 

designed to provide the state with broad leeway in policing unpopular sexual or social behaviour.  

 

In countries that have no specific criminal penalties for same-sex conduct or in cases where a case 

for “sodomy” would be difficult to prove, authorities have detained suspects under a variety of 

other laws.   Two lesbian women were convicted of "public indecency" charges in Mali in 1999.  

Gay men have been the victims of police "round-ups" and charged with vagrancy in Mombasa 

and other cities in Kenya.  In Egypt hundreds of men suspected of homosexual conduct have been 

detained on "debauchery" charges since 2001, including three dozen who were arrested in May of 

that year during a raid on the Queen Boat, a nightclub on a cruise vessel moored in the Nile.  In 

August 2007, 18 men were arrested ostensibly for cross-dressing in Bauchi State, Nigeria, on 

charges of vagabondry, though they were not wearing women’s clothes at the time of their 

arrest. 

 



Penalties for consensual same-sex conduct vary widely as well, from a maximum of six months in 

Morocco, to three years in Eritrea, to five years in Cameroon, Senegal, and Ghana, to life 

imprisonment in Uganda. Convictions for consensual same-sex acts are punishable by death in 

three African states -Mauritania, Sudan, and parts of northern Nigeria. Over the last few years, 

five men have stood trial on “sodomy” charges in Nigeria; two were convicted and sentenced to 

death. No executions have been carried out. 

  

3. Current State of LGBT Organizing in Africa 

 

There are more than three dozen organisations and 

community service institutions primarily committed to 

working for LGBT rights or providing services to LGBT 

communities in Africa. Fifteen percent of the LGBTI 

organizations outside of the West surveyed by 

Funders for Lesbian and Gay Concerns for their 2007 

Global Gaze report are based in Africa - fewer than 

in Latin America, but substantially more than in Asia 

and Eastern Europe.  Many of these organisations 

have been launched in the last five years - with new 

groups having emerged in the last few years in 

Malawi, Mozambique, Cote d’Ivoire, Uganda, and 

South Africa. 

 

While many of these groups began as social support 

networks, many now represent the LGBT community  
Countries with Active LGBT Groups (in red) 

at the national level where most of the laws that negatively impact on LGBT lives are legislated.   

 

Media in many African countries is national in scope and coverage and international partners are 

often looking to identify one national partner or spokesperson with whom to interact.   

 

As a result, national organisations form the backbone of the LGBT movement in Africa.  

 

Most of these organisations are located in capital cities.  This bias toward urban organising is 

understandable, given generally more conservative attitudes in rural areas and the anonymity 

that big cities provide that can be useful for organising marginalised - and often criminalised - 

people. The result however is that rural people, particularly youth, are even more isolated and at 
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risk.  Increasingly, however, LGBT in cities outside of the capital are starting to create 

organisations of their own.  In Kenya, LGBT associations are emerging in Mombasa, Kilifi, Nakuru 

and Kisumu.  TRP in Namibia, GALZ in Zimbabwe, and CEPEHRG in Ghana are among the 

national LGBT organisations that have made a strong attempt to promote regional organising 

within their countries and provide services to LGBT in smaller cities and, to a lesser extent, rural 

areas.  Often these groups are satellite members of the national NGO or are encouraged to join 

national coalitions.  

 

In a few countries, LGBT groups have formed along other social and political lines as well.  In a 

country as large and diverse as South Africa, it is not surprising that there are more than a dozen 

political and social organisations.  Uganda has six or seven LGBT groups, both formal and 

informal, functioning in Kampala alone, each with its own focus and constituency.   Kenya also 

has a surprisingly large number of groups serving Nairobi, each with a different base of support.  

Gender, class, ethnicity/tribe, religiosity, or level of “outness” may all effect group membership. 

Ultimately as long as the various groups are working together for common goals and maximising 

scarce resources, there is nothing wrong with having multiple groups in one country - or even one 

city.  But inter-group conflict has sometimes lessened the overall impact of LGBT movements.  

Real or perceived competition for access to donor funding has been a major source of this conflict. 

 

National coalitions, such as GALCK, the JWG, and SMUG have begun to emerge for the purpose 

of harmonising a group of objectives and maximising impact.  These bodies provide a national 

umbrella organisation under which groups throughout the country can find mechanisms for 

cooperation. The result has been a broader based, representative, and cooperative movement.   

 

While the Global Gaze report indicated that more than half of the LGBT groups in the Global 

South and East are officially registered, in Africa most LGBT groups still function without benefit 

of official recognition by their governments.  This is mainly a result of the newness of most LGBT 

groups (less than 6.5 years) and the existence of laws that prohibit homosexual behaviour in more 

than two-thirds of African countries.  The inability to officially register contributes to institutional 

instability, by making it difficult to raise funds, rent an office space, and participate in certain 

NGO networks. 

 

In some countries, (cities and towns) a formal LGBT association has yet to be established, but 

individual activists have stepped (or been propelled) forward to represent the community.  Many 

of these leaders are community “gatekeepers,” those to whom LGBT go for help in crisis situations 

and to whom outsiders turn for entrée into the community. At times, some of these leaders have 

felt the need to lay claim to non-existent formal structures and exaggerated membership rolls in 
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order to satisfy the perceived values of international donors and partners, who appeared to be 

looking for more “recognisable” leadership structures.  Luckily, this dynamic has changed to some 

extent, and a more accurate picture of LGBT social and political mobilisation has emerged. 

 

Equally mercifully, the debate over “real gays” in the African LGBT movement that Maurick 

courageously exposed in her 2005 paper developed for the first donors’ meeting in Navaisha, has 

dissipated to some extent. This debate involved the perception that some of those who had 

emerged as LGBT leaders were either not publicly identified as gay or lesbian in their home 

countries, were engaged in relationships with members of the opposite sex, or were parents.  

These issues have dissipated in the context of an increasingly sophisticated movement that has 

more extensively explored the fluidity of gender and sexuality in the last few years.  

 

The African sexual rights movement has largely adopted the LGBT (and sometimes I) acronym 

but the B and T of what Susana Fried refers to as the “alphabet soup of sexual politics” have less 

overt exploration in the African discourse. With regard to bisexuality, there is a strong sense, 

supported by quantitative research, that many of those who engage in same-sex acts in Africa 

are bisexual in practice (and sometimes “straight” in identity). Many lesbian leaders have 

children, many gay leaders are known to sleep with women and some are married. But 

bisexuality is still shrouded in secrecy, resentment and shame and has yet to be fully explored. 

Understanding and acknowledging bisexuality, however, is key to understanding African 

homosexualities and especially to addressing the disproportionate impact of the AIDS epidemic 

on same-sex practicing men and women and their intimate partners.  (Intersexuality has 

particular meanings and histories in African cultures and to my knowledge has not been a major 

part of the discourse in the African LGBT movement.) 

 

Transgender politics, as a separate debate from gay and lesbian rights, has yet to develop much 

traction.  This makes perfect sense according to gender theorist Rikki Wilchins who argues that 

“white American culture tends to be one of the few that split sexual orientation from gender.” 

With the exception of GenderDynamix in South Africa, gender non-conforming individuals have 

tended to make their home in larger “gay rights” structures and have yet to find or create the 

space for separate organisations. Men who do drag and women who are butch form the 

backbone of many LGBT groups. The work of GenderDynamix, the prominence of a number of 

prominent African LGBT activists who are claiming “trans” status, and books like Tommy Boys, 

Lesbian Men, and Ancestral Wives: Female Same-Sex Practices in Africa and Male Wives, Female 

Husbands, are challenging traditional gender binaries within Africa and within LGBT movement 

structures.  LGBT groups will likely be called upon to render their commitment to working on 

behalf of transpeople much more visibly and vigorously.   
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LGBT organizations throughout the continent are at varying stages of development, size and 

capacity. Zimbabwe’s LGBT community for example has made tremendous strides in sustaining a 

multi-service, community-based organisation, confronting sodomy laws, and fighting social 

prejudice.  The new groups in Malawi, on the other hand, has a set of promising and committed 

young leaders at its helm and have already undertaken a number of creative projects.  

  

In keeping with the findings of the Global Gaze report, most African LGBT groups prioritise 

national advocacy and local service provision, and in fact see the two as firmly connected.  Many 

are committed to changing laws that entrench discrimination in order to improve the day-to-day 

lives of LGBT.  Many undertake advocacy with national governments and the media.  Many 

groups serve LGBT who are facing problems - legal and social - related to their sexual orientation 

and/or gender identity.  With the launch of AARI and CAL in 2005, more attention began to be 

paid to regional and international organising.  This has been supported by work that the 

movement has undertaken at the United Nations and the Africa Commission on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights.  There is some hope that intransigent governments can be influenced by 

international law and the international human rights regime. 

 

In most places, LGBT groups are forced to multi-task and provide a diverse set of services to an 

increasingly diverse community.  They must represent men, women, and transgender people.  

They have to be both advocates and service providers.  They must respond to both the political 

and social needs of the movement.  Many groups have learned to dismiss the false line between 

political and social organising.  In June 2007, GALCK made a strategy decision to organize a 

successful social event that brought together more than 400 kuchu from all over Kenya, at least 

20% of them lesbian.  The objective of the party, according to GALCK organisers, was “to bring 

the LGBTI community in Kenya together for a social gathering with political ends, to claim space, 

albeit for a few hours, and more importantly, demonstrate that it can be done without everyone 

getting arrested, outted, or attacked”. GALCK used the party to recruit members, distribute 

condoms and offer other health and legal information. 

 

4. Key Events, Meetings, Conferences in the History of the Movement 

Acknowledging milestones and understanding the significance of key events is important in 

mapping the progress of the movement and its emotional value to its adherents.  A number of 

events and dates stand out as emblematic of the struggles that African LGBT have mounted 

against homophobia in their countries and on the continent as a whole.  The following is a far 

from exhaustive list of key dates and events that serve as historical markers in the consciousness 

of many African LGBT and their supporters.  
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• Kanane v. State (1994 – 2003).  This case constituted the first affirmative challenge 

to an African sodomy law.  In it, the High Court of Botswana upheld the prosecution of a gay 

man on “sodomy” charges.  In the process,the local LGBT movement (LEGABIBO) was 

strengthened and mainstream human rights partners, including BONELA and Ditshwanelo, 

provided leadership and financial support. One inadvertent result was the “equalisation” of 

Botswana sodomy law to include same-sex acts between females, on which the law had 

previously been silent.  Note that legal manoeuvering in the case took nearly ten years. 

 

• Sex and Secrecy Conference (June 2003).  Hosted by the International Association 

for the Study of Sexuality, Culture and Society (IASSCS) at Wits University, South Africa, the 

conference was a historic meeting of academicians and activists.  It was the first opportunity for 

many to connect with scholars doing work in the area of sexuality in Africa.  Not without 

controversy, the conference became the site of an emotional debate about African Queer 

subjectivity and pointed questions about control over the imaging of Black Bodies. 

 

•  Ban on the participation of GALZ at the Harare International Book Fair (July 

1995). GALZ mounted a successful legal challenge to the ban, but the Book Fair remains a 

contested site between the LGBT organisation and the government of Zimbabwe.  GALZ 

members have been periodically harassed at the Book Fair, but the LGBT movement in 

Zimbabwe remains one of the strongest and most productive in Africa. 

 

• Anglophone Africa LGBT Strategy Meeting (April 2004). Held in Helderfontein, 

South Africa, this was the first comprehensive meeting of African LGBT leaders from throughout 

the continent.  This meeting set a tone for professionalism and mutual support across the 

movement.  The All-Africa Rights Initiative (AARI) was launched at this meeting, but failed to 

live up to its expectations, and was eventually dissolved. 

 

• Murder of FannyAnn Eddy (September 28, 2004).  The circumstances or motives 

behind Eddy’s murder have never been fully explained.  Her alleged killer, Emmanuel Sankoh, 

was arrested in Freetown, Sierra Leone, but then “escaped” from police custody.  He remains at 

large. 

 

• Launch of the Coalition of African Lesbians (CAL) (August 2004); Growing out 

of the Alliance of African Lesbians (AAL), CAL is providing needed visibility and leadership for the 

lesbian, bisexual and trans women of Africa. 
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• First International LGBT Donors Roundtable (October 2005).  Hosted by Urgent 

Action Fund-Africa with support from the Ford Foundation Office for Eastern Africa in Naivasha, 

Kenya, the meeting was the first hard assessment of the state of the LGBT movement in the sub-

region and the impact - both positive and negative - of donors.  The LGBTI research study, 

conducted by consultant Madeleine Maurick, addressed a number of controversial, but critical 

issues, and shone a spotlight on some of the movement’s most important challenges. 

 

• 14th International Conference on AIDS and Sexually Transmitted Diseases 

(ICASA) (December, 2005).  IGLHRC hosts a pre-conference meeting and expanded 

participation of LGBT activists in this key HIV conference, held in Abuja, Nigeria.  The meeting 

came on the heels of the national conference of Changing Attitudes Nigeria (CAN) and 

immediately preceding the introduction by the government of Nigeria of the Same-Sex Marriage 

(Prohibition Act). 

 

• The arrest of 17 gay men in Cameroon while socialising in a bar (June 2005). 

Eleven of the men were held for more than one year. In an October 2006 ruling, the UN Working 

Group on Arbitrary Detention declared that their arrest and detention was a violation of the 

rights to privacy and non-discrimination guaranteed in the International Covenant of Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR). Seven were eventually convicted in a trial that failed to meet 

international standards.  One of the men, Alim Mongoche, died shortly after his release of AIDS-

related causes. 

 

• The 39th, 40th, and 41st sessions of the African Commission on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights (Banjul, the Gambia/May 2006, Banjul, the Gambia/November 

2006, and Accra, Ghana/May 2007, respectively).  LGBT rights becomes a major issue at 

the African human rights bodies as a series of African LGBT groups and leaders and international 

supporters lobby commissioners, submit shadow reports and speak from the floor of the meeting. 

 

• South African Deputy President signs bill upholding marriage rights for same-

sex couples (November 28, 2006).  The reverberations are heard throughout the continent, 

with commentators and politicians throughout African expressing shock, anger, and 

disappointment. 

 

• High Visibility LGBT participation in World Social Forum in Africa (Nairobi, 

Kenya, January 2007).  The Kenyan LGBT community organizes high visibility and creative 
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participation in the high-profile international meeting (including the Q-Spot meeting area).  The 

Kenyan media provides extensive coverage - both positive and negative.  The Kenyan 

government, however, fails to respond to calls for arrest of LGBT leaders. 

 

• ILGA First Pan-African LGBTI Conference (May 2007).  More than 60 activists 

from 15 countries attended the meeting in Germiston, South Africa, reinvigorating the possibility 

that the continent could sustain a pan-African LGBT membership organisation.  

 

• Mukasa and Ooyo v. Attorney General (August, 2007). Two lesbian activists file a 

civil suit against the government of Uganda for illegal search and seizure after local councillors 

enter the home of one of the activists as a form of harassment.  The case gets wide support from 

Uganda’s LGBT community representatives who show up in court in great numbers for hearings, 

despite fears of exposure and retribution. SMUG holds press conference to launch “Let Us Live in 

Peace” Campaign.  A conservative religious coalition held a rally against LGBT rights in 

Kampala, attracting more than 100 protesters and wide media attention.  

 

5. Partnerships and Alliances 

 

A number of non-LGBT organisations and human rights leaders have made specific, consistent, 

and sometimes risky commitments to LGBT rights.  These have happened on a national level - for 

example, the support that the East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders Project has 

provided to SMUG. Some of it has been sub-regional, such as the support that ICJ Kenya provides 

for human rights litigation in East Africa.  Much of it happens quietly and with a certain 

trepidation, such as the decision by a mainstream human rights group in Cameroon to channel 

emergency relief and medication to the gay men detained for more than a year in that country, 

while being unwilling to have their name publicly associated with the case. 

 

Recent work on LGBT rights in Nigeria are probably the best example of how alliances can be 

formed with other human rights organisations based on overarching principles of human dignity: 

and the human rights principles which the LGBT movement increasingly deploys can be situated 

in the larger movement for human rights and development in Africa.   For several years, men on 

trial for sodomy charges in northern Nigeria had received legal support from the Legal Defence 

and Assistance Project (LEDAP).  With funding from key donors, Dorothy Akenova’s INCRESE 

successfully organized a strategy meeting that included both LGBT and mainstream 

organisations. Nigerian organisations like LEDAP and international partners like Global Rights 

with local offices crafted a successful strategy for heading off what appeared to be, at the time, 
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the inevitable passage of the Same-Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act.  Other international 

organisations like IGLHRC and HRW were informed of the strategy, and engaged in supporting 

activities.  Six months later, that coalition could be quickly reactivated on behalf of 18 men 

arrested and charged with cross-dressing in Bauchi State, Northern Nigeria.   

 

A similar coalition has emerged in Kenya where a broad coalition of representatives of a few 

government institutions, human rights bodies, and mainstream human, women’s rights and HIV 

organisations have found intersectionalities in their struggle for rights.  This has led to a few, 

important joint actions in response to human rights violations, which have taken people outside 

their comfort zones, but made evident the beginnings of a broad and progressive coalition for 

sexual rights. 

 

In a few countries, mainstream human rights or HIV groups have provided organisational “cover” 

and administrative support to LGBT organising efforts.  In Botswana, both Bonela and 

Ditshwanelo have served as organisational sponsor for LEGABIBO, the national LGBT group.  HIV 

organisations like ENDA-Santé and ANCS have provided meeting space, funding and technical 

support for the development of support groups, and ultimately, a political organising base for 

gay men in Senegal. 

 

In many other countries, however, the fledgling LGBT movement faces much greater isolation.  In 

Ghana, Botswana, and Senegal, for example, while some individual activists and human rights 

attorneys have offered support or come to the aid of LGBT activists or individuals in times of 

crisis, there is little formal cooperation across the human rights and HIV movements.  While 

individual thought leaders like Beatrice Were, Sylvia Tamale, and Sarah Mukasa have 

consistently spoken out in support of LGBT rights, activists in Uganda have received little support 

from the established human rights movement.  In the midst of the recent hate campaign 

mounted by a coalition of Ugandan religious leaders, the best that the Foundation for Human 

Rights Initiative, the leading human rights NGO, could do in support of SMUG was to publish a 

mildly supportive op-ed piece in the New Vision newspaper written by an intern, 

unenthusiastically titled, “the Futility of Fighting Homosexuality.” 

 

Why, however, are there not broader, regular, prouder commitments from non-LGBT African 

human rights organisations and leaders to stand with African queers?  Why do the links between 

the African women’s movement and the African LBT movement remain so hesitant?  Why has 

there been little or no discussion about the specific human rights violations faced by same-sex 

practicing people among African NGOs working at the national and regional levels in the areas 

of torture, prisoner rights, refugees, education, housing and employment. Why have so few South 
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African elected or thought leaders vociferously condemned the killings of black lesbians in that 

country?  Homophobia, internal conflict on the issue of sexual rights, fear of alienating 

government, donors and supporters, and lack of time and resources are all part of the answer.  

But the road for full enjoyment of civil rights by LGBT people in Africa will be a much longer one 

without the involvement of mainstream human rights leaders and a broader vision of human 

rights that includes sexuality. 

 

6. International Solidarity Work 

 

As human rights violations in Africa based on sexual orientation and gender identity have come 

to light, Western-based human rights organizations, mainly in North America and Europe, have 

sought to support partner organisations in Africa.  Working coalitions have emerged among 

groups committed to supporting the LGBT movement in Africa.  While its members vary 

depending on the country, region, and human rights situation, its members include: Amnesty 

International, Global Rights, Human Rights Watch, ILGA, and IGLHRC. A number of key donors 

are also called upon to be part of strategy discussions and are critical in providing the funding for 

emergency and more sustained support.  Key donors in this regard include Astraea, Mama Cash, 

Frontline Human Rights Defenders, and OMCT/World Organization Against Torture.   These 

partnerships have not been without their challenges, as Western organisations vie for access to 

funding and media, and attempt to work together despite differing objectives, priorities, 

strategies and styles.  

 

In Francophone Africa, a number of the larger LGBT and HIV organisations in Canada, France 

and Switzerland have engaged in solidarity work that has included fundraising, letter writing, 

and organising strategy meetings and conferences.  AIDES and Sida-Action, for example, have 

recently launched programmes to provide technical assistance to organisations engaged in HIV 

prevention for MSM and to link Francophone African LGBT organisations to mainstream HIV 

partners in West and Central Africa. 

 

Thus far, there has been little engagement of LGBT, HIV/AIDS, or women’s groups from Portugal 

in the Lusophone African countries, but there has been communication and support between the 

Lusophone countries and groups in Brazil.  Interestingly, Guinea-Bissau was the only African 

country to vote in favour of accepting the membership of Coalition Gaie et Lesbienne du Québec 

(CGLQ) and the Swedish Federation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Rights (RFSL) 

into ECOSOC.  Many attribute this uncharacteristic vote to lobbying by LGBT groups in Brazil. 
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Inter-African Solidarity work is also increasing.  Behind the Mask’s Link programme was 

established specifically to increase advocacy on LGBT human rights issues within Africa.  There has 

also been substantial communication and support between groups in specific sub-regions.  For 

example, activists in Uganda have provided shelter and support to Kenyans in times of crisis, and 

vice-versa.  While much of the inter-African work has been ad hoc, with the establishment of CAL 

and ILGA-Africa, there is potential for greater and more consistent cooperation and response to 

human rights violations. 

 

The African LGBT Diaspora:  An Untapped Resource 

 

The many African LGBT people living abroad have a potentially important role to play in the 

development of LGBT movements in their countries of origin or within Africa as a whole.  The 

potential contribution of this group has in general been neglected.  There are at least three levels 

of diaspora relevant to this discussion.   

 

The first consists of LGBT individuals born in Africa who immigrated as adults.  Individuals like 

Alexis Musanganya (Rwanda, Montreal), Carlos Idibouo (Cote d’Ivoire, Toronto) and Doyin Ola 

(Nigeria, New York).  I raise these three individuals as examples because all have been actively 

engaged in LGBT politics in their countries of asylum and have made contributions to LGBT 

struggles back in their home countries.   

 

The second level are second or third generation immigrants who were born outside of Africa or 

“came out” after leaving the continent. There may be a particularly important role for African 

academics, people like Kwame Anthony Appiah of Princeton University and Dag Woubset of 

Cornell.  These scholars could help to organise intellectual resources to assist in research on issues 

related to African homosexualities that could stand up to academic and political scrutiny.  

 

The third level consists of individuals whose connection to Africa is more historical than personal.  

These are primarily African-Americans and Afro-Canadians whose ancestors left Africa more 

than three generations ago.  While these communities may have limited information about 

Africa, many of those engaged in black LGBT politics in the U.S. and Europe, are genuinely 

interested in seeing progress in the African LGBT community and are willing to play a role.  They 

can be called upon to assist with advocacy campaigns, exchange programs, study tours and 

fundraising. 
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7. The Enhanced Role of Donors and Identified Needs for Support 

 

As outlined in the Global Gaze report, grants from mostly Western-based donors (with one 

significant donor based in South Africa) have accounted for the lion’s share of the budgets of 

LGBT groups in Africa.  (It would be interesting to know the percentages of African LGBT 

budgets obtained through monetary and in-kind contributions of members.)  African LGBT 

organisations have obtained grants from women’s funds and public foundations (regranting 

agencies). The more developed African LGBT groups have received funding directly from some of 

the larger grantees, like HIVOS and the Ford Foundation.  The Astraea Foundation for Lesbian 

Action has been a supporter of groups across the board.  Groups like Astraea, OMCT, Urgent 

Action Network and Frontline have provided emergency assistance to support human rights 

defenders in crisis.  Few African LGBT groups have benefited from government funding of any 

kind.  HIV-related funding from foundations is an increasingly important revenue stream and is 

likely to increase in the next five years. 

 

While grant-making to African LGBT groups has attempted to respond to community needs, it 

has suffered from a number of challenges. Funders have been mainly in Europe and North 

America, physically distant from the organisations they are funding.  With limited time and 

resources for field trips, grantees have suffered from a lack of accurate information about the 

actual capacity, structures, and output of their LGBT grantees in Africa.  Grant-makers have 

attempted to respond to this challenge by established regional funding boards and increasing 

field visits, but there is still a level of “blind funding” that can be frustrating to all involved. 

 

The recommendations outlined here are based on (a) written reports from a number of meetings 

and consultations of African LGBT groups and individuals; and (b) conversations that I have 

engaged in with LGBT leaders.  I have not attempted to prioritise these priorities and needs, but 

rather have endeavoured to strategise as to how these priorities might be addressed by funders 

eager to make a measurable impact on the social injustices and human rights violations being 

faced by this marginalized group.  Programming in the areas described below would mitigate 

the most destructive aspects of legal and social discrimination.   

 

7.1. Responding to Hate Crimes and Gender-Based Violence (GBV) 

 

African lesbians have been consistently clear that among their most pressing issues is the violence 

they face based on sexual orientation and/or gender identity. Funding projects designed to 
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address Hate Crimes and GBV must therefore be a priority.  Hate Crimes and GBV manifests in 

many ways including verbal and physical attacks, extortion, rape and other forms of sexual 

violence, and even murders.  Research by FEW has found that women who have sex with women 

are systematically targeted for a variety of abuses.  Studies conducted by OUT and the Durban 

Centre indicate that one-third of LGBT students are physically attacked in their schools because 

of their sexuality. Gay men in South Africa are also regular victims of sexual violence based on 

orientation and identity.   

 

There is still much to learn about GBV in Africa.  Are the statistics from South Africa relevant for 

the rest of the continent?  How prevalent is curative rape and are we just looking at the tip of 

the iceberg?  What is the impact of hate speech on LGBT, particularly on youth?  What have 

been effective responses to hate crimes and GBV in other parts of the world?  Is Hate Crimes 

legislation an appropriate response?   Providing funding for research and targeted responses to 

this problem is likely to be one of the most important actions donors can undertake. 

 

7.2. Capacity Building 

 

Donors must continue providing opportunities for traditional capacity building.  This need has 

been expressed regularly and was raised by LGBT groups from Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda at 

the LGBT Organizing in East Africa Conference held in Nairobi in June 2006.  Short courses in 

management, finance, accounting, volunteer leadership, human rights documentation, etc. still 

have an important role to play.  The larger international and regional LGBT human rights 

groups - i.e. IGLHRC, CAL, ILGA, Behind the Mask - and the most experienced local and national 

LGBT groups - OUT, the Durban Center, FEW, GALZ, CEPEHRG and others - should include the 

provision of this type of training for partner groups in their own proposals for funding and donors 

should strongly consider funding these initiatives. 

 

7.2.1. Organisational Capacity 

 

Many organisations and activists are not really sure what their role should be and where they can 

effectively foment change, for themselves and their communities.  In some countries, being an 

LGBT activist is still associated with the “briefcase NGO” paradigm of the 1980s and 90s, in which 

the organisation is only important in how it is viewed outside of the country by what Massad 

refers to as the “LGBT International” which includes international LGBT human rights groups, and 

I would argue, LGBT donors. A perfect example of this phenomenon can be found in a number of 

countries where the number of LGBT groups continues to grow at an exponential rate, with each 



young leader surmising that his/her best hope for survival (i.e. funding, international recognition, 

etc.) is to start his/her own group, rather than becoming a sub-leader in the fragmented and 

amorphous national movement in those countries. Such “groups” and their leaders, though often 

charismatic and potentially useful, have little local accountability and hence little relevance, 

either at home or abroad, except when international human rights activists use them with little 

credibility of their own.  

 

7.2.2. Human Resources 

 

While African LGBT organisations usually function with few, if any, full time staff members, even 

when staff positions can be created and funded, they are often difficult to fill.  With the possible 

exception of South Africa, in most African countries there are simply not enough self-identified 

African LGBTs with the skills to take on volunteer leadership and/or staff positions at either LGBT 

or mainstream HIV service organisations with MSM programs.  For those African LGBT with 

professional skills or degrees, the decision to “come out” by accepting a staff position with an 

LGBT organisation or with an HIV service/human rights organisation focusing on sexual rights is a 

difficult one. Very few doctors, lawyers, accountants, teachers or writers are willing to risk being 

stigmatised after having struggled through a difficult and challenging educational system. 

 

The small group of individuals who are professionally engaged in LGBT/MSM HIV work are 

overworked and overstretched; and are called upon to provide expertise at both international 

conferences and strategy sessions while effectively managing movements and organisations at 

home.  At present there are at least a dozen initiatives underway that require participation, 

communication and cooperation across borders, projects into which African LGBT organisations 

are being asked to send representatives, prepare papers and presentations, and otherwise 

meaningfully participate.  Many of these initiatives have been developed and are managed by 

Western NGOs that have sought input from African LGBT in their planning and whose internet is 

to make contributions to the African and international LGBT movements.  The increasing 

number of these initiatives however and the demands they place on local movements need to be 

carefully examined.   

 

Developing a larger, stronger, more outspoken cadre of African LGBT leaders and managers is 

essential to the health and growth of the movement.  Funding leadership development 

programmes would be an important contribution to ensuring that African LGBT groups have the 

resources they need to successfully undertake the work they are being called upon to do. 

Programmes that provide training and mentoring for African LGBT leaders at all levels will not 

only be useful for the groups themselves, but are essential given the challenges and demands 
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being placed on leaders by the international human rights movement, donors, government and 

last but not least, their constituencies.  It is essential, however that these leadership development 

models do not perpetuate the creation of a “leadership elite” and do not further tax limited 

resources in the region. 

 

7.3. HIV/AIDS and other LGBT Health Issues 

 

IGLHRC’s 2007 report on HIV and Same-Sex Practices in Africa makes clear the disproportionate 

impact of HIV on LGBT communities in Africa. Comparisons of seroprevalence rates among MSM 

in three countries (Ghana, Kenya and Senegal) with those of the general population, coupled 

with an assessment of the disappointing number and reach of programs designed to address HIV 

prevention, treatment and care among African LGBT tell us that the community is in the middle 

of an all too silent health crisis. 

 

Since the publication of the report, several positive developments have occurred. OSISA has 

launched a set of seroprevalence probes in four Southern African countries, designed to obtain 

data on HIV and improve the capacity and involvement of LGBT groups.  And the Shorer 

Foundation, with funds from the Dutch Foreign Ministry, has provided funding to LGBT groups in 

four Southern African countries to rapidly scale-up HIV prevention programmes.  The Human 

Sciences Research Council and the Mailman School of Public Health at Columbia University 

hosted a refreshingly practical conference on HIV and MSM in Southern Africa. 

 

Unfortunately, despite significant advocacy efforts, the three major funders of HIV/AIDS 

programmes in Africa - the U.S., the World Bank and the Global Fund - have maintained their 

deadly silence on the issue of HIV among same-sex practicing people in Africa.  The U.S. is funding 

only one African LGBT organisation - CEPEHRG, with a grant of less than $100,000 per annum - 

to engage in HIV prevention activities for MSM.   The World Bank has no specifically LGBT 

grantees in Africa and the Global Fund sidesteps the issue by claiming that it has limited control 

over how countries use its grants. 

  

The new grant-making initiative for HIV programmes targeting LGBT communities in the Global 

South and East launched by the American Foundation for AIDS Relief (AmfAR) deserves special 

attention for its innovation and responsiveness to an unmet need.  AmfAR intends to make 

$100,000 in grants to 6 - 10 organisations or consortia in Africa within the next six months.  These 

grants will provide an important funding opportunity for LGBT groups that are doing AIDS 

service work with little or no support from local, national or foreign governments.  AmfAR grants 

will be for one year, with the possibility of renewal if their fundraising efforts are successful.  
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Supporting amfAR’s process may be the most effective use of donor funds for the next few years 

in the area of HIV/AIDS in LGBT communities in Africa.   

 

Work against HIV among MSM in Africa has led to a lack of attention to lesbian health and to 

other health-related issues and rights of LGBT. While there appears to be little possibility of sexual 

transmission of HIV between women, the social vulnerabilities of African lesbians and bisexual 

women to HIV appears to be quite high. Little funding and few programmes have been made 

available to address HIV among African lesbians.  Other health concerns, such as certain types of 

cancer, and obesity, still need attention with regard to prevention, treatment and social support. 

 

7.4. Operational/infrastructural/small project assistance 

 

Core and project support, i.e. rent, administrative and project staff salaries, local travel, printing 

and materials is probably still among the most important needs of most African LGBT groups, 

just as it is for groups in the West. More than anything, groups seem to be in need of support in 

the development of ideas into proposals capable of being funded and evaluated.  Donors should 

think about making foundation staff or consultants available to help with project and proposal 

development. 

 

Travel costs to international meetings and conferences has become a bit of a “hot button” issue in 

that given the high cost of international travel, most African LGBT groups are unlikely to include 

it in their budgets. This however means that when an important international meeting occurs, 

determining the participants becomes the decision of larger, western international NGOs who 

have budgeted for local participation in such meetings or who can write a quick proposal to a 

donor.  One solution has been the establishment of Africa-based committees whose 

responsibilities include determining participation in these meetings. 

  

7.5. Human Rights Documentation 

 

Human rights documentation is an oft-expressed need of the community and was raised as an 

area in which training and assistance is necessary at the ILGA-Africa meeting in Johannesburg 

(June 2007).  Myriad reports of physical and verbal attacks, school expulsions, job firings, and 

other human rights violations based on sexual orientation are reported, but hardly ever are they 

documented to the point at which they can be used in human rights reports, demarches to 

governments and intergovernmental bodies, and to the media.  Often they lack sufficient detail 

and are seldom corroborated in ways that would make them potent tools for deployment 
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against abusers in meaningful ways.  Organisations like CAL, IGLRHC, Global Rights, Arc 

International and others could play a more important role in providing basic practical training on 

human rights research and documentation.  Organisations could be provided with funds for 

hiring staff whose primary role would be to document human rights violations and use them in 

campaigning.  One huge contribution would be to implement a continent-wide database for 

documenting human rights abuses experienced by LGBT in Africa that could be universally 

accessed. 

 

7.6. Emergency Assistance to LGBT Human Rights Defenders 

 

In the past 2 - 3 years, LGBT human rights defenders in Burundi, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, 

Senegal and Uganda have faced situations of present or potential violence.  Most often these 

situations have involved attacks on defenders by family, the community, the media, the state, or 

some combination.  In a number of situations, the security of the defender has been compromised 

to the point where he/she cannot remain in their current location. Sometimes defenders need 

assistance with emergency relocation, legal fees, or help with survival in places of detention, 

where food, medical care, and even security must be paid for. 

 

Responding appropriately requires a more rapid, fluid, and forward thinking mechanism than 

currently exists. Frontline and the Urgent Action Fund are the most experienced NGOs/donors at 

mounting responses to attacks on defenders, and they are attempting to expand their work with 

LGBT communities in Africa. But for many defenders, there is no local LGBT group to write a 

proposal on their behalf and insufficient mechanisms to receive and disburse emergency funds. 

 

Establishing a nimble fund for LGBT human rights defenders would be an excellent use of donor 

funds.  The fund would have to develop a set of principles that would ensure that their funding 

“did no harm” while “preventing harm.” Such a response would put the safety of the individual 

first, but would also seek to strengthen the local movement, which is likely to also be in crisis. The 

fund would enable human rights defenders fleeing human rights abuses by government or 

violence from non-governmental actors to: 

 

• Relocate temporarily to the nearest country where safety can be assured or from which 

movement-related work can continue 

• Assure the defender’s sustenance at a modest level 

• Assist the defender in addressing physical and mental health issues related to the attack or 

            targeting they have experienced 
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• Assure regular communication between the defender and his/her home organisation 

• Assure a return to the country at the earliest moment 

• Establish a safe re-entry strategy 

• Allow the defender to establish enhanced security mechanisms upon their return, i.e.    

            regular communication, fences and alarms at offices/residences.  

 

For defenders who must leave their homes due to insecurity, most often, the correct solution is 

one that involves a temporary respite of the individual from his/her current situation, with 

ancillary measures being put into place to increase security upon their return.  Sometimes this 

involves moving to a new flat in a new neighbourhood, establishing new, secure phone lines, etc.  

 

7.7. Engagement in LGBT Human Rights Litigation 

 

While it is difficult to say how many people are in jails and prisons on sodomy-related charges in 

Africa, the number is probably not very large.  We are aware of several men currently detained 

in Cameroon for more than two years, and a man in Ghana who was recently released after 

several years of imprisonment, but few other cases have come to light.  Governments prefer, it 

seems, to police non-heteronormative sexual identity and behaviour through short-term arrests, 

usually involving cruel and degrading treatment and extortion. The preferred tools of non-

governmental actors are often physical and verbal attacks, school expulsions, and employment 

discrimination. 

 

When governments arrest, detain and bring to trial individuals because of their sexual 

orientation, the opportunities for well-planned, coordinated human rights advocacy increase and 

activists are able to deploy a set of strategies that involve longer-term strategising, coalition-

building, media engagement, and strategic involvement of UN and regional human rights 

institutions. When domestic judicial systems are brought into play, we can engage with a system 

that is expected to ensure impartiality and to live up to a set of international legal norms.  This 

makes it harder for governments to hide their abuses and makes it easier for advocates to locate, 

protect, and support victims.  It also moves individual human rights cases onto a legal track on 

which domestic remedies can be accessed, and if unsuccessful, cases can move onto the 

international human rights arena, where adjudication at UN and regional human rights treaty 

bodies becomes possible. 

 

In the first proactive challenge to an African sodomy law, Utjiwa Kanane who had been arrested 

and charged in December 1994 under sections 164 and 167 - engaging in unnatural acts and 
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indecent practices between males - of the Botswana Penal Code, sued the government on 

Constitutional grounds before the High Court. The Court upheld the constitutionality of the law 

stating that the provisions of the constitution that protect rights to privacy, association, and 

freedom of expression could be curtailed by legislation enacted to support “public morality.” 

Additionally, it found that although lesbian intercourse was not considered to be carnal 

knowledge, there was no gender discrimination in the penal code. The code was amended in 

1998, making the sections applicable to both males and females, an unfortunate outcome and a 

misuse of the gender discrimination/equality argument. 

 

The Court stated that there were "indications before it that the time has not yet arrived to 

decriminalise homosexual practices even between consenting adult males in private.”   They 

considered whether "public opinion in Botswana has so changed and developed that 

society...demands such decriminalisation". This articulation of the judgment leaves a door open 

for LEGABIBO to show that public opinion may well be changing in Botswana.  LEGABIBO could 

therefore benefit from help with work related to visibility, popular education and public opinion 

research. 

 

The case of Mukasa and Ooyo vs. Attorney General of Uganda is a shining example of how 

important and effective human rights litigation involving LGBT rights can be.   The need to 

“exhaust local remedies,” a constant refrain in international human rights litigation, has provided 

particular challenges for the struggle for legal remedies in Africa.  The sheer cost, the unwieldy 

delays and the degree of exposure required in bringing a human rights complaint against a 

government domestically means that few LGBT people are able to use constitutional and/or 

national human rights mechanisms to address their claims.  As a result, no cases meet the 

requirement of having exhausted local remedies.   

 

The suit by Mukasa and Ooyo against the government of Uganda is the first time that an African 

gay man or lesbian has filed civil suit against their government for violations of their rights.  The 

case has already gone further in the Ugandan judicial system than one might have imagined, 

with the judge, already issuing several motions in favour of the litigants.  Regardless of its 

eventual outcome, two LGBT women and a range of their local supporters, have gone to court 

and stood up to the government in a rational and powerful way.   

 

While the cost of mounting both defensive and affirmative challenges to violations of LGBT rights 

may be less expensive than a similar case would cost in the West, finding the funds to engage in 

these cases is much more difficult than one might expect.  Defending the Cameroon 11 over the 

course of one year cost approximately $10,000 and legal, travel, and support fees for Mukasa 
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and Ooyo have been estimated at $20,000.  In both cases, representation was provided by 

lawyers who were committed to the cause and who worked at greatly reduced rates. In both 

cases, local and international activists have spent considerable time approaching, negotiating 

with, and reporting to multiple donors in an effort to keep the legal wheels turning.  This is time 

that could have been spent on more direct advocacy rather than on fundraising per se.  There is 

a strong need to establish a LGBT human rights litigation fund that will provide 

support to LGBT people involved in both criminal and civil litigation.  

  

7.8. Popular Culture  

 

Various forms of engagement with popular culture and the arts are already being used as tools in 

the advancement of LGBT rights.  

7.8.1. Film Festivals 

 

LGBT Film Festivals have been a big hit in countries throughout the world.  The Out in Africa 

festival in South Africa is one of the most widely anticipated events in the LGBT calendar and 

draws large crowds for its events in Johannesburg, Durban and Cape town.  Practical workshops 

prior to the festival have given countless South Africans access to a voice in which to express the 

realities of their lives.  The Out in Africa staff have also brought the films from the festival into 

smaller towns throughout the country, educating hundreds of people on LGBT rights and culture 

and making an immeasurable contribution to fighting the type of hate crimes that emerge from 

ignorance and irrational hatred. 

 

Many LGBT groups in Africa use film and video as a way of building community and educating 

LGBT and the general population. Groups like CEPEHRG in Ghana host a weekly video evening 

in their offices. The videos help LGBT to make a link with a worldwide movement, to build 

solidarity and it is just plain fun.  Arc-en-Ciel in Cote d’Ivoire has occasional screenings of films like 

Mohammed Camara’s Dakan to educate the community and provide opportunities for 

mobilisation. CEPEHRG is working with international groups to plan a one-month public film 

festival for the first time as an attempt to introduce positive images of LGBT to the larger Accra 

community. 

 

7.8.2. Creative Writing, Theatre, Photography, and Other Arts 

 

The personal is political and the creative arts have proven to be a powerful way for LGBT to 

document their personal histories. CEPEHRG, Ishtar, and several other African LGBT 
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organizations have successfully used both formal and interactive theatre in their community 

education programmes.  Visual artists like Zanele Muholi have shown the potential impact of 

alternative modes of expression on women’s lives. FEW and CAL have made writing projects that 

focus on documenting the lived experiences of African lesbians, a key part of the political 

experience.  Such approaches can be particularly useful for low-income people, those from rural 

areas, young people, and anyone who may have challenges expressing themselves in traditional 

medium.  

 

7.8.3.  LGBT Pride Celebrations and Marches 

 

Marchers, representing and supporting the LGBT community in Kenya took to the streets during 

the January 2007 World Social Forum in Nairobi, carrying banners and distributing flyers 

demanding respect and dignity.  The response from the media was frenzied, from the 

government was muted, and from religious conservatives was vitriolic.  But one thing is clear - 

after the WSF and that march, sexual politics in Kenya will never be the same. 

 

African LGBT communities have celebrated pride and community cohesion in various ways, 

hosting parties, pageants and parades to which community members, friends, supporters and 

sometimes members of the general public have been invited. Though legal and social stigma, 

however, has often hampered public expressions of pride, these public and semi-public events 

provide an opportunity to assert community pride, build cohesion, and display individual talents.   

 

The LGBT community in Nigeria hosted its first “Black and Gold Pride Celebration” in December 

2005.   The event was held at a rented hall in Abuja, at which valued leaders and supporters 

were presented with awards.  Food, music and dancing were key elements of the event.  A drag 

show and beauty contest were also important manifestations of community pride. 

 

Zimbabwe’s LGBT community celebrates international Gay pride month in June by throwing a 

large party, but the homegrown Zimpride takes place in October.   The high point of the 

celebration, the Jacaranda Queen pageant, is named after the fragrant jacaranda tree, which 

erupts in vivid purple blue blooms at this time of year. The first official Jacaranda Queen pageant 

took place in 1995. Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ) assumed management of the festival 

in 2000. A few acts of violence perpetrated by homophobes, and last-minute cancellations by 

nervous venue managers, have provided serious challenges to keeping the event alive.  But it is 

one of the most unifying and spirited parts of gay life in Zimbabwe.  

 

In 2000, the Rainbow Project (TRP) in Namibia partnered with 19 human and gender rights 
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organisations to create the Human Rights and Democracy March in response to ongoing attacks 

on sexual minorities. “The LGBTI community doing it alone and calling it a gay march or a gay 

pride march would not have been safe,” according to TRP’s Linda Baumann. The next march 

was celebrated in 2004 organised by TRP. On that day, barely 40 people were present at the 

beginning of the march but more than 200 had joined the crowd by the end of the day. Then 

president Sam Nujoma asked “how dare they (gays and lesbians) march in the streets that we 

(SWAPO) fought to liberate?” But claiming their rights to march on those streets as proud 

Namibian gays and lesbians, the Namibian LGBT community responded to that question by 

marching anew in 2005 and 2006. The gay pride march now takes place at the end of June of 

every year. The Rainbow project picks a theme for every year and this year’s theme is “Straight 

talk with straight friends.” It focuses on the social barriers that prevent gay and straight from 

forming positive relationships.  

 

The first gay pride parade in South Africa - and perhaps on the African continent - took place on 

October 13, 1990, in Johannesburg.  It was organised by the Gay and Lesbian Organization of 

Witwatersrand (GLOW), headed by respected LGBT activists Simon Nkoli, Bev Ditsie, and others, 

many of whom were also anti-apartheid activists. The gays, lesbians, bisexuals, transgender 

people and their supporters who marched that day - about hundred in all - stood up for respect, 

dignity and justice. Levels of homophobia were still such that some people marched with paper 

bags over their heads to protect their identities.  Nevertheless, people were “asserting their civic 

entitlements, claiming the run of the city and rightfully invoking the protection of the law in 

doing so,” according to Justice Edwin Cameron who attended the event that day. 

 

Some feared that the march was premature and that it might generate a retrenchment of the 

slow, but steady, progress that the LGBT community had been achieving.  On the contrary, the 

march forced existing institutions/groups/parties to clarify their positions on gay and lesbian rights. 

The African National Congress (ANC) pledged support for gay rights in a press statement issued 

for the march. Continued pressure from LGBT activists, including subsequent pride events, were 

part of the momentum that ensured that commitments to LGBT rights were retained in the 1994 

Interim constitution, and were entrenched in the final constitution delivered by the constitutional 

assembly and ratified by the South African parliament in 1996.  

 

Today, people come from around southern Africa and across the world to attend pride 

celebrations in Cape Town, Durban, Gugulethu, Port Elizabeth, and Johannesburg.  However, 

participation has not been without its risks. Marchers have sometimes been the targets of threats, 

harassments and gay bashing.  In 2006, a young woman on the float of the Forum for the 

Empowerment of Women (FEW) was wounded by a bottle thrown from the crowd and was 
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hospitalised with a head injury.  IGLHRC’s 2007 report, Off the Map, also reports to the testimony 

of a lesbian woman who was sexually attacked after leaving the march.  Overall, though, pride 

events in South Africa operate with high levels of security for all participants. 

 

7.8.3. Sports 

 

Participation in sports and athletic competitions and displays at the local, national, regional and 

international levels, represent another important opportunity for LGBT development.  They build 

a sense of unity and cohesion among communities, both for the athletes themselves and for their 

supporters.  The few African participants in the Gay Games and Outgames have expressed a 

strong sense of self-esteem, team spirit and international solidarity.  For gay men in particular, 

many of whom have suffered the stereotypes about their inabilities to be athletically 

competitive, participating in sports helps to break down stereotypes.  For lesbians, fierce 

performance on the rugby or football pitch can build a sense of physical and mental power.  

Sports events are also wonderful opportunities for community education and mobilisation. 

 

Habib Mukasa, a Ugandan man who has asylum in the U.S. and has played for the U.S. Gay and 

Lesbian Tennis Association and in the Gay Games, is interested in using sports as a way of 

drawing attention to the plight of LGBT in his country and throughout Africa. 

 

An Africa regional athletic competition (Africa Gay Games) might be an interesting alternative 

to the international Gay Games and could allow a much larger group of athletes to participate, 

given reduced costs of travelling within the continent. 

 

Initiatives in this vein would include programmes to keep LGBT youth in school despite 

homophobic prejudice, adult education for LGBT, non-HIV related health care issues. 

 

7.9. Coalition Projects with Non-LGBT Local Partners on broad-based Issues 

 

 Are African LGBT activists more connected to the broader struggles for political pluralism, 

democracy, poverty eradication in their countries and therefore should they be working for 

inclusion in a broader agenda of political change than the requirements of donors seem to 

prescribe.  LGBT organisations could build important bridges with other social justice and 

community development organisations in their countries by working on joint projects, i.e. poverty 

eradication, voter education and community clean-ups.  Through membership and active 

participation in national NGO associations, LGBT groups can show a commitment to national 
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development and economic well being for all citizens while introducing issues of sexual rights and 

diversity into coalitions that would have previously been hostile. 

 

7.10. Communication and Media 

 

Finding ways to effectively link individuals and organisations across the African LGBT movement 

- from Cape Town to Cairo and beyond - has been a major challenge, but offers a promising 

opportunity for rapidly advancing the struggle for LGBT rights. The Johannesburg-based website 

and information service, Behind the Mask, has played a major role in connecting individuals 

across and within borders and documenting (and archiving) African LGBT lives. A dizzying 

number of African LGBT blogs now exist, with a few, like Sokari Ekine’s BlackLooks, providing 

important spaces for rapid dissemination of information and political debate within the 

community.   (See http://del.icio.us/meskelsquare/gay_africa%2Bblog for a list of African LGBT 

bloggers and their sites.) The two main lists - Africansolidarity and Solidariteafricaine - have 

served as discussion boards and news feeds for LGBT throughout the continent and the world. 

 

One important contribution toward improving communication, and the establishment of shared 

political objectives, within the African LGBT movement would be the establishment of a 

quarterly or twice-annual newsletter or magazine, for those who do not have Internet access.  It 

could be produced perhaps as a joint project between ILGA-Africa and Behind the Mask and 

could contain dispatches from organisations and countries, information about grants and other 

funding, opportunities for advocacy and action, and perhaps even a “personals” section to keep 

it interesting.  In addition to production costs, the main expenses would be those related to 

distribution throughout the continent. 

 

A more effective engagement with the population through the media is an essential element of 

winning the public opinion battle with regard to homosexuality.  Homophobia within the media 

is a constant challenge of African LGBT organizations and leaders. This has manifested in attacks 

on LGBT in the press, “outings” of people presumed to be gay or lesbian, and publication of 

misinformation about non-heteronormative sexuality.  The media has a huge impact on public 

opinion and, frankly, on our opinions of ourselves. While many organisations would like to take a 

more proactive approach to engaging the media, most have been reactive.  LGBT need training 

on how to present their messages to the media and how to respond to homophobic attacks.  

Other proactive strategies, such as editorial board meetings and the development of opinion-

editorials, can also be engaged.  Buying ad space on radio and television and in newspapers is 

another option, though it is often quite expensive.  
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8. Conclusion and Ways Forward 

 

In this paper I’ve tried to provide a “state of the movement” analysis, based on dozens of 

discussions with stakeholders and reports from meetings and conferences.  The paper describes the 

legal regimes and social discrimination faced by African LGBT face on a daily basis and provides 

some analysis as to how individuals and groups have responded. It has provided a list of key 

events that have, I believe, shaped the movement.  It has discussed ways in which international 

and regional collaboration has grown and attempted to find the weaknesses in these coalitions.  

Finally, it has focused on potential grant-making in a number of key areas including Hate Crimes 

and Gender-Based Violence, Human Rights Documentation, Litigation, Popular Culture and 

Media and Communication.  I hope that the donors will find the suggestions made therein to be 

both practical and creative. 

 

LGBT organisations now exist in more than half the countries of Africa.  In many countries there 

are multiple groups endeavouring to respond to the needs of an increasingly visible and 

variegated community.  Many of these organisations are still fragile.  In some countries, if a leader 

leaves the movement, chooses to lessen his or her involvement, or leaves the country, the 

organisation can fold.  The death of Oludare Odumuye (Erelu) has had a tremendous impact on 

the development of the LGBT movement in Nigeria, just as the murder of FannyAnn Eddy dealt 

a near-fatal blow to the LGBT movement in Sierra Leone.  Donors and partners must be very 

careful not to overwhelm organisations with too many requests, too many meetings, too many 

consultations. Still, the LGBT leaders emerging in the 21st century are ambitious and motivated. 

They want to do more, now! They bring both caution and courage to their work. And there is 

much to be done.   

 

Increased, targeted grant-making by dedicated donors could move the African LGBT movement 

to "Point C" or maybe even to a whole other point that none of us, even the best thinkers in the 

movement itself, have yet to imagine.  For me, this would be a point at which African sexual 

rights movements are both fully integrated into national movements for social justice creating a 

space for the full acceptance of sexual diversity in 21st century Africa, and effectively and 

independently providing quality services to their constituents.  

 

Donors and other international partners must be increasingly conscious of the demands they are 

placing on African LGBT organisations, and must seek to minimise the disruption and maximise 

the opportunities.  One way to achieve this would be to piggyback meetings and consultations, 

reducing the necessity for multiple international trips in short periods of time and increasing 

cooperation and information sharing between projects, organisations and initiatives.   Another 
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helpful step would be scheduling meetings and consultations far in advance and announcing 

dates and participants early so that participants can take advantage of these opportunities to 

effectively coordinate other travel and meetings. 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, overall, the African LGBT movement work has been responsive 

- or at best short-term - in its strategies and vision. This is not a criticism, as there have been few 

opportunities for establishing broad goals and long-term strategies.  Articulating this vision is the 

work of African organisations and leaders, not of western supporters, no matter how 

knowledgeable or well-meaning.  Perhaps organisations like ILGA-Africa and CAL will take on 

the task of creating an opportunity for the formal imagining of an Africa free of homophobia.  

Just what would it look like? Perhaps country-level LGBT groups could make time in their 

already over-charged agendas for a similar effort.  Such an exercise would provide a set of 

objectives based on which, long-term strategies, milestones and indicators could be developed. 
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