CONFERENCE REPORT
ERA’s Second Annual Conference was held in Podgorica, Montenegro on 21-22 September
2017. It was preceded on 19 September by the Associations’ Annual General Assembly. The
conference was organized in cooperation with Juventas, Queer Montenegro, Spectra, and LGBT
Forum Progress. It was supported by the Europe Commission, the Federal Foreign Office of the
Federal Republic of Germany, Hirschfeld Eddy Stiftung Foundation and the Council of Europe.
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Introduction
ERA would like to thank for their cooperation and engagement in making the Annual Assembly and
Conference possible to its local members in Montenegro, Queer Montenegro, Juventas, Spectra and LGBT
Forum Progress.
ERA would like to extend special thanks for their support to the European Commission, the Federal
Foreign Office of the Federal Republic of Germany, Hirschfeld Eddy Stiftung Foundation and the Council
of Europe.

Main theme of this year’s conference was “Empower ourselves, Challenge the system,
Transform societies”. Our common struggles in the region continue to revolve around three
main areas:
a) LGBTI community and activists alike are highly vulnerable to discrimination, exclusion or
violence. Self-harm and isolation play an important part;
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b) The systems we live in are still not fully inclusive to LGBTI communities, and in many aspects
LGBTI rights remain marginal, neglected and in a many cases openly opposed. LGBTI people’s
access to democratically elected institutions, justice and services continue to face serious
challenges;
c) Working with societies, changing public attitudes and perceptions continues to be done only
by LGBTI organizations and activists, while mainstreaming these rights is still a challenge.
The conference served to create dialogue and discussions on these three main themes and for
participants to propose and co-design sessions that opened up the subjects as well as provided
concrete examples, recommendations and follow up.

Plenary on Empowering Ourselves
The first plenary focused on the concept of “selfempowerment”, well-being and issues we face as
activists and human beings. LGBTIQ people and
activists in our region are vulnerable to discrimination,
exclusion and violence. Whether spoken or not, visible
or invisible, all forms of ill-treatment have an effect in
the quality of our lives, our physical and mental health,
our motivation and willpower, our engagement with
the community and society. Three notable trans
activists, Linn Koletnik from Institute TransAkcija in
Slovenia, Janset Kalan, from Turkey and Jovan Džolu
Ulićevič from Montenegro shared their experiences and views on how they overcame such challenges,
on how their personal clashes with their political and activist work and the diverse ways they found to
cope and overcome those challenges.
Jovan from Montenegro, spoke of the potential we all have to be comfortable with who we are in society.
While he cannot say he Is fully empowered he does feel things are falling into place when he reconsiders
all the periods of his life and to where he is today. He spoke of his suicidal thoughts and burnouts and
how that was connected to his identity as much as activism. He realized how dealing with his own
personal life and his social inclusion were challenging even though at some point he learned the term
“well-being” and attended a workshop on this matter. There he realised that the key to wellbeing is to
do a lot of things for yourself. For him working out, yoga, practicing mindfulness, growing plants and
taking long walks with dog were the things that helped. His main message was that the best way to be
empowered is the act of self-love and acceptance. For activists it is also crucial to understand that they
are not irreplaceable and no matter how much they think the movements need them, they need to know
how to take care of their own mental and physical well-being.
Linn Koletnik, reminded everyone of the tools we have to empower ourselves, of our own privileges and
of publicly expressing vulnerability. “We all have the tools to educate ourselves, through internet. If we
can read, it is a privilege. We can gain information and knowledge and go beyond ourselves. I spoke to all
people I could who have multiple identities beyond mine, and you humble yourself, you learn of people
who have it worse. I feel that regardless of how we experience discrimination we are still all very
privileged, we still live in a part of the world which is more calm than many others. Most of us in this
room are white, most of us of a certain class which allows us to be here. Being non-binary sucks but in
some other ways is the best thing ever, just being aware of our stance and position is something that can
be a strength. I also think there is a twist that needs to happen with activists, with many feeling
apologetic, if we get two minutes of speaking to majority we should feel grateful.”
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Linn also added the existing differences within the trans community, from being visible to non-visible. “…
there is a massive difference between being a person medically transitioning and someone who is not. I
need to validate my trans identity more and more because I am not changing my body, even though that
is a stereotype, and still very present. It puts you in a position to need to enforce yourself and identity
which is because we all doubt ourselves all the time and society.
Finally, Linn spoke about their expression of vulnerability and political thoughts in social media. “I believe
that public expression of emotions is political work. That is why I do it. I did not come up with the term
radical vulnerability, being as public with everything that society says we should hide and negate. That is
why I talk publicly about things that are uncomfortable and people don’t want to hear about, but that is
where most voice is needed.
Janset Kalan spoke of herself as a survivor, in an environment where trans people’s lives are not safe. ‘I
don’t know what empowerment means and I don’t want to know. I am a survivor and I am making most
of my life with the time that I am given. It is one thing to be uncertain about the length of your life. The
average life for a trans woman in Turkey is 40-45 years old. I probably have 10-15 more years when I think
about it so I just have to continue what I am doing and what I enjoy. I don’t have inspiration, but I can
talk from my experience.
Janset spoke of the lack of visibility of trans women in events, such as ERA conference and for the need
to find ways to be much more inclusive. “They want to get involved and they are so visible with their lives
but on the other hand when it comes to LGBT organisations they are just offered condoms. They might
also need other things and wonderful
things to offer”.
She then spoke of her experience as a
sex worker, of being evicted from her
home with a very short notice. “You can
be raped, killed, a client can show you
their gun because they don’t want to
pay. You wonder, am I being raped? He
will not pay me but at least I am alive.”

Plenary on Challenging the System
Most of us – if not all of us – live in countries where LGBTI
people are far from full members of society. Regardless of
whether there are laws protecting us from discrimination
or hate crimes or positive laws allowing to enter into civil
unions, LGBTIQ identities remain marginal, neglected and
regularly opposed. Extreme right wing political groups,
authoritarian governments, nationalism, patriarchy all
contribute to us never fully living our lives, always feeling
less represented and accepted. How can we keep
challenging the systems we live in, how can we keep
making them inclusive in the contexts of Western Balkans
and Turkey? This panel was moderated by Dragana Todorović of ERA and was joined by Kocho Andonovski
from LGBTI Support Centre in Macedonia, Xheni Karaj from Alliance against Discrimination LGBTI in
Albania and Hasan Metehan Özkan from LISTAG in Turkey.
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Kocho argued that top-bottom approach is not a good methodology for human rights and LGBTI rights.
EU integration process served to push the human rights agenda to our countries, but our movement was
not organized or developed. The legal advancement served to actually damage the small initiatives and
organisations that were being formed across the region. Most politicians once confronted would say:
“you got your rights, what do you want more”. In many ways these good laws paved the way and in others
they were an obstacle. The crucial point is that having a legal framework without a community to practice
their rights is like to not have those rights, because who will challenge the system?
While in the classical way, challenging the system means demanding for laws, in our case challenging the
system means challenging the community. For our region it is crucial and important to start working with
the community, case by case. Additionally, we need to change the heteronormative system of values
which is still very strong in this region. We need to challenge structures which have been invented for
patriarchal societies. We should not rely solely on integration process but work also with the community.
It is important also to understand that every action of challenge will bring consequences and in our case
in Macedonia also violence. We need to be prepared and understand this reality because responses could
turn violent. For that we need to work on building alliances with non-LGBTI organisations and partners.
In conclusion Kocho mentioned the importance of visibility and creative action. He illustrated cases of
demonstrations and protests used by activists in order to attract big media and public attention and shift
the debate.
Xheni Karaj from Albania elaborated further on this arguing her disappointment to the current
government which came in power with big promises to the LGBTI movement but failed to make any of
those changes. She called politicians “masters of illusion”, they manipulate you and use you unless you
know how to operate in the system. In her opinion, the only way to challenge the system is to accept that
we will never be part of the system, and in this end I don’t want to be part of a corrupt system
administrated by criminals. I want to create a new system and I think we have the power and strength to
do that. Why do we have to adapt? We can create our own system and create values for society. We saw
this in the most developed countries, where people thought they were part of the system, and in just one
election everything changed leaving the community feel insecure and having to protect all the hard won
rights.
We do have some laws but are they changing the lives of our communities? What has changed for our
community, considering they are now more vulnerable than before, as hate speech and discrimination
continue to be practiced and are mostly unpunished. Right now most things are working against us which
is why we need to get more organized and find more ways how to fight the system. The answer is there:
empower the community while us as activists should not give the message that everything is OK, as we
are being utilized and manipulated. We have been working since 2011 for national action plans, and
government does nothing but round-tables, discussions and papers and very few activities have taken
place in five years, so who should we give credits to the government while they do nothing? We are going
to address the lack of legal gender recognition and registered partnership through strategic litigation
because we do not see the government taking any steps on these issues.
We have also done a lot of work through media, even though media is heavily controlled by politicians.
We have exposed anti-LGBTI politicians before elections and we believe it was successful as none of these
politicians made it in parliament. It shows that we can be very strong, sometimes with their very own
tools. We have to try new ways as the old ones are not always working.
Metehan from Turkey explained how much the situation has changed in the last 5-7 years in Turkey. He
reminded everyone of how Erdogan and his party changed from pro-European to a more antagonistic
approach, which is now reflected also in their approach to human rights. In Turkey the LGBTI movement
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goes back to the 1980s and it developed from grassroots to the top and legislative changes would have
never happened if it weren’t for these activists and their work. They are still there, they are still
demanding. Now we have a different situation, a state of emergency which should not be confused with
the one in France for example. In Turkey the justice system is not working, nobody knows what the system
is anymore as the current regime is trying to change the system of governance from parliamentary to
presidential and is trying to take over many institutions.
Some years ago we did have a
system and we knew how to operate
in it and we had gains. I am one of
those people who believe we can do
something with the system. We are
now
represented
in
local
governments, we have some
legislative progress and we have
brought forward immense social
change in society. However, we have
not managed to change the legal
system. In Turkey today, even
conservatives are changing, they are discussing the LGBTI topic even with each other and we should not
neglect those changes. I believe there are areas within the system that we can be open to discussion. We
can go around in a decentralized manner on other issues which we can push forward such as socioeconomic issues, health system, the elderly etc. These are issues we can work on with the local
governments and work with them to create change. Family, is one of the areas we have to work on. I am
talking about families which are not patriarchal. We need to show the different kinds of families, and
what is possible. We have to show that there are different families in society and that it is better with all
these colours. It is good to deconstruct and re-construct again.
Kocho concluded by adding that we should not be against lobbying or advocacy as such, in fact we should
accelerate our advocacy efforts. What matters is to be aware. There is an expression which says “if you
are not on the table, you are on the menu”. We should not forget that our effort for advocacy is not only
about changing the laws, it is also about coming on the table and working to change the system, and we
need to be on the negotiating table and we need compromises.

Plenary on Transforming Societies
Despite slight progress in a few countries, public
attitudes towards LGBTI people remain very negative
across the Western Balkans and Turkey. Changing
those opinions and attitudes requires creativity,
courage, organizations and above anything else
visibility. How can we keep transforming our societies
in the region? This panel was moderated by Biljana
Ginova and was joined by Simon Maljevac from
Legebitra in Slovenia, Jelena Chelebic from FemSlam
in and Marija Vuletic from CURE Foundation in Bosnia
and Herzegovina.
The panelists decided for the session to be held in the form of a conversation and to have a dialogue with
the audience on the topics raised. This in itself served as a model to illustrate how change happens
perpetually at micro or macro levels and that it is us who can make it happen.
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Jelena Chelebic, explained how the biggest change she saw was the one within herself. Everything is
always interchangeable and there is no perfect cure for something and no perfect message to address
the context and not to speak about what is going on around us. As I take a stand, a position on something
and I don’t have an answer, I have always questions which can get exhausting.
Simon on the other hand shared his initial anxiety to this form of discussion as he likes structure. He spoke
from his own perspective, which is that of shrinking spaces, which is something we don’t talk enough
about. Having to make compromises with yourself, your beliefs, such as marriage. Everybody sees that
you are that person, that you should be that picture, and people like to ask you very personal questions.
That is where I am privileged, I am sometimes upset when I speak to trans and intersex people, getting
inappropriate questions, and how do we create safe spaces.
Biljana elaborated how this transformation is always ongoing. “My activism changes. As I learn, I can
speak to different people, and I transform and my awareness about myself transforms. I have
experienced changes in the ways I perceive my own body and recently outed myself as non-binary. I don’t
know how things will develop for me and I don’t know how much I influence in my environment. Even
though I am perceived as lesbian in my society right now, I still try to push the topic of queer and
queerness within me.” Biljana then explained how allies and supporters can sometimes be cencors to
these forms of expression. I was invited by a local organisation in Macedonia to join a campaign against
xenophobia.
Biljana: how much have we transformed societies in our decades? How much have we changed
ourselves? My activism changes. As I learn as I can speak to different people, I transform and my
awareness about myself transforms. In one barometer question I was asked how I feel (male female) and
a few people… with reading I changed the language, my perception of my body, and when you work with
your body you discover your body and your relationship with your body. I recently outed myself as nonbinary. I don’t know how things will develop for me and I don’t know how much I influence in my
environment. Even though I am perceived as lesbian in my society right now I still try to push the topic of
queer and queerness within me, but I was censored by the allies and supporters. As an example, I was
invited from some org in Macedonia and have a campaign against xenophobia. They changed the word
she self-identified with, an instead put the word “nastrana” which did not mean queer. I had to protest
and ask organizers to remove all my posters from banners. This is what happens, when they cannot fit us
into the norm, they erase us.
Joel Bedos from the IDAHO Committee raised the issue of transformation from the perspective of
language and communication. We have transformed a lot of people, and have had an enormous impact
on our thinking. How much has society changed on that? It hasn’t. Ten years ago it was easy for me to
explain, now it is hard to find a language which makes sense to people. When we transform society we
need to find a way that is relevant.
Jelena Colakovic, replied to this comment, arguing that we do need to adapt to how the meaning of words
changes. For example, the word queer had a negative impact and now it has changed. It is a word the
community has claimed back and which it uses extensively. “Every day we have problems of misgendering
people. I don’t think we should keep silent just because people don’t want to hear it. It is time they start
getting used and it is time we start thinking what to do to change. Everything starts with language”.
Marija shared her own experience with transformation: “I get very disappointed by myself and I expect
transformation to be huge. But then years ago I started working on self-empowerment, and working with
women in rural areas. The moment when those women started to say I am a lesbian for the first time in
their life, that is when I see a transformation. Not everyone wants to be on posters. Sometimes we have
to find that space and transform it without expecting something huge. Never doubt small groups of
people can make a big change. I think that today all of us are overachievers, which sometimes influences
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our lives, sometimes without being gentle with myself. I have never heard that before, that sounds
amazing: to be good for society I have to be gentle with myself. I disapprove of my work as it is not good
enough, because when we come together and we do something amazing in our lives. My point is, just
take five minutes and think about those small things you are doing in your society every day.”
Jelena discussed the issue of differences within our own community. “First I thought there is us on this
discourse against another discourse. Then I started hanging out with people, through football or other
activities, and what I learned is that them is us. LGBTI people who are very nationalistic, who vote for the
whole political spectrum, neo-nazis, skin heads which for me was a big trauma. How do I address this, do
I want to be part of this? I am stuck on my left side of the political spectrum and maybe I missing
something. I had to deal with this on a very personal level. I shared space and activities with a lesbian
friend who is a super nationalist. I had to accept her as we did have one thing in common of being “other”
in one way and I should put everything aside, to let someone be part of my life.”
Biljana illustrated this point by explaining how one time the Macedonian Helsinki Committee had to offer
legal aid to a person who was on trial for attacking Kocho for his activism and sexual orientation. “My
position is to create a fair and just system for everyone.”
Simon added on how “doing activism I
lose my identity, because there is a lot
of information and a lot of pressure we
push on ourselves. I feel the pressure,
everybody starts asking questions
about work. I want to just be me, and
that’s it, but transformation is also
how you find space for yourself, how
you do it. On the other hand you meet
a lot of people and you learn a lot.”

Trying out Open Space Technology
Open Space Technology is a methodological
approach which we used for the 2-day
conference with all participants as it is best
fitted for conferences. The main reason for
choosing this methodology, is that LGBTI
activists and their partners in the region already
have vast experiences and background in their
fields of expertise and experience. As such,
when meeting with fellow colleagues they
create opportunities for cooperation and
exchange of best practices between meetings.
So instead of “dictating” the content of the event, we asked all participants to come forward
with sessions, workshops and ideas for discussions from which the agenda was then developed
in the first day.
As this was the first time that the methodology was tried, we took two steps. First, we organized
several main plenaries, where discussions with all participants took place and all three topics of
the conference. Also, prior to the conference we shared with participants a pitch-in form which
many of them filled in with concrete proposals for sessions. This gave us a clear idea on how
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participants understood the methodology and their interests, but also for us to organize
logistically, arrange rooms, space, materials etc. For the methodology to be successfully
implemented we hired a facilitator who had extensive experience with OST.
As you will see in the details below, participants made full use of the methodology and provided
positive feedback. An undisputable majority advised for the methodology to be used also next
year while their provided extremely valuable feedback and criticism on how to improve the
approach to the methodology and make it successful.
More specifically participants advised for sessions to be a little longer than 1 hrs and 30 minutes,
and also for facilitators to be better prepared before proposing and holding sessions.
We are fully confident that the next year OST methodology will be much more successful thanks
to the lessons learned.

To make sure that all participants had some prior information on the methodology, information was send
to them by Email several months in advance. Participants had also the possibility to pitch-in their idea for
an activity, which helped organizers to understand and assess the interest of participants on the format.
As participants pitched in their ideas at the first day of the conference, it became clear that the LGBTI
movement in the Western Balkans and Turkey region, is tackling a range of issues, and that all topics are
relevant to a high degree. The meetings and workshops proposed evolved around three main themes:
-

Family and relationships;
LGBTI activism in the Western Balkans and Turkey
Community building and empowerment identity representation and inclusivity.

More specifically participants proposed workshops on:
a) parents’ meetings and discussions, different forms of relationships, lobbying and advocating
for marriage equality;
b) different forms of activism, tackling hierarchies, class divisions and exclusivity within the LGBTI
movements and organizations; strengthen networking; utilizing culture, political engagement,
campaigning in activism; empowering specific movements and communities such as lesbian,
bisexual or trans individuals;
c) building and empowering LGBTI communities with more focus on well-being, sports,
addressing needs and issues of specific groups etc;
d) advocacy, research, youth involvement etc;
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The OST method of pitch-in resulted in the following two-day agenda:

1. Family and relationships
i.

Parents meeting

In order for the workshop to be as effective as
possible, there was a division of people into 6 groups
(three Serbo-Croatian language spoken and three
Turkish language groups) with the aim for each of the
two groups to write down and then explain what and
how they see (as a group and from a parent’s
dimension) their activities and goals in the ways of
empowering ourselves, challenging the system and
transforming societies, ourselves, LGBTI movement
and society in general. After each group prepared
their sheets, they were translated in the other
language, explained and discussed the issues and tasks as participants saw them. Of course, due to the
differences in political and societal situations in countries and regions, there were similarities and as
much as differences between groups.
Participants learned from each other and expressed some of their thoughts and best practices.
Meanwhile, the group from Turkey explained more on their current activities and what they intend to do
in the future. The parent’s groups saw it fit also to find a way to contribute to the Podgorica pride taking
place the next day after the conference and produced banners with messages in Montenegrin.
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2. LGBTI Activism in the Western Balkans and Turkey
i. Anti-hierarchical organizations
This workshop was proposed by Turkish organisation Hêvî LGBTI Initiative which was founded by
a group of LGBTI persons who met during the Gezi Park demonstrations in Istanbul. The purpose
of the workshop was to provide an introduction on the purposes and functions of the
organisation, whose name Hêvî, means “hope” in Kurdish. The representatives of the association
explained how their main purpose is to evaluate policy in a broad perspective and how topics
such as social class, ethnicity, sexism, colonialism, and also the freedom and rights of human
beings and the environment should be inseparable parts of LGBTI policies.
Hêvî, as an association, self-identifies as “anti-militarist” and it is against the systematic pressure
and violence applied by authorities in Turkey, including the violence and war against Kurdish
communities. It also aims to address the many hate crimes and murders committed against
Kurdish LGBTI people in Turkey by members of the Kurdish communities themselves. It aims to
put an end to murders of LGBTI people and women on the basis of honour, and not to get more
people killed because of such a reason. Hêvî develops projects in order to advocate the rights of
sex workers, by proposing solutions in terms of sexual health and human rights for the agenda
and by developing solutions to such problems also in relation to gender equality, access to
justice, social policies and public health.
Representatives of the organisation explained they are non-hierarchical and have created a
structure to let every person participate effectively in decision-making processes.
ii. Double discrimination – ethnicity and LGBTI
This session looked into the multiple discrimination that Roma people face. While legally
speaking Roma people are protected, the social realities remain very different. Roma people are
excluded from society in many ways and for them it is very complicated to access social, medical,
legal and other services. Main reasons for this exclusion are a) traditional and patriarchal Roma
communities (e.g. early marriages), b) schooling ending early due to early marriages, c) lack of
employment and consequently financial means and d) lack of political organizing to get stronger
in society.
LGBTIQ+ Roma people cannot be visible among their communities due to these traditions.
Main recommendations that came out of this discussion were the following:
-

Educate Roma activists and communities on LGBTIQ+;
Encourage Roma organisations to support education (in general and on LGBTIQ+ topic);
Strengthen capacities of Roma LGBTIQ+ activists to be closer to community
engagement (e.g. forming grassroots groups/clubs/mobile offices);
Support work on the field (in Roma settlements);
Use intercultural concept in education;
Organize non-formal education for them that is more flexible in accepting the needs of
LGBTIQ+ population;
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-

Organizing non-formal education for them that is more “elastic” in accept needs of that
vulnerable population regarding LGBTIQ+ topics
Organize support for Roma LGBTIQ+ parents through education on relevant topic
Develop system of workshops/clubs for Roma cultural expressing (music clubs,
craftskils, painting…) or skills ( target group: teenagers whose attitudes are built in this)
Use specialists support ( psychologists, sociologist. Lawyers…)
iii. Understanding socio-economic dimensions of LGBTI exclusion

The session “Understanding Socio-Economic exclusion of LGBTI people” was facilitated by
Dominik Kohler, SOGI expert at the World Bank and one of the members of the SOGI Task force
of this institution conducting research on LGBTI topic. While going through the findings of the
study conducted by the World Bank in cooperation with IPSOS, the Williams Institute and ERA,
participants had a chance to learn about the methodologies used and the challenges
encountered. Participants discussed key findings and compared them to the situation they
experience in their work. The discussion was particularly in terms of framing the findings in a
broader context.
In the session, participants from Turkey expressed interest to conduct similar research in their
country. Some participants served to serve as peer reviewers in a community validation process
one both reports have been finalized by the team.
The participation of the World Bank representative at the ERA Conference was part of a series
of stakeholder’s meetings and consultations held on the preliminary findings of the report and
its methodology. Around the same period consultative meetings were held with national policy
makers and activists in Albania, Croatia, Prishtina and Skopje.
ii.

Building and strengthening a regional movement
i. Erasmus+ program presentation

This session was facilitated by ERA capacity building manager and aimed to introduce
participants to the ERASMUS+ program. The main limitations when it comes to the Western
Balkans is that they can only participate in projects applied by organisations from the EU, in case
the Western Balkan organisation is a partner the project gets less money, and that Western
Balkan countries do not have national agency, except for Macedonia and Turkey.
Existing opportunities for Western Balkan countries:
-

-

There is a Western Balkan window, with only one deadline;
Projects should involve capacity building and mobility activities;
Macedonia and Turkey have national agency, and Serbia will have a national agency
starting from 2018, while other Western Balkan countries are still applying directly to
EACEA in Brussels;
There are annual objectives for projects stated in the Programme guide.

Mobility activities include:
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-

-

-

Youth exchanges:
o Youth aged 13-18;
o Four participants and one leader (8 participants and 2 leaders);
o Programme of youth exchange has to be at least five days (excluding travel) with
focus on connecting young people, developing capacities of young people,
developing social skills, being exposed to new life situations, topics related skills
and knowledge.
Mobility of youth workers:
o Capacity building provided for Western Balkans window;
o Mobility of youth workers for programme countries;
EVS:
o Organisations can go through accreditation process. Main requirements are: to
have office, regular activities and personnel);
o Coordinating organisation, hosting and sending organisations;
o Target youth aged between 17-30 years old;
o Last up to 12 months, either 12 months at once, or 10 months + >2 months, and
it is once in life time opportunity.

Main challenges in recognizing Youth Pass, are how to explain to participants the structure and
motivate them to fill it in and understanding the 8 key competence.
ii. Allies and Alliances
Participants of this workshop discussed the importance and value of building alliances with other
human rights and civil society organisations. Representatives of LSVD Germany, provided as
illustration of their cooperation with the Forum for Human Rights, which is an umbrella
association of around 60 human rights organisations in Germany. Their role is to increase
awareness on LGBTI issues within this human rights network, understanding that without their
input they would not be discussed and transported in the human rights scenery of the country.
For example, the common Human Rights shadow report on UPR Germany: LSVD makes sure that
LGBTI issues are included in it. Apart from it they make another separate LSVD submission. They
also provide inputs on the common questionnaire on human rights ahead of national elections.
Additionally, they develop and send out a more specific and detailed LGBTI questionnaire to the
political parties.
Working in alliance with other human rights organisations means also that LGBTI organizations
gain knowledge and are sensitized on other human rights issues such as freedom of belief, rights
of children, land grapping, rights of indigenous people etc, while sensitizing others on LGBTI
issues. Perhaps even more importantly supporting each other on our claims.
In the discussion it became clear that alliances are not always possible and easy, primarily
because not all countries have such bodies such as the German Forum for Human Rights (e.g
Croatia and Slovenia) but that in other countries such as France these groups exist. Nevertheless,
everyone underlined the importance to create alliances with other stakeholders.
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iii. European level advocacy
This session was facilitated by Daina Radusa from ILGA Europe and served to get inputs of LGBTI
activists from the Western Balkans and Turkey on advocacy with European Union institutions
particularly in the framework of EU integration and deepened cooperation.
iv. How we work together as a region to create conducive environment for LGBTI
people?
This session was facilitated by Ninoslav Mladenović,
regional project coordinator of the “Being LGBTI in
Eastern Europe” project, HIV, Health and
Development, UNDP Istanbul Regional Hub. First, he
explained the role and mandate of the UNDP, which in
cooperation with governments, other UN agencies,
international organizations and civil society actors,
works to develop capacities of national legislators,
government offices and civil society actors on matters
of rights, health and key populations. The UN has
reaffirmed its position that violence and discrimination
against LGBTI people must end. SDG’s are an ambitious roadmap: “no one must be left behind” and part
of UNDP’s Strategic Plan (2014-2017).
He then presented the Being LGBTI in Eastern Europe project which managed to:
-

Map ongoing efforts at country level and developing advocacy approaches;
Identify civil society stakeholders and conduct rapid assessments of their capacities to undertake
project activities;
Facilitate national roundtables with government decision makers, LGBTI CSO’s, their allies and
other stakeholders;
Facilitate sub-regional forum with government decision makers, LGBTI CSOs, international
community participants and prospective donors;
Develop and launch the one-stop-shop online resource with legal instruments, policy documents
and other reference materials (also in local languages);
Develop 4 LGBTI Country Reports with strong focus on civil society opportunities for partnerships
with governments;

Discussions at the session focused on exploring possibilities to increase cooperation in the Western
Balkans region and find convening niche for UNDP and LGBTI CSOs cooperation.
The discussion included the following issues:




Rights of LGBTI people in the areas of education, employment, health, family, media and
political participation;
Partnership with established researchers, civil society groups and governments to
ensure rigor and robustness of research methods, community involvement and national
ownership of the data;
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v. Campaigning (transforming societies)
This session was facilitated by Joel Bedos from the IDAHO Committee, with a particular focus on
campaigning and one of the main three topics of the conference “transforming societies”. The
session was attended by activists with interest as well as experience on campaigning and brought
up many important recommendations.
Part of the discussion focused on what makes a good campaigning approach? Recommendations
were to:
-

-

-

-

-

Tell true stories, make them personal and relatable;
To choose words and know what to say. The way you say things matters as much as what
you say. The words you use are an expression of your values, so you have to carefully
consider your choices;
The way you say things also includes who speaks, in other words who your messenger is.
For example, parents can sometimes be more effective spokespeople than LGBTI people
themselves, because they are trustworthy and will be able to trigger empathy. It can be
extremely powerful to find spokespeople who belong both to the campaigning group and
to the target group (for example the Polish campaign);
Another important lesson is that you have to get cohesion within the movement. It can
be very disruptive to have dissenting voices from within the movement. E.g. Moldova
pride arranged everyone to wear black and have the same slogans, which proved very
impressive and powerful;
It is important to build broader alliances. Invest into supporting other struggles, it will
pay back as others will support you in return;
Don’t rush! “Keep calm and campaign”. Often we have a great idea, or react to a specific
event of declaration and we don’t take time to strategize on our communications;
Take time and research beforehand if your message is effective. This can be done at little
cost. Slovenia has experienced message testing by university students for 1/10 th of the
costs of a PR firm and got excellent results. Often research ahead of the campaign is the
only way to know if your campaign is successful, as ex-post evaluations are very
expensive and complicated. If you’ve tested your campaign message ahead of the
campaign, you can just take the leap of faith and assume it worked;
Innovate! Sometimes, campaigns use the same formats, and develop the same typ of
actions. Take time and do some structural research, and look out for innovation. Don’t
just “be out there on Facebook”, you’ll waste too much time. “If you want to be a writer,
you have to read”. There are many sources to identify innovative campaigning,
(www.upworthy.com, www.sogicampaigns.org, campaign big awards etc.);
Use powerful vectors to reach people: series, adds etc. However, there are two limits:
tokenism and pink-washing;
Identify trendsetters. For example, through specific power mapping (e.g. the most
influential students in a school). However, don’t try to use trendsetters to push your
message. No one likes to be a mere platform for others to speak on. Engage in a dialogue
with them, respond to their posts, make your issue connected to their concerns. We
spend a lot of time doing “top-down” campaigns, i.e. asking others to disseminate our
material. That’s like asking them to repeat what we say. We should also spend an equal
amount of time listening to what others say and engaging with them in their own
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conversation. When you respond to someone you get a very different attention than
when you try to attract their attention with your own message;
3. Community building and empowerment. Identity representation and inclusivity
i. Bi-visibility
The facilitator of this session was Dominic Arnall from Stonewall UK. One of the main reasons
why he proposed the workshop is that while he has attended many international conferences
over the years focusing on LGBTI equality he has never seen any bi-specific content. He also
expressed concerns on the micro-aggressions and negative comments that are usually thrown
at bi identities in the international movement. For this reason, he said “I was extremely pleased
– both on a personal and professional level – to be asked to submit a proposal for a bi inclusion
session at ER. I have noticed as others have that ERA has made an effort with many identity
strands that are commonly ignored in the movement including Intersex, Roma, Trans and nonbinary sessions and am happy to have played a small part by delivering this session.
The session was planned for participants to get into pairs and come up with a definition of
bisexuality. Then, they were asked to speak of the advantages and disadvantages people may
face as bisexuals. Then the group made recommendations on how to make LGBTI movements
more inclusive for bi identities.
The main recommendations for LGBTI groups to create bi-inclusive movements were:
-

If you use “LGBTI” as an organisation, then it might be helpful to critically assess your
programmes of work to see if there is any content specifically for bi people;
Do not use “gay” as a shorthand for “LGBTI” and do not use “homophobia” as shorthand
for “homophobia, biphobia and transphobia” as this erases bi/trans identities;
Ensure you make specific positive statements about bi inclusion;
Mark and celebrate Bi-Visibility Day;
Make outreach activities for bi individuals;
Include consultation with bi people in your programmes;
Seek out and collaborate with bi groups/individuals in your region;
Use the definition of bisexuality: “attraction to more than one gender” so as to ensure
your definition is inclusive of non-binary and trans identities;
ii. Youth involvement, leadership and network in LGBTI+ organizations

This session was facilitated by Hakan Özkan from IGLYO. The participants talked about IGLYO
because most participants came from youth focused organisations and they already had enough
background on how to work with youth and involve them in LGBTI organisations and activism.
Hakan introduced the IGLYO regional consultative meeting planned to take place in December
2017 in Belgrade, in cooperation with ERA and also how can youth organisations become
members. Part of the discussion was also on a closer cooperation between ERA and IGLYO. Lastly
participants shared their own ideas and inputs on “why should young people join the LGBTI
movement”.
Some main conclusions of the session were:
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-

We need to reach out to as many youths as possible as this adds to the diversity of the
movement;
People who are not working in LGBTI+ organisations can still become part of the
movement and contribute to the community as volunteers;
Young people should be supported and for this peer-to-peer learning needs to be
provided within the organisation;
iii. Trans persons and legal framework

This session was organised and facilitated by activists from Serbia, Montenegro and Turkey with
the aim to discuss the legal situation of trans people in the region.
Currently no country in the region provides legal gender recognition. Health and medical services
for trans people are limited to only a few clinics only in a few countries. This has also created a
type of monopoly in trans related services. Medical experts across the region lack knowledge
and information.
In most countries, before a person can undergo sex reassignment the opinion of a psychiatrist is
required. In Croatia, confirmations from psychologist, psychiatrist and social worker are
required. In Serbia, only from psychiatrist.
Most countries have serious legal gaps. While in some countries you can change your name,
under certain provisions, it is allowed to legally change sex mark only in a few countries.
Participants argued that research on this subject is also limited. A survey among politicians in
Montenegro showed that most of them would support legal gender recognition if their party
suggested it.
In the case of Turkey, while there exists legal gender recognition, sterilisation is required and
self-determination is far from local context. The current law has been under revision and there
has been effort to change laws through court decision. Also in Turkey, education with medical
experts is required, as it will sensitize and motivate them.
Awareness raising and campaigning on this issue is as important as working with politicians and
institutions. Public attitudes on the issue remain highly prejudiced which affects also the way
politicians address this topic.
Among priorities identified by participants were:
-

There are current draft laws in each country of the region, but a lot remains to be done
in terms of lobby and advocacy; This is all the more relevant in the framework of revision
of ICD;
Empowering medical experts across the region and prevent the current monopoly;
Educate medical experts and motivate them to become experts in the field, who are very
much needed right now;
Create alliances and a system of support;
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-

Involve important human rights institutions and mechanisms in each country such as the
Ombudsperson.
iv. Relationships with own body (pre & post transition, social and medical)

This workshop focused on the challenges trans individuals face, before and after transition. The
discussion opened with a question on phalloplasty fears, social standards of beauty, personal attitudes.
Several activists shared their own stories and experiences with transition, such as difficulty of relating to
own appearance, lack of will to get involved and participate in society. All these challenges are
encountered by most trans people from a very early age, when as children they learn about gender,
genitalia, sex etc. Meanwhile, with regards to post transition, activists explained how dysphoria is less
present after operation, though some people have problems with genital dysphoria, voice etc.
Then discussion focused on social meanings of beauty, and participants shared stories about medical
transitioning. Others spoke of personal reasons why it is not necessary. Psychologists at the session
discussed the lack of information at the faculty of psychology about trans identities.

The Gallery Project
The gallery project was an added element of the entire duration of the conference providing
participants with an opportunity to enjoy a unique exhibition of queer artists and amateurs from
all across Europe.
Verena Spilker, the representative of Transnational Queer Underground joined the ERA
conference and was responsible for the set up and presentation of the artwork that filled the
main lobby of the conference. She spoke to many participants throughout her stay and managed
to establish relations with activists from across the region.

Feedback from Participants
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Feedback about OST
-

-

Ability for participants:
- to create own content,
- become active curators, presenters and participants in areas they wanted to learn and
grow,
- ability to pick their own subjects to talk about,
- to speak about issues that matter to them professionally and personally,
- that they were the ones to decide what to talk about during the conference,
- ability to propose activities and share interests;
- ability to pitch-in topics they wanted to cover;
It was very efficient and effective that anyone can participate in the session with the topic they
are interested in.
It was more fun and practical with open discussions and brainstorming during the sessions.
Offered possibility for people to connect with each-other;
It encouraged participation and creativity;
Ability to participate and focus on activities which were more suitable for my work;
Opportunity to participate in one or more workshop at the same time;
As a process I liked OST. ERA correctly identified that the current conference model is not meeting
the needs of the delegates.
Using the open space technology throughout the whole conference is very demanding but it was
rather successful;
The Methodology was excellent, adopted and putted in place,
I liked the way it worked,
Very good to create a sense of community.;
I didn’t expect this kind of huge participation, because it's brave to do workshop immediately;

Some scepticism was gone after the conference…
-

-

I was really sceptic and in the end positively surprised;
Even though I was sceptic of how this methodology could work out, I must admit I was surprised
how well it played out with the needs of discussion of the participants. Open Space provided an
available and approachable platform of knowledge and experience exchange which it might be
limited with the conventional type of a conference;
Open space technology was new to me and when visiting the conference, I saw its potential to
really make people talk about themes they care about. It is very democratic and inclusive;
It is a new approach that will still needs to develop within the LGBTI activists' community, but I
think it is a great way to always have new and important topics, to choose what do you need the
most and to feel included in the process of implementing the conference. I hope we will have it
next year as well.

Some things could have been done differently according to participants, and they would have
contributed to a better implementation of methodology. For example:
Selection of topics: One participant did not like the fact that sometimes it felt like certain topics were
there just because we had to fill the space. They added “I wish people would have been better prepared
for this model, in order to come up with more specific and more useful conversations”. According to
another participant Open Space Methodology would maybe be functional if there would be general topic
and then subtopics.
Time management: Several participants suggested more time available and less time slots, so that people
can actually get to work on the topics that they are interested in, and don’t have to stop after everyone
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has introduced themselves. Less activities at the same time would also have enabled participants to
attend more of the sessions that they liked.
Due to time limitations, some participants, could not butterfly – i.e. move from session to session and
participate in more activities.
Another participant argued that this time limitation impacted the productivity and effectiveness of the
methodology.
Moderation and facilitation of sessions: Several participants argued that sometimes planning and
preparation seemed to be missing. According to one participant, some sessions were not well facilitated
or run, as those leading them were either not prepared or not willing to lead. Hence some sessions
seemed chaotic and pointless. However, others were the exact opposite. It largely depended on the
preparedness of the leader. According to another participant, much of the talks were not moderated,
left to contingency and quite often went to direction of other themes than the ones proposed. This also
meant that some discussions lasted a bit longer than needed. The suggestion is, for those who propose
talks, to be a little more prepared to lead and moderate the debate. This way, participants feel active and
they would get a constructive debate.
On the same topic, another participant argued that sometimes it was hard to keep focus of attendees, as
you can only rely on the participant’s ration and responsibility, which is not an easy task.
“I liked the possibility of introducing the new subjects at the conference but at some groups I didn't
manage to express my opinions as they were not moderated and the loudest and most extroverted
people took over the conversation. The lack of facilitation at the groups also meant that with each
voice the subject went in different direction and it was hard to respond or introduce new
perspectives.”
Preparing prior to the conference: While the methodology of the conference was widely distributed to
participants prior to participation, for some of them, this still did not work fully. One participant suggested
more involvement of participants prior to the conference, suggesting for content and draft materials to
be sent in and discussed earlier. Another participant suggested to come up with a more structured way
of open space technology, where after proposing the theme, a small group would work on the content
and prepare moderation and facilitation for the whole group.
In the same line, another participant suggested for topics to be more thoroughly presented to
participants, as some topics demanded more guidance and facilitation.
Impact of the methodology: One participant suggested a more thorough development of the
methodology, perhaps by focusing on how we could measure learning during the process of collecting
learning from the sessions. One participant put it more bluntly stating: “questionable in terms of
outputs/capacity building.
A representative of the parent’s
A representative of parent’s groups added that from the perspective of parent’s organizations, it could
be a little harder to getting used to new methodologies,
-

I think we should all try and learn about new methodologies and try to adopt new technologies,
but on the other hand from the perspective of parents organization, as we are older and of course
a little harder of getting used to new methodologies. Maybe it will be more effective if we could
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prepare ourselves for the themes before the Conference and be more sure about where we are
going to participate;
One participant pointed out a lack of environmental awareness, arguing that they did not like how postits had to be used for selection of topics. LGBTI+ movement should care more about nature.
Another participant criticized the position in the room for the pitch-in session, which according to them
was not useful and visible for all the audience.
Obviously a major obstacle for several participants was the lack of translation. For some participants,
such as the parents’ groups, this also made difficult their ability to organize and distribute.
A representative from parent’s groups also argued, that due to language barrier but also due to the
methodology being new, made it difficult for them to fully enjoy and participate in the sessions.

Do you think this conference managed to reflect the movement’s needs and issues?
Positive:
Yes (24 out of 35)
-

Given the established timeframe, the number of participants and variety of NGO’s
present, I think it did;
Due to Open Space Technology;
Participants could create their program and content; Each participant was able to take
the floor;
It reflected the movement’s agenda, need and issues;
Wide range of issues covered;

Between Yes and No
-

Partially; Somewhat; To a certain level! More or less, a lot more than in Kosovo!
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-

-

There were a lot of discussions about issues and needs, but not many conversations
about collaboration for next steps. Hopefully that still takes place in a different space.
Certain movement’s needs and issues were raised but not reflected upon, as much as
needed, due to lack of time, and possibly lack of interest by activists;
If the people who proposed sessions are representative of the movement then yes, but
that’s not a given. The “leaders” in session presentation are very often ahead of the
“needs”.
Mostly. As an attendant from Turkey, our dynamics are a bit different than Balkans but
still conference covers many problems and interests we have shared;
Yes, but only the movements that we are part of (Western Balkans and Turkey). We could
have had more of the global issues, such as Chechnya!

Negative:
-

No (3 out of 35)

-

No. We just talked with no solutions or some concrete plans;

Do you think the conference paid enough attention to diversity within the LGBTI community?
Positive
-

Yes (25 out of 35)

-

Definitely;
It certainly did;
You did excellent job on diversity;
Yes, as far as possible;
I think it generally did;
Yes, I was very happy to deliver a bi session. Often international LGBTI conferences have
no bi content at all. Intersex, trans and Roma communities were also covered;
As a gay man, I think yes, but probably not the right person to ask;

-

Between Yes and No
-

Yes, but it can still be better;
Somewhat;

-

So-so;
There were a lot of diverse people, but it remains a space for activists, most of whom will be
educated middle class and not from linguistic and/or ethnic minorities;
Diversity within the LGBTI community was certainly addressed, but I believe most of the
participants and organizers need more education on the topic;
We could say that it was cis-dominant, but as it was the individual organization’s decision whom
to send to the conference it had nothing to do with it. But next time, the conference committee
might work a little more on making non-cis people attend;
Intersex persons, as well as pansexual, asexual and queer people are still not mentioned enough,
but I am very glad that we had the chance to talk about the bisexual community. Luckiy, the other
communities within the LGBTIQAP spectrum will also be visible during the next conference;

-

-
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-

Well oriented towards all groups with main focus on intersex persons. Should be a priority for
next conferences, in general for all with more focus in one topic of LGBTIQ group;
I guess many of us still have to learn to be more inclusive to people with trans* experiences. And
also, when it comes to addressing needs of ethnic minorities. I know many amazing Roma people
working in Roma organisations (e.g in Macedonia) that could maybe also be included in future
meetings;

Logistics:

Other comments:
-

Good idea to combine the conference with Montenegro Pride;
I was very happy to attend the conference, with a lot of interesting themes. I am already thinking
what themes we can contribute to next year. All well!
Big thank you to the organizing team;
Well done, great job!
Thank you for inviting me and giving me the possibility to become one of the Member
Organizations;
I am expecting your call for the new conferences;
Thank you for all your incredible work and for inviting me;
Thanks for all the hard work getting this done. It was an excellent space for community building.

Program
-

-

I would like to suggest that Open Space Methodology should be considered in future ERA
conferences;
I would suggest the same methodology for the next conference and maybe a day more, in order
to cover all of the topics. Now, people are familiar with the OST and maybe they will have a lot
newer ideas. Maybe it would be great to have a leitmotiv (topic) of the conference, in order for
all of the suggested topics to be similar, but with something special from a certain topic;
The conference would be more productive and successful if there was an extra day added;
To have concrete program of the conference and to have more discussions during the assembly;
I think that people should have been better prepared and with a clear concept on what are the
topics they would like to address and discuss;
To speak less about prevention of burn out and more about concrete things;
Media and media coverage of the conference were missing. Politicians and other CSO
representatives were missing;
The entertainment program could have been a bit more diverse as not everyone likes to socialize
in loud bars;
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-

Maybe next time there could be more icebreakers, in the bigger groups (e.g. lining ourselves up
along an “opinion line”,) or regrouping participants according to unlikely criteria (e.g. “speaking
more than two languages”)

Logistics
-

-

-

As we are all aware of the huge costs of simultaneous translation, maybe we can organize a
smaller conference of parents from former Yugoslav countries, as the parents can be more
involved in conversations and debates. I am willing to help and share my experience and work on
activating parents in advocacy which I consider is of most importance for the children, families
and the movement in general;
In regard to the timeline and details about discrimination, violence etc; we might face in outside
venues, the team could have done a much better job. The volunteers were not organized well.
The local hosts in total failed at hosting. There was no opportunity for networking (such as lack
of NGO fair, and lack of donor meetings etc);
Translation issue should be considered from ERA;
Regarding the logistics, I do not feel comfortable staying in fancy hotels;
Even though the conference is very professionally organized, the logistics have to satisfy
everyone’s needs;
Vegan movement should be involved more, both to the logistics and to the conference;

Safety and Discrimination
-

-

-

Some local volunteers were very problematic and harassing participants. There should be a code
of conduct and they should have been removed. Also, some trans people were being missgendered (also) from ERA staff/board, which is not acceptable;
Organizers should pick their volunteers more carefully, because two of them were rather
homophobic, transphobic and rude in general;

Joining “Montenegro Pride”
An added value of joining the ERA conference for many participants, was the ability to
join the Montenegro Pride which was a huge success and provided more visibility to the
LGBTI cause in the country.

-

See you next year in Skopje
The ERA Annual Conference 2018 will be held in Skopje on 3-6 October. The event is being
planned and implemented in close partnership with ERA’s member organizations in Macedonia.
Engagement and involvement of important state institutions has already been established. The
Conference will be held in cooperation with the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, and the Inter-Party Working Group of the Macedonian Parliament for LGBTI
Rights.
Main objectives of this conference will be to:

1. Increase political will and engagement of governments of Macedonia and the region on LGBTI
rights;
2. Increase dialogue and cooperation between state institutions and other stakeholders of the
region with LGBTI organizations and activists;
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3. Strengthen capacities of LGBTI activists as well as regional dialogue and cooperation of LGBTI
organisations;
4. Contribute to an increased and improved visibility and position of LGBTI people in Macedonia;
In terms of format, the 2018 conference will have 3 main components: a) the Annual General
Assembly, b) the 1-day government focused conference and c) the two days OST methodology
conference. On October 7th participants will also be able to join the first Skopje Pride.
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