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ERA – LGBTI Equal Rights Association is a regional association of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

intersex (LGBTIQ) organizations in the Western Balkans and Turkey. Its mission is to inspire positive change 

in society and promote and advocate for the human rights of LGBTIQ people by facilitating cooperation 

and providing resources and capacity development for the LGBTIQ movement across the region. Since its 

founding in September 2015, ERA’s membership has grown from 25 to 75 LGBTIQ organisations. This 

increase reveals the importance of regional networks and solidarity in advancing the rights for and 

protection of LGBTIQ people. 

 

Additional developments in our region speak to the need for a strong and resilient LGBTIQ movement. 

LGBTIQ rights are more visible than in the past, but this has also led LGBTIQ people and human rights 

defenders to come under increasing attack from hostile governments and publics. Democratic institutions 

are under threat in many countries of the region, and anti-gender movements are growing in strength. 

Furthermore, the on-going COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the fragility and vulnerability of our 

collective existence.  

 

Amidst these events, the LGBTIQ movement across the region is facing both old and new struggles. This 

is why our conference theme this year is Sustainability and Resilience. While our community mobilized 

creatively to meet the needs of our respective communities, we must address the impacts of unstable 

funding, cuts to service provision, and burnout among human rights defenders. Nonetheless, the 

experiences of the past year have proven that our community is an active and unbreakable part of society, 

and we will not stand aside. 

 

ERA’s annual conference was held online via Zoom between 19-28 October 2021. It was organised with 

the support of Open Society Foundations, German Federal Foreign Office, European Commission, Lesben- 

und Schwulenverband - LSVD, Balkan Civil Society Development Network, Norwegian Helsinki Committee, 

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Stonewall UK. 
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Panel: Sustainability and resilience of the LGBTIQ movement in the Western Balkans 

and Turkey - 19 October 

(watch video recording here) 

 
Moderator:  Jelena Colakovic, LGBTI ERA Steering Board Co-Chair 
Panelists:  Lila Milikj, TransFormA, North Macedonia  

Esmeralda Xhelilaj, LGBT Shelter “Streha”, Albania  
Dina Bajraktarevic, Tuzla Open Center, Bosnia and Herzegovina  
Miloš Perić, Rainbow Association DUGA, Serbia  
Semih Özkarakaş, Özgür Renkler Derneği, Turkey  

 
This panel introduced the need for a sustainability and resilience focus in the LGBTIQ movement. A 
number of factors, including political polarization in member countries, a weakening of the EU integration 
process, the rise and intensification of anti-gender movements, and the COVID-19 pandemic, have all 
presented unique challenges to our movement in the Western Balkans and Turkey and have tested the 
capacities of activists to serve their local communities. Therefore, panellists discussed the main 
challenges facing their respective countries in light of these many challenges, how activists responded to 
the challenges, and finished by providing important recommendations to their governments and the 
international donor community.  
 
While each country in the region has its own unique context, our discussion found that many of the 
challenges faced in the region are similar. Funding-related challenges were particularly acute beginning 
with the COVID-19 pandemic, as existing funding was disrupted or reallocated to combat COVID-19. This 
led to the disruption of service provision for many organizations, a devastating double impact considering 
that services were often in greater demand during the pandemic, particularly those regarding economic 
aid. Additionally, panellists observed that throughout the pandemic the priorities of the community were 
not reflected in the funding priorities of donors. Funding continued to be allocated for advocacy and 
lobbying activities despite the on-going need for services. Ultimately, panellists observed that the 
pandemic has revealed our movement’s dependence on governments and donors for continuity in service 
provision despite the important civic function of our service provision, making it more important than 
ever that organizations are respected as equal partners in decision making.  
 
Along with funding challenges, a majority of panellists expressed grief at the inability of organizations to 
fully support the community throughout the pandemic. One panellist noted that marginalized groups 
within the community were further marginalized by pandemic restrictions. A lack of safe and supportive 
community spaces was, and in some places continues to be, a top concern. The pandemic forced many 
people, especially young people, back into unsupportive home environments where they were not free 
to express their identities, nor participate in the online spaces set up by some organizations. Difficulty 
accessing health services is also highly concerning. Trans people and people with HIV have been 
particularly affected in terms of being able to access hormones, treatments, and simple medical 
appointments. In general, members of the community expressed difficulty accessing any kind of public 
services or relief programmes. Organizations mobilized creatively to meet these challenges, but in many 
countries they themselves faced intensifying political and public campaigns against the LGBTIQ 
community and the marginalization of our communities' needs in the face of the pandemic.   
 
Despite these circumstances, our members demonstrated high levels of creativity and care in responding 
to community challenges. They created online spaces for support and solidarity, collaborated with local 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y4Z64ES0hMg&t=116s
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governments to provide what community services they could, provided emergency aid and humanitarian 
support to the community, continued initiatives to sensitize professionals in health and legal fields, and 
developed alternative funding sources to support service provision However, these initiatives revealed 
that without the full functionality of other institutions (police, Health Ministries, medical institutions, etc.) 
and donor support for the active needs of the community, the services they were able to provide was 
limited. Additionally, these community needs--particularly health and economic needs--are likely to 
persist long after the pandemic “ends”. 
 
With these findings in mind, panellists gave the following recommendations for the donor community:  
 

- LOCALIZE support by listening to local activists and organizations about what their communities 
need 

- Shift funding to sustainable, long-term, activist-driven programmes 
- Allocate funds for operative needs 
- Provide more resources for service provision vs. advocacy and lobbying 

 
Finally, these are the recommendations given to respective governments: 
 

- Recognize the importance of LGBTIQ organizations as service providers; include them in relevant 
dialogues and treat them as an equal actor 

- Ensure access to services is available during times of crisis 
- Work with LGBTIQ organizations and community to create a “new normal” that does not return 

to the status quo of LGBTIQ inequality and discrimination 
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Panel: The changing reality of Rainbow Families in the Western Balkans and Turkey - 

20 October  

(watch video recording here) 

 

Moderator:  Jelena Vasiljevic, Capacity Development Manager, LGBTI ERA   

Panelists:  Danijel Kalezic, Queer Montenegro, Montenegro  

Blert Morina, CEL, Kosovo  

Daniel Martinovic, Dugine Obitelj, Croatia  

Dea Nini, Alliance against Discrimination LGBT, Albania  

Hasan Metehan Özkan, LISTAG - Families and Friends of LGBTs in Turkey, Turkey  

Stefan Šparavalo, Da Se Zna, Serbia 

 

Rainbow families are a reality in our region and are becoming more visible to the public, but they continue 

to lack support from governments and in many countries lack a legal framework for protecting their rights. 

Given these circumstances, this panel discusses the progress that has been made to protect rainbow 

families in the countries of the region, the challenges these families continue to face, and how we as 

organizations and as a network can respond.  

 

During the course of the discussion, panellists identified the primary challenges facing rainbow families in 

their respective countries. Montenegro has been touted as an example of regional progress for adopting 

a law on same-sex unions in 2020, but our discussion revealed that implementation of the law has been 

largely absent and political complexities have made it difficult for same-sex partners to register with the 

authorities. Similarly, Croatia has had a law on life partnerships since 2014, but this law does not include 

protections for families and children or allow adoption or fostering by same-sex couples. This has created 

problems of citizenship for children in rainbow families.  

 

Albanian rainbow families face similar administrative difficulties, as Albanian law does not allow for 

children with two mothers to be registered. The children of these families, lacking legal status, cannot 

receive state services. Additionally, co-parenting rights are currently only granted to heterosexual 

couples. However, marriage is not defined in the Albanian constitution. In Kosovo, the definition of 

marriage is not gendered in the Constitution, leaving space for the creation of legal same-sex unions. A 

project on civil unions was initiated in 2014, but thus far has not been implemented and has been further 

criticised for not including LGBTIQ people and other minorities in its scope.  

 

There were brief developments in early 2021 in Serbia, as LGBTIQ organizations cooperated with the ruling 

party to discuss a draft law on same-sex partnerships. However, the President has said he will not sign any 

subsequent bill into law on constitutional grounds. The draft law includes rights for rainbow families, but 

is not a marriage law and excludes adoption rights. Finally, in Turkey, the LGBTIQ community is facing 

increasing attacks by political and religious leaders. Contention continues to rage about the country’s 

withdrawal from the Istanbul Convention. Discussions of legal rights for rainbow families are entirely 

absent from public discourse. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ow3h7UJGRYQ&t=5s
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The various challenges faced by our membership show that our strategy to uplift the rights of rainbow 

families should be targeted to the local contexts. While some countries already have the beginnings of a 

legal framework for protecting rainbow families, in countries like Turkey this topic is not even on the 

agenda due to the severe attacks on our community by politicians and religious leaders. Strategic litigation 

has shown to be effective in some cases and is a potential strategy for organizations in other countries 

seeking legal recognition of rainbow families. Increasing the visibility of the challenges faced by rainbow 

families is another strategy, as well as stressing the particular issues faced by children in rainbow families. 

As one speaker commented, when states do not support and uphold the rights of rainbow families, neither 

adults’ nor children’s’ human rights are respected. 
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Illustration by Simih Özkarakaş 

 

Official Launch of the “YOU ARE HEARD” Platform for reporting hate crimes and other 

incidents of hate in the Western Balkans and Turkey - 21 October  

(watch video recording here) 

 

The YOU ARE HEARD platform is a testament to the long and fruitful cooperation between Stonewall UK, 

LGBTI ERA, and all our participating members and partner organizations. This important tool is a response 

to the growth of hate crime in our region. According to an ERA survey, only 17 percent of hate crime 

survivors and 8 percent of those who have faced discrimination report the incident to authorities. While 

the reasons for low reporting rates vary, common reasons include the fear of being outed or belief that 

not only will authorities not help them, but they might further traumatize them.  

 

The YOU ARE HEARD platform provides the possibility to report hate crimes anonymously and for 

survivors to access the help they might need. The platform also targets people living outside urban centres 

who might not know of the support options provided by LGBTIQ organisations. The survey includes 

questions not directly connected to reporting but useful for in-depth analysis. The questionnaire and 

platform software were designed with the protection of the data of reporting persons in mind. Survivors’ 

data will be used for national advocacy to push for implementation of anti-discrimination laws and for 

international advocacy inititatives with international institutions. Ultimately, the platform aims to provide 

an anonymous space where incident survivors feel safe to report and find support. 

 

For more information about the YOU ARE HEARD platform, visit the website at the URL below or watch 

the promotional video created by Stonewall UK and ERA.  

 

Platform website: https://you-are-heard.org 
Promotional video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EpuRyKdJ1sA  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5DZbfHZmsc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5DZbfHZmsc0
https://you-are-heard.org/partner-organisations/#pll_switcher
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EpuRyKdJ1sA
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Panel: Access to Justice - 21 October 

 

Moderator:  Amarildo Fecanji 

Panelists:  Olga Martin Gonzalez, Gender Equality and LGBTIQ Coordinator, DG  

Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, European Commission 

Asmira Topal, TransAid, Croatia  

Miloš Kovacěvic,́ Da Se Zna, Serbia  

Vladimir Sjekloca, Crisis Response and Policy Centre, Serbia  

Damla Umut Uzun, Human Rights Program, KAOS GL, Turkey 

 

This important panel directly followed the launch of the YOU ARE HEARD platform and discussed the 

importance of and challenges facing access to justice for LGBTIQ people in the countries of our region. 

Across our region there are a wide variety of legal frameworks and institutions designed to protect LGBTIQ 

people from hate crimes and discrimination. However, one disheartening commonality across countries 

is that few survivors report their experience to any official institution. Lack of trust in institutions – 

whether that be police, prosecution, or judiciary – is a primary factor in low levels of reporting. Therefore, 

this panel aimed to discuss the troubled relationship between the LGBTIQ community and state 

institutions, how we can push for the creation and implementation of anti-discrimination and hate crime 

laws, and how we can better support survivors.  

 

Along with low levels of reporting due to lack of trust and fear of being outed, this discussion revealed 

other critical challenges. First and foremost, the lack of knowledge of and sensitivity to LGBTIQ people 

among professionals in state institutions creates a legitimate fear among survivors that these 

professionals will not take their cases seriously, and may further aggravate the incident through secondary 

discrimination. There are also the challenging cases when the perpetrator of a crime or discrimination 

incident is a state institution or individual from a state institution. There are no substantial existing 

mechanisms to deal with misconduct within state institutions.  

 

Furthermore, survivors of incidents are often unaware of their rights, and it is extremely challenging to 

navigate the intricacies of the legal system without the assistance of an organization. Several panellists 

noted that the services provided by organizations often do not extend past major cities, leaving those in 

rural areas vulnerable. Indeed, there are varying levels of vulnerability within the community. Reporting 

data from Da Se Zna! in Serbia, for example, has found that people whose appearances do not conform 

to gender expectations (e.g. “feminine” gay men or “butch” lesbians) are more likely to be victims of hate 

crimes. Additionally, trans people are found to be more vulnerable to discrimination, particularly in the 

realm of employment. Finally, those with knowledge of and connections to LGBTIQ organizations have 

greater access to the services they provide. The challenge facing our movement is how we can increase 

access to services to all parts of the community, especially the most vulnerable.  

 

At the societal level, hate speech continues to be used as a political tool by many politicians and religious 

leaders. Additionally, the stagnation of the EU accession process in many countries has affected 
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governments’ support for LGBTIQ issues and will to use legislative power to protect LGBTIQ people. The 

growth of anti-gender movements, discussed later, has also contributed to a negative social climate for 

advancing LGBTIQ rights.  

 

Our panellists concluded that access to justice must remain a top priority for our movement, and that 

additional discussions and capacity building measures with state institutions are necessary. State officials 

must also demonstrate a willingness to cooperate with civil society organizations as representatives of 

the LGBTIQ community, treating us as professional equals. This conclusion has, and will continue to 

resonate throughout the conference. Panellists emphasized the need for substantive, multi-directional 

partnerships that do not instrumentalize LGBTIQ organizations as mere sources of information. This could 

be achieved by integrating LGBTIQ organizations and their competencies into the institutional framework 

of states.  

 

Moving forward, we must remember and remind state institutions that access to justice is a holistic 

process that moves beyond anti-discrimination and hate crime legislation and extends into healthcare, 

schools, employment, and housing. As we work to achieve greater access to justice for our communities, 

let us cherish the solidarity within our community and learn from each other’s’ best practices. As one 

panellist observed, “We need revolution!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel: Countering the anti-gender movement in the region: an issue of human rights 

protection - 22 October  
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(watch video recording here)  

 

Moderator:  Biljana Ginova, Advocacy coordinator, ERA 

Panelists:  Xheni Karaj, Aleanca, Albania  

Elena Petrovska, Coalition Margins, North Macedonia  

Evan Grm TransAkcija, Slovenia  

Berfu Şeker, United4IstanbulConvention, Turkey 

 

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

deteriorate women's rights, LGBTIQ rights and civil society as a whole. The main targets in their advocacy 

strategies are gender and LGBTIQ. This important panel explored the impact of anti-gender movements 

in the Western Balkans and Turkey, the responses developed by the civil society and the good practices 

to build on the future work. 

 

Panelists discussed the inception and advancement of anti-gender movements in their respective 

countries, finding that while the movements vary in strength and support, they are motivated by similar 

concerns and use similar rhetoric. The anti-gender movement is particularly strong in Turkey, where, as 

we have seen, LGBTIQ people and human rights defenders continue to face high levels of 

homophobia/transphobia from political and religious leaders. Berfu Şeker described “a war on gender at 

the state level” that is closely linked to religious nationalism and authoritarianism. LGBTIQ people and 

others that oppose the state are being positioned as national traitors, and the general human rights 

environment has deteriorated significantly.  

 

While LGBTIQ people, families, and communities are frequently the targets of anti-gender movements, 

women’s rights, reproductive rights, and the ideas of gender identity and expression are also under threat. 

In Slovenia, the powerful Catholic church and right-wing media have joined forces to undermine 

reproductive rights, contributing to an anti-democratic climate in the country. The influence of these 

movements has moved into schools as well, impacting younger generations and polarizing society. As 

Evan Grm summarized, “these movements cannot be underestimated.” Elena Petrovska from North 

Macedonia similarly positioned the anti-gender movement as a contest to control the narratives for the 

next generation, describing right-wing attacks on sexuality education and the negative impact of “moral 

panics'' and misinformation.   

 

Xheni Karaj called the level of mobilization of the anti-gender movement in Albania “new and 

unprecedented”, arguing that the only way to combat these movements is to change the dominant 

narratives around gender and sexuality, and to build solidarity within and outside of the LGBTIQ 

community.  

 

As we have seen, anti-gender movements not only harm our community, but undermine our democracies. 

The challenge for progressive organizations in society is how to combat these organized and well-funded 

movements while still providing for our communities. In fact, using our limited time and energy is a 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KX6h73j0D9g
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strategy of the anti-gender movements. However, we must take back control of the narrative. We can do 

this by increasing our social media presences to inform people in accessible ways about gender and 

sexuality, while also combating hate speech by those in power. We have to combat misinformation online 

and in the media by using evidence-based information about gender and sexuality.  

 

As the Slovenian and North Macedonian cases showed us, we must also push for change within our 

nations’ schools, for more inclusive curriculum, for an end to bullying and discrimination. Young people 

can also be our allies in combating negative stereotypes and messages, particularly those regarding trans 

people.   

 

Finally, we must mobilize coalitions of progressive forces inside and outside of the LGBTIQ community. 

This includes journalists, other human rights defenders, and allies within the state where they exist. When 

it comes to the anti-gender movement, our interests are harmonized. We can also demand vocal support 

from regional and international bodies such as the European Union, Council of Europe, or United Nations. 

We will only achieve our goals through trans-movement and transnational solidarity, and we must act 

decisively, because the anti-gender movements are not going away anytime soon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Meeting: Enabling an environment for a 

sustainable and resilient LGBTIQ Movement - 28 October  

(watch video recording here) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tfF0eAowHBA&t=6660s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tfF0eAowHBA&t=6660s
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Moderators:                     Jelana Colakovic, Co-Chair of ERA  

Amarildo Fecanji, Executive Co-Director of ERA 

Keynote speakers:  Danijel Kalezic, Co-Chair of ERA 

Albert Nikolla, Deputy Minister, Albania  

Mila Carovska, Minister of Education and Science, North Macedonia 

Mirjana Vlahovic, Head of the Division of Anti-Discrimination Policies, Ministry 

of Justice and Human and Minority Rights, Montenegro 

Boris Milicevic, Assistant Minister for Human and Minority Rights and Social 

Dialogue, Serbia 

Igor Jadrovski, Commission on Prevention of Discrimination, North Macedonia 

Louisa Vinton, United Nations Development Programme representative, Turkey 

Evgenia Giakoumpopolou, representative from the Council of Europe 

 

As we have seen throughout this conference, the work of LGBTIQ human rights defenders can only be 
effective in coordination with stakeholders in government, civil society, and media. This meeting of 
regional stakeholders is therefore an opportunity for those stakeholders to discuss the work that they are 
doing to support our community, as well as a forum for us to present our needs and demands.  
 
During the past year, our communities have faced numerous challenges and threats to our survival. We 
protest the decrease in funding for vital social services, funding through intermediaries and the 
subsequent inefficient use of funds, funding that does not reflect the needs of our communities, and lack 
of funding from our respective governments. Our organizations are underfunded, understaffed, and 
overworked, and we cannot sustainably provide for our communities and advocate for our rights in the 
long-term under the current status quo.  
 
For their part, government stakeholders recognized that LGBTIQ equality is not simply a matter of 
changing laws, but also a matter of “changing the mentalities of the people,” and that this is a long and 
difficult process. They discussed their successes in creating national action plans, implementing laws, 
training professionals in state institutions, and working with civil society organizations, though they 
acknowledged that there is much work still to be done before we have inclusive and equal societies. They 
discussed the need for inclusivity and active dialogue with the community when developing policies and 
making decisions. Some officials went further and made themselves personally available to discuss LGBTIQ 
matters with organizations.  
 
However, while the thoughtful and inspiring words of all speakers are appreciated, our communities 
deserve action. We therefore submit the following demands to the international community: 
 

- We demand acknowledgement at the state level of the work our organizations do to fill the gap 
in social services left by governments. 

- We demand funding and support mechanisms for our service programmes to make them 
sustainable and reliable, especially during times of crisis.  

- We demand increased dialogue between LGBTIQ organizations and the donor community so 
that donors may understand our communities’ needs. 

- We demand access to justice for all LGBTIQ people and the prioritization of these issues. 
- Finally, we demand a regional and international response to the anti-gender movement, 

beginning with an end to attacks on our communities and democracies.   
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As one Minister said “there is no place for discrimination. There is no place for hate. The world needs only 
love.” We can see great progress when there is a commitment by all parties to make a difference, so we 
would like to see these words turned into commitments by both states and donors.   
 

 


