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INTRODUCTION 
 

“We, the LGBTI community, the citizens of this region, want our sexual 
orientations and gender identities to be legally recognized. We want hate 



 

crimes and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity 
to be taken seriously and the perpetrators to be punished” 

Agim Margilaj, CSGD Kosovo  
 

ERA – LGBTI Equal Rights Association for the Western Balkans and Turkey in partnership 
with Centre for Equality and Liberty Kosovo and Centre for Social Group Development 
Kosovo, held its first regional conference on 6-8 October in Pristina, Kosovo. More than 150 
delegates attended the event. Among the participants there were 40 LGBTI organizations, 
government officials, equality bodies, donor community, international organizations, 
media, independent activists, researchers etc. The main theme of the conference was “Why 
laws are not enough!” which aimed to look at the existing gap between good laws and their 
implementation in practice. Mainly due to the EU integration process, countries of the 
Western Balkans have created the habit of ticking the boxes by passing anti-discrimination 
and other inclusive laws which are of great benefit to LGBTI people. 
 
Unfortunately, due to lack of political will, lack of resources and experience as well as 
widespread homophobia and transphobia the laws have not been transformed into policies 
and positive practices.  
 
The Conference aimed to challenge this issue by promoting the idea of a regional inter-
governmental platform, producing concrete recommendations for all specific issues, 
sharing challenges and best practices among activists and professionals, encouraging 
networking and partnerships, strengthening capacities and positively influencing the 
government of the host country, Kosovo, to step up its efforts in order to further protect 
and advance the rights of LGBTI people. 
 
ERA’s next annual conference will take place in Autumn 2017 in Montenegro. 
 

Why the Conference and why the topic “Laws are not enough!”? 

 
In the last ten to fifteen years the LGBTI movement in the Western Balkans and Turkey 
(WB&T) region has recognized remarkable progress. New legislation which decriminalized 
homosexuality has been passed in most countries and significant legal protection from 
discrimination based on sexual orientation and in some rarer cases gender identity has 
been introduced. The main promoters of such changes have been LGBTI people 
themselves organized firstly into groups and later on many transforming into professional 
LGBTI organizations with varied programs and projects focusing on lobby, advocacy, 
research, education, capacity building, community empowerment, awareness raising etc. 
The biggest contributors to these changes have been friends and allies of LGBTI people 
around the world. Many countries have assisted LGBTI organizations and groups with 
funds and political support. EU integration, also, has impacted significantly reforms and 
human rights have steadily taken a stronger role in the process of negotiations. 
 
Often, these dynamics have been speeded up by the increased access and use of 
technology and the internet, as well as the proliferation of international programs and 
networks assisting LGBTI organizations in their capacities and advocacy work.  



 

 
This progress is in no way guaranteed to be straight-forward. All countries of the region 
have more or less reached a stage where passing legislation and subsequent amendments 
have not yet been able to reach the LGBTI population.  
 
Problems are visible in all areas concerning implementation such as protection from 
violence and discrimination, combating bullying and harassment, increased hate speech in 
media and social networks, poor or inadequate access to health services, lack of legislation 
recognizing the rights of trans or intersex people etc. Neglect and lack of information and 
awareness has been noticed on the issues and rights of intersex people. LGBTI people 
within the youth, women and minority groups, movements and networks are mainly 
invisible and intersectionalities are far from assessed and observed. 
 
In the past four to five years several governments have attempted to design and 
implement national or local action plans. These have mostly been unsuccessful in their 
implementation or follow up. Governments, still lack the political will and consensus to 
spend taxpayer’s money on LGBTI issues, failing to recognize the latter’s social, economic 
and political roles. Action plans have also been unsuccessful in engaging different 
government departments and agencies to work on LGBTI rights and take specific actions. 
LGBTI organizations have had varying degrees of success in engaging with state 
authorities during complex times of negotiations and reform. With some progress achieved 
in some countries a lot of work remains to be done. 
 
In such context ERA’s first Annual Conference focused on exploring ways how to bridge the 
gap between legislation and the community, bringing the issues of justice and 
implementation more at the center of discussions by exploring current gaps and challenges 
and by bringing forward ideas, suggestions, models and mechanisms for more effective 
engagement and better results at implementation.  
 
The Conference had the following specific objectives: 
 
1. To promote a stronger and closer cooperation between national state authorities 
(Governments, Parliaments, and Equality Bodies) and local LGBTI movements;  
 
2. To initiate a regional inter-governmental platform as a way for national authorities to 
exchange best practices, evaluate progress and increase capacities;  
 
3. To encourage a closer engagement of LGBTI organizations with EU integration 
processes as countries intensify their efforts in joining the European Union; 
 
4. To assist member organizations and supporters in discussing and identifying priorities 
for action in the areas of rule of law, EU integration, public campaigning and community 
mobilization; 
 



 

5. To increase the visibility of the LGBTI movement in Kosovo and promote a closer 
involvement of government institutions in the protection and advancement of LGBTI rights 
in the country;  
 

The host country 

 
Kosovo, has one of the most advanced human rights legal frameworks in the WB&T region. 
However, the same cannot be said about the effective implementation of these laws or 
social perceptions. Recent studies show that prejudices against LGBTI persons in Kosovo 
are amongst the most negative in the region while awareness is very low. Such contrast 
made this Conference even more relevant for Kosovo especially in the face of strong 
contradictions between positions of government leaders and daily realities of LGBTI 
people. 
 

Our co-hosts 

 
This Conference would have not been possible without the support, cooperation, 
engagement and enthusiastic teams and volunteers of Kosovo’s LGBTI organizations 
Centre for Equality and Liberty Kosovo (CEL) and Centre for Social Group Development 
Kosovo (CSGD).  
 
The ERA team and Steering Board would like to give a huge thank you of appreciation to 
both member organizations for being great co-hosts and for proving once more that 
together we are stronger and can make things happen.  
 

A bit more background on co-hosts  
 
Centre for Equality and Liberty was established in 2013 with the aim to empower the 
LGBT community, prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, 
raise awareness on LGBTI rights and advocate for equal rights of LGBTI community in 
Kosovo in accordance with the country’s Constitution and laws.  
 
CEL seeks to strengthen the legal framework with effect to the LGBTI community and 
increase their active participation in relevant regional and international mechanisms and 
projects beneficial to the community and society at large.  
 
CEL’s team and activists have considerable level of experience in human rights issues and 
the organization’s vision is a Kosovo society which recognizes and applies LGBTI rights as 
fundamental human rights and is free from any form of discrimination and violence.  

 
cel-ks.org   
 
@cel.kosovo   
 
@CelKosovo 
 



 

Centre for Social Group Development was established in 2003 with the aim to provide 
safe spaces for LGBTI people, empower members of the community, combat 
discrimination, raise awareness with the general population and advocate for equal rights 
and non-discrimination of the community.  
 
The organization engages a talented team of activists and human rights experts and has 
achieved important successes in raising public awareness in the areas of human rights, 
health and education. Since its establishment the organization has entered into 
cooperation with national, regional and international stakeholders and has conducted 
important research on the conditions of LGBTI people in the country.  
 
Recently CSGD has set up a drop-in center providing opportunities for members of the 
community to attend social events, receive information on their rights, get assistance 
related to health, security and other needs etc.  

 
Csgd-ks.org  
 

@csgd.kosova 
 

@csgdlgbti
 

 
THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY  
 
Prior to the working conference ERA held its Second General Assembly meeting. The event 
was held in Kosovo’s Parliamentary Assembly – which in itself has become a tradition. The 
Founding Assembly of ERA in the previous year was held in Serbia’s Parliamentary 
Assembly.  The event was greeted by Kosovan MP. Ms. Lirije Kajtazi, Chairwoman of the 
Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights. She welcomed the 
organizations of the region and reiterated the Parliament’s commitment to safeguarding 
human rights, including those of LGBTI people.  
 
Along with its members the Assembly was also attended by several members of ERA’s 
Advisory Board, friends and supporters of the LGBTI movement from Kosovo and the 
international community. Their inputs encouraged the Assembly to decide for the next 
year’s meeting to have most sessions open for friends and supporters. This in itself further 
contributes to ERA’s commitment to openness and transparency with all stakeholders and 
members of society. 
 
Apart from many technical decisions, during this Assembly, ERA member organizations 
decided to expand the Association’s membership to Croatian and Slovenian organizations. 
This was considered a logical step as both countries are ex-Yugoslavian and their processes 
are quite similar to the region. This was also considered to being related to peace building 
and well-being of LGBTI people in post-conflict zones. As a few participants wondered 
whether ERA’s name should change now that new countries have been added to the 
membership, it was agreed that for the moment the name aka the part “… for the Western 



 

Balkans and Turkey” should remain as it is, and that we as membership should be able to 
decide autonomously on how best to define ourselves and our position within the region 
and globally. 
 
Secondly, the Assembly welcomed fifteen new member organizations from the Western 
Balkans and Turkey region: AS Centar, H.E.R.A, Women’s Alliance, EGAL Skopje, Red 
Umbrella, Da Se Zna, Egal Serbia, Femslam, QSport, SKUC LL, Streha LGBT, Red Line, 
Istanbul Pride, Tuzla Open Centre and TransParent Croatia. ERA would like once more to 
welcome these organizations to the membership.  
 
Thirdly, as the Assembly reviewed several important documents of the Association, it was 
agreed that three different working groups will work on a) improving ERA’s complaint 
mechanism and procedures b) ERA’s gender equality principles and c) ERA’s policy on 
mental health, safe spaces and security. These documents will better guide the 
Associations’ bodies on how best to govern and manage the Association.  
 
The Assembly served also for three working groups to provide inputs on ERA’s Strategic 
Plan by providing inputs on its three main goals. The Assembly also agreed for the 
executive team to appoint an external consultant for the Strategic Plan in order to develop 
measurable indicators.  
 
The Assembly also welcomed the creation of ERA’s Advisory Board and the confirmation of 
notable allies from all over the world who have joined to be part of it. As of October 2016 
ERA’s Advisory Board members are Ajit Joshi, Boris O. Dittrich, Brian Silva, Igballe Rogova, 
Joel Bedos, Joyce Hamilton, Mindy Mitchels, Ruth Baldacchino, Tanya Domi, Terry Reintke 
and Ulrika Westerlund. ERA would like to thank all of them for agreeing to join the Advisory 
Board and share their immense experience and knowledge with us and activists from the 
region.  
 
Finally, the Assembly voted for the 2017 annual conference to be held in Montenegro, and 
for the 2018 conference to take place in Macedonia. It was also agreed that in case the 
latter’s political situation does not improve with regards to LGBTI rights then Bosnia and 
Herzegovina will host the 2018 conference.  
 

THE OPENING CEREMONY 
 
“We believe our message is stronger when our voices are united and we are honored to 
have all of you as our supporters in our common struggle to make this region a better 

place for all, regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity and sexual 
characteristics.”  

Dragana Todorovic, ERA 
 
The opening ceremony of the conference was held at the premises of the Government of 
Kosovo in coordination with the Office for Good Governance of the Prime Minister of 
Kosovo. The event was attended by more than 150 representatives from the Kosovo 
government, international community, donor community, LGBTI activists, human rights 



 

organizations, media etc. and served to highlight the importance of state engagement with 
LGBTI rights, particularly with regards to passing of important legislation and 
implementing current laws.  
 
The opening of the conference was greeted by Mr. Habit Harjedini Head of the Good 
Governance Office of the Prime Minister of Kosovo, Mr. Greg Delawie, Ambassador of the 
United States of America to Pristina, Mr. Thomas Gnocchi, Head of Political, Economic and 
EU integration Section at the European Union Office, Ms. Rajmonda Sylbije, Executive 
Director of Centre for Equality and Liberty CEL - Kosovo, Mr. Agim Margilaj, Program 
Director at Centre for Social Group Development CSGD – Kosovo and Ms. Dragana 
Todorovic, Executive Co-Director at ERA.  
 
Mr. Habit Hajredini highlighted some mechanisms adopted by the government of Kosovo 
to narrow the gap between the legal framework and policy. Here, he highlighted the 
creation of the inter-ministerial working group which includes LGBTI CSO’s and promised 
the adoption of the anticipated LGBTI action plan which will guide the government’s work 
for the next two years on the issue. He recognized that more policy needs to be put in place 
for LGBTI rights including national awareness campaigns. He also emphasized the 
importance of institutional engagement and Kosovo’s society on the topic.  
 
Mr. Greg Delawi, Ambassador of the United States in Kosovo, welcomed the country’s 
increased visibility with regards to LGBTI rights, complementing the government's’ 
engagement on IDAHOT activities. However, he reminded participants of the little progress 
made by the judiciary noting that several hate crimes against LGBTI people have gone 
unnoticed and unpunished. He also pointed out to the discrimination and challenges faced 
by LGBTI people in employment, education and access to services and expressed hope that 
the anticipated action plan will manage to address these issues including more work by 
Kosovo Police and State Prosecutor to work sensibly on hate crimes, for aid health workers 
to understand the needs of LGBTI people and for educators to adopt curricula that respect 
LGBTI persons.  
 
“It is our moral obligation towards a fair and tolerant society. Greater protection of human 
rights means greater stability, which promotes prosperity, tolerance and inclusivity. This is 
not an easy process for any society, including mine, but in this process we learned that to 
succeed the government and the people must work together” he concluded.  
 
Mr. Thomas Gnochi, head of the Political Unit in the EU Office in Kosovo, reminded 
everyone of the latest statistics in the country which reveal that 81% of the LGBTI 
community admit to having been exposed to psychological abuse, cruel jokes, insulting 
comments and threats of physical violence. “This is something that has to be changed. We 
all need to work together for a better and tolerant environment where differences and 
sexual orientations are not reasons for fear” he said.  
 
Mr. Gnochi also argued that although LGBTI people have become more visible and 
outspoken the number of homophobic hate crimes continues to be of huge concern. ‘Our 
office follows these cases very closely and we are satisfied to learn that a judgment on one 



 

of these cases for the first time treats the attack as hate crimes.” he said. However, he 
reminded everyone, that more needs to be done by Kosovo society to help the application 
of anti-discrimination legislation.  
 
Ms. Rajmonda Sylbije, Executive Director of CEL Kosovo, expressed her mixed feelings as 
a host of the conference and as an LGBTI activist. “I am feeling happy… [but] the need to 
organize conferences like this shows that our governments still aren’t dedicated enough 
not just in Kosovo but the whole region.” she said. She also emphasized that LGBTI people 
continue to face challenges not just in our region but also in the west, even though there at 
least “rights have reached the needed level of respect”. 
 
Mr. Agim Margilaj, Program Director from CSGD Kosovo, emphasized the opportunity 
that comes with government institutions and civil society organizations coming together 
and discussing LGBTI issues. He pointed out the fact that most legal advancements in the 
region are a result of the work and visibility of LGBTI activists and organizations, and he 
admitted that most governments in the region are not yet ready to show commitment in 
implementing the laws that protect human rights and the LGBTI community.  
 
He also expressed concern with regards to the threats and risks faced by LGBTI people in 
Kosovo. Seventeen cases of discrimination and assaults have been reported to the Police 
since 2013 with only one case being properly addressed by the court. “For some of you this 
might be disappointing, but it gives us hope” he said.  
 
Ms. Dragana Todorovic, Executive Director of ERA, thanked the Government of Kosovo 
for their cooperation during conference preparations and highlighted the importance of 
dialogue with state authorities which should go further than just words and promises and 
move into concrete actions. She mentioned the gap between laws and realities faced by 
LGBTI people by illustrating with data the difficult circumstances in which LGBTI people 
live. She highlighted the importance of visibility, adding that according to research, people 
who are in contact with LGBTI persons tend to have better attitudes towards them. She 
also welcomed the new members who joined ERA and concluded by saying that: “We 
believe our message is stronger when our voices are united and we are honored to have all 
of you as our supporters in our common struggle to make this region a better place for all, 
regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity and sexual characteristics.” 
 

KEYNOTE SPEAKERS OF THE CONFERENCE 
 

 "I'm not same with others, I'm queer, I will not live with one wife and dog. I love sex 
and I love talking about sex. We are different but we have same rights!"  

Biljana Ginova, ERA Steering Board Co-Chair 

 
“When we want to delay something, we put it into an action plan!”  

Igli Totozani, Ombudsman, Albania 

 
“Discrimination is poison for our societies. We will continue our support.” 

Klaus Jetz, LSVD, Germany 



 

 
“Let’s be visible and strong together. Let's overcome the atmosphere of fear that often 

inhibits us to live our lives freely.” 
Ulrike Lunacek, Vice President of the European Parliament 

 
Both days of the Conference were greeted by friends and allies of the LGBTI movement 
who reiterated their commitment to the LGBTI cause and brought up many important 
issues. Keynote speakers were: Biljana Ginova and Bekim Asani, ERA Steering Board Co-
Chairs, Habit Hajredini, Director of Good Governance Office of the Prime Minister of 
Kosovo, Klaus Jetz, Executive Director of the Lesbian and Gay Federation of Germany, Karl-
Heinz Brunner MP with the Social Democratic Party of Germany and Allan Jones, Head of 
DG Near in the European Commission, Bärbel Kofler, Commissioner for Human Rights 
Policy and Humanitarian Aid, Federal Republic of Germany, Hilmi Jashari, Ombudsman of 
Kosovo and Igli Totozani, Ombudsman of Albania. Ulrike Lunacek, Vice-President of the 
European Parliament, having difficulties to attend the conference in person, sent a video 
message to conference delegates.  
 
Biljana Ginova expressed her excitement and enthusiasm that for the first ERA Annual 
Conference and for the fact that now we are 9 countries with 40 member organizations in 
the region. She reiterated the importance of respect for all members of community, for 
embracing LGBTI identities and for respecting our bodies, desires and who we are. Only 
through acceptance and stating who we are we can make a change in society.  
 
Bekim Asani emphasized the importance of doing more for all identities and minorities 
surrounding us and that we have to protect LGBTI people of all ethnicities, religions and 
origins. “Diversity is what makes us beautiful.” he concluded.  
 
Habit Hajredini recognized the importance of government taking its responsibilities in 
addressing and protecting human rights of LGBTI people by better engaging with civil 
society organizations and bringing into practice the good laws that have been passed 
recently. He also recognized that priority should be given to raising awareness in every 
aspect of life in order to inform every citizen and official.  
 
Klaus Jetz, expressed his joy for the establishment of ERA and the support of Government 
of Kosovo. Also he added: “I am happy that the Government of Germany is funding ERA 
and that we continue to build alliances with the movement, civil society organizations and 
governments. The issue is protection and inclusion of minorities and everyone must have 
and enjoy their human rights. Discrimination is poison for our societies. We will continue 
our support” he concluded.  
 
Karl-Heinz Brunner expressed joy that all NGOs have come together in the region to raise 
the issue of homophobia and transphobia and expressed optimism that change is not only 
necessary but it is possible.  
 



 

Allan Jones thanked activists for their speeches and their work considering it inspirational. 
He advised activists to engage and speak in the same way with national authorities. “A lot 
more needs to be done and it requires a huge work. Take everything step by step” he said.  
 
Bärbel Kofler, valued that the mindset is beginning to change but encouraged activists to 
keep working on the ground and try to change the minds of the people. She also 
encouraged ERA to organize the conference on an annual basis and offered the support of 
the German government. “We value your courage” she concluded.  
 
Hilmi Jashari in his speech emphasized that in the last 17 years Kosovo has passed many 
laws which have brought about big changes including those in mentality. However, big 
challenges remain for the implementation of these laws. First of all, Kosovo cannot utilize 
international mechanisms for protection of human rights. “Even though we are 
implementing those regulations, our citizens cannot make use of the European Court of 
Human Rights” he said. 
 
Secondly, Mr. Jashari discussed the issue of mentality and tradition which touches not only 
citizens but also members and officials of the justice sector. While there are cases reported 
to Prosecutors and reports of homophobic crimes, “at a training that I attended recently 
with judges and prosecutors I asked if they have encountered discrimination towards LGBTI 
people and their answer was no. Even though officials made several excuses none of them 
is considered plausible as the law for protection from discrimination has been passed since 
2004” he said.  
 
More concretely the Ombudsman of Kosovo promised more engagement with both 
Parliament and Government asking them to respond to the institution’s reports and 
provide input on their work with regards to human rights.  
 
Igli Totozani, said that in the long run people tend to forget things. He mentioned that, in 
the case of Albania, the LGBTI issue has been talked for only in the last five years. Mr. 
Totozani argued that there have been successes, such as the hearing sessions in 
Parliament, the passing of a resolution on LGBTI rights by the latter, achievements which 
he emphasized were made in cooperation with organizations. However, challenges have 
been quite big: “Even with these successes things do not always go the right way and laws 
are not properly implemented. There are no LGBTI friendly services, there is discrimination 
in the workplace, they are vulnerable and cannot still be visible” he said.  
 
He mentioned the obstacles faced with institutions. Since 2013 they have proposed 
recognition of same-sex unions and legal gender recognitions. Mr. Totozani continued by 
discussing the last action plan (2016-2020) where all legal and institutional steps have been 
laid out. However, there is an expression which says: “When we want to delay something, 
we put it into an action plan!”  
 
He suggested for the movement to remain vigilant and:  1) monitor closely action plans, 
step by step and in strict manner; 2) continue with public debates, as an irreplaceable tool 
for change and 3) work with the population and increase their understanding that rights are 



 

non-negotiable. “There is not a single reason why an LGBT person should be treated 
differently.”  he said.  
 
In his concluding remark he said: “The key to victory is for LGBTI people to have courage. 
We know the difficulties and we know that societies continue to be very homophobic. 
Courage is to appear in public. If you ask something to the political class, it will not be given 
for free and there is still opportunity for all of us to work together. This courage is 
determinant to secure your lives. We will be with you but everything depends on you.” 
 
In her video message Ulrike Lunacek said: “I do regret that I cannot be with you at this 
important meeting personally but I am glad to be with you at least via this video message. 
Also ,as you some of you know the LGBTI intergroup, of which I am vice president, has 
more than 150 members from the European Parliament from almost all political groups so 
we are quite a strong force which is in favor of supporting LGBTI people within and outside 
the EU.  Let me congratulate you for holding your first annual conference marking one year 
since your establishment. As an umbrella organization of the LGBTI movement in the 
Western Balkans and Turkey region, this is a very important step and I would like to 
congratulate you for the rapidly growing membership. From what I hear there are already 
forty members. This is extremely important especially in these very difficult times we are 
living in. It is important to cooperate across borders, to be united in our common struggle, 
to make life better for LGBTI people, for ourselves - I am a lesbian myself as many of you 
now -  to make it our common struggle which is not only to be tolerated but respected and 
accepted for who we are, human beings who happen to fall in love with people of the same 
sex. So what’s the problem? As they said at Belgian pride this year “love is too beautiful to 
be hidden” and why should we need to hide it?  
 
Your conference theme is important: “Why laws are not enough!” Of course, rule of law is 
important but this is not just about passing legislation, it needs implementation. We as 
LGBTI people need to be visible and we need to have allies in the straight world. More has 
to be done in the areas of education protecting us from discrimination, violence, hate 
speech and hate crimes. We have to encourage governments and push them to work 
closely with CSOs. One of your workshops will discuss the potential setting up of a regional 
intergovernmental platform for LGBTI rights. A very good idea. Governments need to 
exchange practices and corporate more closely as it is done at ministerial level already with 
some EU and enlargement countries. Montenegro and Serbia have already confirmed.  This 
is good, I hope the others will join. Your conference will encourage others to do the same.  
 
Some things have gotten better in your region. In some places things are getting worse. 
This is the reality we live in. So it is essential to sustain and improve progress throughout 
the whole region. Let’s be visible and strong together. Let's overcome the atmosphere of 
fear that often inhibits us to live our lives freely. Let’s not give to homophobes more space 
but create more positive political space together, because fear and hatred are very bad 
advices for life and we have to find and contribute to a world in our own countries and 
societies where respect for diversity and freedom rules. Together I am convinced we can 
move forward. 



 

GAINING PERSPECTIVE: A REALITY CHECK FROM LEADING LGBTI 
ACTIVISTS IN THE REGION REMIND EVERYONE OF THE CHALLENGES 

AHEAD 
 
This panel was among the starters of this conference in terms of providing clear overview of 
the challenges faced by LGBTI movement across the Western Balkans and Turkey region. If 
was facilitated by Biljana Ginova, ERA Steering Board Co-Chair and joined by Rajmonda 
Sylbije from CEL Kosovo, Danijel Kalezic from Queer Montenegro, Marija Vuletic from 
CURE Foundation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Hakan Ozkan from KAOS GL Turkey and 
Xheni Karaj from Alliance LGBTI in Albania and Dragoslava Barzut from Da se Zna in Serbia.  

 
“We can be a nightmare for our governments if they don’t respect us”  

Xheni Karaj, LGBTI Activist, Albania 
 
Activists highlighted the increased visibility of the LGBTI cause recognizing however that 
this is not enough. Secondly, increased cooperation with state and government institutions 
brought up the need for more serious engagement by the latter, particularly in relation to 
policy implementation and political will. The legal framework, although in most countries it 
exists, still lags behind the required standards. More work is required to introduce anti-
discrimination legislation where it is missing and further advancements of laws in terms of 
civil unions and legal gender recognition are expected. Most challenges remain in the field 
of hate speech and hate crimes, lack of LGBTI inclusion in education, health and service 
sectors, poor engagement with community, lack of political will etc.  
 
Rajmonda Sylbije from Kosovo argued that the positive changes are a few and not 
enough. The President of Kosovo joined the last IDAHO march in the capital which was a 
higher indicator of security. The community, was underground for many years. The first 
years there were a few and the last march was attended by more than thirty LGBTI people.  
 
However, Ms. Sylbije argued that, as expected, society continues to be very homophobic 
and that the work to be done is a lot. Cooperation with government has been initiated for 
some years now and an action plan is being finalized however this cooperation needs to be 
strengthened in order for LGBTI organizations to have better access to institutions for the 
purposes of cooperation, capacity building, awareness raising etc. “Recently, the anti-
discrimination law was amended, but we are still not having easy access to schools, 
hospitals and other institutions” she said.   
 
Daniel Kalezić from Montenegro emphasized that cooperation and engagement with the 
government is quite strong and more recently cooperation has been established with ten 
municipalities across country. Two new sub-groups have been formed within Queer 
Montenegro focusing respectively on trans and women issues. Challenges remain however, 
in the constant need to push the government to perform and poor access to services for 
LGBTI people particularly those related to health.  
 



 

Marija Vuletić from Bosnia and Herzegovina highlighted both positive and negative 
trends taking place in the country. The law for protection from discrimination and the 
criminal code were both amended to include sexual orientation and gender identity. The 
Council of Ministers, adopted for the first time policies which include LGBTI rights such as 
the recent anti-discrimination action plan. However, Vuletić argued that many issues still 
prevail in the country. Trans and intersex issues are not covered legally or by policy. Access 
to education and employment is limited and challenges there are also big. Donor policies 
are different from the needs of the country.  
 
Hakan Özkan from Turkey described the increased deterioration with democracy and 
human rights in the country highlighting increased hostility and open refusal of the 
government to work with and for LGBTI people. While until recently the main negative 
phenomenon in Turkey was an ignoring by the state, now the government is pro-actively 
attacking and violating the rights of LGBTI people including here freedom of expression 
and association, the most blatant example being the banning of several prides in the 
country including the biggest one in Istanbul for both 2015 and 2016.  
 
Özkan also highlighted the issues of discrimination and violence faced by the LGBTI 
community particularly trans people. The latter continue to be victims of hate crimes with 
several trans women being killed every year. It is important to note that 90% of the victims 
were sex workers. Despite all the setbacks, Mr. Özkan did not forget to add that the LGBTI 
movement in the country has become more vigilant and active than ever with more LGBTI 
organizations forming and registering across the country as well as more positive media 
visibility and coverage. Turkey continues to have no positive legislation for LGBTI people 
which makes policy advancement still a challenge.  
 
Xheni Karaj from Albania invited participants not to forget their roots and to recognize 
and appreciate the work of many activists before us, whose work has inspired the younger 
generations.  
 
She considered the inclusion of the LGBTI topic within the human rights framework as a 
positive step and development of alliances and relations with different stakeholders 
including civil society in Albania. The opening of a shelter in Tirana has been crucial for 
providing direct services for LGBTI people evicted from homes.  
 
However, she mentioned that challenges are way too many. Cooperation with government 
remains limited to a few ministries and political will is poor. Recently, there was an 
opportunity for the Parliament to amend the Constitution and add sexual orientation and 
gender identity to non-discrimination clauses but they failed to do so.  
According to Ms. Karaj “Albanian politicians care about votes not morals.” Among serious 
issues faced by the community she mentioned an increase of HIV infections among young 
gay and bisexual men and trans women and poor access to services especially those related 
to psychological and mental wellbeing.  
 



 

Dragoslava Barzut from Serbia discussed the lack of progress made in Serbia during the 
last year with no visible or notable change taking place except for the Pride March in 
Belgrade which was successfully and without incidents.  
 
From the testimonies of participants, we can conclude three overlapping issues across the 
region which need to be addressed:  
 

1. Need for stronger cooperation with state institutions for an increased and easier 
access; 

2. Need to improve access to services and justice system: LGBTI people are suffering 
from poor health services, non-inclusion, poor reporting of hate crimes and a lack of 
openness and inclusion by institutions and society; 

3. Trans and intersex identities are still left out of the focus. No laws, regulations or 
policies are in place for them and this makes them even more vulnerable to 
discrimination, exclusion and violence.  

 

DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES MAKE MOBILISATION AND 
ENGAGEMENT - into Macedonia and Turkey from the perspective of LGBTI activists 

 
For LGBTI organizations operating in countries with little or no government support 
delivering any change is much harder. The necessary legislation is not there while 
governments have no intent on providing or facilitating any LGBTI friendly policies. 
Many organizations have had to go beyond the “usual paths” known in our region to 
deliver any positive change in their contexts. Their approach has been varied, creative 
and often with more traditional grassroots approaches.  
 
This workshop aimed to explore what has been done more specifically in fields such as 
research, advocacy, community mobilization, participation in politics, entering into 
alliances with other groups etc. It was facilitated by Antonio Mihajlov from Subversive 
Front Macedonia and joined by Hasan Metehan Özkan from Listag Turkey, Borjana 
Mojsovska from Sexual and Health Rights of Marginalized Communities in Macedonia, 
Hakan Özkan from KAOS GL Turkey, Özge Gökpinar from Red Umbrella in Turkey and 
Jovana Ananievska from H.E.R.A Skopje.  
 
The ever changing circumstances and the unstable political climate, along with lack of 
support from the government, has made LGBTI organizations in Turkey targets of 
government, conservative groups and even extremist groups such as ISIS. LGBTI 
activists and supporters were attacked during IDAHOT marches and in the last two years 
they have also been forbidden to hold Pride events in Istanbul and other cities.  
 
In light of such circumstances mobilization of community and supporters has been 
crucial for Turkish LGBTI movement. Methan Özkan argued that in front of oppression 
organizations were motivated to organize and hold even more activities. Only during 
2015, 36 different major event were organized in 25 cities of Turkey.  
 



 

In the case of Listag, Metehan Ozkan argued that coming together as members of 
community has been main tool to demand change in Turkey. In itself it has inspired more 
activism, and an engagement with so many stakeholders including media, political 
opposition etc. Meanwhile, lack of cooperation with central government has prompted 
many activists and organizations to engage with local governments, some of whom have 
now equality units and engage quite seriously with LGBTI rights.  
 
Özge Gökpinar discussed how non-acceptance from government affects more directly 
members of the trans community, especially those who are sex workers. Mobilizing trans 
sex workers and advocating for their rights is the challenge their organization deals with, 
especially by bringing more awareness on the crimes and discrimination faced by the 
trans community by institutions and the general public.  
 
The political climate in Macedonia has often been conditioned by the country’s 
everlasting dispute with Greece over its constitutional name which in the last 15 years 
has impeded the government from progressing in its EU ambitions or from joining other 
international organizations. This has provided for a climate of a strong, centralized and 
conservative government which has used the discussions of identity to create its own 
nationalistic rhetoric leaving little space for any dialogue on diversity and minorities. As 
such LGBTI organizations and activists in the country have been targets of attacks and 
discrimination while legal and social reforms have been adamant to leave LGBTI 
community and demands out of the question.  
 
According to Borjana Mojsovska this situation has made mobilization quite challenging. 
She mentioned two examples where this oppression worked effectively against them. In 
the case of a campaign on Article 20 activists demanded the inclusion of sexual orientation 
and gender identity in the Protocol of the State Commission for Protection against 
Discrimination. The campaign, which aimed to raise awareness on the consequences that 
lack of inclusion had on LGBTI people, had limited reach in the mainstream media due to 
lack of access for CSO’s which are critical to the government. On a second case she 
mentioned how they were attacked together with other activists as they were protesting 
against air pollution in Skopje. An agitator started to call them communists and traitors 
which goes in line with the government's’ tactic to label their opponents as “soroists”, 
communists and traitors.  
 
Jovana Ananievska explained the challenges they have had in mobilizing citizens to take 
stand in the protection of the health and reproductive rights of women, as well as the 
refusal of school administrations to hold sexuality education classes to their students. She 
also referred to a campaign where a gay guy who publicly came out, was not so well 
received by his parents and closest people. On the contrary, he very soon became a target 
of homophobic and physical assaults in the neighborhood where he used to live. She 
finished her speech with a note of despair and sadness as none of the efforts of civil society 
has made in the past couple of years led to progress in radically changing the way citizens 
are mobilized and organized about an issue of their interest. 
  



 

In discussions, the role of the EU was taken into account for both Macedonia and Turkey. 
Activists argued that EU accession has not played a positive role for neither country. The 
EU itself, by maintaining a bureaucratic and technical nature has not been able to make 
the right pressure on either government to perform better with human rights. 
 

TOWARDS A REGIONAL INTER-GOVERNMENTAL PLATFORM FOR LGBTI 
RIGHTS.  

Political leaders and government representatives of the region discuss context, challenges and 
opportunities for regional cooperation and engagement.  

 
ERA’s first annual conference touched upon the issue of inter-governmental cooperation 
and finding ways how to facilitate and encourage that process by utilizing the 
possibilities and opportunities provided at the international levels. The panel with 
government and political representatives and the ensuing workshop aimed to explore 
the current position of governments of the region with regards to LGBTI rights and see 
concretely how to go about the setting up of a regional cooperation platform particularly 
focusing on objectives and potential outcomes that would be relevant for the 
movements at national levels.  
 
The panel, with government representatives was facilitated by Amarildo Fecanji, 
executive co-director at ERA and was attended by Dhurata Hoxha, Minister of Justice of 
Kosovo, Mr. Jovan Kojičić, Advisor to the Prime Minister of Montenegro, Etleva Sheshi, 
Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth in Albania, Liljana Šantić, Ministry for Human 
Rights and Refugees in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Liljana Popovska, Member of 
Parliament in Macedonia and Ms. Sedef Çakmak, Council Member of Besiktas 
Municipality, Istanbul, Turkey.  
 
Dhurata Hoxha, Minister of Justice in Kosovo recognized the country’s progress with the 
legislative framework but emphasized that more needs to be done. “We need to respect 
the rights of all people to determine by themselves their sexual orientations and gender 
identities as fundamental rights” she said. She admitted that the LGBTI community in 
Kosovo is isolated and their demands are still not fully taken into consideration. While 
homosexuality has been decriminalized, a lot more work is needed socially and culturally to 
overcome prejudice and discrimination. “LGBTI individuals continue to face discrimination 
and violence which has to stop. We can achieve change if we start working together. All 
citizens are equal before the law and this is our value” she said.  
 
Jovan Kojičić, Advisor to the Prime Minister of Montenegro congratulated LGBTI 
organizations from the region for the establishment of ERA and emphasized the 
willingness of the Montenegrin government to support at home and regional initiatives 
which aim to facilitate cooperation. He emphasized the existing good cooperation among 
several governments of the region including on issues of human rights and considered the 
idea of a regional inter-governmental platform as very positive and possible. He recognized 
that such important steps need to be taken which can further assist initiatives at national 
levels. Montenegro has worked for several years on the LGBTI subject and has taken 
proactive steps to pass laws, a strategy and action plans for the benefit of LGBTI people. 



 

These have been done in light of the negative perceptions of the general public towards 
LGBTI people. He reminded everyone that according to a recent survey, a majority of 
Montenegrin society think that it is better to be murdered than to be an LGBTI person. “It is 
important to have cooperation which we see as important and we invite you to cooperate 
with us” he concluded.  
 
Etleva Sheshi from the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth in Albania recognized the 
progress made with regards to LGBTI rights in her country recalling the big change from 
only five years ago. She did however emphasize the importance of government 
engagement in the subject and suggested for better coordination between actors. As a 
recent example the government adopted a four-year action plan which was also budgeted 
in detail and prepared in cooperation and consultation with civil society organizations. She 
recalled the international engagements of the Albanian government on the subject 
including here the signing of an agreement on inter-governmental cooperation in 
Montenegro three years ago which included recommendations on how to protect LGBTI 
rights. She accepted also the statement of the conference and agreed that indeed laws are 
not enough and that in the case of Albania we have to work even with Members of 
Parliament themselves on changing attitudes and perceptions towards LGBTI people.  
 
Liljana Šantić from the Ministry of Human Rights and Minorities in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina also agreed that the legal framework is not enough for the advancement of 
LGBTI rights in her country. While the country has made huge steps forward including 
recent amendments to important legislation, it was understood that an action plan needed 
to be adopted on advancing and implementing these laws. She also promised that the 
country will work on making important legal changes when it comes to gender recognition.  
 
-Liljana Popovska, from the Greens in Macedonia and an MP with the last legislative, 
congratulated activists for the progress made in the region and emphasized that in 
Macedonia the situation with LGBTI rights is lagging behind due to the staunch opposition 
of Government and most of Parliament to make any changes. She mentioned the 
importance of creating critical mass in favor of the subject at all levels and for engaging 
directly with stakeholders who need to change their attitudes and positions on the matter. 
As of recently many attempts were made both in Parliament and other fora to push for 
changes in legislation and policy but without much success. She emphasized also the 
importance of Prides and other visible events because society continues to have huge 
prejudices towards LGBTI people.  
 
Sedef Çakmak from Besiktas Municipality in Istanbul spoke of the deteriorating situation 
in Turkey as well as her need to engage politically as an openly LGBTI activist. She decided 
to join activism in 2004 after coming out to her friends and relatives and understanding that 
this is not a struggle just for her but for all LGBTI people. “The first challenge was for us to 
come together and secondly to start fighting against prejudices. We are the only ones who 
can fight against prejudices and we have to hold the government accountable for its own 
responsibilities” she said.  
 



 

She added that despite the very challenging situation in Turkey the demands of the LGBTI 
movement in the country are to: a) include sexual orientation and gender identity into 
government law, b) include prohibition of hate crimes against LGBTI people in criminal 
code and c) include sexual orientation and gender identity in anti-discrimination law.  
 
Putting emphasis on visibility and dialogue she concluded by saying that: “I am the first 
openly LGBTI person whom my colleagues have met in their lives and this is important 
because it makes a huge difference for them: personal meetings and hearing stories about 
the lives of LGBTI people.” 
 

Workshop on setting up the inter-governmental regional platform: it is 
possible and it can be a success.  

 
Following the panel, representatives from ministries, parliaments, equality bodies and 
civil society organizations from the WB&T region attended a workshop to discuss the 
idea, potentials, format and objectives of an inter-governmental regional platform 
focusing on LGBTI rights.  
 
The meeting aimed to ask:  
 
a) what institutions would the platform consist of?  
b) what would be the platforms’ added value?  
c) what agenda would it have? d) how would it be chaired?  
e) how frequently would the platform meet?  
 f) what role would LGBTI organizations play in this network?  
 
At the meeting ERA representative explained that the main goals and objectives of this 
platform would be:  
 
a) Exchange of practices between governments of the region; 
b) Increased cooperation and dialogue between governments and LGBTI organizations; 
c) Exploring opportunities for regional projects and initiatives;  
 
Currently the opportunity for such a platform exists for most countries with less chances of 
high representation or involvement in the cases of Macedonia and Turkey. However, 
understanding that this is a dynamic and long process, involvement of other state actors 
from both countries should be provided for, such as opposition political parties, equality 
bodies, MPs etc.  
 
Currently cooperation and exchange between governments of the region is provided for 
from wider European networks and conferences. In 2015 and 2016 several governments of 
the region signed the IDAHO declarations.  
 
The idea of a regional platform was welcomed by different officials arguing that it would 
cut costs for different practices and for synchronizing programs. Current cooperation has 
also revealed that almost all issues are overlapping and that recipes are the same for most 



 

countries. They argued that all countries operate under the same covenants, agreements 
and cooperate closely with the Council of Europe.  
 
Conclusions for ERA:  
 
a) Serve as coordinating body;  
b) Promote cross country cooperation and arrange meetings and conferences;  
c) Promote and increase positive competitiveness between governments;  
d) Set up a road-map with real tasks; bring quota/goals/intentions/  
e) Promote exchange of best practices; 
f) Provide capacity building programs/trainings;   
g) Bring governments together and arrange thematic/specific meetings. Topics suggested: 
education, hate crime, family rights, sports etc.;  
h) Secure direct engagement and cooperation with civil society organizations;  
 
Conclusions for Governments:  
 
a) Each government appoints a focal point for the regional network;  
b) Securing high level political decision making;  
c) Securing involvement and participation of interested local governments;  
d) Signing regional agreements, MoU, express political commitment;  
e) Set up a co-chairmanship of two governments;  
f) Utilize EU integration process; However, make sure that commitment is not about ticking 
the boxes but undertaking real action; 
 
Conclusions:  
 
Recommendations on the intergovernmental platform were for it to engage national 
leaders with decision making powers who deliver responsibilities to sectors which LGBTI 
organizations need to work with.  Approach, in terms of issues to cover, should be thematic 
and strategic to secure achievable outcomes. Make the network a cooperating platform 
where exchange of best practices, capacity building and common projects can take place. If 
ERA is to coordinate this network on behalf of civil society sector, single governments 
should be assigned rotating leadership of the network through which to have access to 
other governments. The idea of two co-leading governments was also suggested. Close 
cooperation and coordination with EU and other international organizations is 
recommended.  

 
ROLE OF EU INTEGRATION IN SECURING FURTHER LEGAL AND SOCIAL 

ADVANCEMENT OF LGBTI RIGHTS  
Recognizing strengths, weaknesses and opportunities  

 
A panel on the role European integration plays in advancement of LGBTI rights in the 
region explored some of the strengths and weaknesses of the process and provided 
practical recommendations for activists. The panel was moderated by Helmut Metzner 



 

from LSVD Germany and was joined by Volker Beck, Member of the National Parliament in 
Germany, Thomas Gnochi, Head of the Political Session at the European Union Office in 
Kosovo, Koen Slootmaeckers, PHD researcher at the Queen Mary University in London and 
Dragana Todorović, Executive Co-Director at ERA.  
 
Main conclusions from the panel were that EU integration process is not everlasting and as 
such it should be utilized as a short term opportunity. In the grand scheme of things LGBTI 
rights can be easily left out, particularly in the frame of more pressing issues most countries 
face but also because quite often LGBTI rights are used as the bargaining chip and pay the 
price of negotiations and agreements. It was argued that as a process, EU integration 
leaves people out of the focus and as such bridging the gap between laws and people will 
remain a big long-lasting challenge. It is important to continue engaging closely with the 
European Union so that LGBTI rights are not left out of the agenda or covered superficially. 
More should be done in the way LGBTI rights are framed when it comes to EU integration: 
they should not be ticked as a standard or as “a bad pill that countries have to swallow for a 
greater good” but as an important issue which is relevant and of importance to every 
member of society.  
 
Volker Beck argued that more emphasis needs to be put on the existing gap between 
legislation and social attitudes towards LGBTI people. It is important to make this a subject 
of equal rights which concerns everybody. Unfortunately, when a country becomes a 
member, attention on the topic changes significantly. Therefore, it is important to make it 
an issue of concern for everyone and demand society to be responsible. “Combine your 
advocacy work with concrete proposals and speak about concrete things” he concluded.  
 
Koen Slootmackers, argued that keeping the focus on the rights of individuals will remain 
the biggest challenge for countries of the region considering that the European Union 
integration serves as a door for the law to be adopted but on the negative side it leaves 
people out of the focus. For him changing social attitudes will remain a big challenge and 
bridging the gap between laws and individuals will be the last standard to implement. In his 
assessment, even though the EU has made human rights a priority other more important 
issues - such as relations between Serbia and Kosovo, the Macedonian name issue etc. - will 
create further challenges which will push officials to use LGBTI people as the bargaining 
chip. “Because of this unintended solicitation, LGBTI people have become common ball. So 
we need to intensify efforts for the EU to become an important player in the game.” he 
said. He also suggested that ERA will remain important in this process as it is the first 
regional group which transcends national boundaries and can push for fundamental rights 
to remain in the focus. “Be critical of the EU, national governments and yourselves” he 
concluded.  
 
Dragana Todorović, argued that the EU integration process is a generational opportunity 
which will not last forever. This window of opportunity will be closed soon and whatever we 
do as a movement will be crucial. We need to use this moment and position ourselves as 
key players. Experience from the past showed that some countries entered the EU without 
fulfilling fundamental human rights criteria.  
 



 

She recognized the strengths and weaknesses of this approach, on one hand evaluating 
that governments are becoming increasingly open and LGBTI people have become 
important political actors. On the other hand, the approach continues to be top-down, it is 
perceived as coming from the outside world and as a bad tasting medicine which need to 
take for a bright future to come.  
 
Todorović argued that instead of worrying about backlashes we need to focus on the 
process and make it dynamic and human rights focused. “We have experienced backlashes 
with the anti-discrimination legislations initially, but things are moving ahead and as we see 
all countries are seeing this process as important and relevant at this point” she said.  
 

More visibility - More actions: Consultations on a regional advocacy 
strategy  

 
The discussions on advocacy with relation to EU and other international fora were 
followed by a workshop which focused on ERA’s regional advocacy strategy. Together 
with a representative from ILGA-Europe and with the participation of politicians, 
activists, researchers and other expert’s recommendations were made on where to keep 
the focus, how to engage with the European Union, national governments and other 
actors and how to effect change.  
 

The arguments 
 
In the discussions it became evident that EU integration has provided great leverage for 
legal and policy change in countries of the region. Work has been done by ERA and ILGA 
Europe to define specific priorities within the integration process. Progress reports, have 
become the most important tool for advancing laws and policies. In 2016 more attention 
was paid to expanding the areas covered by the report and to include more issues such 
as same-sex unions, legal gender recognition and intersex issues.  
 
Some weaknesses identified in relation to EU advocacy were that while it provides space 
for a top-down approach, at the same time it does create a gap between law and 
practice. As a technical process EU integration is more about ticking the boxes and less 
about real social change. According to participants, EU delegations at national levels 
play a weak role in implementation of legislation.  
 
In terms of opportunities, the issue of implementation has been experienced also in 
other countries, ten or fifteen years ago. The key to change is by spending more money 
and energy in finding ways to campaign those laws and change public perceptions and 
attitudes.  
 
As the EU maintains an open dialogue civil society organizations are encouraged to 
participate and play their crucial role as catalyzers of change.   
 
In that sense more should be done to push the EU to communicate more directly with 
national non-governmental organizations which have more knowledge and background 



 

on where the moveable middle lies. On a positive note, current IPA funding is focusing 
on visibility actions.  
 

The recommendations 
 
a) EU integration should be less of a technocratic process and involve more political 
debate/dialogue. Also it can and should support civil society organizations in the process;  
b) A gap mapping should take place where the legal setting is measured against the 
political situation and social climate of each country;  
c) Indicators should be checked through simple protocols. Effective ways to translate 
reports into advocacy actions should be identified;  
d) More focus should be paid on communication and cooperation of LGBTI organizations 
with EU delegations;  
e) Visibility actions – particularly campaigns – should find the right agency and messages 
should be brought home properly; 
 
THE PRICE TO PAY IS TOO HIGH: HATE CRIMES AGAINST LGBTI PEOPLE CONTINUE 

TO BE A PROBLEM ACROSS THE REGION.  
Organizations demand closer cooperation with institutions and better engagement of criminal 

justice institutions 
 
This workshop aimed to shed light on the overlapping issues and challenges faced in the 
WB&T region when it comes to hate crimes motivated by sexual orientation and gender 
identity. Testimonies of activists from the region reveal as pressing issues: lack of 
legislation and poor implementation in cases when they exist. Cases remain largely 
unresolved and poorly investigated by criminal justice institutions. Trainings, awareness 
raising and more direct engagement with the community remain a pressing issue and more 
work needs to be done in the sector.  
 
The panel was moderated by Claire House from Stonewall UK and was joined by Natali 
Petrovska from Subversive Front Macedonia, Fellenza Knushaj from CSGD Kosovo, Janset 
Kalan from Pembe Hayat Turkey, Dragoslava Barzut from Da se Zna Serbia, Jose Angel 
Santoro from Rainbow Rose Belgium and Marko Jurčic from Zagreb Pride in Croatia.  
 
Natali Petrovska called as most pressing challenge for Macedonia the lack of legal 
protection from discrimination as the current law does not cover directly sexual orientation 
or gender identity. Neither does hate crime legislation. An inter-disciplinary working group 
has been set up for some time which aims to push for improved legislation. Meanwhile hate 
crimes against LGBTI persons have increased as the community and the movement 
becomes more visible. Several notable attacks against LGBTI community centers and 
during social events have not been investigated or properly addressed by state authorities.   
 
Fëlleëza Knushaj argued that while laws which aim to protect LGBTI people exist in 
Kosovo they are not well implemented. LGBTI organizations have met in 2016 with Police 
officials and prosecutors to discuss jointly hate crimes against LGBTI individuals. Out of 
eighteen open cases only one has been solved until now, where the perpetrator was found 



 

guilty and convicted. LGBTI organizations in Kosovo have established a harmonized 
documentation system and maintain regular cooperation with the Office of Good 
Governance within the Prime Minister’s Office.  
 
Janset Kalan argued that there are no laws in Turkey to protect people from 
discrimination. Hate crimes against LGBTI people particularly trans women in Turkey are a 
prevailing issue. Every year many trans women are robed, raped or murdered. In 2016 
Pembe Hayat provided assistance and services for more than 404 cases through direct 
meetings, phone calls or emails. 105 workshops have been organized with regards to hate 
crimes and twenty workshops for domestic violence. Several workshops targeted teachers 
and lawyers.  
 
Dragodlava Barzut explained that the police and state institutions are aware of hate 
crimes and the need for protecting LGBTI people, however there is no political will to work 
in that regard. Cases which are not reported to the police are also important because they 
paint the real pictures of hate crimes and the situation of LGBTI people in Serbia.  
 

Conclusions:  
 
- Legislation is lacking in many countries of the region and in those countries where 
legislation is in place it is poorly implemented; 
- There is lack of political will to address hate crimes against LGBTI people, including 
improvement of legislation, policy, procedures for access to justice etc.;  
- Reporting from members of the community remains very low especially from LGBTI 
people in smaller towns and rural areas; Documentation of hate crimes remains a challenge 
for law enforcement agencies and most data on the topic are provided for by LGBTI 
organizations;  
- Even when cases are reported, perpetrators are seldom convicted adequately for the 
types of crimes they have committed;  
 

Recommendations:  
 
- Countries should introduce hate crime legislation or amend existing laws to add sexual 
orientation, gender identity and gender expression;  
 
- Law enforcement agencies should be mandated to step up their efforts to address hate 
crimes targeting LGBTI people through reporting, proper investigation and proper 
punishment of perpetrators;  
 
- LGBTI organizations should be supported in their efforts to inform the community, offer 
capacity building and trainings to law enforcement agencies and media;  
 
- The public should be made aware of the consequences of homophobia and transphobia 
and the dire consequences it has on LGBTI people;  
 



 

TOOLS FOR CHANGE: NATIONAL ACTION PLANS AS (IN)EFFECTIVE 
MEANS TO ADVANCE LGBTI RIGHTS 

 
Since the passing of anti-discrimination legislations, some countries of the region have 
passed action plans (NAPs) which have aimed to secure implementation of those laws and 
the ultimate advancement of the rights of LGBTI people in those countries. The reality, 
however, has not been so straight-forward and serious challenges have been identified with 
these action plans.  
 
The panel of this workshop was joined by representatives of governments, international 
organizations, national organizations and equality bodies. It was facilitated by Jelena 
Čolaković from Juventas Montenegro and was joined by Jovan Kojičić, Advisor to the Prime 
Minister of Montenegro, Irma Baraku, Commissioner for Protection from Discrimination in 
Albania, Agim Margilaj, Centre for Social Group Development in Kosovo, Altin Hazizaj from 
PINK Embassy Albania and Andey Esin from the Council of Europe Office in Pristina.  
 
Panelists argued that while NAPs have tremendous value they have presented some 
serious challenges such as:  
 
- Poor drafting and compiling; 
- Poor coordination among Ministries and other government departments; 
- Poor or lack of adequate budgeting;  
- Lack of political will to properly implement them;  
- Poor involvement of and engagement with LGBTI CSOs;  
- Poor monitoring and evaluation;  
- Lack of follow-up actions;  
- Poor utilization of international monitoring mechanisms and international forums to push 
for effective passing and implementation of action plans:  
 
On a positive note, so far NAP’s have provided an access door to civil society organizations 
to engage with executive and technical departments of several ministries while often they 
have managed to provide trainings for public administrations officials, police officers, 
teachers, medical practitioners etc.  
 
Due to the experience gained some NGO’s have made more concrete demands and push 
for a better structured plans and for more engagement and political will.  
 
Among the main recommendations of panelists for a better implementation of NAPs were:  
 
- for governments to be directly involved in advancement of LGBTI rights;  
- regular awareness and capacity building activities should be conducted especially among 
law enforcement agencies, teachers and health practitioners;  
- for discrimination to be nipped from the roots. Bottom-up approaches should be initiated 
by governments in order to raise tolerant and accepting generations.  
 

VALUE OF RESEARCH IN ADVANCING LGBTI EQUALITY  



 

 
Research is considered as one of the best tools to influence policy change, design evidence 
based advocacy and awareness campaigns as well as educate and inform people on the 
impact that prejudice and discrimination have on the lives of LGBTI people. Research is 
also hard to conduct, very varied in terms of topics and objectives and demands a lot of 
experience and resources. What is the situation with research related to LGBTI rights in the 
WB&T region and how can it be further advanced and developed? In which ways is research 
better utilized? How is research related to campaigning and messaging?  How to identify 
priority areas for research?  
 
The panel was facilitated by Antonio Mihajlov from Subversive Front Macedonia and was 
joined by Marko Karadžić from World Bank, Mahsuma Petrović from National Democratic 
Institute and Amarildo Fecanji from ERA.  
 
One of the interesting components of this panel was the presentation of an upcoming 
regional research which aims to measure the socio-economic dimensions of LGBTI 
exclusion in the Western Balkans region (eight countries included). It is supported by the 
World Bank and is being implemented by Ipsos Strategic Marketing, ERA and the Williams 
Research Institute. The research, which will be the biggest of its kind in the region, will 
replicate the LGBTI survey conducted by the European Union Agency for Fundamental 
Rights in 2012, which at the time was conducted only in EU member states and Croatia. 
Unfortunately, it left out enlargement countries. 
 
Marko Karadžić, from the World Bank informed participants about the components of this 
research which will include perceptions of LGBTI people on discrimination, well-being, 
rights etc., will conduct a SILC survey in Serbia, which will be compared with that of the 
general population and will also conduct a mystery shopping experiment in Serbia. 
Findings of the research will be available during the second part of 2017 and will be the 
greatest advocacy and strategy making resource for LGBTI organizations and government 
agencies across the Western Balkans region.  
 
Mahsuma Petrović made an overview of the impact that the research conducted by NDI in 
the Western Balkans in 2015 had on advocacy and awareness work of organizations across 
the region by further contributing to their professionalization and work. She argued that 
through this research some LGBTI organizations managed to meet politicians and 
government representatives, parliamentarians and politicians for the very first time in their 
countries.  
 
Main findings and conclusions of the workshop were that: As homophobia and transphobia 
are quite strong in society it is hard to advocate for LGBTI rights without compelling 
evidence. Research gives substance to advocacy and it gives credibility to organization’s 
claims. As such data and credibility are important for LGBTI organizations. 
 
Meanwhile involvement and participation of LGBTI organizations in research projects is 
crucial. They should be able to provide their inputs on objectives and content of research so 



 

that they can better align their advocacy or awareness efforts while make clear what are 
priorities and challenges from a community perspective.  
 
Follow up is also crucial in research because the way organizations and other stakeholders 
utilize data for their advocacy, education and public campaign activities is important. In 
that sense LGBTI organizations should be supported and encouraged in the follow-up 
process so that they maintain evidence in their focus and utilize them properly. For 
instance, following the 2015 research NDI assisted LGBTI organizations in organizing 
meetings with important government representatives.  
 
In light of the above academics and activists should build a mutually beneficial 
partnership, so that all skills are used to the fullest extent.  
 
In conclusion, research should not only be limited to statement of facts but also question 
the motives behind opinions.  

 
WORKING WITH LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 

 
Platforms for LGBTI friendly municipalities are a reality in few parts of the world. They 
successfully exchange best practices, cooperate in organizing awareness, social and 
cultural events, plan and strategize important actions for LGBTI etc. In the Western 
Balkans and Turkey region several municipalities have started working on LGBTI rights. 
Some have close cooperation with organizations and activists, others have offered 
spaces for workshops and cultural events, a few have set up action plans and activities. 
How would a network of local governments from the WB&T region look like? What are 
some of the best practices from the region so far? What lessons can we take from them 
and what can be done in the near future to further engage local governments in LGBTI 
work? 
 
Activists from the Western Balkans and Turkey region joined the panel to share their 
experiences of working with or for local governments in their country. The panel was 
facilitated by Rajmonda Sylbije from CEL Kosovo and was joined by Marko Stefanović 
from Rainbow Association in Serbia, Sedef Çakmak from Besiktas Municipality in Turkey, 
Brian Silva from Marriage Equality in the United States, Jelena Çolakovic from Juventas 
Montenegro and Bekim Asani from LGBT United Tetovo in Macedonia.  
 

Engaging with local governments and gaining access  
 
Experience from the region revealed that you cannot have easy access and cooperation 
with local governments unless you have also some form of good cooperation with 
political parties and unless the platforms of those parties endorse to a certain degree 
human rights or are open to do so in a way or another. For example, in the case of 
Kosovo, Rajmonda Sylbije argued that cooperation with local governments is not taking 
place and they are mostly not open to dialogue or welcoming organizations. On 
occasions when they have asked as LGBTI they have been refused and they have had to 
use other tools and issues such as health - HIV prevention etc.  



 

 
In other cases, like that of Bekim Asani from Tetovo, Macedonia, access to the local 
government came after he received several serious death threats. The mayor took 
personal issue with that and invited the organization to cooperate with the municipality 
and do awareness work in the community.  
 
In the case of Turkey, following the many failed approaches with central government, 
Sedef Çakmak argued how activists realized that cooperation with local government is 
possible and that not having done so earlier was a mistake. In this case, it was in the form 
of a lesbian activist who decided to join local elections as member of the council. 
“Endorsement from the political party was crucial for the change provided” she said. She 
also argued that with the election in the municipality council and working with it from 
inside it brought about an immense change in the mentality of the institution and its 
approach to the community.  
 
In the case of Montenegro, Jelena Čolaković argued that the law for protection from 
discrimination and asking municipalities to sign Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) 
were great tools to ask for local support. The signing of these MoU’s was followed by ten 
public debates which were conducted in partnership with these municipalities on the 
topic of LGBTI human rights followed by a sub-granting scheme for local NGOs that are 
not LGBTI organizations. The MoU helped some municipalities to start reporting on 
LGBTI rights while one municipality applied to join the Rainbow Cities network.  
 

Some conclusions  
 
Deriving from the experiences of activists themselves, main conclusions of the workshop 
were that cooperation with local governments is crucial in order to secure the provision 
of direct services for LGBTI people. Cooperation is crucial when it comes to the safety 
and work of activists and LGBTI people in small communities. Close cooperation 
between local governments and organizations can bring synergies in terms of priorities, 
methods and tools for changing the situation of LGBTI communities at grassroots levels. 
Also, establishment of equality units in local governments could help in budgeting, 
action plans and awareness activities.  
 
Secondly, power mapping and engagement with politicians is important for 
organizations to understand who they need to talk with in order to change policies, 
approaches and attitudes towards LGBTI people. Political participation and 
endorsement by political parties can bring forward huge changes in local government. 
However, for local governments to take initiatives that address serious issues for the 
community - such as employment - it takes a lot more effort. 
 
LOOKING INTO IDENTITIES: TRANS AND INTERSEX PEOPLE 
Inclusion, Participation and Respect. 
 
Trans, intersex and gender-non-binary/non-conforming identities are far from recognized 
and protected in the WB&T region. Legal gender recognition is not available in any of the 



 

countries and gender reassignment procedures are available only in a few. Even there with 
big obstacles financially and practically. Trans and intersex people whose appearance and 
expression does not fall into the binary male-female categories are victims of harassment, 
bullying and in the worst cases hate crimes. Hate speech against trans people is very 
frequent and open and in most cases it goes unaddressed and unpunished. This workshop 
aimed to identify the priorities of trans and intersex communities across the WB&T region. 
It was facilitated by Kristjan Randejlovic from Gayten Serbia, and joined by Janset Kalan 
from Pembe Hayat Turkey, Anja Koletnik from Transakcija, Slovenia and Jovan Dzoli 
Ulicevic from Transovci in Montenegro.  
 
The session began with the screening of a Slovenian documentary about non-binary 
persons. 
 
Discussions focused around lack of legislation for trans people although all participants 
agreed that regardless of the existence or lack of legislation the position of trans people in 
society is very difficult. Some participants suggested that often it is better not to have 
gender recognition law at all, than to have a law that will force you to undergo sex 
reassignment operation, often under very severe conditions, in order to be able to regulate 
all personal documents. Another obstacle is that related to health insurance such as in the 
case of Montenegro. There, the state covers only 85% of a person’s costs for sex 
reassignment procedure while all patients are directed to Belgrade due to lack of medical 
experts.  
 
Another issue raised by Janset Kalan was that of hate crimes against trans sex workers 
which state authorities are doing nothing to forbid. This for Turkey remains one of the most 
serious issues to date.  
 

RECOGNIZING INTERSECTIONALITIES:  
Empowering Lesbian, Bisexual and Trans Women 
 
While the LGBTIQ spectrum is perceived as inclusive, diverse and all-encompassing of 
identities, sexualities and genders, traditional gender roles and stereotypes often prevail 
within the LGBTI movements as well. While all LGBTIQ people are at risk of 
discrimination and exclusion it is important to understand that those forms of 
discrimination are not the same all around the spectrum. The experiences of 
discrimination, exclusion and discrimination are often harsher because of the inter-
section of identities and the fact that one cannot achieve full equality (or at least a good 
degree of it) unless all those identities are respected and embraced in society. In this 
framework, lesbian, bisexual and trans women of the WB&T region have come forward 
and increased their efforts in denouncing such inequalities while seeking empowerment, 
self-expression and alternative forms of activism. How can we identify 
intersectionalities? What tools should organizations put in place in their work? Are LGBTI 
organizations inclusive? Are the movements in our countries inclusive?  
 
Questions asked in the workshop were: What are the current developments and trends 
on how LBT women are organizing in the region? How to asses LBT visibility and 



 

movement? How to strengthen regional cooperation? It was facilitated by Dragana 
Torovic from ERA and joined by Ana Dedivanovic from Kvira Montenegro, Dragoslava 
Barzut from Da se Zna Serbia, Biljana Ginova from LGBTI Support Centre, Helena 
Vukovic from EGAL Serbia and Tatjana Greif from Skuc ll in Slovenia.  
 
Some of the main points of discussion among participants were that the idea that 
minorities are inclusive is an illusion, that LGBTI movements are a byproduct of the same 
system of patriarchy and oppression, and that the movement continues to suffer from 
racism, xenophobia, ageism etc. Quite often, while women are the driving force for 
change, men continue to be the most visible. In the same environments lesbian 
movements continue to be weak and structures tend to leave them out or at the bottom 
of the movement. In other cases, they are pushed into the movement by the same status 
quo, but they do need to create their own spaces and prerogatives in order to challenge 
double discrimination and enable self-determination and expression.  
 
Participants also recognized that differences and conflicts continue to exist within the 
community and that organizations must always find ways to include specific groups into 
their structures. More needs to be done for the needs of LBT women within 
organizations and more initiatives - with our without funding - should aim the 
empowerment and needs of women. This requires more solidarity and cooperation 
within the LBT movement and LBT women need to accept each other first.  
 
Participants also discussed the issues and challenges faced by trans women, citing 
visibility as crucial for them to demand help from the legal and health systems. Many 
issues remain with anti-discrimination legislation as in most countries of the region 
protection on grounds of gender identity is not provided. 
 
Among the most important recommendations of the workshop were for ERA to 
establish a specific LBTQ platform for women visibility, participation and expression. 
This is a need and requirement for LBTQ women’s expression, participation and 
empowerment.  
 

WORKING WITH THE COMMUNITY  
Two workshops on tools and ideas for community empowerment and mobilization  
 
Community work is a very broad topic and it can mean so many things to many of us, but 
in the context of this conference, it was mostly assessed in the ways how our advocacy 
work relates to the LGBTI community. Are we accountable for our work to our 
community? Do we involve them in any ways? Do they feel represented and can they 
provide feedback or contribution? What does community represent in our programs and 
projects? Are we good at working with them? Do we assess our performance in that 
sense? 
  
The second part of this workshop helped to assess how LGBT activism and work affects 
our personal lives. How do we combine the personal and the professional? How do we 



 

connect with society in general? How do we exchange practices and professional 
experiences locally, nationally and regionally? 
 
The workshop was facilitated by Isidora Isakov from ERA and Brian Silva from Marriage 
Equality, US.  
 
Topic 1: What is community work?  
 
The first part of the workshop was dealing with understanding what community work is. 
The participants listed different activities from organising social gatherings and parties, to 
having social-cultural events such as discussions, movie screenings, making meals 
together, and activities aiming to provide support such as support groups and individual 
counselling. 
 
Topic 2: Values and community work 
 
The participants were split in 4 groups and discussed one value in each group. The values 
were: ownership, seeing good in everyone, confidentiality, equality, freedom of choice. 
Taking from community work practice participants shared their understanding of practical 
application of values. 
 
In general, there was identified differences on how these values can be implemented. There 
were two views. One group of participants were talking about policies that regulate work 
and practice of organization they work in, demanding change of policies of other 
organizations, or advocating for the change of laws and policies and governmental levels. 
The other group of participants discussed the values in more practical sense.  The 
ownership was about a worker allowing a person to define on their own the problem they 
are facing, to express their emotions and views, and to define on their own the potential 
resolution of the situation/problem. Seeing good in everyone was discussed as a value that 
support understanding of others, a worker sees a person as a process and supports personal 
and professional development. A person might have done some bad things (e.g. hurt 
someone, being physically violent, or even a crime) but as long as a worker does not judge 
and has a practice of seeing good in everyone, a good community work can happen. 
Confidentiality was about not sharing what a person has entrusted us with, regardless if it is 
emotion and feelings, dreams, a concrete situation and a problem – we should always ask 
for and ensure to have a permit before sharing anything. Equality, was discussed as being 
equal as humans, regardless of knowledge and experience someone might have, and 
avoiding situations in which someone is placed superior/inferior against others. Some of 
the tips were not to have barriers when sitting for talk (e.g. tables in between), when 
working with groups to sit in a circle/horse shoe arrangement. Freedom of choice brought 
similar discussion as ownership and seeing good in everyone. In practice, when a worker 
offers suggestion it has to leave space for a person to choose independently of it, not to feel 
bad because he/she/they did not do what a worker said, or for worker to judge a person if 
he/she/they did or did not do what has been told.   
 



 

Conclusion: General conclusion was that this type of sessions is important and relevant. We 
are more often discussing policies and procedures and not so much practices when it comes 
to community work. 
 

Mapping and working with the community 
 
The second part of the workshop served to address the issues of community mapping and 
starting community work.  
 
Topic 1: What is community work?  
 
DISCUSSION: The first part of the workshop was dealing with understanding what 
community work is. Participants listed different activities from organizing social gatherings 
and parties, to having social-cultural events such as discussion, movie screenings, making 
meals together, and activities aiming to provide support such as support groups and 
individual counselling. 
 
Topic 2: Mapping community and starting community work:  
 
DISCUSSION: Using a thought shower methodology, participants discussed what it means 
to map community and what is community to begin with.  
 
The participants were split in small groups and discussed practical steps in starting 
community work in their cities. The small group work was followed with discussion in a big 
group. The participants listed interest groups they are finding relevant for their work, 
mapped the places where they are and times, and developed strategies on how to 
approach them.   
 
Conclusions:  
 
Participants agreed that when working with LGBTI community it is important to: 
 

- engage early and often, 
- ask them to define their own needs, empower them to find solutions, 
- offer before ask, 
- solidarity: your fight is my fight, 
- it’s all about relationships-trust, 
- don’t overpromise 
- social context and environment is critical: small steps, 
- be open and transparent, 
- community: partners are diverse, 1. recognize them, 2. prioritize them 

 
When starting community work, organization should think of: 
 

- having community advisory board 
- liaisons 



 

- create positions for community outreach/include in job description 
- bottom-up planning 
- multiple outreach channels: drop-in, online, field – be where the community is 
- needs assessment with community, input and decision-making 
- know your “blind spots”, 
- participation must be meaningful.  

 
A WORKSHOP ON DIGITAL ADVOCACY AND ACTIVISM  

How much of the world wide web do we use and how to preach beyond the choir?  
 
This workshop explored the role, power and potential of technology, digital advocacy, 
communications and new media as effective tools for LGBTI advocacy, mobilization and 
persuasion. It was also a follow up to the ERA Regional Workshop on Public Campaigning 
which took place in Belgrade in September 2016. It was facilitated by Joel Bedos from 
IDAHO Committee and Mathias Wasik from AS Out.  
 
Activists present in the room were able to observe and discuss some best examples of 
online advocacy and mobilization taking into account different contexts, topics, and forms 
of engagement.  
 
The world wide web offers quite a vast opportunity of resources in terms of activism and 
mobilization, but activists in the room were mostly acquainted with traditional sources such 
as: a) social media, like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram; b) LGBT websites, forums and 
portals. Joel Bedos from IDAHO Committee shared with participants many examples of 
resources they can utilize for their work and activism.  
 
The second question focused on how we can utilize the online world to truly engage people 
and how can we preach beyond the choir. Some practical tools given to participants were 
to a) identify the audience, in a quantified and measured form, b) to identify what they do, 
what are their interests, c) be creative and d) capture the debate along with the arguments 
for and against.  
 
Mathias Wasik presented the All Out platform as a tool to raise awareness on pressing 
issues at the local level about which international community can be made aware of and 
mobilized. Several examples from all across the world were presented and discussed.  

 
http://dayagainsthomophobia.org  
 
http://allout.org  
 

 

PUTTING THE FOCUS ON LGBTI BUSINESSES:  
A new way to improve the status of LGBTI communities 
 
Another workshop of the conference, which was facilitated by Pavel Subrt from East 
Meets West and Clare Masson from USAID, aimed to look at the relationship between 

http://dayagainsthomophobia.org/
http://allout.org/


 

LGBTI identities/movements and the business community. Thanks to the expertise of 
the facilitators, participants managed to look at the topic from two different 
perspectives. They managed to look at the work of the East meets West platform which 
aims to empower LGBTI businesses initiatives as well as promote closer ties between 
companies and their LGBTI employees, by further encouraging diversity and wellbeing 
within the workplace. The platform looks both at the business and social perspectives 
and their outreach is well spread in the Balkan and Turkey region. 
 
Clare Masson from USAID in Albania shared her experience on how to assist local LGBTI 
organizations to raise funds from and engage with businesses - be them local or 
international - in the country. In the last two years, USAID in cooperation with LGBT 
Shelter and LGBTI organizations Alliance against Discrimination and Pro LGBT have 
organized a fundraiser gala which has managed to engage private donors. This is the first 
event of its kind in the region with such involvement of the business community and as 
such it served as an example for activists who wish to pursue the same tactic in their 
contexts.  
 

@emwbusiness  

 
A DISCUSSION ON THE CHALLENGES OF LGBTI PEOPLE WITH 
REGARDS TO SOCIAL AND HEALTH SERVICES 
 
One of the Conferences side events focused on the situation in the region with regards to 
health and social services for LGBTI people. The session was joined by representatives of 
four organizations who are working directly in the area of service provision: Durica 
Stankov from AS Centar in Serbia, Marko Stefanovic from Rainbow Association in 
Serbia, Marsida Cela from LGBT Shelter in Albania and Jelena Colakovic from Juventas, 
Montenegro.  
 
Among the major challenges related to provision of health and social services for LGBTI 
people in the region is that funds available are quite limited. While the traditional donor 
community has a positive attitude towards services, they consider it responsibility of 
governments to finance or regulate them. As the latter, most of the time do close to 
nothing on the subject - let alone to spend money - this leaves LGBTI outside of the 
services. This does not mean that they are excluded as citizens, but that positive, 
targeted policies towards them are not yet designed or sponsored.  
 
In light of the above the second challenge is that currently in the region there are no safe 
spaces for services and those which are provided are mostly encouraged or initiated by 
NGO’s without much premise of sustainability. For instance, if governments are not 
willing or able to provide financing or direct services for LGBT people, they can at least 
provide free space, though often they do not do that either. Options have been explored 
recently to raise funds through different fundraising events, such as in the case of the 
gala in Tirana for the LGBT shelter.  
 



 

Another issue raised by participants was that of the existing division between the LGBTI 
movement and HIV/AIDS movement. It exists mainly due to the stigma connected to the 
virus which is in contrast with the fact that MSM population is the most affected by the 
virus and that it is the same community LGBTI people are working with.  
 
One of the main recommendations of the meeting was that a regional thematic meeting 
should take place on social and health services provision in order to discuss finances, 
delivery standards, practice and experiences, quality and content of services.  
 

PARENTS AND RELATIVES OF LGBTI PEOPLE AS MAIN SUPPORTERS 
AND ALLIES 
 
This side event looked on the engagement of parents and relatives of LGBTI people as 
allies and activists. The session was facilitated by Metehan Hasan Özkan from Turkish 
organization for parents and relatives of LGBTI people Listag and Sanja Stanojević from 
organization for parents of trans children TransParent in Croatia.  
 
Organization Listag, was established back in 2008 as one activist was inspired by a 
mother at a conference. A group was soon formed where other parents were invited to 
participate. Of particular interest during this period has been the impact of the movie 
“My child” on which the organization worked for two years.  
 
TransParent, started off within the other organization Transaid with the aim to support 
parents of trans children and trans youth as well. Main goal is to end legal barriers and 
secure a decent life for trans children and youth and their relatives. Transparent also 
aims to work in the ex-Yugoslavia region and want to create a movement that will touch 
and motivate all parents of trans kids and push them to become active. 
 
Both activists and participants agreed that such initiatives are very important because 
involving parent and families can have a significant long-lasting impact on the lives of 
LGBTI people; The power that parents have when they are advocating for their children 
is extremely powerful and effective. Experience reveals also that politicians act different 
and communicate better when they speak with parents of LGBTI people; It is hard, 
almost impossible to say “no” to a parent. NGO’s are also starting to recognize the 
positive aspects of this practice and they are working on introducing and recognizing this 
practice;  
 

SPORTS VS. HOMOPHOBIA 
Building Community and Raising Awareness 
 
Several groups and organizations are actively promoting sports within and for the LGBTI 
community. Such groups are successfully operating in many countries across the region 
with varying degrees of success. This session focused on experiences of three groups 
represented by Boris Vrdoljak for QSport in Croatia, Jelena Čelebić for FemSlam in 
Serbia and Marija Vuletić for CURE Foundation in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nA1WQLBbCM


 

Sports spaces are potentially safe spaces for LGBTIQ people. They can be promoted by 
creating horizontal structures, where planning and future framing takes place in a 
participatory manner. Full inclusion and recognition of personal challenges and needs is 
crucial. Even if one single person is out of the picture then there is nothing. Femslam, for 
instance tries to perpetuate this pattern. It does not have a structure and everything 
happens horizontally. Jelena Čelebić from Serbia also argued that “the economic 
situation and high rates of unemployment influence participation in sports groups.” 
Sport groups have the opportunity to transform into some form of support groups which 
can empower LGBTI people.  
 
More can be done to transform official sports clubs – which have hierarchies and boards 
– to become open about the subject and inclusive of diversity within their groups. In 
organized groups there is a tendency not to talk openly. Conditions need to be created 
for club members to talk openly. As Marija Vuletic from CURE said “Women who are 
professionals are not activists and activists are not professionals.” Participation of 
women at international tournaments is still low and more involvement is needed.  
 
Internalized homophobia plays a strong role also within the community. It is important 
also to create safe spaces for people to express themselves; Within sport groups 
communication is not always easy. Some people are out, some are not, some people are 
comfortable to speak about their sexuality, others are not. Activists also highlighted that 
the inclusion of trans and intersex people continues to be a challenge;  
 
Among the main recommendations was for ERA and everyone to do more to bring 
activists together and regional tournaments/events can be organized. Groups can join 
forces and address each other for ideas and new energies and do more together. Sports 
groups are in Split, Belgrade, Novi Sad, Zagreb, Ankara etc. They can meet and we can 
have regional tournaments;  
 

POLITICAL IS PERSONAL 
A session on the thin line between the political and personal, burnout and 
trauma 
 
Participants at the conference had also the opportunity to join a well-being session 
facilitated by Yana Ziferblat, director of Flow-Integral Change Center who works in the 
fields of post trauma and burn out recovery and psycho-social education of change 
makers.  
 
The session was an introduction into the role of integrated psychosocial education and 
healing, self and community care, burnout and post trauma recovery and expansion of 
consciousness in building sustainable social movement.  
 
BEING LGBTIN EASTERN EUROPE 
A regional project covering Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia 
 



 

In 2016, UNDP launched a project called “Being LGBTI in Eastern Europe: Reducing 
Inequalities & Exclusion, and Combating Homophobia & Transphobia Experienced by LGBTI 
People.” The project, which is one year long, is being implemented in four countries of the 
Western Balkans under the support of USAID and the Swedish Government. It was 
presented in a session of the conference by Boyan Kostantinov and Ninoslav Mladenovic 
from UNDP.  
 
The project focuses on dialogue, data collection, legislation and social change. There are 
two partner organizations per country, except for Albania where there are four. ERA is 
regional partner for several components such as organizational capacity assessment and 
one-stop shop – an online depository of resources from the entire region. Most important 
resources will be translated to local languages;  
 
In the framework of the project, meetings have been conducted with parliamentarians and 
reports on each country have been launched. A sub regional dialogue meeting/conference 
will take place in March 2017 in Belgrade in order to discuss LGBTI issues and foster 
creation of government-civil partnership. 
 
Participants asked about the exclusion of Montenegro and Kosovo - from the Western 
Balkans and of Turkey from the project. Boyan Konstantinov explained that countries 
were chosen on a set of criteria mostly based on EU progress, donor list of priority 
countries and ability to provide a bridge between CSO’s and government. As UNDP can 
run projects only in countries where there is agreement to work on these issues it was a 
challenge to involve Turkey. However, recently a meeting has taken place with the 
country director in Ankara to explore opportunities.  

 
Some Feedback  

 
“The friendliness of the volunteers and other participants was wonderful.  I was particularly 
struck by the inter-country connectedness and felt privileged to be able to talk to delegates 

about their experiences of being from a Balkan state and Turkey, especially learning how 
the recent and not so recent troubles affected their 

lives and how this gave them the will to make something better. The true meaning of the 
personal is the political, and the political is the personal.” 

Participant 
 

“People were really kind and accommodating. Loved the volunteers that I communicated 
with.” 

Participant 
 

“This was a very inspiring conference for me and I am grateful to have been invited.” 
Participant 

Final Remarks 
 



 

ERA would like to thank local organizations Centre for Social Group Development and 
Center for Equality and Liberty for co-hosting the Conference and for being great 
partners in such a big endeavor. Special thanks go to Rajmonda Sylbije, Agim Margilaj, 
Gemza Burgija and Liridon Zeka. ERA would also like to thank the Office for Good 
Governance of the Office of Prime Minister of Kosovo for supporting the opening 
ceremony of the conference and the partnership and assistance during preparations.  
 
ERA would like to thank in particular the European Commission, the Government of the 
Federal Republic of Germany, LSVD Germany, Hirschfeld-Eddy-Stiftung Foundation and 
USAID for supporting this conference and for their continuous support to the LGBTI 
movement in the Western Balkans and Turkey regions. 
 

SEE YOU IN MONTENEGRO!  
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