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FOREWORD:
A FOCUS ON CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE
LGBTI communities in Central and Eastern European countries continue their struggle
for rights and recognition, as you will read in this guide. The region has faced turbulent
years, with the rise of right wing and populist movements. Homophobia, along with
the other forms of xenophobia and hate, is being exploited in many countries across
the region with various purposes: as an illusion of popularity, for gaining extra votes or
simply as a distraction from real economic and other problems. The region overall has
become a battlefield, where no means of “information war” are forbidden.
It is especially important to pay attention to the situation in Hungary and Poland, with
their dangerous human rights violating tendencies, such as significantly limiting access
to through an almost outright ban of abortions, as well as launching LGBT-free zones
in towns and cities across the country. A good example of an analysis and increased
visibility of the issues of homophobia and hatred is the investigation of funding sources
of anti-gender movements in Ukraine conducted by Bellingcat. All of the countries
within Central and Eastern Europe are very much in need of comprehensive research
and investigation – in order to better understand homophobia -- and other forms of
xenophobia-related processes and to develop solutions about how to address these
pressing problems.
This makes the work of journalists even more important and valuable. Media play a
crucial role in shaping public opinion and drawing a fine line between the truth and
disinformation or, simply put, lies.

As an activist, I sometimes give myself up to the feeling that “nothing will change’’, but
then I look back five or seven years. It doesn’t take a doctoral thesis to actually realize
that a lot has already changed for better, and it wouldn’t have been possible without
professional, unbiased, responsible and ethical journalists.
As a famous Ukrainian poet Lina Kostenko said, “journalists are the eyes of a sleeping
society”. Journalists have the power to “open the eyes” and to “wake our societies up”
from their deep sleeps of ignorance and indifference!
Writing about LGBTI is not always easy. This guide will help you to look at the issue
from many different perspectives, such as science, medicine, religion and law. This guide
seeks to help journalists to identify, debunk and avoid myths and misconceptions, which
are thriving in our countries. Across the region, where propaganda and “post truth” are
so strong, it is especially significant to act ethically and to strive to adhere to the highest
standards of journalism.
I sincerely hope that this guide will be useful and helpful for you and your work.
Tymur Levchuk
Director of NGO Fulcrum UA, Ukraine

According to a 2019 National Democratic Institute finding only five percent of the
citizens of my country, Ukraine, personally know someone who is LGBTI. We live in the
reality, where people, who have never met a person, choose to have an opinion, which
they believe to be “the most acceptable”. Our “loud” opponents often speak on behalf of
their “imaginary LGBTI enemies” more than on their own behalf. That is exactly why it
is up to the media to give a voice to those who are often outcast by their own societies especially that of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people.
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INTRODUCTION

No one is going to forget 2020.
It was the year where everything changed. As COVID-19 raged, borders were closed,
factories fell silent, and people huddled in their homes to escape the virus. Whether you
wanted to do something as boring as buying food, or something as profound as getting
married, COVID-19 changed the way that humans interact.
Governments wrestled with trying to balance keeping their economies afloat, while
shutting down places where the virus could spread. Some governments did their best.
Some didn’t do much at all. Some chose to grab power.
European Journalism Centre’s recent guide for LGBTQI+ reporters in Africa shone a
spotlight on the situation for activists and the communities they support in that region.
And now, Central and Eastern Europe LGBTQI+ communities have found themselves
fighting against an onslaught which has been steadily gaining ground in the last few
years. As populist governments sought a ‘common enemy’, several turned their sights
on LGBTQI+ people, even as they continued their attacks on journalists and freedom
of the press.

This guide arose from European Journalism Centre’s practical work with both LGBTQI+
activists, and with the journalists who cover those communities. It is designed to give
journalists an insight into some of the issues they need in order to tell the stories of the
human experience – as our understanding of the diverse nature of gender and human
sexuality is changing rapidly.
It is not intended to replace more weighty academic work, but to be a practical
newsroom tool - and to remind journalists to reach out to those who are forced to live
on the edges, and to hide in the shadows.
And remember that in parts of Central and Eastern Europe, those shadows are falling
on journalists, too.
Lisa Anne Essex

But activists refused to go quietly into the night. New tactics arose: drones flew Pride
flags atop national monuments, police brutality was countered with social media
coverage, LGBTQI+ people gathered in force outside police stations to protest against
arbitrary arrests, shouting, “You will not lock all of us up”.
Journalists are used to the Codes of Conduct which govern their professional lives,
putting ethics at the heart of their chosen role in telling the stories of the societies
in which we live. But as the world changes, journalists need to do more than reject
corruption – they need to ensure they are using their positions to tell the whole story of
the diversity and excitement of the human experience boldly, even when it is unpopular
to do so.
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ACTING ETHICALLY

Journalists have a pivotal role to play in society. They
can track what is done and what is not done, whether
promises are kept or side-stepped, what is suspect and
what is honourable. It can be dangerous work, because
corrupt and dishonest people do not welcome having a
spotlight turned onto their activities and dealings.
But free and fair journalism is under attack all over the
world - as independent media is drowned out as populist
leaders lead the charge against global media freedom.
And journalists themselves are sometimes losing sight of
the need for their commitment to democracy, the rule of
law and the impact they have on democracy itself.
For countries aspiring to closer ties with the European
Union, a major barrier is also corruption. Of course,
the problem exists in parts of Western Europe and
elsewhere, but in many parts of Eastern Europe bribery
is endemic.
The costs are huge. Even in the EU, as much as $132
billion is lost to corruption every year throughout
member states, according to the EU Commissioner for
Home Affairs
Reputational risk also carries a cost. Central and Eastern
Europe depend on foreign capital and expertise for
sustainable growth, but corruption deters inward
investment. In addition, corrupt administrations find
it hard to administer the many EU aid programmes
which could boost prosperity if they were handled
with integrity.

Transparency International, in its 2019 Corruption
Perceptions Index also criticised countries which have
used so-called ‘reform’ to weaken judicial independence,
adding to concerns that corruption is not being
tackled adequately.
The report said several countries, including Hungary,
Poland and Romania, have taken steps to undermine
judicial independence, which weakens their ability to
prosecute cases of high-level corruption.
However, against a background of numerous corruption
scandals Bulgaria’s prosecutor arrested environment
minister Neno Dimov, who became the first sitting
minister ever to be arrested in the country.
Corruption also undermines fragile democratic systems,
by fuelling popular disillusionment with politics. Political
apathy is widespread in most liberal democracies, but it is
far more destructive in Central and Eastern parts of the
region, where it can lead to the spread of authoritarian
and undemocratic values.
The real transformation of attitudes must come from
within the region, from within the general population.
As political systems change rapidly, there is no wellestablished framework of democratic norms against
which behaviour can be judged and recognised as
corrupt. Voters are generally inexperienced in checking
the conduct of public officials and calling them
to account.

A free and independent media is essential for making
citizens aware of what is happening in their country and
can make people aware of what corruption is going on,
and enforcing accountability.
By investigating and reporting on difficult issues, the
media provides an important tool in the fight against the
abuse of entrusted power for private gain, shedding light
on the wrongdoings of public officials, law enforcement
agents and the judiciary, health professionals and
corporate executives alike. As such, it significantly
contributes to the knowledge base with which citizens
can hold both public and private institutions to account.
If a country refuses to disclose data about the existence,
as well as the rights, of LGBTQI+ persons, they are
contradicting the principles of transparency and
good governance.
Without such information, public health statistics,
social planning, education, and other key areas, cannot
be properly dealt with. Journalists are being kept in the
dark and asked to collude to keep people out of the data
and in the shadows.
But journalists too do not always act responsibly. Some
write up wild rumour as fact, make allegations without
proof, or do not check the accuracy of their quotes or
the numeracy of their calculations. Some take cash for
writing favourable stories.
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This has particular impact on members of the LGBTQI+
communities as rumours and scandal can result in witch
hunts and persecution of an already marginalised group
of people.
In many countries, particularly those in transition,
citizens perceive media as the main source of information
about what is really going on, and are more trusted than
governments, companies, and other powerful people.
They also see media as more efficient in fighting for
people’s rights - even more than parliament. This means
you are in a unique position to be able to give a platform
and a voice to people who are on the edges of society.
But most media outlets are financially dependent on
public and private companies as major advertisers, or on
local governments as direct financiers. This dependence,
combined with unclear media ownership, hampers
media’s capacity and will to report in an objective and
un-compromised manner about corruption in companies
or governmental bodies which are their main sources
of financing. You may come under pressure to write
hate speech about people – and even if it’s difficult,
your professional reputation as a journalist depends on
you being able to stand up against hate. Even if it sells
newspapers.
In July 2019, right-wing news magazine Gazeta Polska
announced plans to distribute stickers proclaiming an
“LGBT-free zone” to its readers. The stickers featured
an image of a black cross over a Pride flag alongside the
inflammatory slogan.
Gazeta Polska’s editor-in-chief, Tomasz Sakiewicz, said
the campaign wasn’t directed against any individual
and the outcry proved that there is censorship, and that
“LGBT is a totalitarian ideology”.
12

A Polish court ordered the newspaper to halt the
distribution of the stickers.

>>

Source your stories, and protect those sources
from the authorities if necessary

Bad journalists and bad journalism are everywhere, in
every country. They fear offending corporate interests,
and won’t hold them accountable. They cover their
ignorance with aggressive “gotcha” journalism. They rely
too much on anonymous sources or information that
cannot be checked. They are using journalism to gain
money, power, or fame.

>>

Do not take bribes, in the form of money or
other favours

>>

Do not use information obtained through your
work for private gain

>>

Do not mix opinion with fact

>>

Do not use speed or news format as an excuse
for inaccuracy

>>

Be fair and responsible

>>

Be accurate, and openly correct errors

>>

Be aware of the context in which you are working,
and act responsibly

To avoid accusations of misconduct, most news
organizations have a code of conduct which the
journalists are expected to follow. If they do not, they can
be disciplined or even fired, in the case of gross breaches
of the code.
Even if there is no code at your news organisation, there
may be a professional body such as the journalists’ union
which sets down how you are expected to behave. In
some countries, you can lose your journalism license if
you are found guilty of breaking the rules.
Even in the absence of any formal journalism “rules and
regulations”, there are accepted international standards
of behaviour, and although there are some variations.
There are many codes which you can look at
https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org
They usually include the following:
>>

Do not plagiarise

>>

Do not alter pictures, do not change or
fabricate quotes

BEAR IN MIND:
Your story is your responsibility, and so are the
consequences.

AUDIENCE APPEAL:
FINDING AND WRITING STORIES
Stories are the connective tissue that joins things
together in our lives. They can connect people to
things, the past to the present and the future; connect
generations; social classes; connect countries together
in the continent or the world.
Stories are who we are. They are our culture, our history,
our differences, our similarities, our successes, our
failures, our hopes and our dreams.
But some people’s stories are not included. And your role
as a journalist is to seek out those who are at the edges
of society, to find the stories of those who are ignored
or forgotten. The LGBTQI+ communities are some of the
forgotten people. Some people do not want their stories
told. Or only told if they can be protected.
Too many journalists have forgotten the basics – caught
in an overload of information. The laziest kind of
journalists merely rewrite press releases, or note down
exactly what a politician says without checking the
numbers or challenging the statements.

The LGBTQI+ community have stories to tell which
are unnoticed and unreported. Learning what their
lives are like, will give you insight into other under
reported issues.
Go somewhere that you don’t know very well, ride a few
buses, get off them, explore and ask yourself questions
about what you see. With budgets under pressure, and
time constraints mounting, journalists can find fieldreporting is a casualty. Reach out to someone in the
LGBTQI+ community who can be your guide, so that you
understand what is going on.
Sometimes you need to invest time in research and
interviews. The more time you invest, the better your
content will be. If you have several stories on the go at
any one time, you can use interviews to gather content
for all of them. Untold stories from marginalised groups
can make you and your journalism stand out from the
crowd. But don’t fall into the trap of exploiting people for
their news value.

ENGAGING YOUR AUDIENCE
If you are parroting news releases, you are not
providing the unique content which will differentiate
your news organization from everyone else. Your news
organisation’s survival may depend on bringing people
the kind of content they cannot get elsewhere. There
are many ways you can get exclusive and unique content.

Not all stories will relate to people personally, and that
can particularly be true if people believe that LGBTQI+
stories are ‘special interest’ only. One way to engage
people is to help them understand that a story might
mean something in the larger context of society. If you
want to get people to read what you have written, you
need to find ways to help them connect with what you
are writing.

The way you as a journalist approach the story is the
magic which can bring your story off the page and into
people’s lives. How you chose your angles is what makes
the difference. General descriptions of horrible events
cause ‘compassion fatigue’ and become background
noise, but you can write in such a way that it touches
people inside. You will not engage people with large
chunks of data about people suffering. It’s too big and
too overwhelming. But you will engage people if you take
one story and show what it means.
LGBTQI+ stories can speak universal truths about
injustice and human rights. Ask yourself, “what would
be the big idea of my story?” Thinking about universal
truths moves your subject to a symbol that everyone can
relate to.
There are overlooked stories in the LGBTQI+
communities, to be found under big themes which
interest everyone.
So, you are getting ready to write your story. You have
a notebook or computer file full of material. It should
include interviews with interesting people who are
knowledgeable about the subject; data or analysis which
shows how prevalent the issue is; background which
gives you key context; colour and anecdotes which you
think will bring the story to life.
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Some people find it easier to write the story before
the headline. Others find that once you have explained
the point of the story simply to yourself, the headline
will come! In some newsrooms, the editor writes the
headline, and in some it’s up to the journalist. Write one
yourself anyway: it’s good practice and will focus your
mind on what you are doing.

Photo: Aleksandr Malytsky
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THINK ABOUT WHAT YOUR STORY NEEDS.
When you are structuring your story, keep in mind that you need to choose the best structure for the kind of story you want to write...

Headline
Lead
2nd Paragraph
Quote
Context

ENTERTAINING
BEGINNING

Summary of the most
Important Facts
pertaining to the Story

ELABORATE DETAIL
Story, Critical Character, Setting, Object

SUSPENSE
or anticipation leading to main event

Analysis
Background
etc

Chronological Step
by Step Account of
the Events
A Kicker
Surprise Twist
Ending or Quote

MAIN EVENT
Show action in slow motion, frame by frame,
stretch it out!Include description and main
character’s thoughts and feelings!

CONCLUSION
Action leading to solution of
problem or end of adventure.

EXTENDED
ENDING
Memory,
Decision,
Feeling,
Wish

Inverted Pyramid is a popular and traditional style. The
pyramid’s broad base at the top of the figure represents
the most substantial, interesting, and important
information we are trying to convey. This kind of material
should head the article, while the tapered lower portion
illustrates that other material should follow in order of
diminishing importance.

The Martini Glass is related to the inverted pyramid.
It starts with an inverted pyramid summary of the
story’s most important facts. This is usually just a few
short paragraphs. Once that’s done, you shift into a
chronological order of what happened and give a step
by step account of what happened. If possible, end with
a kicker (a surprise twist or strong closing quote). This
approach works well for crime stories.

News Diamond - This is an obvious structure for many
general articles and many sports articles. It differs from
the inverted pyramid, but is just as easy to learn. The
key difference between the inverted pyramid and the
diamond structure is that the diamond gives space for
historical perspective. The inverted pyramid is usually
one chunk of material, whereas the diamond article
consists of at least three separate elements: the lead,
the body of the story, which begins with the historical
past, and the end segment. Unlike the inverted pyramid
article, which can be cut from the end toward the middle
of the article for reasons of space, the diamond article
cannot be cut from the end due to the important end
segment. It must be cut in the middle – which is one
reason some editors don’t like it.
15

ONCE YOU’VE CHOSEN YOUR STRUCTURE,
YOU ARE READY TO WRITE.

Anecdote
Nut graf

Summary Lead
Back Up
Overview
Attribution

Meat

Transitional
Turn

Meat
Meat
Anecdote

The Kebab. In the Kebab format, the story begins with an
anecdote about a specific person or event. Immediately
after this, be sure to include a nut graph - a paragraph
that summarises the story idea and the who, what, when,
where, why and how. After this, the story broadens into
a general discussion of the topic. It ends by returning
to that specific person again and concluding with
another anecdote or quote. It’s often compared to
arranging meat (fact) and anecdotes (vegetables) on a
shish kebab skewer.
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Make sure your headline is like a shop window; it invites
readers in by putting interesting goods on display. It does
TELL some of the story, but it also has to SELL the story.
No-one is going to want to read a story with a headline
such as “LGBTQI+ group holds its annual conference”.

Chronological
Story Telling

The Hourglass form summarises the news, then shifts
to a narrative. The top delivers the news, the turn acts
as a transition, the narrative tells the story. It can be
used in all kinds of stories: crime, business, government
but is best suited for dramatic stories that can be told
in chronological fashion. It also makes more traditional
editors happy as it looks like an inverted pyramid on the
top. It’s very popular in television.

People have a shorter attention span now because they
are being bombarded with information from all different
sides, internet, TV, radio, Instagram so your headline has
to be short, less than 50 characters. After that is the lead
(US English calls this the LEDE) and it is your chance to
deliver on the promises made in your attention-grabbing
headline. Now, you must seize readers, and hold them.
Leads are vital tools to catch people who are skimming
through looking for something to attract them.
Buy your readers’ time. If they are bored or confused,
they won’t read on. An active verb is vital. Have a
keyword close to start of sentence, and begin the 6 Ws,
who, what, where, when, why and how. As you continue
through the story, you need to weave in other elements.
Make sure you have quotes, as they give credibility,
human interest, a different voice and allow access to
the media from disempowered people and groups such
as those in the LGBTQI+ community and those who
advocate for them.
Quotes put people into stories. And people like to read
about people. But we want quotes that brings a story to
life. A quote which just repeats what the lead said is not
adding anything to the story. You need context which
is there to explain the relevance and importance of the
story. If you, as the writer of the story, cannot complete

this sentence … “I am writing this story because…”
it’s probable that you don’t know why you are writing
the story. And if you don’t know, how can you tell your
audience why it is important?

How to lose your audience:
>>

Rambling – don’t go off on sidebars. 		
If you have too much information, break it out
into a separate story.

>>

Write well – audiences will not respect, or have
time to untangle, badly written press releases.

>>

No resolution or structure – you have to have a
beginning, middle and end.

>>

Be accurate and factual – ensure your work is well
sourced, spelled correctly, all names, numbers
checked etc.

>>

>>

Supply great quotes that add value, from credible
and interesting sources.

>>

Tell people why the story is important – context
is king.

Complicated narratives – if you are confusing
yourself, you’re likely to be confusing your audience
(and your editor, who will complain bitterly about
it). Don’t fall into the so-called “journalese” trap.
No one wants to read generalities, clichés, jargon,
and overwriting. In journalese, temperatures
always ‘soar’ and fires ‘rage’. Stock markets have a
“rollercoaster ride”.

>>

Think Multi-Media – for example, supply
hyperlinks, graphics or photos and video.

>>

Be enthusiastic – it sounds simple, but if you don’t
sell the story, why should the audience care?

BEAR IN MIND:
People like to read about people. Find the
humanity, and you have your way in.

Photo: Agata Grzybowska / RATS Agency
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SOURCING AND INTERVIEWING

SOURCING
Ethical journalists treat sources, subjects and colleagues
as human beings deserving of respect. Even if their
personal views may conflict with the views of the person
being interviewed. If you are a Christian, for example,
you know you should put that to one side when you are
interviewing someone who is Muslim, and does not share
your religious beliefs. This is no different when you are
interviewing someone in the LGBTQI+ community.
Most journalists want to do good, to change the world
in a positive way. But there is a risk of doing a great deal
of harm and damage because of the way we can shine
a spotlight onto people’s lives. Pursuing a “great story”
is not a good enough reason to abandon basic human
decency, and professional behaviour. Remember, you
will have to live with the consequences of your actions.
Can you face yourself in the mirror, if your actions lead
to someone’s death or imprisonment?
Just because you write about LGBTQI+ people in a
neutral way, this does not mean you are ‘encouraging
a gay agenda’. It means you are doing your job
professionally, and avoiding propaganda and hate
speech against a vulnerable group. You should push back
against accusations that journalists who treat the issues
professionally must themselves be gay. This is an issue of
human rights.

Protecting your sources is an important foundation
stone of journalism. Journalists can (and have) gone to
prison rather than reveal their sources.
If you are a journalist, you already know what it’s like to
be under pressure. Politics is the riskiest beat, followed
by human rights.
Journalists rely on sources to gather information,
and to comment on what is happening. But in some
cases, sources rely on journalists to protect them from
retribution – which includes everything from threats to
actual bodily harm and death.
Remember that you are a professional, and you are NOT
a police officer. Your sources may be inexperienced and
could be unaware of the dangers they are facing. You
have a duty to protect them from themselves. This is
even more true of vulnerable people, such as those who
are oppressed, or children, when you should use special
sensitivity. Victims of sexual crimes are another group
who should be dealt with carefully.
Discuss with your senior editor the best way to protect
a source before you approach them. Most journalism
organisations will not allow you to publish a story based
on a single anonymous source, without clearance from a
senior editor. But ensure you do not widely disclose the
name within your organisation, either. A wise person
once said, “A secret between three journalists is no
longer a secret”.

Talk to your editor about the story clearly and try to
get him or her to commit to the angle you have decided
on. Make sure your source understands you will be
sharing their name with your senior editor. You may be
trustworthy. Is your editor?
When referring to sources in your story:
>>

Using the person’s first name is often sufficient,
or changing their name. If you do this, you should
write *not his/her/their real name in the text, or in
the screen captions.

>>

If your source has requested, and been granted
anonymity, make sure that your personal notes
(physical or electronic) do not identify your source.
This is vital in case your notes are demanded by the
authorities, or illegally confiscated.

>>

Never go back on your word. If you have promised
anonymity, you MUST honour your word.

>>

Identity can be disguised with the following
techniques: voice-over, blurred images, hiding
locations, using invented names, or giving an age
range. You should openly make it clear that you are
using these techniques and explain the reasons.
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In some rare situations you will decide to use a completely
anonymous source, although some newsrooms don’t
allow it. This is not an everyday situation, and you should
challenge yourself on why you are prepared to do it. But
remember that the LGBTQI+ communities could face
significant harm if you don’t protect them. Ask yourself:
>>

Is the story worth it? Is it in the public interest,
or just interesting to the public?

>>

Is the source credible and reliable enough?

>>

What are the legal issues?

>>

Can you find a response to the allegations?

Journalists should make solid attempts to balance
“establishment” sources, such as spokespeople for
governments, corporations, the police, etc. with
knowledgeable sources from outside the “official”
sources. Approaching international NGO’s or local civil
society groups who can talk about LGBTQI+ issues, will
give your story the shine and balance of professionalism,
as well as improving your contact list.
All sources are not equal. Private people should be
treated with more sensitivity than public officials and
others who seek power, influence or attention. Only an
overriding public need can justify intrusion into anyone’s
privacy, for example a politician who is exploiting young
women for sexual gratification.
Gathering and reporting information may cause
harm or discomfort to ordinary people. Sometimes
this is justified, but if you are intruding into people’s
private lives just to get page views, this is not
sufficient justification.

20

Pursuit of the news is not a license for arrogance, so
remember to be sensitive to those affected by sorrow
and tragedy.
The New York Times has the slogan, “All the news that’s
fit to print” on the left ear of its masthead. You can decide
for yourself what that means, but you should show good
taste and avoid focusing on sexualised or violent detail
just to sell newspapers.
Be very cautious about naming criminal suspects before
the formal filing of charges. You may be exposing them,
and their families to extreme responses such as beatings,
or running them out of their home. Always balance a
criminal suspect’s fair trial rights with the public’s right
to be informed.

INTERVIEWING
Make sure your sources are ready and willing to be
interviewed, at a time and place that makes them feel
comfortable. If they are frightened to meet in public,
offer them the chance to come to your office, or conduct
the interview over the phone if they are in hiding – but
always verify that you are speaking to the right person.
If you use email to interview someone, how can you be
sure who is answering?
Assess actual threats. If your interviewee, or you, will
face potential attacks for being part of the interview,
make sure you have found a safe place and have an
escape plan. This includes assessing if family members
will try to intervene.

Prepare yourself by reading broadly about the subject
matter, the theme of the story or its context. You might
want to use the information gathered to start the
conversation, asking the subject for opinion.
You should show that you have empathy for their
situation, but try to hold off from sympathy, which will
blur your objectivity and draw you too closely into the
story. Even if the person is upset and becomes emotional,
they have a right to be heard. If your source is crying, ask
if they would like to take a break, but do not assume that
you should terminate the interview.
Carry tissues, chewing gum, sweets or cigarettes in case
of need, or to break the ice.
Objectivity does not mean you should be impassive and
callous. One of the worst examples of a journalist looking
for a story in an inhumane way came from a refugee camp
in Congo in around 1960, where a journalist shouted
out, “Anyone here been raped and speaks English?” while
looking for a potential source.
Be careful with issues of sexual violence, which is a key
issue for LGBTQI+ communities, that you do not ask too
much voyeuristic detail. Sexual assault stories should be
carefully checked to ensure that you are not falling into
the trap of salacious detail, instead of focussing on the
violence. Don’t dwell on details which obscure that this
is a violent attack, not a sexual act.

Throughout the interview,

KEEP LISTENING AND KEEP SHOWING THAT
YOU ARE LISTENING
Nodding,
smiling,
showing
facial
expression,
encouraging body language will all benefit the
relationship you need to build in a short time. We call this
“accelerated intimacy”.
Put a time and date in your notes to remind you when
you spoke to your sources. This will be very helpful if you
are challenged to prove your information, and will show
that you are professional if, for example, you are facing
a legal challenge. Journalists’ notes should be retained
for a minimum of three years, and some organisations
recommend keeping them indefinitely.

BEAR IN MIND:
You are not the police. Your role is to tell stories,
and to protect your sources and never to betray
their trust in you.

Photo: Damian Lugowski / Shutterstock
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SAFETY AND SECURITY

Journalists are in danger all over the world. Some 1,387
journalists have been killed since 1992, in cases where
the motive was known, according to the Committee to
Protect journalists (CPJ).
In the Europe Union, three journalists who reported
on government corruption and organised crime have
been murdered in the last three years: Daphne Caruana
Galizia in Malta, Ján Kuciak in Slovakia, and Viktoria
Marinova in Bulgaria. In Ukraine, investigative reporter
Vadym Komarov was murdered in 2019.
Unrelated to corruption, 30-year-old Swedish journalist
Kim Wall was murdered in 2017, by a man she was
interviewing on his home made submarine. In 2019,
journalist Lyra McKee was shot by an unknown gunman
while covering a riot in Derry, Northern Ireland.
Under Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, everyone has the right to seek and receive news
and express opinions. Journalists are committed to
defending that right - but may pay a heavy price for it.
As a journalist, you are already in a high-risk category.
You could face losing everything from your job and
reputation, to your life. But there are measures you can
take to try to avoid those things happening.

PHYSICAL SAFETY
Hostile environments, dangerous events and high-risk
investigations are situations where you will be most
obviously at risk.
Make sure you undertake a risk assessment before
you decide to go somewhere dangerous. Even if you
think you know your own country, journalists are under
threat everywhere.
Can you get the story another way? Do you really need
to go there?
>>

Ensure you speak to local people whom you trust
to get advice, and contact humanitarian workers or
other journalists who can give you tips.

>>

Make sure you have the correct personal and
professional equipment. For example, do you need
a gas mask for demonstrations? Have you got
sufficient spare batteries and USB sticks? 		
Are you wearing shoes you can run in, if you get
into trouble?

>>

Do not wear khaki or camouflage clothing which
could result in your being mistaken for a member
of the military.

>>

Keep in contact – do not go anywhere without
telling someone, and agreeing a time when you
will check in with them. If you go missing, is there
someone to raise the alarm?

>>

Have the correct paperwork, such as accreditation,
identification, visas if you are crossing international
borders.

>>

Trust your instincts. Don’t spend too long in one
place, and if you start to feel scared, it’s probably
time to move on.

NO STORY OR PICTURE IS WORTH DYING FOR
For further help and information, Reporters Sans
Frontières (Reporters without Borders) publishes a
guide to staying safe. Their handbook can be found at:
https://rsf.org/sites/default/files/2015-rsf-safetyguide-forjournalists.pdf
In addition, any journalist in trouble can contact them on
the SOS free hotline +33 1 4777 7414. It’s open 24/7 and
can provide help and advice, or contact local or consular
authorities if needed.
The Rory Peck Trust (rorypecktrust.org) and
The
International
News
Safety
Institute
(newssafety.org) have samples of useful documents to
carry, and checklists so that you can do your own risk
assessment ahead of an assignment.
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If you are a freelance journalist, and therefore have less
formal support to rely on, consider joining an organization
for help and advice, such as frontlinefreelance.org

malvertising. Advertisers also place ‘cookies’, files
which keep track of where you have visited online,
onto your browser. You should install an ad-blocker
and block third-party cookies to your browser, such
as Privacy Badger.

CYBER SECURITY
As a journalist, you are part of an at-risk group which
needs to manage information security. Once you have
accepted this, there are many opportunities for you to
protect yourself, your research, and your sources.
>>

>>

>>
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Social Engineering is amongst the biggest threats
to your online security – it refers to situations
where someone is manipulated or conned into
performing tasks or giving away confidential
information. It includes things like “phishing”. It
is far easier to persuade someone (by pretending
to be the police, or the Help Desk, or an official)
to give you their passwords, than to hack into
the network to steal it. (*NB You may have noticed
that many of the methods used in Social Engineering
mimic those used by journalists to obtain information
clandestinely. It would obviously be highly unethical
for a journalist to use those methods to hack into
someone’s technology.)
Malware is malicious software which can be
hostile or intrusive and which carries out activities
which are not in the interests of the computer
owner. There are lots of different kinds, including
viruses, spyware and ransomware. Make sure you
are running up-to-date virus protection, and that
you download and install patches for security
vulnerabilities and bugs in the software from
official online sources.
Advertising - don’t forget that adverts can be
used to deliver malware. This is sometimes called

>>

When connecting to public wi-fi, be aware that
anyone can see your unsecured web traffic. When
connecting to a public wi-fi use a Virtual Private
Network (VPN) which encrypts and routes your
web traffic to a remote location, by tunnelling
inside another network. If you work in a country
which blocks access to certain internet sites, a VPN
will also enable to get around those blocks.

>>

Make your passwords longer and stronger and
don’t re-use them to make it harder for your
systems to be compromised. Change them
regularly, and consider password management
software. Don’t forget to password protect your
cloud services, such as DropBox and GoogleDrive
– and don’t store your passwords unprotected on
the cloud!

>>

Have more than one email account – and use for
different purposes. So if one is hacked, only a small
amount of selected information will be available
on it. When you receive an email, look carefully to
see if it really came from the person or organisation
which it seems to represent. Do not open ANY
attachment from an unknown source. Do not
download from sites you don’t trust.

>>

Keep a clean digital footprint – don’t be too quick
to tweet or ‘like’ something without thinking of
the consequences. Letting off steam online may
make you feel better, but it may not be worth
undermining your professional reputation and your
security. You may also be giving away information

such as your children’s names, where you live,
etc. which will greatly increase the chances of
Social Engineering being practiced on you. Social
media sites all have their own levels of security,
so ensure you have your privacy settings set to
the highest levels. These change frequently, so
check out https://www.takebackthetech.net/socialmedia-privacy which explains what you need to do.
Consider having a separate public profile to avoid
your private information leaking.
>>

Encrypt and password protect your hard drive and
your USB. Sweep USBs for viruses before inserting
them into your computer or network.

>>

If you are already using WhatsApp to secure
your phone calls and texts, make sure you have
upgraded the security. WhatsApp’s encryption is
strong, but it is owned by Facebook, and it shares
users’ phone numbers and analytics data with
them. There are other problems too, but with a few
tweaks you can change that. https://medium.com/
thoughts-on-journalism/7-online-security-tools-forjournalists-andthe-privacy-inclined-7520faacd9e7

>>

Changing sim cards and using so-called ‘burner’
(pre-paid and therefore hard to track) phones can
be helpful if you are carrying out an investigation
covertly. Using a disposable number that you
can terminate may grant you an extra level
of protection.

BEAR IN MIND:
No picture, no story, is worth a journalist’s life.
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VERIFICATION AND DATA

In a digital world where fake stories, manipulated
images and poorly sourced content are sitting side by
side with authentic news, journalists must more than
ever be alert to fake news and have the skills and tools
to verify (online) sources, contents, and information.
Disinformation across Central and Eastern Europe and
its prominent role in undermining overall audience trust
in the media has been an issue across the region for many
years, especially in Ukraine. Building trust back includes
a commitment to fact-checking, verification and utilising
credible sources of data.

>>

Can you identify who uploaded/filmed/ shared
the first version? When was it uploaded/filmed/
shared?

>>

Can you identify the location? Was the
UGC geotagged?

>>

Are any websites linked from the content? If yes,
is the website seem to be a credible source? Who
is behind that website? Does the website also
mention about UGC?

>>

Can you identify the person who shared/ uploaded
the UGC? Can you find the contact information?
(Make sure not to contact them yet. You need
to make sure to verify all types of information
BEFORE you contact for further corroboration.)

Here are a few tips from the European Journalism
Centre’s Verification Handbook.

VERIFYING USER-GENERATED CONTENT
In verifying user-generated content (UGC) you should
start from the assumption that the content is inaccurate
or been scraped, sliced, diced, duplicated and/or
reposted with different context. The first step of UGC
verification is to identify the original content, be it a
tweet, image, video, text message, etc. Some questions
to start with:
>>
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Can you find the same or similar posts/content
elsewhere online? If yes, who has shared or
uploaded the post/content? Are there multiple
sources that are referring to post/ content? How
credible are these sources?

>>

With the original content identified, gather information
about the author/originator of the content. The goal is
to confirm whether the person behind the account is a
reliable source.
>>
Examine an uploader’s digital footprint 		
by asking these questions:
>>

Can you confirm the identity of the person? Make
sure to establish a good understanding of who the
person is and their motive to share/film/upload
the UGC.

>>

Are you familiar with this account? Has their
content and reportage been reliable in the past?

Check the history of the uploader on the
social network:
•

How active are they on the account?

•

What do they talk about/share?

•

What biographical information is evident
on the account? (i.e. residence, gender,
profession, family relations etc.)

•

Does it link anywhere else?

•

What kind of content have they
previously uploaded?

•

Are there any other reliable sources (i.e.
experts, journalists) who know or follow the
account? If yes, ask them for their opinion such
as how they ended up following the account
or whether they have been in contact with the
source.

Where is the uploader based, judging by the
account history?

VERIFYING IMAGES
You should start by establishing the author/ originator
of the image. The obvious - and usually most effective
way of doing this is to contact the uploader and ask him
directly if he is indeed the person who took the image.
Reaching out to the uploader via the social network
account or email address the image was shared from
is a first step, but it’s also important to try to ascertain
as much about the uploader’s identity as possible
before you reach out to them directly. There have been
numerous cases where journalists were fooled by a fake
uploader/filmer who pretended to be the original source.
There are some useful journalistic and technical ways
of establishing information such as date, location and
other important details. One core way of gathering this
information is when you speak to the creator/uploader
of the image.
These five questions continue to stand the test of time:
>>

Who are they?

>>

Where are they?

>>

When did they get there?

>>

What can they see (and what does their 		
photo show)?

>>

Why are they there? People who were really there
will tend to give visual answers, often describing
the details in the present tense. (“I’m in the middle
of X Street; I can see and hear Y.”) The vaguer the
answer, the more caution you should exercise
about what the source is telling you.

Once you verify the image, you should obtain permission
from the author/originator for use of the image. It
is always best practice to seek permission from the
copyright holder of images. Adding to this, copyright
laws in many countries are increasingly clear that
damages can be sought by the originator if permission
isn’t asked for or granted, which potentially could lead to
a court case. Most importantly, remember that if you’ve
gone through the above checks and processes and you’re
still in doubt - don’t use the image! Your instinct is very
important in the whole process of verification.

Next is to verify the source the same way we would look
at any more-traditional source. These questions are
useful when examining an uploader’s digital footprint:

VERIFYING VIDEO
Verifying video from an unknown source on social
media may initially appear daunting. But it’s not rocket
science. Identifying a video’s provenance is the first step.
Sometimes it is obvious that the video belongs to the
Facebook or YouTube account where you discovered it.
But you always start from the assumption that a video
has been “scraped” or duplicated. Most videos come with
a description, tag, comment or some piece of identifying
text. Extract useful keywords from this information to
begin your search. Acronyms, place names and other
pronouns make good keywords. If the description is in a
foreign language, paste the text into Google Translate to
highlight these keywords. Search for the earliest videos
matching these keywords using the date filter to order
results. On YouTube, look directly below the search bar
for the Filters menu and select Upload Date. Vimeo,
YouKu and other video platforms have similar filters.
Scroll through the results and compare video thumbnails
to find the earliest version (the thumbnails of original
and “scraped” videos usually match).

>>

Are we familiar with this account? Has the account
holder’s content and reportage been reliable in
the past?

>>

Where is this account registered?

>>

Where is the uploader based, judging by the
account history?

>>

Are video descriptions consistent and mostly from
a specific location? Are videos dated?

>>

If videos on the account use a logo, is this logo
consistent across the videos? Does it match the
avatar on the YouTube or Vimeo account?

>>

Does the uploader “scrape” videos from news
organizations and other YouTube accounts, or does
he upload solely user-generated content?

>>

Does the uploader write in slang or dialect that is
identifiable in the video’s narration?

>>

Does the description of a YouTube video read:
“Uploaded via YouTube Capture”? This may
indicate the video was filmed on a smartphone.
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Gathering the answers to these questions helps paint
a picture of the source, the source’s online history and
the kind of content he or she shares. From there, it’s
important to try to connect that account’s activity to any
other online accounts the source maintains.

One thing to note however: as technology advances, it
has become more challenging to verify video contents.
“Deep-fakes” started to emerge over the past few years
where videos are manipulated sophisticatedly with AI
technology. Some of the examples can be found at:

Asking these questions, and answering them, gives us
an impression as to the reliability of a source of content.
And, importantly, it provides a means to contact the
uploader to seek further questions and guidance on the
how the video may be used by news organisations. When
speaking to the source, be sure to ask about some of the
information you came across. Do the answers match up?
If the source isn’t honest with you about information,
then you should be extra suspicious of the content.

https://www.creativebloq.com/features/
deepfakeexamples.

With the source identified and examined, it’s time to try
to verify the content of the video itself. This begins with
confirming, or establishing, the location of the video.
Verifying where a video was filmed very much depends
on the clues the video presents. A distinctive streetscape,
a building, church, line of trees, mountain range, minaret
or bridge are all good reference points to compare with
satellite imagery and geolocated photographs.

Konrad Weber of Swiss Public Broadcast, SRF has
shared some of the useful steps that one can take to spot
deep fake videos, which can be useful for those who are
verifying online videos.
https://medium.com/@konradweber/8-steps-to-verifydeep-fakevideos- 1dfc408568c4
For further details, please refer to European Journalism
Centre’s Verification Handbook: https://datajournalism.
com/read/handbook/verification-3

Should the camera pan across a business name? This
might be listed in online classifieds or a local directory.
A street sign might give clues to the precise location. And
if the video contains dialogue, do the accents or dialects
fit the circumstances it purports to represent?

Photo: Agata Grzybowska / RATS Agency
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DATA AND DATA-DRIVEN JOURNALISM
The rise of Information and Communications Technology
(ICTs) and their invasion of the newsrooms have recently
given birth to data journalism or data driven journalism.
In Central and Eastern Europe attempts are being made
to adapt to the trend which is reshaping the ways certain
categories of news are delivered. Two handbooks were
produced collectively, led by the European Journalism
Centre, which provide the basics of data journalism.
http://datajournalismhandbook.org
https://datajournalism.com/read/handbook/two

These guides remain a starting point for journalists
trying to tell their stories utilising data journalism
methods. The advent of data journalism has opened a
whole new era in using statistics and other data to tell a
story. It usually goes hand in hand with data visualisation
techniques, which have been here for decades but which
have been given a new life and a new importance.

International organisations such as the World Health
Organization (WHO), collect data about the position
of gender, health and LGBTI as a sub-category, but
these data are often generalized and not very detailed.
For example:

DATA AND THE LGBTQI+ COMMUNITY

The Netherlands’ LGBTI rights organization, COC, the
first of its kind in the world, established in 1946, supports
LGBTI organisations in different across Central and
Eastern Europe in addressing human rights violations
and advocating for LGBTI rights in international
institutions. You can find more information on COC’s
international work at:

Reporting about diverse communities utilising statistical
and data-driven elements remains a real challenge. What
makes reporting about LGBTQI+ communities difficult is
the lack of open organisations in many countries and data
itself about the community. Finding data for reporting on
LGBTQI+ communities is extremely challenging because
it is simply not available, accurate or not regularly
collected by governments across Central and Eastern
Europe. Official LGBTQI+ specific government data
often does not exist (health, hate-crimes etc..). Relying
on your own journalistic instinct is often the only way to
move on to the story.
The best chances for finding data about the
LGBTQI+ community inevitably are with civil society
organisations—many global in scope—working in this
field such as Amnesty International, Human Rights
Watch and the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA—see below).
Generally, they take a legal and human rights angle to
the position of the LGBTQI+ community.

https://www.who.int/genomics/gender/en/index1.html

https://international.coc.nl/
The UCLA School of Law’s Williams Institute has a slight
US bent, but is a good source of data and strategies
around the use of infographics.
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/quick-facts/
infographics/
Transrespect versus Transphobia has some research
related to the trans community mostly focusing
on Europe.
https://transrespect.org/en/research/tmm/

The site of OutRight Action International can be a
starting point but it is not very detailed.
https://www.outrightinternational.org/documentation
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The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans
and Intersex Association (ILGBTIA or ILGA) is an
international advocacy organisation which brings
together more than 1,300 LGBTQI+ groups from across
the globe. It actively campaigns for LGBTQI+ human
and civil rights at the international level, petitioning the
United Nations as well as specific governments. They are
represented in 140+ countries, and are accredited by
the UN Economic and Social Council and have
consultative status.

ZOOMING IN ON EUROPE
When we take a closer look at specific research about the LGBTQI+ community across Europe, there are already
examples out there of journalists using available data sets to visualise and publish data. For example, The European
Data Journalism Network recently published a story that utilised data journalism best practice.
https://www.europeandatajournalism.eu/eng/News/Data-news/Where-does-Europe-stand-on-LGBTI-rights
The story is not only interesting because of the analysis of the position of the community: At the same time it applies
data journalism tools to data about the community. Therefore it can be considered a good example of fact-based data
reporting about diversity with two examples shown here:

https://ilga.org
The Pew Foundation publishes comparative up-to-date
datasets on global views of the LGBTQI+ community and
are therefore a good starting point for further research.
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/datasets/
For example, Pew’s latest research data provides insight
into the “global divide on homosexuality”with a lot of
interactive data/maps, illustrating the possibilities of
data-driven reporting about diversity.
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/06/25/globaldivide-on-homosexuality-persists/

Static picture of an interactive map produced with the visualisation software Flourish
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Countries in Europe ranked according to respect of human rights 			
and equality for the LGBTI community.
Thirty-eight countries of the forty-nine have a rating less than 50 percent. Note: The ILGA-Europe ranking includes
Azerbaijan, but does not include: Vatican City which was included in the Pew Research.

The data used in this story are retrieved directly from
the websites of the Pew Research Centre and ILGA,
providing a credible data-driven view of the situation
and to the story itself.
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/10/28/
where-europe-stands-on-gay-marriage-and-civil-unions/
https://ilga-europe.org/resources
“By contrast, people in Central and Eastern Europe are
broadly opposed to the practice. Just 5% of Russians and
9% of Ukrainians, for example, say they favor allowing
same-sex marriage, according to surveys conducted in 2015
and 2016. Figures in Poland (32%) and Hungary (27%) are
higher, though Poles and Hungarians who support samesex marriage remain in the minority. The Czech Republic is
the only country out of 19 surveyed in Central and Eastern
Europe where a majority of adults (65%) support gay
marriage”.

BEAR IN MIND:
LOCAL RESOURCES

By EDJN / Source: ILGA Europe

Static shot of interactive bar graphic created with LocalFocus (LGBT Data2)

ILGA-Europe is an independent umbrella
organisation bringing together over 600
organisations from 54 countries in Europe and
Central Asia. However, it is worth digging into
members’ websites and those of their partners
for local contacts and up-to-date data and
statistical resources.
https://ilga-europe.org/who-we-are/members
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PRESS FREEDOM

COVID19 swept across the world, leaving health services
overstretched, and countries struggling with economic
collapse as workers locked down and the wheels stopped
turning. But for those who seek to control public
discourse and undermine democracy, it provided an
opportunity to grab power – under emergency laws. For
groups such as the LGBTQ communities, it was merely a
broadening of the attacks they had already been facing.
This chapter will look at how years of erosion of press
freedom such as the dilution of Freedom of Information
laws in Hungary, threaten democracy itself.
A free press is one of the pillars which supports
democracy. Journalists cannot fulfill their functions of
providing accountability and giving ordinary citizens
a voice, if they are under attack from politicians,
unprotected by laws, and undermined by cries of
‘fake news’.
Covid19 has meant that governments needed to
pass emergency powers so that they could deal with
the unprecedented situation, where people were
locked down in their homes and normal functions of
government and social services were suspended.
However, it also gave dictators and authoritarian leaders
an opportunity to use those laws to stifle dissent, quell
their opponents, and silence the press.
This is not new.

Media freedom has been deteriorating around the world
over the past decade. In some of the most influential
democracies in the world, populist leaders have overseen
concerted attempts to throttle the independence of the
media sector.
Elected leaders should be press freedom’s staunchest
defenders, but some have made explicit attempts to
silence critical media voices and strengthen outlets that
serve up favourable coverage.
Although it may seem like threats to media are worrying
on their own, their impact on democracy is what makes
them truly dangerous. The erosion of press freedom is
both a symptom of and a contributor to the breakdown
of other democratic institutions and principles, a fact
that makes it especially alarming.
In some of the most influential democracies in the world,
large segments of the population are no longer receiving
unbiased news and information. This is not because
journalists are being thrown in jail, as might occur in
authoritarian settings.
Instead, the media have fallen prey to more nuanced
efforts to throttle their independence. Common
methods include government-backed ownership
changes, regulatory and financial pressure, and public
denunciations of honest journalists.

Governments have also offered proactive support to
friendly outlets through measures such as lucrative
state contracts, favourable regulatory decisions, and
preferential access to state information. They aim
to make the press serve those in power rather than
the public.
The problem has arisen in tandem with right-wing
populism, which has undermined basic freedoms in
many democratic countries. Populist leaders present
themselves as the defenders of an aggrieved majority
against liberal elites and ethnic minorities whose
loyalties they question, and argue that the interests
of the nation—as they define it—should override
democratic principles like press freedom, transparency,
and open debate.
Several countries in Central and Eastern Europe have
dropped fast down various press freedom indices, most
notably Poland and Hungary.
In Slovakia, the murder of investigative journalist
Ján Kuciak and his fiancée Martina Kušnírová created
a public uproar that led eventually to the resignation
of the prime minister and several ministers, but it also
highlighted the physical threats facing journalists who
investigate corruption and organised crime. Kuciak
worked for aktuality.sk as an investigative reporter,
writing about corrupt businessmen in Slovakia, EU
subsidy and VAT fraud.
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Prior to Kuciak’s murder, prime minister Robert Fico had
attacked journalists who tackled him over allegations
that public procurement rules had been broken during
the country’s EU presidency. “Some of you are dirty antiSlovak prostitutes,” he said. “You don’t inform, you fight
with the government.”

In March 2020, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán
won the right to rule by decree for as long as he deems
fit. Dubbed the “omnipotence law” by opponents, the
bill diminished parliament’s checks on executive power
and made it easy to jail journalists for doing their jobs,
according to opposition parties and rights groups.

In May 2017, Czech president Miloš Zeman called
for journalists to be liquidated, while standing next
to Russian president Vladimir Putin. In October the
same year, he greeted a group of journalists with a
dummy Kalashnikov.

The fundamental right to seek and disseminate
information through an independent press is under
attack, and part of the assault has come from
an unexpected source. Elected leaders in many
democracies, who should be press freedom’s staunchest
defenders, have made explicit attempts to silence
critical media voices and strengthen outlets that serve
up favourable coverage. The trend is linked to a global
decline in democracy itself: the erosion of press freedom
is both a symptom of and a contributor to the breakdown
of other democratic institutions and principles, a fact
that makes it especially alarming.

In May 2019, in Cherkasy, a city in central Ukraine,
passers-by found Vadym Komarov, an investigative
reporter with local daily Dzvin, unconscious with severe
head injuries indicative of being beaten with a heavy
object. It happened a day after he wrote on Facebook
that he planned to publish news on alleged corruption.
He was left in a coma and died six weeks later.
Reporters Sans Frontières (RSF - also known by its
English name, Reporters Without Borders) said in
2019 that Hungary has “a degree of media control
unprecedented in an EU state,” and called on the EU
authorities to lose no time in taking action.
An EU parliamentary report said media had been
concentrated in the hands of oligarchs who are in favour
of Viktor Orbán. State-funded advertising went largely
to outlets loyal to the government, and other journalists
were often banned from parliament.
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BEAR IN MIND:
Press freedom can rebound even from long
periods of repression. People’s basic desire
for freedoms, including access to unbiased
and fact-based journalism, can never truly be
extinguished.

Photo: Karol Grygoruk / RATS Agency
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WHAT YOU
NEED TO
KNOW...
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TERMINOLOGY
There are key words and concepts you will need to know and understand if you cover stories in the LGBTQI+ communities.
This section will explain terms you should use, and those you should avoid.

Ace/Asexual - Asexuality is a lack of sexual
attraction and/or sex drive, but it is not the same
as celibacy. Asexuality is more often about how
one experiences sexual attraction rather than
the sexual acts themselves. Some asexual people
choose to have sex.

Ally – Someone who confronts or advocates for
equal treatment of the LGBTQI+ community, and
is concerned for the well-being of lesbian, gay,
bisexual, trans, and intersex people. Allies consider
this a social justice and human rights issue.

Anal Testing - Doctors or other medical personnel
insert their fingers, and sometimes other objects,
into the anus of someone accused of being
homosexual. It is based on outdated 19th century
medical theories, and is both medically worthless
and a severe violation of medical ethics.

Anti-Gender Movement - this is a growing
coalition of conservative and religious forces,
targeting LGBTI people and their human
rights, sexual and reproductive rights, sexual
education, and gender studies. In some countries
the discourse has led to mobilisation against
significant national reforms. Discourse about socalled ‘gender ideology’ is present in a large and
growing number of European countries and due to
social media and digital tools.

Butch/Femme – Simplistic labels for lesbians who
dress and act in traditional masculine/feminine
ways.

Cisgender – A term used by some to describe
people who are not transgender, i.e. someone
who feels comfortable with the gender identity
and gender expression expectations assigned to
them based on their physical sex. This includes
Ciswomen and Cismen, but this term can be
controversial, and is rejected by some groups.

Bicurious – A curiosity about having sexual
relations with a same gender/sex person.

Bisexual – A person emotionally, physically, and/
or sexually attracted to males/men and females/
women. This attraction does not have to be
equally split between genders and there may be a
preference for one gender over others.

Coming Out – May refer to the process by which
one accepts one’s own sexuality, gender identity,
or status as an intersexed person (to “come out”
to oneself), and also refer to the process by which
one shares one’s sexuality, gender identity, or
intersexed status with others.

Bottom Surgery – Surgery on the genitals
designed to create a body which suits a person’s
preferred gender expression, during gender
affirmation procedures.
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Conversion Therapy - sometimes known as
“reparative therapy”. This is a range of dangerous
and discredited practices that falsely claim to
change a person’s sexual orientation or gender
identity or expression. Such practices have been
rejected by mainstream medical and mental
health organisations for decades. Religious
Conversion Therapy is also practiced by some faith
communities. The United Nations has called for a
global ban on all these activities.

Dead Naming - A deadname is the name of a
transgender person prior to their transition.
Dead naming is the action of calling a transgender
person by their former name instead of their new
name, either by an individual or by an institution.
Transgender people have campaigned for the right
to have official documents such as a drivers’ license
or a birth certificate re-issued in their new name.

Differences of Sex Development (DSD) - medical
conditions involving the way the reproductive
system develops. Some people are born with
sex characteristics, such as genitals, gonads, and
chromosome patterns that do not fit the typical
patterns for either male or female bodies. There
are several types of DSDs and their effect on the
external and internal reproductive organs varies
greatly – one commonly-used term is “intersex”,
but the term “Hermaphrodite” is considered
to be outdated and offensive. Disorders of sex
development was the previous meaning of DSD
and is still used in some textbooks, but it should
be avoided where possible as it unnecessarily
medicalises intersex traits.

Discrimination – Prejudice + Power. If members
of a more powerful social group behave unjustly or
cruelly to members of a less powerful social group,
this is called discrimination. It can be individual
acts of hatred or injustice, but also institutional
denials of privileges normally accorded to other
groups.

Diversity – This means acceptance and respect,
and understanding that each individual is unique,
despite our differences. This could refer to race,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, age, physical abilities, religious
beliefs, political beliefs, or other ideologies.
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Drag King – A person who dresses up as a man
eg. for theatre/cabaret. Not to be confused with a
person who is a cross-dresser.

Drag Queen – A person who performs femininity
theatrically.

Dyke – Derogatory term referring to a masculine
lesbian. This word is sometimes used by lesbians
themselves, but journalists should avoid it, unless,
for example in a quote to show intolerance. Butch
or Stud are also used by some lesbians, but you
should avoid.

Fag/Faggot – Derogatory term referring to gay
men. Do not use except, for example, in a quote.

Gay – Males who are attracted to males in a
romantic, erotic and/or emotional sense. Not
all men who engage in “homosexual behaviour”
identify as gay, and as such this label should be used
with caution. This can also be used as an umbrella
terms for everyone in the LGBTQI community as a
whole, or as an individual identity label for anyone
who does not identify as heterosexual.

Gay Rights – More accurately, this is the position
taken by advocates that members of the LGBTQI+
community should have equal rights with
everyone else. No special rights exist or are sought
for LGBTQI+ people.

Gender Affirmation - Transgender people may
seek interventions to transition; hormone therapy,
surgery, facial hair removal, modifications of
speech and communication, and behavioural
adaptations such as genital tucking or packing, or
chest binding.

Gender Binary – The idea that there are only
two genders. Non-binary is a spectrum of gender
identities that are not exclusively masculine or
feminine i.e. outside the gender binary. Non-binary
identities can fall under the transgender umbrella,
since many non-binary people identify with a
gender that is different from their assigned sex.

Gender Dysphoria - Clinical distress caused when
a person’s assigned birth gender is not the same as
the one with which they identify. According to the
American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the
term - which replaces Gender Identity Disorder “is intended to better characterize the experiences
of affected children, adolescents, and adults.”

Gender-Fluid - A person who does not identify
with a single fixed gender, or whose gender identity
is unfixed.

Gender Identity – A person’s sense of being
masculine, feminine, or other gendered here’s
a difference between gender identity and
expression. Gender identity is someone’s personal
identification as a man, a woman, or a gender
outside of societal norms. Gender expression
refers to characteristics and behaviours a person
identifies with that can be viewed as masculine,
feminine, a mix of both, or neither.

Gender Non-Conforming – A broad term referring
to people who do not behave in a way that
conforms to the traditional expectations of their
gender, or whose gender expression does not fit
neatly into a category.

Homo – Pejorative term for homosexual, use Gay
or Lesbian instead.

Homosexual - Although the term originally
referred to all people who are attracted to
members of the same sex, it is preferable to use
“gay’ or ‘lesbian’. Never use ‘admitted homosexual’
or ‘avowed homosexual’.

HIV/AIDS - HIV (human immunodeficiency virus)
is a virus that attacks cells that help the body
fight infection, making a person more vulnerable
to other infections and diseases. It is spread by
contact with certain bodily fluids of a person with
HIV, most commonly during unprotected sex (sex
without a condom or HIV medicine to prevent
or treat HIV), or through sharing injection drug
equipment. If left untreated, HIV can lead to
the disease AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome). AIDS is the late stage of HIV infection
that occurs when the body’s immune system is
badly damaged because of the virus. HIV/AIDS
impact all communities in all countries.
Eastern Europe and Central Asia is the only region
in the world where annual rate of HIV continue to
rise at a concerning rate - hitting people who inject
drugs the hardest.

Homophobia – The irrational fear or hatred of
homosexuals, homosexuality, or any behaviours
or belief that does not conform to traditional
stereotypes.
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Human Rights - these are rights inherent to all
human beings, regardless of race, sex, nationality,
ethnicity, language, sexuality, religion, or any
other status such as gender expression. Human
rights include the right to life and liberty, freedom
from slavery and torture, freedom of opinion and
expression, the right to work and education, and
many more. Everyone is entitled to these rights,
without discrimination.

In the Closet – Refers to a homosexual, bisexual,
trans person or intersex person who is unable to
disclose their sex, sexuality, sexual orientation or
gender identity to their friends, family, colleagues,
or society.

Intersex – This is the letter I of LGBQI+ and is
a general term used for a variety of conditions
in which a person is born with a reproductive
or sexual anatomy that doesn’t fit the typical
definitions of female or male. See Differences of
Sexual Development.

Intersex Genital Mutilations (IGM) – Are surgical,
hormonal and other medical interventions
performed to modify atypical or ambiguous
genitalia and other sex characteristics. Although
some interventions may be medically necessary,
many are routinely done primarily for cosmetic
reasons to make a person’s appearance more
‘typical’. Some countries are making these
surgeries illegal on children, beyond those which
are medically necessary, in order to allow children
bodily autonomy.

Lesbian – Term used to describe women who
are people attracted romantically, erotically, and
emotionally to other women.

LGBTQI+ Movement - social movements which
focus on the advancement of human rights for
members of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans gender,
Queer/Questioning and Intersex communities. The
+ symbol is used to signify all of the other gender
identities and orientations that are not specifically
covered by the other initials. This includes asexual,
pansexual, agender, and genderqueer individuals.

MSM (Men who have sex with men) - This is
commonly used in public health discussions for
individuals who do not identify as homosexual or
feel part of the community. An example might be
men in prison, in military service, or men who are
working in a region where women are scarce or
absent. Another, non-medical term is men who
are on the ‘Down Low’ The counterpart is WSW
(women who have sex with women).

Metrosexual - First used in 1994 by British
journalist Mark Simpson, who coined the term to
refer to an urban, heterosexual male with a strong
aesthetic sense who spends a great deal of time
and money on his appearance and lifestyle. This
group are NOT part of the LGBTQI+ community.

Misgendering - intentionally or unintentionally
referring to a person (especially a trans gender
person), or using language to describe a person
that doesn’t align with their affirmed gender. For
example, referring to a trans woman as “he” or
calling her a man is an act of misgendering. It is not
offensive to ask someone what pronouns they use.

Outing – Involuntary disclosure of one’s sexual
orientation, gender identity, or intersex status.
Threats of outing can be a tool for blackmail and
extortion and have been used by individuals as
well as corrupt media organisation against the
community.
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Pansexual – A person who is sexually attracted
to all people, regardless of gender or genderexpression.

Pink Triangle – Now a gay pride symbol, it was
the symbol gay men were required to wear in
Nazi concentration camps during World War II.
Lesbians sometimes also use a black triangle.

Queer – This umbrella term includes everyone
who is not exclusively heterosexual. Queer
includes lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, trans people,
intersex persons.

Questioning – A term used to describe people
who are in the process of exploring their sexual
orientation or gender identity.

Rainbow Flag – Commonly known as the gay
pride flag or LGBTQ pride flag, is a symbol of the
community’s identity and their social activism,
consisting of six horizontal stripes of different
colours. Flying or wearing the flag may be a protest,
or a symbol of pride and acceptance. Its use may be
seen by those who are hostile to the community as
an act of provocation, which ‘demands’ a response.

Safe Space - A place or environment in which a
person or category of people can feel confident
that they will not be exposed to discrimination,
criticism, harassment, or any other emotional or
physical harm.

Same-Sex Marriage, Gay Marriage - Both terms
are acceptable, though the former is sometimes
preferred to make clear that the expression covers
both gay men and lesbians.

Sex Change – this should be avoided. Use
“transition” to describe the process of transitioning
from male to female, or female to male. Use
the terms “gender confirmation surgery” or
“sex reassignment surgery” to describe medical
procedures that are part of the transition process.
Avoid using the terms “post-op” and “pre-op”, as
some people will transition without surgery, either
through choice or because they do not have access
to medical procedures.

Sexual Orientation - a person’s identity in relation
to the gender or genders to which they are
sexually attracted; the fact of being heterosexual,
homosexual, etc. Never sexual preference, which
carries the disputed implication that sexuality is a
matter of choice.

Sex Worker - Some LGBTQ people choose
sex work, and some are forced into it due to
discrimination and marginalisation. Either way,
many sex workers from these communities face
additional victimisation from law enforcement and
from violent attacks by clients in homophobic and
transphobic environments.

Sodomy Laws – This refers to a broad array of
laws which criminalise various sexual acts seen
as immoral or ‘unnatural’. The narrow definition
of sodomy might include only anal sex between
two men but can also be more broadly defined to
include any sexual penetration aside from vaginal
intercourse, including oral and anal sex, whether
between two men or two women or a man and a
woman. Sometimes, sodomy laws also prohibit
bestiality (sex with animals).

SOGIE – This stands for Sexual Orientation, Gender
Identity and Expression. It is now being introduced
in many legal doctrines, in UN documents, and it
is becoming popular in social media. Sometimes it
is SSOGIE which adds Sex to the beginning of the
acronym.

Straight – Another term for heterosexual.
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Straight-Acting – A term usually applied to gay
men who easily pass as heterosexual because of
the way they look, talk and act.

Top Surgery – Removal of both breasts/
reconstruction of the chest as part of genderaffirming surgery.

Survival Sex – Describes the practice of people
(not just members of LGBTQ communities) who
are homeless or otherwise disadvantaged in
society, trading sex for food, a place to sleep, or
other basic needs, or for drugs.

Transphobia – The irrational fear of those who
are gender variant and/or the inability to deal with
gender ambiguity.

Top/Bottom/Versatile – A top is a male who
prefers penetrating and a versatile is typically a
man who is open to either being a top or a bottom
(the male who “receives”).

Transgender – Is generally preferable to the older
transsexual. Do not use the offensive slang tranny.
Transgender is an umbrella adjective to describe
people whose gender identity or expression differs
from the sex assigned at birth.

Trans Man - Somebody who was assigned female
at birth and lives as a male. A trans woman was
assigned male at birth and lives as a female. Do
not use transgender as a noun; no one should be
referred to as “a transgender”. Use trans woman/
trans man to describe people whether or not they
have undergone any or partial gender confirmation
surgery.

Transvestite – This term is somewhat outdated
and often viewed as offensive. Use cross-dresser
instead to describe someone of either sex who
sometimes dresses in clothing associated with
a different sex. Note that cross-dressing does
not necessarily indicate that someone is gay or
transgender. The majority of transvestites are
heterosexual males.

BEAR IN MIND:
Associating gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people with paedophilia, child abuse, sexual abuse, bestiality, bigamy, polygamy, adultery and/or incest is discriminatory
and inaccurate. These claims, implications and associations often are used to support the idea that LGBT people pose a threat to society, to families, and to children in
particular. Such assertions and insinuations are defamatory and should be avoided, except in direct quotes that clearly reveal the bias of the person quoted.
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MYTH VS REALITY

Sex, sexual orientation, gender identity and expression
(SSOGIE) are often considered taboo topics. As
journalists, we have a responsibility to discuss and help
debunk sensational stereotypes and dangerous myths
about marginalized communities and to help others sort
fact from fiction.
Below you’ll find a mix of common tropes and truths
about sexual and gender minorities. Cover the right
column with your hand or a piece of paper and read each
statement on the left from top to bottom, revealing and
distinguishing myths from realities as you go.
The following table was produced by Taboom Media
and inspired and partially adapted from earlier guides
produced by GALA, a centre for LGBTQI+ culture and
education in South Africa.

CLAIM

REALITY

Homosexuality is a
mental disorder

Myth: Major international mental health organizations, including the
10,000-member American Psychiatric Association and exclusion of
homosexuality in ICD-10 of the World Health Organization (WHO), have long
agreed that homosexuality is not a mental disorder.

People are LGBTQI+ because
they were abused as children

Myth: Speak with a diverse range of LGBTQI+ people in your community. Some
may have been abused as children, as is true of the general population, but most
will say their identities and expressions are not a result of childhood abuse.

If a lesbian has sex with a
man, she will be “cured”

Myth: So-called “corrective rape” is a serious criminal violations of human
rights. Same-sex attraction is not a mental disorder that needs to be “cured,”
and sexual orientation is enduring.

Scientists still don’t know
what causes a person’s
sexual orientation

Reality: Theories abound, but none have been decisively proven.

You can’t tell a person’s
sexual orientation just by
looking at them

Reality: Gender expression may be displayed, but sexual orientation is innate
and cannot be determined merely by looking at a person.

Same-sex relationships
always have ‘male’ and
‘female’ roles

Myth: This is not true, and many LGBTQI+ people consider
the premise offensive.

People become queer from
hanging out with other
queer people

Myth: Sexual and gender diversity is not contagious.
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CLAIM

REALITY

People can change their
sexual orientation through
prayer and religious rituals

Myth: Sexual orientation is an individual’s innate and enduring romantic, sexual and/or emotional attraction to other people with regards to
their sex and/or gender. Prayer will not change it. Although conversion therapy remains legal in a majority of U.S. states and in many places
internationally, the American Psychological Association condemns it for representing “a significant risk of harm by subjecting individuals to
forms of treatment which have not been scientifically validated and by undermining self-esteem when sexual orientation fails to change.” The
same risks extend to deliverance and exorcism attempts.

Sexual and gender minorities
often face higher rates of
violence and discrimination
than the general population

Myth: Same-sex attraction is not a mental disorder that needs to be ‘cured’ and sexual orientation is enduring. So-called “corrective rapes”
are serious violation of human rights.

Every society has sexual and
gender minorities

Reality: Similar to how every society has left-handed people, every society has sexual and gender diversity. Research has shown that
intersex conditions, homosexuality, and gender nonconformity are universal realities. They are not confined to certain races, ethnicities
or geographic borders.

Gay men are more likely to
abuse children

Myth: This disparaging myth has been widely disproved. Consult credible local and international statistics and sources, including the
American Psychological Association and WHO.

A transgender woman is
a woman

Reality: The words woman and man typically refer to a person’s gender identity, masculine and feminine to gender expression, and male
and female to biological sex. If a transgender person identifies as a woman, she is a woman regardless of biological sex, sexual orientation
or gender expression.

Not all congregations are
against homosexuality

Reality: See Human Rights Campaign’s Faith Positions guide and the books “Behold, I make all things new: What do the sacred texts of
Judaism, Christianity and Islam really say in regard to human sexuality?” and “I Am Divine. So Are You: How Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism and
Hinduism affirm the dignity of queer identities and sexualities” for examples of inclusive and affirming denominations and congregations.

Children of same-sex
parents will grow up to be
same-sex attracted

Myth: In countries where child adoption by same-sex parents is legal, research has shown that those children are not more likely to be gay
than the general population. Sexual orientation is innate and enduring, not a result of one’s upbringing.
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ISSUES
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SCIENCE AND MEDICINE

Science and Medicine have not always treated lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender people very well, and the
language used to describe them has been, and remains,
harsh and judgemental.
Over the years, people were involuntarily committed
to psychiatric facilities by their families, with the
hospitals promising that the patient would eventually
leave the facility cured of their “sexual illness”. While
these practices are being challenged and rejected by
mainstream science, some of them are still going on.
Not only were they not allowed to leave, but they were
often subjected to cruel and inhumane treatments,
including castrations (where parts of their genitals were
removed) or through chemical methods, shock therapy
(where they were given electric shocks to the brain),
and lobotomies (brain surgery in which some of the
connections are severed.)
Although homosexuality was removed from the United
States Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM) in 1973, and The World Health
Organization (WHO) also approved a major change to its
global manual of diagnoses in 2019, the fact remains that
people in the LGBTQI+ community experience worse
health outcomes, and often face discrimination in health
care settings. The World Health Assembly, the WHO
governing body that represents 194 member states,
voted for new diagnostic guidelines that no longer
describe gender nonconformity as a “mental disorder”.

But LGBTQI+ individuals are at a higher risk for mental
illness, cancer, and other diseases. The chapter on health
will look at the reasons why.

Although sexual orientation is usually set early in life, it
isn’t at all uncommon for your desires and attractions to
shift throughout your life. This is called “fluidity.”

You may see words such as “deviant,” “diseased” and
“disordered” used to portray LGBTQI+ people as animals,
subhuman, mentally ill, or as a danger to society. Avoid
these words in stories about the LGBTQI+ community.
If they must be used, (such as in direct quotes from
politicians), they should be quoted directly in a way that
clearly reveals the bias of the person being quoted.

Many people, including sex researchers and scientists,
believe that sexual orientation is like a scale with
‘completely gay’ on one end and ‘completely straight’ on
the other. Lots of people would be not at the extreme
ends, but somewhere in the middle.

We don’t really understand everything about sexual
identity, and it defies a simple, single explanation and
even categorisation. Scientists have recognized that not
everybody fits into the clear-cut categories of “straight”
and “gay.” A new study, published in August 2019, found
that genetics does play a role, but that there is not
one ‘gay gene’. The study, the largest ever to analyse
the genetics of same-sex sexual behaviour was led by
Andrea Ganna, a geneticist at the Broad Institute of MIT
and Harvard in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
It found that the influence comes not from one gene
but many, each with a tiny effect — and the rest of the
explanation includes social or environmental factors —
making it impossible to use genes to predict someone’s
sexuality. Because we don’t know everything, this makes
stories about sexual identify fascinating to many people
– as learning more about how other people think and feel
adds to what we understand about ourselves.

It’s not fully known why someone might be lesbian, gay,
straight, or bisexual. But research shows that sexual
orientation is probably caused partly by biological
factors that start before birth. But people don’t decide
who they’re attracted to, and therapy, treatment, or
persuasion won’t change a person’s sexual orientation.
Attempts to change people have been carried out
by religions and medical professionals - but they are
not successful.
You also can’t “turn” a person gay. If a boy plays with
dolls, or a girl plays with toy cars, that will not cause them
to be gay or transgender.
And that also means the reverse is true – you cannot stop
someone from being gay.
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‘Conversion therapy’ refers to any treatment aimed at
changing a person’s sexual orientation or suppressing
their gender identity. Conversion therapy could be
anything from a podcast, or psycho-therapy but could
also be extreme abuse such as electric shock treatment,
aversion therapy, or even so-called corrective rape,
where someone is raped as punishment for, or in
an attempt to change, their sexual orientation or
gender identity.

The European Parliament passed a resolution in March
2018 that condemned conversion therapy and urged
member states to ban it. Only Germany and Malta did so.
Similarly, the absence of a father, or a ‘domineering’
mother do not cause someone to become LGBTQI+.
Neither does sexual abuse during childhood. No
scientifically sound study has definitively linked sexual
orientation or identity with parental role-modelling or
childhood sexual abuse.

Churches as well as other institutions have been
complicit in some of these practices, including using
prayer and ritual to ‘cast out demons’ which are ‘causing’
same-sex attraction.

The American Psychiatric Association said in 2000 that
sexual abuse does not appear to be any more prevalent
among children who grow up and identify as gay, lesbian
or bisexual than in children who grow up and identify as
heterosexual. Being LGBTQI+ is a not a condition that
requires curing. Discrimination and social rejection put
people from these communities at heightened risk for a
range of health issues, from depression and addiction, to
cancer and chronic conditions.

The World Psychiatric Association, which is the world’s
largest organization of mental health professionals in
118 countries, condemned the practice in 2016.
WPA said there is no sound scientific evidence that
innate sexual orientation can be changed. So-called
treatments of homosexuality can create a setting in
which prejudice and discrimination flourish, and they can
be potentially harmful. The provision of any intervention
purporting to “treat” something that is not a disorder is
wholly unethical.
Albania’s psychologists banned conversion therapy
in May 2020, in a move they said was “significantly
important for LGBTI adolescents”.
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NATURAL DIVERSITY
Arguments such as ‘this is unnatural’ do not hold up to
scientific scrutiny. For example, Bruce Bagemihl’s 1999
study ‘Biological Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality
and Natural Diversity’ scientifically documented
homosexual activity in more than 450 species of
mammals, birds, reptiles, insects, and other animals
worldwide. It shows that animals engage in all types of
non-reproductive sexual behaviour. Sexual and gender
expression in the animal world includes same-sex
courtship, pair-bonding, sex, and co-parenting even
instances of lifelong homosexual bonding.
The letter I in the LGBTQI+ acronym is different from the
others. The relationship of intersex people to lesbian, gay,
bisexual and trans, and queer communities is complex, as
many intersex people are heterosexual and cisgender.
However, intersex people are often added to the LGBTQ
acronym and community, since they are also struggling
in many places for recognition, equality and their human
rights. At birth, as many as 1.7 percent of babies are
different from what is typically called a boy or a girl, but
there is no universal agreement on what babies meet
the definition of ‘intersex’. The chromosomes, gonads,
internal or external genitalia in these babies differ from
what we would expect to see.
Around one in 2,000 babies is different enough that
doctors may recommend surgical intervention. Some of
these interventions are medically necessary, for example
to ensure the child can urinate effectively. But some
have been focussed on ‘normalising’ the child to fit into
society, and to meet parental wishes.

In 2015, Malta became the first country to ban nonconsensual medical interventions, recognising a right to
bodily integrity and physical autonomy, and prohibiting
modifications to children’s sex characteristics for social
factors. Medically necessary interventions remain legal.
In October 2020, Albania changed its laws to stop
medical interventions at birth in the cases of intersex
children. Prior to the new protocol, it was left to the
parents to decide on whether an intervention to assign
particular sex would take place. Under the new law,
surgical intervention can only take place if deemed
necessary for health reasons.
Words like ‘hermaphrodite’ are now offensive (and
inaccurate), so Differences/Disorders of Sexual
Development (DSD) is a better term.
Some variations are diagnosed prenatally through
prebirth genetic screening, or they may be visibly
apparent at birth. But some intersex traits become
apparent only at puberty, or when trying to conceive a
baby, or through random chance.

However, although the issues facing people with an
intersex condition are not identical to those of LGBTQ
people, many experience discriminations due to similar
stereotypes about sex, gender, and sexual orientation.
Some intersex people are unaware of their condition,
and can easily hide it if they choose to do so.
Intersex people can be invisible or an afterthought
even among activists. This may be due to the lack of an
‘intersex culture’ or ‘intersex pride’ until very recently.
But an intersex flag was created in 2013, and there
are growing signs that intersex people are asserting
their human rights. In particular, there is an increased
fight against intersex genital mutilations (IGM) such
as feminising and masculinising surgical procedures
performed on intersex children.

BEAR IN MIND:
Describing hate speech against any community
has no place in professional journalism.

Many people confuse trans people with people who have
intersex conditions. But they are not the same, as the vast
majority of people with intersex conditions identify as
male or female rather than transgender or transsexual.
Although both groups experience difficulties, they face
different forms of discrimination. This being said, many
intersex people do not see themselves as part of the
LGBTQ community and do not feel they share similar
life experiences, and are concerned that they may be
wrongly labelled as ‘gay’.
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SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE
HEALTH AND RIGHTS (SRHR)
So, when you are feeling ill, you go to see a doctor, a
nurse, or other health practitioner, right? Except that
this basic process, which you may take for granted, may
be impossible for vulnerable groups to access.
No matter how rich or poor you are, your health is
the most important factor in your life. It’s seen as
such a fundamental right that it is recognised under
international law. It doesn’t matter what your age, or
gender, or economic status, or ethnicity, health remains
the most important asset that we hold, according to
the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(United Nations).
Understanding health as a human right creates a legal
obligation for countries to ensure access to timely,
acceptable, and affordable health care of appropriate
quality as well as to providing for the underlying
determinants of health, such as safe water, sanitation,
food, housing, and health-related information.
Health journalists often use personal stories to put a
“face” on a health issue, and the challenges faced by
people in the LGBTQI+ communities can be used to
explain broader problems with how discrimination
impacts on healthcare.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)
establishes that human rights apply to everyone and
that no one should be excluded. While not specifically
referring to SRHR, it identifies that issues which make
up Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights entail not

only the absence of reproductive or sexual illnesses, but
also the full enjoyment and well-being of sexual health.
Reproductive health also implies that people are able
to have a satisfying and safe sex life and that they have
the capability to reproduce and the freedom to decide if,
when and how often to do so.
Discrimination in health is linked to the marginalisation
of some groups and can, in turn, make these groups
more vulnerable to poverty and ill health. These groups
often bear a disproportionate share of health problems,
because they have access to fewer health services,
receive less health information and are less likely to have
adequate housing and safe drinking water.
Being forced to be “invisible” in addition exposes
people to sexual violence and abuse for which they are
also not taken seriously by the police. Lack of access
to healthcare among LGBTQI+ people can be caused
by many factors. Fear of being exposed and arrested,
cultural taboos about discussing their issues, feelings of
shame that they will be judged, limited knowledge and
teaching about LGBTQI+ issues in medical studies and
lack of investment in LGBTQI+ health training.
Healthcare professionals that have little to no knowledge
about the LGBTQI+ community can result in a lack of (or
a decline in) the type of healthcare this community and
their families receive. Healthcare professionals can also
ridicule and refuse to treat people.

Additionally, LGBTQI+ individuals are at a higher risk for
mental illness although there is not much data to explain
the reasons why. Marginalisation and stigma are likely to
be contributing factors.

CANCERS
Lesbians and bisexual women are at significantly higher
risk for developing breast and endometrial cancer than
heterosexual women, as they have fewer full-term
pregnancies, fewer gynaecological tests, mammograms
and/or clinical breast exams. Hormones released during
pregnancy and breastfeeding protect women against
some cancers.
They are less likely to visit a doctor or nurse for routine
screenings than heterosexual women. Cervical cancer
tests and mammograms are critical to the prevention
or early detection of breast, cervical, and other cancers
among all women.
In some cases, gay men are at increased risk for several
types of cancer—including prostate, testicular, and
colon cancers. In addition, gay men (and anyone who has
receptive anal sex) are at higher risk for anal cancer due
to an increased risk of becoming infected with human
papillomavirus (HPV), the virus that causes genital and
anal warts.
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Not using sex lubricants can increase the likelihood of
microabrasions (tiny tears) in the genital tissue, which
in turn increases the chances of passing on an infection.
Gay men may see purchasing and possessing lubricants
as too risky – even though sexual contact without
lubricant increases the likelihood of sexually transmitted
infections and diseases.
Access to screening services may be severely limited due
to issues and challenges in receiving sensitive care.

MENTAL HEALTH
Many factors affect the mental and emotional health
of people in the LGBTQI+ communities. Rejection by
friends and family, and from broader society increases
the chances of poor mental health and an increase in
substance use.
It is hard to find data for some countries, but LGBT
data collection is often initiated by NGOs sometimes
in conjunction with university researchers. LGBTQI+
adults are at higher risk of depression, anxiety disorders
and suicide attempts than heterosexual adults. A British
study published in the international BioMed Central
journal of Psychiatry showed that gay people are twice
as likely to have attempted suicide at some point in their
lives, and are more prone to depression, substance abuse
and suicidal behaviour than heterosexuals as a result of
discrimination and rejection.
Human Rights Watch point out that stigma,
discrimination, and bullying – and not anything inherent
in gender nonconformity – that can inflict mental health
problems in transgender people.
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HIV/AIDS
People living with HIV/AIDS, face specific barriers
in relation to healthcare. Also, LGBTQI+ people and
individuals living with HIV/AIDS report that health care
professionals have used abusive or unpleasant language
towards them, refused to touch them or used excessive
precautions, or blamed the individuals for their
health status.
Eastern Europe and Central Asia is the only region in the
world where annual rates of HIV infections continue to
rise at a concerning rate, according to data from UNAIDS.
At the end of 2019, an estimated 1.7 million people were
living with HIV in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.
In the region, people who inject drugs have been hit
the hardest. Conservative legislation around same sex
relationships, drug use and sex work continues to fuel
the stigma which can obstruct a robust HIV response.
And in this way, intolerance towards LGBTQI+ people is
related to higher HIV rates.
Growing HIV epidemics among transgender people,
gay men and other men who have sex with men are
understudied and unrecognised by several national HIV
responses in the region.
Safer sex has been shown to be effective in reducing
the risk of receiving and transmitting HIV. However,
the prevalence of HIV/ AIDS is high amongst the MSM
(men who have sex with men) population and continues
to grow.

Female-to-female sexual transmission of HIV is
extremely rare, with only a handful of cases ever
reported. It is theoretically possible through sharing of
sex toys and exposure to blood during sex, but a lesbian
is more likely to be exposed through other routes, for
example, if they happen to be an intravenous drug user.
However, the risk of transmitting HIV is higher for WSW
(women who have sex with women) or bisexual women
having a (forced or wanted) relationship with men.
Being forced into hiding also means people do not want
to engage in any way with health services and will not
test for infections or go to pick up their HIV treatment.
People will avoid anything that will link them to being
LGBTQI+ and subject to identification. If fear keeps them
away, it means they cannot get medicine and remain
untreated.

VIOLENCE
Data show that gay men experience two types of
violent victimisation: criminal violence based on their
sexual minority status, and violence from an intimate
male partner. Just as in the heterosexual community,
there is domestic and partner violence in the LGBTQI+
communities. Lesbians experience both of these
kinds of violence, and in addition to the above, are at
increased risk for sexual violence as punishment or
“corrective rape.”
In Azerbaijan alone in May and June 2020 there were
at least 10 cases of direct violence against LGBTQ+
people. A trans woman sex worker, Aysu Mammadli, was
attacked and killed in Baku, in a killing which appeared
linked to organized crime. The local trans community
demanded an investigation but the police refused.

In July 2019 Russian LGBTQ activist, Yelena Grigoryeva,
was fatally stabbed in St. Petersburg after her name was
listed on a website that encourages people to “hunt”
LGBTQ activists, inspired by the torture-themed film
“Saw.” She recorded her name on the list to the police,
but no action was taken.
In Chechnya violence and torture is widespread, by the
police against presumed LGBTQ+ people. Moreover, due
to family ‘honour’ many LGBTQ+ people are murdered
by their own families.

GENDER AFFIRMATION/CONFIRMATION/
REASSIGNMENT
This used to be referred to as ‘sex change’ procedures.
Now, gender affirmation or gender reassignment are
the preferred terms. For transgender people, the focus
is gender identity, as trans people identify with a gender
different from the one they were assigned at birth. This
is what triggers gender dysphoria, a state of emotional
distress caused by a conflict between identity and what
sex birth certificate assigned them.
Transgender people, Male to Female (MTF) and Female
to Male (FTM), may seek any one of a number of genderaffirming interventions; modification of speech, and
behavioural adaptations, genital tucking or packing, or
chest binding, facial hair removal, hormone therapy,
genital surgery.
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The World Professional Association for Transgender
Health states that all of these procedures are medically
necessary to treat gender dysphoria in people who
want to make these changes. In addition, denial of
access to gender affirmation is associated with high risk
behaviours and increased rates of HIV infection, and
poor mental health.
Not all transgender people want these procedures, or
they cannot afford them, or they cannot access them.
In the past the process involved a requirement of:
psychological assessment > hormones >genital surgery.
But currently the best standard of care is to allow each
transgender person to seek only those interventions
which they want to affirm their own gender identity.
Some people will have partial surgery, or just take
hormones, or just modify their behaviour.
There are different forms of genital surgery, sometimes
called ‘bottom surgery’. Bottom surgery includes
constructing a penis for female-to-male (FTM)
transitions, and constructing a vagina for male to-female
(MTF) transitions.
Top surgery refers to the surgical procedures on the
breasts; breast augmentation and construction surgery
(MTF), and removing both breasts to construct a male
chest (FTM).
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INTERSEX
“Gender normalising” surgeries have been performed
on intersex babies and children since at least the
1950s, and perhaps earlier. Because this predated our
understanding of the genetic components of sex and
gender, people were sometimes assigned the “wrong”
gender, and suffered complications including sexual
dysfunction and infertility, which still continues.
Many intersex people are forced to undergo dangerous,
invasive and unnecessary surgeries, which can lead to
life-long physical and psychological side effects. Some
surgeries for intersex people may be necessary to
create a urinary opening, or to remove tissue with active
gonadal cancer.
Doctors previously tended to advise early irreversible
surgery on intersex children. Operations include clitoral
reduction, which reduces the size of the clitoris for
cosmetic reasons, and gonadectomies (gonad removal)
which result in the child needing lifelong hormone
replacement therapy. In addition, these surgeries can
cause pain, nerve damage, and scarring.
But increasingly, parents are choosing to delay further
surgeries until there is more support and more
information, and to allow children to be consulted
about their own wishes about their bodies. A new law
in Albania, for example, gives protection to intersex
children who previously underwent unnecessary and
irreversible surgical interventions. It also gives children
autonomy over their bodies and the ability to take part
in decisions affecting their body identity.

In 2015, Malta became the first country to outlaw
non-consensual medical interventions to modify sex
anatomy, including that of intersex people.
Some countries now issue gender neutral birth
certificates, as removing sex from birth certificates
eliminates the need for the parents of an intersex child
to choose a sex for their baby to be publicly recorded.
Leaving the birth certificate blank allows the child to
make that decision once they have the knowledge and
maturity to confirm their gender identity.

ASSISTED REPRODUCTION
Many LGBTQI+ people experience the desire to
reproduce and to parent their children. Historically,
some lesbians have utilised donor sperm insemination
to have children. Similarly, gay men who have not had
children have adopted children where that was possible,
or created co-parenting arrangements with a lesbian
couple or single woman.
However, with the availability of assisted reproductive
technologies (ART), more gay and lesbian couples
are utilising ART to have children. Legislation varies
from country to country, along with legislation which
recognises and enshrines queer parenting options in law.

BEAR IN MIND:
Stories on health benefit society as a whole if
they are inclusive of all communities.

HOMOPHOBIA AS POLITICAL STRATEGY

Globally, there has been a boom in voter support for
right-wing and populist parties in recent years.
It is not just in the central and eastern parts of Europe.
You can see it in Germany, where the AfD has become
the biggest opposition party in the Bundestag, or in
Spain where Vox has become the third largest force
in parliament.
Experts argue about the reasons. Some say that voters
are frustrated with the political establishment, some
say there are worries about globalisation, immigration,
a dilution of national identity and the impact that the
European Union has on people’s lives.
Nationalism - the concept of belonging to a place and
a people - has always been a feature across Europe’s
political spectrum. It affirms the idea of ‘home’,
created by a community of language, culture, customs,
and religion.
On the one side, nationalism can mean liberation,
unification, and independence. However, the darker
side can lead to exclusion, insularity and fear of the
‘other’. Even worse, it can tip over into authoritarianism,
dictatorship and fascism.
In addition, the so-called ‘migrant crisis’ in 2015, when
high numbers of mainly Syrians, Iraqis and Afghans
arrived in the EU, triggered a renewed discussion of
national identity and fuelled a strong manifestation of
nationalism in Europe.

Mainstream parties are being increasingly challenged
by radical parties which have seen their strength on the
rise by taking advantage of the refugee/migrant crisis in
West Europe.

its sphere of moral influence. This creates the idea
that central and eastern countries should take their
tone against LGBT people from Russia, as a kind of
‘spiritual heartland’.

So what does this have to do with the LGBTQI+
communities?

Across Europe, nationalists and populist politicians are
promoting the use of Christian imagery as they seek to
define Europe as Christian. And Christian identity, to
them, means closing Europe off not only from Muslim
migrants, but also from LGBTQI+ acceptance.

Extreme right-wing and populist politics can lead
to the growth of anti-LGBT rhetoric, and the rise
of ‘scapegoating’, where amoral politicians blame all
the country’s problems on queer people, saying that
they are ‘dangerous’ to traditional family values, or that
they are bringing in ‘foreign’ ideas which run counter
to the country’s culture. This has proved to be a
vote-winning strategy.
High levels of social conservatism in Central and Eastern
Europe appear to go hand in hand with widespread
nationalist sentiments. Divisive politics and the rise of
right-wing groups lead to growth in anti LGBTQ rhetoric
across Eastern Europe.
It should be noted that Russian President Vladimir Putin
marginalised gay people during the successful 2011-12
election campaign, allowing him to deflect focus from the
mounting wave of protests focusing on bad governance
and corruption among the elites.

According to the Pew Research Center, many adults in
Central and Eastern Europe hold traditional viewpoints
on social issues. Majorities oppose same-sex marriage
and say homosexuality should not be accepted
by society.

ILLIBERAL DEMOCRACIES
For voters, there may be a cultural backlash against
perceived changes in social values and norms concerning
religion, race, education, security, and sexuality
and gender expression. This pulls votes away from
mainstream parties which favour a more secular style
of politics. Political parties which benefit from these
nationalist-populist ideas may seek to solidify their
powers by moving away from the values traditionally
favoured in democracies.

This strategy allowed Russia to position itself as a
‘defender’ of Eastern European, conservative moral
values - and that countries in the region are part of
59

Photo: Bart Staszewski / LGBT-Free Zones Project

For example, Poland’s Law and Justice Party (PiS)
entered into an open conflict with the Constitutional
Tribunal, the country’s highest judicial authority when
it took power in 2015. Hungary also has made several
attacks against democratic institutions, and the United
Nations has reprimanded Prime Minister Viktor Orbán
for weakening democracy by changing voting laws.
Countries in which elections take place, but citizens are
cut off from knowledge about the activities of those who
exercise real power because of the lack of civil liberties
are called ‘illiberal democracies’. And a key component
in their creation is attacks on independent media, and
the restriction of laws on freedom of information and
freedom of expression.
Attacks on the LGBTQI+ communities follow this
pattern. In Hungary, for example, the government of
Orbán became more and more hostile towards the
LGBTQ+ community, beginning with general speeches
about traditional values and the benefits of heterosexual
marriage, and ending up with openly discriminatory
language, such as comparing homosexuality to
paedophilia. Activists who work to advance human rights
in the LGBTQI+ space (and other areas) are demonized,
scapegoated and arrested.
His party, Fidesz began life in the late 1980s as a small
libertarian student movement but has become a populist
national conservative party.
In 2014, he said that Hungary would adopt an illiberal
form of governance, citing examples such as China,
Singapore and Turkey. He refers to this as ‘illiberal
democracy’ or ‘Christian democracy”.

New laws were enacted that guarantee strong political
control of all media, and the media regulatory agency
only has Fidesz loyalists on its staff. Non-governmental
organisations, and groups supporting human rights and
refugees are also under attack.
In Poland, populist leader Andrzej Duda was sworn in
for a second five-year term as president in August 2020,
after campaigning on a strong anti-LGBTQ platform.
He called LGBTQ rights an “ideology” worse than
communism and proposing a “Family Charter,” including
a vow to block legislation allowing gay couples to get
married or adopting children and to ban teaching about
LGBT issues in schools
The election had appeared to be deadlocked, until
Duda’s rival voiced support for LGBTQI+ people - and
this stance may have cost him the election. The issue was
seen as so polarizing that left-wing female legislators
came to the president’s inauguration in colourful dresses
to form a rainbow.
Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the chairman of Poland’s
conservative ruling party, called the LGBT rights
movement a foreign import that threatens the Polish
nation. He added that his parents’ generation had
struggled against communist ideology for 40 years and
“they didn’t fight for this so that a new ideology would
appear that is even more destructive”.
Approximately 100 Polish municipalities have adopted
resolutions declaring themselves “LGBT-free zones”,
a movement which started after centrist politician
Rafa Trzaskowski committed to support LGBT rights
in Warsaw. In July 2020, the EU criticised and moved
to deny funding to six of them, which had declared
themselves “LGBT-free zones” or used the term

“pro-family rights” - seen as a more subtle way of
expressing anti-gay sentiment in Poland.
At Pride marches in Poland in 2019, participants suffered
verbal abuse and physical attacks. A man and woman
were sentenced to a year in jail for bringing explosives to
a Pride event in Lublin, repeating a common anti-LGBT
slogan – “chłopak, dziewczyna: normalna rodzina” (“a
boy, a girl: a normal family”).
Ukraine has found itself flooded with anti-European
propaganda by Russia, in order to counteract Ukraine’s
movement towards the European Union. Russian
propaganda, using the term “Gayropa,” to signify
Europe, described Ukraine’s entry into the EU as akin
to anal sex and linked western Europe with acceptance
of homosexuality, and also incest, paedophilia,
and bestiality.
But this is not just a Russian-inspired import. The
homophobic rhetoric came from political parties
and groups in Ukraine that were either not present
in the government and the parliament or formed
a very insignificant part of those bodies. They
created a counter-movement which used concepts of
“gender,” “homosexuality,” or “LGBTI rights” to unite
them against so-called Western ‘feminist and
homosexual propaganda’.
These parties own national and regional television
channels and newspapers, and possessed financial
resources, either their own or coming from abroad,
that allowed them to conduct massive media campaigns
promoting homophobic attitudes.
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The EU has so far failed to challenge this situation,
which has allowed wide-spread homophobic arguments
to flourish and worsened societal attitudes toward
LGBTI people.
Czech President Miloš Zeman has vowed to veto a
stalled bill which would allow same-sex marriage in the
country, arguing that the purpose of marriage is for a
family to bring up children. The KDU-ČSL Christian
Democrat party have put forth a counter-bill which
seeks to define the term ‘marriage’ as an exclusive union
between a man and a woman.
It should be noted, that while the human rights of
LGBTQI+ people have again been dragged into the
political fray, many activists note that the recent rise
in homophobic rhetoric is counterbalanced by more
positive social trends. Young people particularly, are
more likely to support LGBTQI+ positive policies.
Surveys show a notable rise in tolerance and empathy
towards the LGBTQI+ community, and the emergence of
a confident new generation of activists in smaller towns
and cities.

In Ukraine, activists used a drone to raise the rainbow
flag, an LGBTQI+ symbol over the Motherland
Monument, a Soviet-era war memorial in Kiev, in June
2020. They posted the video on social media with the
hashtag #momwillunderstandandsupport, a reference
to the statue’s symbolic status as the mother of the
nation.
In Poland, rainbow flags were placed on a number of
prominent statues in Warsaw, including a statue of
Jesus, by Stop Bzdurom (Stop Bullshit) a feminist LGBT+
campaign group. Polish police have arrested LGBT
activists for ‘insulting religious feeling’.

BEAR IN MIND:
When politicians use expressions such as “LGBT ideology” or “LGBT totalitarianism”, you should recognise this
as a form of propaganda. Remember, the fundamental ‘demands’ of the LGBTQI+ communities are for respect,
tolerance and acceptance.

In Ukraine, the Equality March in 2019 was also joined
by a large group of trans rights activists, including a
large trans flag, in a first for a country where they are
nearly invisible.
But as homophobic political attacks have risen, some
LGBTQI+ activists have adopted a more radical style of
protest. As well as peaceful Pride rallies, some activists
argue that the increasingly violent attacks on them
require a more assertive and provocative response. In
Poland, vehicles broadcasting anti-LGBT slogans have
been attacked.
63

RELIGION

The religious life of much of Central and Eastern Europe
has been through cataclysmic change within the last
30 years.
Atheist regimes dominated swathes of the region until
the fall of the Iron Curtain and the subsequent collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1989-91.
Although the degree of severity varied between
countries, Communist regimes challenged religion,
destroying churches, mosques and temples, as well as
imprisoning and executing religious leaders. To further
erode the role of religion in people’s lives, schools and
media were filled with anti-religious teachings and
those who professed religious feeling were laughed at or
treated as mentally ‘defective’.
But religion in the region never went away.
In Poland, for example, the Catholic Church provided
strong resistance to the Communist regime, and people
rallied to the Church. When the trade union ‘Solidarity’
was founded in 1980, it allied itself closely to the
Catholic Church to tap into that spirit of resistance, and
is widely recognised as having played a central role in the
fall of Communism.
In other countries people hid their icons and holy
writings, sheltered their priests and even disguised their
religious buildings to protect them.
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Three decades later, religion has re-emerged in many
central and eastern European countries, and has
asserted itself as an important part of individual and
national identity. Currently, Orthodox Christianity and
Roman Catholicism are the most prevalent religions,
similar to their position over a century ago in the last
years of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires.
Islam remains a key religion in parts of the region.
Homosexuality was forbidden in traditional Islamic
states, and was liable to different punishments, including
the death penalty. However, homosexual relationships
were generally tolerated in pre-modern Islamic societies.
Jewish LGBT rights advocates and sympathetic clergy
have created various institutions within Jewish life to
accommodate gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender
Jews. It should be noted that verbal attacks on LGBTQI+
people in Eastern Europe often echo propaganda against
Jews in the same region. Activists point out that the
same language is used in pre-war attacks on Jews, with
modern attacks on LGBTQI+ people, suggesting they
are dirty, morally corrupt, lazy, sexually promiscuous,
and “other”.
Many governments have an official state religion or an
unofficial ‘preferred faith’, while significant majorities of
adults say they believe in God, and personally identify
with a religion.

Religion and national identity are often closely
intertwined, and can be exploited. In countries such as
the Russian Federation and Poland, majorities say that
being Orthodox or Roman Catholic is important to being
“truly Russian” or “truly Polish.”
In Orthodox-majority countries, views on sexual and
gender norms are more traditional and conservative
than in Catholic-majority or religiously mixed countries.
Adults in Orthodox countries are more likely than those
elsewhere to reject homosexuality and to oppose samesex marriage, according to the Pew Research Centre.
Many people in the region embrace religion as an
element of national belonging even though they are not
highly outwardly observant. Relatively few Orthodox or
Catholic adults in Central and Eastern Europe say they
regularly attend worship services, pray often or consider
religion central to their lives.
The Roman Catholic Church is the largest of the Christian
churches, with approximately 1.3 billion baptised
Catholics worldwide as of 2018. It is the world’s oldest
and largest continuously functioning international
institution, and is administered from Rome, Italy. The
Church traces its leadership (the Pope) to St. Peter, the
companion of Jesus.
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While the Catholic Church teaches that ‘homosexual
acts’ are morally unacceptable, it holds that ‘homosexual
inclinations’ are not sinful in themselves - this is in
contrast to other Christian churches. It says that for
many people, homosexual desires are “deep-seated”
and it accepts that these desires will accompany them
throughout their lives.
Fundamentalist Christian churches, in large part funded
by US evangelicals from the conservative right, have
been pushing a view that Christians must condemn and
reject people from the LGBTQI+ communities as ‘sinful’
and in need of ‘deliverance’. The expression ‘pray the
gay away’ comes from ideas that sexual orientation or
gender expression can be changed through religious
‘conversion’ rituals.
The Catholic Church does not say that all persons with
same-sex attractions should become straight, but that
they should refrain from physical expressions of their
feelings, which are ‘disordered’.
However, Article 6, 2358 of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church states that LGBTQI+ people “must
be accepted with respect, compassion, and sensitivity.
Every sign of unjust discrimination in their regard should
be avoided”.
The Catholic Church does not celebrate or recognize
same-sex marriages. There is no official policy regarding
transgender people in the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, though doctrinal teachings clearly equate birth
anatomy with gender.
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Famously, Pope Francis said in 2013, “If a person is gay
and seeks God and has good will, who am I to judge?”
in response to a question about the acceptability of
gay men as priests–– but his statement is not official
church teaching.

The EOC does not perform or recognize same-sex
marriages, stating that, “The Orthodox Church cannot
and will not bless same-sex unions. Marriage between
a man and a woman is a sacred institution ordained by
God, homosexual union is not.”

The Eastern Orthodox Church (EOC) is one of the largest
Christian bodies in the world, numbering about 260
million members worldwide. It is a family of independent
churches which regard themselves collectively
and individually as the “one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic church.”

An exception is Bishop Rusudan Gotsiridze in Georgia of
the Evangelical Baptist Church. She grew up in the Soviet
Union. Rusudan Gotsiridze is fighting for women’s and
gay rights in Georgia. The country’s first and only female
bishop is under fire from the Orthodox Church.

RELIGION OR NATIONALISM?
The patriarchs of each church all hold equal authority
and there is no centralized headquarters from which
jurisdiction is maintained.
While EOC’s are self-governing, there is consensus on
official LGBTQ policy. For example, the Greek Orthodox
Archdiocese lists homosexuality beside fornication,
adultery, abortion and abusive sexual behaviour as
“immoral and inappropriate forms of behaviour in and of
themselves, and also because they attack the institution
of marriage and the family.” It adds that, “the Orthodox
Church believes that homosexual behaviour is a sin.”
However, the spiritual tradition of orthodoxy is based
on the relationship of a confirmed member to their
spiritual father/confessor, who either grants or denies
access to the sacraments. As a result, sacramental access
may be lenient and policies are not always enforced
with a consistent practice from region to region. Some
accommodation of sexual diversity already occurs
in the shadows and without open acknowledgment,
particularly outside Eastern Europe.

In addition to the problems of doctrine for LGBTQI+
people, some Catholic and orthodox leaders have
shown they are prepared to side with politicians who
wish to link Christian identity with nationalism. This
narrative implies that since people within the LGBTQI+
communities cannot be ‘properly’ religious, they also
must be unpatriotic and reject their nationality.
A Polish member of parliament said that “everyone must
accept Christianity” in Poland and that questioning the
Roman Catholic Church is unpatriotic.
In 2017, tens of thousands of Polish Catholics formed
human chains along the country’s borders praying “to
save Poland and the world”. Although organisers denied
it was a political move against migrants, then Prime
Minister Beata Szydło tweeted her support.
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In 2019, the archbishop of Kraków, Marek Jędraszewski,
referred to the perceived threat from gay rights
campaigners as a “rainbow plague”, comparing it to
Nazism and Soviet communism.
In Hungary, where the church is less powerful than
in Poland, there was historically less deep-rooted
homophobia until recently. Budapest was one of the first
cities in the region to have pride marches, dating from
1997. The chapter on politicisation of homophobia will
look more closely at this issue.
It is notable that the language used by some churches
against LGBTQI+ people, mimics the fight that the
churches had with former repressive regimes.
In the Czech Republic, some religious leaders spoke
out against the rights of LGBTQI+ people or “gender
ideology”. In August 2019, the Archbishop of Prague,
Cardinal Dominik Duka, released a communiqué in
support of the Polish clergy, agreeing that “LGBT
ideologists” represent totalitarianism.
But some clergy reject using religion in politics. Reverend
Antonio Spadaro, a papal advisor wrote in 2018, “Hands
off!” in a tweet that went viral, saying the cross should
never be used as a politicized symbol of identity, but
“screams love to the enemy and unconditional welcome.”
According to a report by Bridging Voices in 2019,
on Eastern Orthodoxy and Sexual Diversity, a small
but increasing number of Orthodox theologians are
advocating for the open inclusion of LGBTQ+ people in
Church life and same-sex marriage.
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For example, in November 2019, the Serbian Orthodox
Church in Montenegro baptised a 19-year-old
transgender man. Vuk Adzic said his “secret” covenant
with the church followed years of faith that was tested
most recently by a brutal late-night beating at the hands
of intruders at his family’s mountain cottage. The highest
Orthodox authority in Montenegro downplayed the case
as unexceptional and cited “medical justification” rather
than any embrace of “modernism” or “liberalism.”
There are organisations for queer religious people, such
as Axios which supports Eastern and Orthodox gay and
lesbian Christians.
Also, Orthodoxandgay.com is a religious support group
which says its guiding principles are that the orthodox
church is the bride of Christ, and that being gay is a gift
of God, “Therefore expressing that gift in a healthy and
mature relationship is also blessed by God.”

BEAR IN MIND:
In many traditionally Catholic, Orthodox and
Muslim societies, rejection by a religion can be
accompanied by rejection by family, friends, and
the wider community. LGBTQI+ people can lose
everything if their religious community turns its
back on them.

INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS VS LOCAL LAW

You may have heard the term ‘gay rights’ used to
explain what advocacy groups are trying to achieve for
the LGBTQI+ communities. However, although it’s a
common term, it is not accurate.
Advocates do not seek or imply “special rights” that are
denied other citizens – they are focussed on achieving
the same rights as the rest of society. ‘Equal rights’ or
civil rights for LGBT people would be more accurate.

But even in the absence of strong national legislation,
there are international laws you can look to.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (signed in
1948) includes the right of every person to life, privacy,
health and equality before the law, as well as the right to
freedom of expression and freedom from discrimination
and violence, including torture.

IT STATES:
If you have an interest in human rights, this is a significant
angle you can take when addressing issues concerning
how LGBTQI+ people are treated.
Many legal systems in the region have failed to keep pace
with changes in understanding of human sexual identity.
Simply repealing criminal legislation does not go far
enough to protecting people.
For example, under the Penal Code of 30 June 1959,
male homosexual acts were illegal in all of (now former)
Yugoslavia. During the first half of the 1970s the power
over penal legislation was devolved from the Federal
Republic to the eight states and provinces. There
were no references to lesbian relationships in the
old legislation.
After the fall of Yugoslavia, although discriminatory
provisions were removed, laws were not put in place to
protect people from discrimination. Legal rights are not
the same as an absence of criminal laws.

Article 1: All human beings are born free and equal
indignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and
conscience and should act towards one another in a
spirit of brotherhood.
Article 2: Everyone is entitled to all the rights and
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or
social origin, property, birth or other status.
Article 7: All are equal before the law and are entitled
without any discrimination to equal protection of the
law. All are entitled to equal protection against any
discrimination in violation of this Declaration and
against any incitement to such discrimination.
For countries within the EU, or looking towards
EU membership, there are laws to support
LGBTQI+ equality.

Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights explicitly prohibits discrimination based on
sexual orientation.
Article 19 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union allows for taking action to combat this
type of discrimination.
With regard to discrimination in the workplace on
the basis of sexual orientation, this is prohibited
under Directive 2000/78/EC. This protects you if you
are discriminated against in job applications, or you
are treated badly at work by colleagues due to your
sexual orientation.
You are protected by this law if, for example, your boss
refuses you promotion or training because of your
sexual orientation.
However, the scope of the provisions dealing
with this issue is limited and does not cover social
protection, healthcare, education and access to
goods and services, leaving LGBTI people particularly
vulnerable in these areas.
In addition, these do not extend to recognition of marital
or family status. In this key area, national regulations
vary, with some member states offering same-sex
couples the right to marry, others allowing alternative
forms of registration, and yet others not providing any
legal status for same-sex couples.
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Same-sex couples may or may not have the right to
adopt children and to access assisted reproduction.
These different legal statuses have implications, for
instance, for partners from two Member States with
different standards who want to formalise/legalise their
relationship, or for same-sex couples and their families
wishing to move to another Member State.
Gender identity is not explicitly recognised as a ground
of discrimination in any EU treaty. Trans people are
partially protected against discrimination in the areas of
employment and goods and services on the grounds of
“gender reassignment”. Gender identity is increasingly
being recognised in different pieces of EU legislation. For
example, gender identity and gender expression have
been explicitly recognised as grounds in the Directive on
the rights of victims (2012).
No international human rights treaty
document specifically acknowledges trans 		
and intersex individuals.
Although EU member states are free to authorize
marriage between persons of the same sex or not, they
may not impede the freedom of residence of an E.U.
citizen by refusing to grant his or her spouse of the same
sex, a national of a non-E.U. country, a right of permanent
residence in their territory.
In 2018, the European court of justice ruled in favour
of a Romanian man, Adrian Coman, who was seeking to
have his marriage to his American husband recognised.
They had married in 2010 in Belgium, where same-sex
marriage was legalised in 2003.

EU law allows non-EU spouses of EU citizens to join
their spouse in the member state where the European
national resides, but Romanian authorities refused to
issue a residence permit to the American husband, saying
Romanian law prohibits same-sex marriages. The couple
filed suit, arguing that the refusal was discrimination
based on sexual orientation, which is banned in Romania.
Romania decided to consult the ECJ, and in January
2018, the ECJ ruled in favour of the couple, saying
that EU member states may choose whether or not to
allow same-sex marriage, but they cannot obstruct the
freedom of residence of an EU citizen and their spouse.

HUMAN RIGHTS
Although most people would find that these rights
conform with how everyone would like to be treated,
LGBTQI+ people are constantly at risk of persecution
and gross violations of their fundamental human rights
in a number of countries.

The report, published in 2020, cited Poland’s political
turn toward homophobia as one of the most dramatic
developments of 2019, ILGA said.
The European Union has rejected grants under a
twinning programme to six Polish cities because of their
attitude to the LGBTQ community. The EU’s Equality
Commissioner, Helena Dalli said that EU values and
fundamental rights must be respected by member states
and public authorities.
When it comes to the human rights of LGBTQI+ people,
the accountability of governments in the region
can be poor. Few governments show willingness to
make commitments to protect the human rights of
LGBTQI+ persons.

Many LGBTQI+ people fear or face imprisonment,
torture, abuse and even murder, because their society
does not tolerate their sexual orientation, gender
identity or gender expression.

In general, anti-LGBTQI+ laws can be used by police
and members of the public to “authorise” abuses
against LGBTQI+ people. Some of the effects have
been mob violence, arbitrary arrest, abuse in detention,
and physical and sexual violence. By offering official
justification, the laws give an excuse for homophobic
violence without fear of legal consequences, even if the
law should protect people from assault.

Although it may appear that the LGBTQI+ community
has an increasing number of legally enshrined human
rights, its members face growing threats posed by
political hate speech and violence.

It is notable that when countries start to ramp up
anti-LGBTQI+ legislation, it is often the precursor to a
crackdown on human rights in general, and to increased
censorship on journalists and other media producers.

An annual review by the European arm of the
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and
Intersex Association (ILGA) said despite Europe’s
reputation as a beacon for equality, in reality, this is a
“surface impression that does not tell a complete or
accurate story.”
71

SEXUAL ORIENTATION LAWS IN THE WORLD - 2019
From criminalisation of consensual same-sex sexual acts between adults to protection
against discrimination based on sexual orientation.
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In Western Europe there has been a notable rise in
tolerance and empathy among ordinary people towards
the LGBTQI+ community in recent years, illustrated by
the emergence of a confident new generation of activists
in smaller towns and cities.
But across the region, populist politicians and
church leaders are using the issue to mobilise their
conservative bases.
In June 2013, in Russia a federal law criminalizing the
distribution of materials among minors in support of
“non-traditional sexual relationships”, was enacted as
an amendment to an existing child protection law. The
law has resulted in the numerous arrests of Russian
LGBT citizens publicly opposing the law and there has
reportedly been a surge of anti-gay protests, violence,
and even hate crimes. It has received international
criticism from human rights lit observers, LGBT activists,
and media outlets and has been viewed as de facto
means of criminalizing LGBT culture.
Using emergency powers the Hungarian parliament
in 2020 voted to end legal recognition for trans and
intersex people, passing a bill that rights activists say
pushes the country “back towards the dark ages”. It will
make it impossible for intersex people to legally change
their gender from that assigned at birth.
Intersex refers to the estimated 1.7 percent of people
born with sex characteristics that differ from social
expectations of female or male. They can often be
misunderstood or miscategorized, so intersex people
may need access to legal gender recognition procedures
later in life.

The new Hungarian law defines gender as based on
chromosomes at birth, meaning previous provisions
whereby trans people could alter their gender and
name on official documents will no longer be available.
Although it will still be possible for people to change
their names, only an official register of names compiled
by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences is allowed, and
this list is gendered; there are no names approved for
both genders.
However, the European Court of Human Rights
established a positive obligation for European states to
provide for gender recognition.
The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and
Intersex Association has ranked Ukraine 36th out of 49
European countries in terms of LGBT rights legislation,
similarly to EU members Lithuania and Romania.
In Ukraine, Article 51 specifically defines marriage
as a voluntary union between a man and a woman.
No legal recognition exists for same-sex marriage,
nor is there any sort of more limited recognition for
same-sex couples.
In early 2018, the Ministry of Justice said “the
legalization of a registered civil partnership in Ukraine
cannot be implemented” due to “numerous appeals from
the regional councils, the Council of Churches and other
religious organizations”.

Single persons who are citizens of Ukraine regardless of
sexual orientation are allowed to adopt, but same-sex
couples are explicitly banned from adoption (Clause 211
of Family Code of Ukraine)
When the government approved a bill to fully recognise
equal marriage for same-sex couples in June 2018, the
Czech Republic seemed on the cusp of becoming the
first of Europe’s post-communist states to break the
“rainbow wall”. But the legislation remains stuck.
People who are part of LGBTQI+ communities can
claim asylum as refugees in other countries, if they are
persecuted due to their sexuality or gender orientation
and are unable to find protection from their home nation.
Since the Polish election was won on an anti-LGBT
platform, some young queer people have said that will
move to other EU countries to escape what they see as
a worsening environment for human rights.

BEAR IN MIND:
If your country starts discussing increased
anti-LGBTQI+ legislation, ask sources and
government officials how this fits in with
international conventions on human rights. This
will give you a strong line of questioning, as well
as a global dimension to your stories.
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YOUNG PEOPLE

The age of sexual awareness varies from person to
person. Many people say that they knew they were
lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender well before puberty.
Intersex children may find out suddenly and shockingly
at puberty, for example because they do not start to
menstruate, or do not develop facial hair at the same
time as their friends.
Young people in some parts of the world take sexual
education for granted – it’s taught in schools, often
free baskets of condoms are provided by clinics and
healthcare services, there are pamphlets, it’s often
referenced in social media and on television. Many
young people will understand the difference between
the contraceptive pill, male condoms, female condoms,
the “morning after” pill, and the hormonal patch, and
how to access them.
In some major parts of the world, young people may
receive no formal sex education at all, or they receive a
toxic mix of religion, rumours, local customs, myths, and
outright untruths about how their bodies work and what
rights they have over them. Children and young people
may feel they have no way of understanding their sexual
orientation, gender identity and expression, and sexual
characteristics (SOGIESC), and nowhere to turn with
their feelings of being ‘different’.
Your work as a journalist can stand as a beacon to young
people and their parents, explaining that there are others
who are like them, and offering knowledge and hope.
Rejection and the fear of rejection are devastating at any

age. But for children, who have limited life experience
and whose bodies and brains are not yet fully formed,
the results can be catastrophic.

But there are increasing numbers of LGBTQI+ role
models for example in the arts, politics and sport, and
more societies are moving towards acceptance.

Young LGBTQI+ people are at a higher risk for substance
use, sexually transmitted diseases (STIs), cancers,
cardiovascular diseases, obesity, bullying, isolation,
rejection, anxiety, depression, and suicide as compared
to the general population. They may receive poor quality
of care, or no care at all, due to social stigma, lack of
healthcare providers’ awareness, and insensitivity.

Family rejection may lead young people to either
run away from home or be kicked out of their home,
leading to a higher rate of homelessness experienced
by LGBTQI+ youngsters. In turn, homelessness relates
to an array of adverse health outcomes that sometimes
stem from homeless LGBTQI+ youths’ increased rates
of involvement in sex work and so-called ‘survival sex’
where young people exchange sexual favours for food
and shelter.

REJECTION
Family rejection when a young person “comes out”
sometimes results in adverse health outcomes. In fact,
LGBTQI+ youth in the US who experienced family
rejection were 8.4 times more likely to attempt suicide,
5.9 times more likely to experience elevated levels
of depression, and 3.4 times more likely to use illegal
drugs than those LGBTQI+ youth who were accepted by
family members, according to research published in the
American Journal of Public Health.
Families with a strong emphasis on traditional values
are often perceived as less accepting of homosexuality
than less traditional families. Very religious families, for
example, may feel they are forced to reject their child,
for fear of what the religious community will say. Parents
are understandably afraid that their child will be outcast
and live a miserable life, or may be fearful they will never
have grandchildren to pass on family land or businesses.

In the absence of support groups and civil societies,
these young people would have nowhere safe to turn
without being exposed to exploitation and harm.
LGBTQI+ groups in Eastern Europe are on the front line
of providing protecting young people in these situations,
contrary to the myths that gay people “prey” on
young people.
Young LGBTQI+ people who lose family support are
especially vulnerable to wider problems faced by young
people in the region. Data from UNESCO show that
young people are particularly at risk of developing HIV,
with exposure to alcohol and drugs, peer pressure,
gender-based violence and inequality, intensive
labour migration and displacement, human trafficking,
marginalisation and involvement in sexual exploitation
all conspire to increase the vulnerability of young people
in the region.
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UNESCO said the average age people in the region
begin injecting drugs is low and in some countries the
age of first use is decreasing further. For example, in
Moldova around 55 percent of people who inject drugs
aged 15–24 first started using drugs when they were
under 18 and five percent began to inject before they
turned 15.

In the US, an estimated 0.7 percent of young people aged
13 to 17, or 150,000 youth, identify as transgender in
the United States, according to a new study released
by The Williams Institute at the UCLA School of Law.
No one knows why people are transgender. Similarly, no
one really knows how best to support trans children and
young people often appear to identify as non-binary at
higher rates than their adult peers.

TRANS YOUTH
In recent years, the transgender community has come
into the spotlight, due in part to celebrities such as U.S.
Olympic champion and reality TV star Caitlyn Jenner,
who shot to renewed fame when she announced she
was transitioning to a woman in 2015. For young
people, the most famous transgender figure is American
Jazz Jennings. Jennings was assigned male at birth
in 2000, but at the age of five was diagnosed with
gender dysphoria.
She is one of the youngest publicly documented people
to be identified as transgender, and her parents say
she identified as female as soon as she could talk – but
for many trans people, this happens later in life. She
now champions acceptance for trans people, and has a
YouTube channel and a TV show “I am Jazz”, documenting
her life and her transition.
More young people are thinking about themselves, their
gender and their sexuality and exploring their feelings
about how they want to live their lives. In the UK, the
number of girls referred to doctors for gender dysphoria
rose to 1806 in 2017, (an increase of 4,415 percent),
from 2010. The number of boys referred increased
1,151 percent to 713 over the same period.
http://gids.nhs.uk/number-referrals
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Doctors and other health workers who take a watch-andwait approach in children with gender dysphoria have
been accused by some in the transgender community of
imposing societal values - that “boys should remain boys
and girls remain girls” - on their patients.
However, a child’s gender expression can change and
develop, so most doctors and parents would look
for “consistence, persistence, and insistence” before
prescribing so-called puberty blockers which act on
the pituitary gland, to prevent the release of chemical
signals which stimulate the production of oestrogen
and testosterone.
Support and acceptance are the key for all children. In
the US, the 2011 National Transgender Discrimination
Survey found trans and gender nonconforming people
who are rejected by their families are nearly three times
as likely to experience homelessness, 73 percent more
likely to be incarcerated, and 59 percent more likely to
attempt suicide.
Problems with legislation around so-called ‘gender
markers’ (on paperwork such as driving licenses and
passports) may be particularly relevant for young
people. Young trans people are growing in visibility, and
an increasing number of trans young people expressly
desire an amended gender status. Trans children and

adolescents have a number of specific interests, such as
school diplomas, which increase their need for accurate
gender markers.
Malta offers one innovative legal solution - the possibility
to opt for a non-binary gender without a minimum age
and the possibility to postpone the attribution of a legal
gender. This may serve as a blueprint for broader, more
inclusive gender recognition laws and policies.

BEAR IN MIND:
If you are doing a story which involves young
people, special rules apply to interviewing, and
your duty of protection is higher. If a young
person is estranged from their parents, do not
identify them in such a way that they can be
found against their will.

LIVING AN LGBT LIFE

LGBTQI+ people come
belong everywhere.

from

everywhere,

and

Central and Eastern Europe have strong and proud
traditions of rural culture. Whether it is traditional
clothing, dances, or songs - or deeper ties such as the
land, family and roots, rural regions can be the bedrock
of national identity.

But for gay men the opposite may be true - rural cultures
can emphasise traditional masculinity. For gay men,
being able to be identified by heterosexual traits of
masculinity may be the difference between acceptance
and rejection - or worse.

But the reality is that every country has sexual and
gender minorities - and every part of every country has
people who do not identify with the roles that Church
and State have told them they must play.

But rural culture can be associated with a lack of
anonymity, traditional gender roles, conservatism,
patriarchy, fundamental religion, ‘hetero-normative’
family structures, and conformity. These can make it
very hard for LGBTQI+ people, (and indeed for anyone)
who rejects those expectations.

Although rural gay men assert and support their gay
identities, being masculine and looking ‘straight’ may
be more important in a rural context, this puts pressure
on gay men not to choose to present in a non-traditional
masculine context.

In Albania for example, there is the tradition of the
burrnesha, who are so-called sworn virgins, women
who opt to live as men to escape the domination of a
patriarchal system, and at the same time swearing a vow
of virginity and chastity. The term is derived from burra,
the Albanian for “man”, and occurs mainly in Albania but
also in Montenegro and Kosovo.

In some regions, it is easier for people not to confront
and seek to break down those constraints. Some people
choose to live under the radar, although it is often the
case that their ‘differences’ are known, but the other
people in their small town or village pretend they
haven’t noticed in order to preserve their belief-systems
without challenge.

Often, there were strong social reasons for the choice,
and it was not prompted by sexuality. Sworn virgins can
dress in male clothing, use a male name, carry a gun,
smoke, drink alcohol, take on male work, act as the head
of a household, and sit and talk socially with men. Most
importantly, they could inherit family land and wealth.

Rural lesbians who present themselves in a ‘butch’
way, would not necessarily stand out from the way
heterosexual women look and behave. Therefore, they
may have a high level of acceptance because they do not
disrupt the ‘normal’ way women act in rural contexts.
That is to say they are consistent with expectations of
heterosexual women.

You may hear talk that ‘homosexuality is a foreign import’
and that the European Union is promoting a set of values
which include a level of acceptance for LGBTQI+ people
which threatens tradition and culture.

There is also strong pressure to have offspring - not just
outside pressure, but internal pressure too. This can
lead some gay and lesbian people to identify as bisexual,
so that they can fit in with ‘normal’ family structures.
This is particularly necessary in countries which don’t
have queer parenting options, such as adoption by
gay couples, or access to assisted reproduction for
lesbian couples.
The difficulties of life as a rural LGBTQI+ person can pull
them towards cities. Urban culture can mean there are
more people who identify with queer lifestyles. So-called
LGBT migration means that many LGBT people attempt
to leave discriminatory regions, either within their
country, or outside it, in search of more tolerant places.

This practice, which is dying out, is still little understood
- but adds to our appreciation of the complexities of
gender and sexuality.
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In addition to offering well-paid jobs, knowledge
communities and a bustling nightlife, (which also attracts
heterosexual people from rural communities) urban
culture can offer LGBTQI+ people an opportunity to
embrace their identity.
As a result, many big cities will have an area which is
‘gay friendly’ or perhaps less hostile to members of the
LGBTQI+ communities. They are sometimes referred to
as a gaybourhood, gaytto, or gaytown.
The neighbourhood of Schöneberg in Berlin was the
first gay village in the world, beginning in the 1920s.
Originally, gay and lesbian bars were hidden, illegal,
night-time only - and knowledge of their existence was
passed on through word of mouth, once someone was
trusted. ‘Coming out’ might have meant ‘going into a gay/
lesbian bar’ for the first time.
But gradually, LGBTQI+ communities started to assert
their desires to express their identity in the streets,
not just in bars - and in the daytime as well as at night.
Activism, and the pressure for full human rights started
to emerge from these beginnings.

STORIES TO TELL?
As a journalist, it can be tempting to see the urban
LGBTQI+ groups as representative of everyone in those
communities - as though rural people have been erased.
You may find yourself in the interesting position of
reporting on people who don’t exist according to your
government.
But rural voices need to be heard, and are increasingly
finding a platform using social media.

Some cultures place society above individuals, leaving
those at the fringes unable to speak out without stigma
and rejection. If your culture prizes only women who
have children, or only men who are hypermasculine –
where does that leave those who don’t fit in? These are
the stories that need to be told.
Social media has given people ways to connect. And
we are seeing the emergence of a new generation of
activists in smaller towns and cities.
The LGBTQI+ Internet is full of the busy lives of people
in the community - swapping tips on getting top
surgery or housing, and discussing media, politics, and
entertainment in a supportive place.
YouTube is one of the largest social media spaces
for LGBTQ young people, with LGBTQI+ vloggers
and influencers with fandoms and followings
and merchandise.
TikTok, an app for making and sharing short videos,
has burst into the LGBTQI+ space with more raw
and personal stories. Young people in particular post
videos about their lives, loves and sorrows - and gain
support that they could not necessarily get in a
face-to-face environment.
Some LGBTQI+ TikTokkers are out on the app but not
in real life, which can mean they are then vulnerable to
being outed without their consent at school, or at work,
or to their families. As a journalist, be aware that you
should not expose people to harm through using their
online lives against them.
In some countries, the government has closed off
LGBTQI+ spaces in social media. In Russia, the Russian

LGBT community and Russia LGBT network on
VKontakte - (the social media and contact site based in
St Petersburg) were deemed to have violated the gay
propaganda law - and were ordered to close.
The court judgment in October 2019 said that images
representing same-sex relationships was responsible
for “rejecting family values, promoting non-traditional
sexual relations and fostering disrespect for parents
and/or other family members.”
As a journalist, make sure you are not just focussing on
reporting on opponents. There may be stories to find by
talking to those who support LGBTQI+ rights. This is not
only so-called allies, but also internet and pop-culture
personalities who are promoting inclusion and freedom
of expression.
There are popular local bloggers, vloggers, TikTokers,
and pop-artists that share coming out stories, the
importance of HIV-testing, stories of acceptance of their
sexuality, or simply make-up tutorials.
You can find everything from famous artists to local
small town events.

BEAR IN MIND:
Don’t fall into the trap of seeing LGBTQI+ culture
as represented solely by gay, urban, white men.
Make sure you are seeking out stories from those
at the margins of an already marginalised culture.
What’s it like to be intersex in a rural culture?
Or a trans queer sex worker? Are you prepared
to tell those stories?
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ADVOCACY AND CHANGE

Why is there a chapter on advocacy in this handbook?
Surely, you cry, this is not the role of journalists! We are
not there to take sides; we are supposed to be neutral.
Much has changed in recent years. The sloppy (and
often anti-journalist) term FAKE NEWS is embraced
everywhere by those who have an interest in insulting
and belittling crucial reporting which exposes the truth.
Attacks on the press are a gift to tyrants and dictators
across the world.
Globally, this has led many important news organisations
to fight back, campaigning to remind people what a
world without journalists, without “the fourth estate,”
looks like. In 2017, The Washington Post added a new
tagline, “Democracy Dies in Darkness.”
Ethical journalists from all media are seeing an
enhanced role in pushing back against misinformation
and striving to serve the public with thoroughness and
honesty. Professional integrity is the cornerstone of
journalism’s credibility.
There is no exact definition of campaigning journalism,
but it consists of determined reporting with a strong
editorial line that seeks to deliver a tangible outcome
which improves our societies.
Campaigns offer an opportunity for public interest
journalism to make the news we consume more
empowering, and they allow journalists to fulfil
their calling.

Many journalists are asked, “Why did you become a
journalist?” Very few journalists earn huge amounts of
money. Although the public often go to the media when
they have nowhere else to turn to seek justice, despite
that it is a profession not held in such high esteem as, for
example, medicine or teaching. The hours can be long.
The work can be dangerous, and frustrating. It’s high
stress. Everyone’s editor drives them crazy.

SPEAK TRUTH TO POWER
But it’s still a popular career choice which attracts
intelligent and committed people, because many
journalists feel they have a vocation, a calling to the
profession to ‘speak truth to power’.
Traditionally, journalists have shied away from calls to be
advocates – fearing that their need to be unbiased could
be polluted and undermined.
However, public awareness is the forerunner of justice
and underpins democracy. Journalists serve the public,
and they further that goal by seeking truth and providing
a fair and comprehensive account of events and issues.
If journalists had not ‘taken sides’ in the 1980’s and
1990’s to promote democracy, transparency and
accountability, the landscape in Central and Eastern
Europe would be radically different.

Central and Eastern European journalists were at
the forefront of the fight for democracy, bringing
politicians to justice, and promoting peace and
economic advancement. Journalists everywhere
stand up for those who are ignored, marginalised and
discriminated against.
In most countries there are LGBTQI+ organisations,
even if your government says they do not exist. Some
are loosely connected groups and networks, and their
capacity for activism and their strategies vary. But all of
them are striving for equal rights (not special rights) and
opportunities for everyone.
Some are trying to change the legal system; some
provide social support and counselling for people who
are victims of violence, sexual assault and discrimination.

REACH OUT TO THEM.
THEY ARE PART OF YOUR SOCIETY.
LGBTQI+ people may not trust you at first. But you
can engage with them on social media, interview
activists, tell stories that persuade, provoke and inspire.
Make sure that you report on state or police violence
against LGBTQI+ public assemblies or events
Given the international spotlight on human rights, and
LGBTQI+ rights in particular, you will have ready-made
stories if you ask questions about where your country
stands on these issues.
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Question those in power:

FACEBOOK & OTHER SOCIAL MEDIA

>>

Government officials, for example health ministers
or presidents.

>>

Parliamentary members, or leaders of international
governing bodies such as UN representatives.

Facebook and Instagram are popular mediums to
share thought-provoking stories within your personal
networks. Post links to blog posts, articles and photo
albums. You can share links from your organisation on
your personal page, as well.

>>

Leaders of international organisations for example,
the World Bank, or the World Health Organization.

You can ask activists to write opinion pieces, or blogs,
or vlogs, or arrange a meeting with policymakers, if they
can do so safely. This means you can drive the news, instead
of following it, and makes for exceptional unique content.

You can make the case to your editor that there are
stories to be told in the LGBTQI+ community. Your
conversations are a key opportunity to inform, educate
and inspire your audience.

BEAR IN MIND:
All over the world journalists have found that
there is a role for nudging public opinion towards
a path which benefits everyone. Journalists can
shine a light on corruption, injustices and human
rights abuses. There is only one: the right side.

As a skilled journalist, you can give these groups a forum
and an opportunity to participate fully in public life.
Social media is increasingly becoming a primary source
for news and information. You can use this medium to
your advantage by directly communicating with ‘hidden’
groups. In addition to allowing people to connect, social
media is an effective tool for raising awareness and
increasing engagement among key policymakers and
stakeholders. When used strategically, social media can
amplify those efforts by sustaining a digital drumbeat.

TWITTER
Twitter allows you to share brief perspectives and
interact with global health activists in 280 characters
at a time. A simple guide to Twitter and tweeting can be
found online https://help.twitter.com/en/twitter-guide.
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04

RESOURCES

Photo: Gender Z

HUMAN RIGHTS

MEDIA GUIDES

Amnesty International
https://www.amnestyusa.org/the-state-of-lgbt-rights-worldwide/
https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/gender-sexuality-identity/

The National Lesbian & Gay Journalists Associations
https://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/

The Council for Global Equality
http://www.globalequality.org
European Journalism Centre
https://ejc.net
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/lgbti
Freedom House
https://freedomhouse.org
Freedom in the World Report
https://freedomintheworld.org
Human Rights Watch
https://www.hrw.org/topic/lgbt-rights
Independent Expert SOGIESC
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SexualOrientationGender/Pages/Index.aspx
United Nations’ global public information campaign 			
against homophobia and transphobia
https://www.unfe.org

The Center for Integration and Improvement of Journalism
https://www.diversitystyleguide.com
GLAAD Media Reference Guide
https://www.glaad.org/reference
SOGI Campaigns (list of global LGBTQI+ activists and experts)
https://sogicampaigns.org/about/

HEALTH
Avert (HIV/AIDS)
https://www.avert.org/hiv-and-aids-eastern-europe-central-asia-overview
International Planned Parenthood Federation
https://www.ippf.org/sites/default/files/report_for_web.pdf
LGBT HealthLink
https://www.lgbthealthlink.org/FactSheets/LGBTCommunities
https://www.lgbthealthlink.org/Assets/U/Documents/FactSheets/cancer-lgbtcommunities.pdf
National Women’s Law Center
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/lgbt_refusals_factsheet_05-09-14.pdf
United Nations Population Fund
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/SRH_Framework.pdf
UN AIDS
https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/easterneuropeandcentralasia
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PRESS FREEDOM

LGBTQI+ GROUPS

Committee to Protect Journalists
https://cpj.org

COC Netherlands – International
(The world’s oldest operating LGBTQI+I organization)
https://international.coc.nl

International Federation of Journalists
https://www.ifj.org/what/press-freedom.html
International Women’s Media Foundation
https://www.iwmf.org
Reporters Sans Frontières (Reporters Without Borders)
https://rsf.org/en

TRANSGENDER HEALTH
University of California
https://transcare.ucsf.edu/guidelines/overview
The World Professional Association for Transgender Health
https://www.wpath.org/about/mission-and-vision
Interact (intersex medical explanations)
https://interactadvocates.org/intersex-definitions/

Háttér Society, the largest and oldest currently operating lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) organization in Hungary.
http://en.hatter.hu
Human Rights Campaign
https://www.hrc.org/resources
ILGA – the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association
https://www.ilga.org/resources
InterAct – global list of intersex organisations
https://interactadvocates.org/resources/intersex-organizations/
LGBTI Equal Rights Association.
https://www.lgbti-era.org
Lambda Warsaw (Poland’s oldest existing LGBT group)
http://lambdawarszawa.org
Stonewall
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/our-work/international-work-1
Trans Gender Europe (TGEU)
(Member-based organisation to strengthen the rights and wellbeing of all trans people
in Europe and Central Asia, with 157 member organisations in 47 different countries.)
https://tgeu.org
Trans Respect (Includes data on Trans murders)
https://transrespect.org/en/
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RELIGIOUS

DATA

Fordham University: Bridging Voices project.
(Contemporary Eastern Orthodox identity and the challenges 			
of pluralism and sexual diversity.)
https://www.fordham.edu/orthodoxy/bridgingvoices

Equaldex (collaborative LGBTQI+ knowledge base)
https://www.equaldex.com

Global Network of Rainbow Catholics
http://rainbowcatholics.org

Global Investigative Network Spreadsheet
(Resource links including LGBTQI+ data and experts)
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1n492O_XhDe1MZh55WH9ABrUxX3ROoEHFeC_j8fmzdw/edit#gid=746262238

Muslims for Progressive Values
http://www.mpvusa.org

International Hate Studies
https://internationalhatestudies.com

Orthodox and Gay
https://orthodoxandgay.com

Office of the United Nations Commissioner of Human Rights
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Factsheet31.pdf

World Congress of GLBT Jews
https://glbtjews.org

Outright International (evidence-based LGBTQI+ group)
https://www.outrightinternational.org/documentation
Pew Center (non-partisan fact tank)
http://www.pewglobal.org/2013/06/04/the-global-divide-on-homosexuality/
https://www.pewforum.org/2017/05/10/social-views-and-morality/
Williams Institute
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/

89

ADD YOUR OWN LOCAL
CONTACTS & RESOURCES:
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