
 

 
 

 
 

ERA ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

The change is inevitable. Full equality now!  
Towards a Sustainable and Resilient LGBTIQ movement in the Western  

Balkans and Turkey 

19-28 October 2021, Zoom Platform, Registration Required 

 
Our conference  
 
ERA’s Annual Conference is a significant annual event in our networks’ efforts to promote the 
advancement and protection of the human rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex and 
queer (LGBTIQ) people in the Western Balkans and Turkey (WB&T) region. Since our founding 
in September 2015, our membership has grown from 25 to 75 LGBTIQ organisations. Our 
membership is not the only change we have seen these last six years, however. Many 
positives and negatives have shaped who and what we are today. Of historical significance 
are events like the passing of same-sex partnership legislation in Montenegro, the 
amendments to the anti-discrimination legislation in several countries, adding characteristics 
such as sexual orientation, gender identity and even sex characteristics as protected grounds, 
or the successful holding of first-ever Pride marches in Bosnia and Herzegovina and North 
Macedonia, to name but a few. Other changes have not been as positive. The most striking 
of them is the deterioration of democracy and human rights in Turkey and the increasingly 
open hostility of the government against the LGBTIQ community. The Western Balkans are 
also far behind compared to the aspirations and expectations of 2015. Stagnation is the word 
in some cases and slow progress in others. The Covid-19 pandemic, in the meantime, showed 
once again how fragile and vulnerable our collective existence is. The pandemic forced us all 
back to “our roots'', it almost erased our mobility and communal spaces and significantly 
hampered our activism and mobilization. For many others, it meant a return to unfriendly 
towns and family homes, awakening old wounds and traumas. In a short period, our digital 
presence (which until March 2020 was elective) became almost the only way of connectivity 
and activism. The community now has even fewer bars, collective spaces and venues where 
to gather, and when and where they are available, it is a big happening and privilege. 
Community leaders and organizers are burned out, and everyone is still copying with “the 
new normal”. The LGBTIQ movement across the region - just as in the rest of the world - is 
facing old and brand new struggles, all at the same time.  
 
This is why our conference theme this year is RESILIENCE AND SUSTAINABILITY. Our 
community did not look away from these challenges. Organisations and activists quickly 
mobilized to provide essential services and found countless creative ways to mobilise, 
advocate, campaign and remain visible. Our community is an active and unbreakable part of 
society, and we most surely did not stay aside. The big questions remain, however: What does 
our future look like? How will we ensure that our human rights, freedoms and dignity are 

https://us06web.zoom.us/j/88332931289?pwd=a2Z1TDlvYTB6cCtZaFFnUDNVK0JCZz09
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeRE8Uhha_MSE7AwbHmtv0L4_yRmEriyeyk1V06xElQAl-sLA/viewform?usp=sf_link


protected as the world faces even more significant challenges? How will our cause face the 
challenges of the next decade: increased authoritarianism, a stronger anti-gender movement 
and climate change, to name but a few. Our future, just as that of the world, is not always 
clear. However, hasn't this been the case in almost every chapter of human history? So 
instead of taking this as a discouraging setback, we can all think of it as an opportunity for 
evolution, growth and a potential change for the better. We are all looking forward to this 
annual meeting so our collective creative force can once again help us shape our future. We 
look forward to seeing you all on 19 October starting at 11:00 am.  
 
To register, quickly add your information on this link.  
 

BRIEF AGENDA  
 

Day 1, Tuesday, 19 October  

 

11:00  - 12:30   Sustainability and resilience of the LGBTIQ movement in the  

Western Balkans and Turkey 

 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic meeting on sustainability and resilience of the LGBTIQ  

movement in the Western Balkans and Turkey (closed event: for 

ERA members only) 

 

Day 2, Wednesday, 20 October  

 

11:00 - 12:30   The changing reality of Rainbow Families in the Western  

Balkans and Turkey 

 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Access to Services (closed event: for ERA  

members only) 

 

Day 3, Thursday, 21 October  

 

10.30 - 11.10    Official Launch of the “YOU ARE HEARD” Platform for reporting  

hate crimes and other incidents of hate in the Western Balkans 

and Turkey   

 

11:20 - 13:00    Panel on Access to Justice  

 

14:00 - 16:00   Thematic meeting on Access to Justice (closed event: for ERA  

members only) 

 

Day 4, Friday 22 October  

 

11:00 - 12:30   Countering anti-gender movement in the region: an issue  

of human rights protection 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeRE8Uhha_MSE7AwbHmtv0L4_yRmEriyeyk1V06xElQAl-sLA/viewform?usp=sf_link


14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Anti-gender Movement (closed event: for  

ERA members only) 

 

 

Day 5, Wednesday 27 October 

  

11:00 - 13:00                         Regional Round Table Discussion: Enabling Environment for 

sustainable and resilient LGBTIQ Movement (closed event: for ERA 

members only) 

  

Day 6, Thursday 28 October 

  

11:00 - 13:00                            Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Meeting: Enabling Environment for 

sustainable and resilient LGBTIQ Movement 

--- 

DETAILED AGENDA 
 

Day 1, Tuesday, 19 October 

 

11:00 - 12:30                  Sustainability and resilience of the LGBTIQ movement in the  

Western Balkans and Turkey 

  

The LGBTIQ movement across the world, our region included, is facing old and new challenges. 

Increased authoritarianism, deterioration of democratic institutions and mechanisms, shrinking 

civil society spaces, increased visibility of right-wing political movements and forces, increased 

polarisation in society, the weakening of the European Union and EU integration perspective in 

our region, the Covid-19 pandemic, and proliferation of crimes and hate speech online, all 

together are posing great challenges to the LGBTIQ movement and community in our region. 

While grassroots movements are also increasing their efforts across the region, their situation 

remains very challenging when it comes to resources and mobilisation.  

 

With the above situation in mind, it is clear that regional networks and platforms such as ERA 

have an extremely important role to play in making sure that grassroots LGBTIQ organisations 

remain resilient, resourced and organised, that their vision and strategies are evolving and 

adapting to a fastly-changing world and that all relevant national and international stakeholders 

are kept engaged through meaningful dialogue, adequate pressure and financial support. 

Without such efforts, the LGBTIQ movement in the region would lose its hard-won momentum, 

and the future of the movement, and the community itself, would be much insecure and at stake. 

Therefore, it is the right moment to heavily focus on the sustainability, resilience and 

development of the LGBTIQ movement so that it can become a strong, influential and reliable 

voice of the LGBTIQ communities that it represents in all spheres of society. 

           

Lila Milikj,  

                                      Co-Founder, TransFormA, North Macedonia 

                                                 

Esmeralda Xhelilaj, 



                                               Coordinator, LGBT Shelter “Streha”, Albania 

                                                 

Dina Bajraktarevic 

Program Manager, Tuzla Open Center, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

  

                                           Miloš Perić  

                                         Rainbow Association DUGA, Serbia 

  

    Semih Özkarakaş 

    Özgür Renkler Derneği, Turkey      

 

            Moderator:           Jelena Colakovic 

                                          ERA Steering Board Co-Chair 

 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Fundraising and Sustainability 

(closed event: for ERA members only)    

 

Facilitators:   Dragana Todorovic and Amarildo Fecanji 

 

Day 2, Wednesday, 20 October  

 

11:00 - 12:30   The changing reality of Rainbow Families in the Western  

Balkans and Turkey 

 

Same-sex couples and families are a reality across the Western Balkans and Turkey region. 
However, what is not a reality, and definitely not equally across the region is the full legal 
package that recognizes, respects, and protects these families. Out of nine countries of the 
region, the exceptions are Slovenia, Croatia and the latest addition, Montenegro. When we 
say that same-sex couples are now a reality, we mean that unlike the previous decades of 
hiding and living in shame, nowadays, many same-sex couples not only live together, but they 
already have, or they plan and intend to create families. This has brought about a set of 
significant challenges for the rainbow families across the region. Those who oppose LGBTIQ 
rights do so primarily on the issue of family, parenting and adoption. In all the three countries 
where same-sex partnership law is legal, heated debates (even referenda) preceded the 
passing of laws and bylaws. Strategic litigation on some aspects of the law continues today. 
Other countries, meanwhile, like Serbia, Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, have been 
holding debates and taken concrete steps towards legal recognition of same-sex couples. This 
distinguished panel will bring together activists and community leaders from different 
countries and contexts of the region. How did some countries achieve legal recognition of 
same-sex couples and what are the others doing in this regard?  

 
 Speakers:  Danijel Kalezic 
    Executive Director, Queer Montenegro 

 
Blert Morina  

    Executive Director, CEL, Kosovo 
 
    Aleksandra Gavrilovic 



    Labris, Serbia 
 
    Daniel Martinovic  
    Executive Director, Dugine Obitelj, Croatia 
 
    Dea Nini 
    Alliance against Discrimination LGBT, Albania 
     
    Hasan Metehan Özkan 

LISTAG - Families and Friends of LGBTs in Turkey, Turkey 
 
 Moderator:  Jelena Vasiljevic  

Capacity Development Manager, ERA, Western Balkans and 
Turkey 

 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Access to Services 

(closed event: for ERA members only)   

  

Facilitators:   Amarildo Fecanji and Jelena Vasiljevic 

 

Day 3, Thursday, 21 October 

 

10.30 - 11.10    Official Launch of the “YOU ARE HEARD” Platform for  

reporting hate crimes and other incidents of hate in the 

Western Balkans and Turkey   

 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex and queer people in the Western Balkans and Turkey 
region still face significant barriers in accessing justice. While countries in the Western Balkans 
have made some progress in combating discrimination, hate crimes and hate speech based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity, that progress is still a long way from making a tangible 
impact in the lives of LGBTIQ people as well as social perceptions about them. As laws, policies, 
and institutions have been put in place to combat discrimination and violence, crimes against 
LGBTIQ people have far from decreasing. They are widespread and frequent. 
 
A major issue in this regard has been the under-reporting of hate incidents by survivors, and the 
inadequate follow up of these cases by state institutions. The main reasons for this have been 
the lack of trust in the state institutions to protect the SOGIESC identity of those brave enough 
to report and the failure to ensure legal remedies in the cases reported so far. The phenomenon 
of under-reporting has also brought obstacles to how the justice system applies hate crime 
legislation. For example, in some countries of the region, a court has utilized a hate crime law 
more than ten,takingMeanwhile, other countries years after it was passed in parliament. All 
have posed significant obstacles to implementing hate crime legislation, including law 
enforcement officers, prosecutors, and judges. ERA’s members have piled up experiences where 
law enforcement officers fail to report the incidents as hate crimes even when the conditions 
are made and that they fail to collect all relevant evidence. The situation is similar in the 
experiences of work with the public prosecutors and the judges. All this significantly contributes 
to a lack of trust and reliance on the justice systems in the region.  
 



Understanding the regional context regarding access to justice, we put our efforts to document 
experiences of LGBTIQ people as survivors of hate crimes and other incidents of hate, analyse 
that data, and advocate responsible institutions for advancement and full implementation of 
national legislation as well as international treaties and conventions. Therefore, with the 
financial support by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, ERA - LGBTI Equal Rights Association 
and Stonewall have worked alongside 12 ERA members across the region to launch a new 
website for reporting hate crimes and other incidents of hate against the LGBTIQ community. 
At the launch event, we will talk about the context, the need to document incidents, and how 
ERA members use the data that reporting provides in their advocacy work.  
 

10: 30 - 10:45  Opening remarks  
   Representative from Foreign Commonwealth Office  
   Representative from Stonewall UK 
   Representative from ERA 

 
10:45 - 11:00  Presentation of the You Are Heard Platform   

    Biljana Ginova, Advocacy Manager at ERA  
    Representative from Stonewall 
 

11:00 - 11:10   Q&A session  
 

11:10 - 11:20   Wellness break  
 

11:20 - 13:00   Panel discussion: Enabling Access to Justice for LGBTIQ  
people in Western Balkans and Turkey: challenges and 
good practices  

 
 Speakers:  Olga Martin Gonzalez 

Gender Equality and LGBTIQ Coordinator, DG Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement Negotiations, European Commission 

 

Asmira Topal 
    Executive Coordinator, TransAid, Croatia 

 
Miloš Kovačević 

    Community Coordinator, Da Se Zna!, Serbia  
 
    Vladimir Sjekloca 
    Director, Crisis Response and Policy Centre, Serbia 
 
    Damla Umut Uzun 
    Human Rights Program, KAOS GL, Turkey 
 
 Moderator:  Amarildo Fecanji 
    Executive Co-Director, ERA, Western Balkans and Turkey 
 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Access to Justice  

(closed event: for ERA members only)  

 



Facilitators:   Amarildo Fecanji and Biljana Ginova 

 

Day 4 Friday, 22 October 

 

11:00 - 12:30    Countering anti-gender movement in the region: an issue  

of human rights protection   

 

The anti-gender movement is a highly organised and well-financed movement that acts 

transnationally in deteriorating women's rights, LGBTIQ rights and civil society as a whole. The 

main targets in their advocacy strategies are gender and LGBTIQ. However, they are using these 

narratives to strengthen their power and promote or maintain social and political hierarchies 

where one group of citizens is considered superior to the rest. Anti-gender movements are 

attacking their opposition using different political spaces and mainly attacking the concept of 

gender, LGBTIQ rights, sexual and reproductive health and rights and sexual orientation. Even 

though the groups united under the anti-gender rhetoric come from different ideological 

backgrounds, they have created the signifier “gender ideology” as a sublimate of all “threats” to 

the three N’s: nature, nation and normality. Their mobilisation strategies base on the emotions 

of fear: about the future, about the children. In the past, they were mainly framing their messages 

in religious narratives. The new anti-gender movements are instead using secular language and 

the language of human rights, however, while using anti-rights and anti-democratic messages 

promoting a world order that maintains the domination of the White reach heterosexual cis-

gender man from the Global South.  

 

The panel will explore the impact of the anti-gender movements in the Western Balkans and 

Turkey, the responses developed by the civil society and the good practices to build on the future 

work. The discussion section will provide a space for thinking through the future actions in 

tackling the effects of anti-gender movements, focusing on regional connection and solidarity 

building as a support of the country-based advocacy efforts.   

 

Speakers:  Xheni Karaj 

   Aleanca, Albania 

 

    Frako Dota 

    Zagreb Pride, Croatia  

 

Elena Petrovska  

Coalition Margins, North Macedonia 

 

Marko Mihailovic  

    Belgrade Pride, Serbia 

 

Evan Grm  

    TransAkcija, Slovenia  

 

    Berfu Şeker 

United4IstanbulConvention, Turkey  

  

  

Moderator:  Biljana Ginova 

Advocacy Manager, ERA, Western Balkans and Turkey 



 

14:00 - 16:00    Thematic Meeting on Anti-gender Movement  

    (closed event: for ERA members only) 

 

 Facilitators:  Biljana Ginova and Jelena Vasiljevic 

 

Day 5 and 6:  Regional LGBTI Intergovernmental Platform Annual Meeting: 

Towards Favorable and Supportive Environment for the 

LGBTIQ movement in Western Balkans and Turkey 

 

Since its establishment, ERA has been focused on ensuring more robust engagement of 

governments on the rights of LGBTIQ people and has supported regional dialogue among 

government representatives and other relevant national, regional and international 

stakeholders in the Western Balkans and Turkey (WB&T) region. The establishment of the 

Regional LGBTI Intergovernmental platform at ERA’s first regional conference in October 2016 

results from such efforts. The Intergovernmental Platform provides a space for sharing best 

practices, creating joint initiatives and providing peer-to-peer support to increase political will 

and engagement by governments and other stakeholders. This year’s Annual Meeting will bring 

together LGBTIQ community leaders, state representatives and international stakeholders as an 

attempt to provide a space for dialogue and exchange to bring focus on the needs and priorities 

of the LGBTQ community across the Western Balkans and Turkey. 

 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ) people in the WB&T region are still 

facing barriers and shrinking opportunities in accessing social, cultural, economic and political 

rights. With few exceptions, the needs of LGBTIQ people in our region are still vastly 

underrepresented in policymaking, legislation, and state funding programs. The right to live is 

not guaranteed across the region as a result of the lack of implementation of key legislation such 

as anti-discrimination and hate crimes laws. The majority of hate crimes and discrimination 

cases based on sexual orientation and/or gender identity and expression remain open and 

without legal remedies for the victims. Due to high stigma, homo/transphobic culture, and 

discrimination, LGBTIQ people are almost invisible at the workplace, fearing losing their jobs if 

they come out. The situation is no better in accessing health care, particularly trans and intersex 

specific health care. The right to peaceful assembly is constantly under threat or denied, and 

LGBTIQ organisations are more often than not excluded from state-funded programs. The Covid-

19 pandemic had its additional toll on LGBTIQ communities, increasing the barriers and 

obstacles in accessing sustainability and access to rights and services even more. 

 

To tackle these challenges and ensure an enabling environment for LGBTIQ organising, a set of 

conditions must be put in place within the states’ socio-economic, socio-cultural and 

governance backgrounds in the WB&T region. In that regard, it is of utmost urgency to provide 

basic legal protection of LGBTIQ people’s rights and freedoms, state financial support for LGBTIQ 

organisations and lastly, structured and accountable cooperation between the Governments 

and the LGBTIQ organisations. LGBTIQ organisations have filled the gaps in accessing services 



for LGBTIQ people when states fail to do so. They have provided shelters and safe houses, 

counselling and legal representation. They even offered food and hygienic packages when most 

LGBTIQ people were left out from the state-financed Covid-19 relief programs. Therefore, the 

LGBTIQ organizations must be recognised as equal partners in the country’s development 

processes, as they’ve proven to be time and time again.  

 

Day 5, Wednesday 27 October 

  

11:00 - 13:00                         Regional Round Table Discussion: Enabling Environment for  

sustainable and resilient LGBTIQ Movement  

(closed event: for ERA members only) 

  

Within this year’s Annual Conference, ERA will organise a two-day online meeting of the 

Regional LGBTI Intergovernmental Platform to promote a more favourable and supportive 

environment for LGBTIQ organising in the region. The first day will include a round-table 

discussion among LGBTIQ organisations from the region. The discussion will be based on the 

recommendations from LGBTIQ communities developed at the thematic meetings during the 

first week of the conference. The round table aims to better understand the obstacles LGBTIQ 

organisations face in ensuring their sustainability and points for discussion with all other 

stakeholders during the second day of the meeting.  

 

Day 6, Thursday 28 October 

  

11:00 - 13:00                            Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Meeting: Enabling Environment for  

sustainable and resilient LGBTIQ Movement 

 

The second day will include a multi-stakeholder dialogue that will invite relevant stakeholders 

working in the context of WB&T, including government representatives, MPs, equality bodies 

representatives, donors, diplomats and LGBTIQ organisations. The Multi-stakeholder dialogue 

will aim to create conditions for intensifying dialogue between the states and LGBTIQ 

organisations to ensure their sustainability and continually improve access to rights and 

opportunities for LGBTIQ people until full equality is achieved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--- 



The ERA annual conference is being organised with the support of Open Society Foundations, 

German Federal Foreign Office, European Commission, Lesben- und Schwulenverband - LSVD, 

Balkan Civil Society Development Network, Norwegian Helsinki Committee, Norwegian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Stonewall UK. 

 

 

 

 


