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Summary
In all regions of the world people continue to flee their homes on account of their sexual orientation or
gender identity. Criminal sanctions in over seventy countries, as well as pervasive homophobia, which is
often fueled by political and civil leaders, generate this forced exile. Often faced with limited resources,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or intersex (LGBTI) persons may have no choice but to flee to asylum
states where homophobia is as pervasive as the environments which they initially fled. As they seek safe
refuge, LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers face a number of specific protection problems which hinder
their ability to access fair asylum or refugee status determination procedures, as well as protection and
assistance measures. LGBTI refugees endure discrimination as they navigate asylum systems, many of
which require them to register with national authorities who may either consider consensual same-sex
conduct a crime or harbor homophobic attitudes. They may also experience bias-motivated violence
(often referred to as hate crime), including sexual violence, as a cause of flight or while in countries of
first asylum. While all refugees and asylum seekers experience challenges in seeking protection and
often have limited access to assistance, the intersection of identities – of being an asylum seeker or
refugee as well as a lesbian or gay man, transgender woman or man or intersex person – produces a
“double marginality,” which can lead to profound isolation and marginalization,1 rendering LGBTI
refugees in many instances invisible and unable to access support and resources.
Recently a number of States and the UN refugee agency – UNHCR – have taken steps to address some
of the protection challenges facing LGBTI refugees, including by affirming that persecution related to
sexual orientation or gender identity can constitute a valid basis for an asylum claim. While States retain
the primary responsibility to protect refugees, UNHCR also plays a critical role in protecting refugees
due to its protection mandate, as well as its current role as one of the largest adjudicators of asylum
claims worldwide and as a principal provider of humanitarian assistance to those fleeing conflict.
Given its functions, this paper focuses on UNHCR’s response to the protection needs of LGBTI refugees
and asylum seekers. UNHCR has taken some important steps to protect LGBTI refugees, including
through the issuing of guidance notes on the adjudication of LGBTI claims and developing case studies
of LGBTI persons for use in its regular staff training activities. In addition UNHCR will soon convene a
Roundtable on Asylum-Seekers and Refugees Seeking Protection on Account of their Sexual Orientation
and Gender Identity, which is designed to address gaps in policy and practice in this area. This step is
particularly welcome. While UNHCR has taken these and other steps to address the protection needs of
LGBTI refugees, a number of significant gaps remain which should be addressed as UNHCR moves
forward with these efforts, including:
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 Inadequate recognition of LGBTI persons as a category of persons with particular needs –
UNHCR’s primary tools to identify at-risk individuals and specific needs within refugee
populations – including the Heightened Risk Assessment Tool; the Age, Gender, Diversity
Mainstreaming (AGDM) framework; and the Participatory Assessment Tool – contain limited
reference to sexual orientation or gender identity as a basis of vulnerability, thereby limiting the
ability of UNHCR and partner staff to identify and recognize the protection needs of LGBTI
refugees, which may include the need for resettlement or protection from sexual or other
violence;
 An absence of practical guidance to ensure LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers are
protected in practice – UNHCR has acknowledged the need for this kind of practical guidance.
The guidance, after it has been developed and disseminated, should provide practical suggestions
and measures to ensure that LGBTI refugees are able to access refugee status or asylum
procedures as well as assistance and protection programming. Implementation of such guidance
would also require regular monitoring of LGBTI refugee protection concerns by UNHCR country
offices supported by UNHCR headquarters;
 Inconsistencies in current protection guidance with regard to sexual orientation and gender
identity – Current UNHCR guidance on a wide range of protection issues, such as the protection
of women and girls, includes limited and sometimes unclear and confusing references to sexual
orientation or gender identity, reflecting a lack of clarity on the protection needs of LGBTI
persons and how UNHCR should respond.
These gaps are particularly concerning given that many LGBTI refugees may face renewed persecution
as they flee to host States which either criminalize same-sex conduct or where homophobia is pervasive,
causing LGBTI refugees to remain underground or to fear disclosing their sexual orientation or gender
identity as part of their asylum claim. While the spirit of UNHCR’s current guidance and assessment
tools is inclusion for all without distinction, the absence of specific guidance to ensure LGBTI refugees
are protected in practice undermines the protection of a highly vulnerable group. UNHCR interventions
are also limited due to a lack of effective and regular monitoring and data collection in this area, and
limited headquarters oversight of UNHCR’s response at the field level to LGBTI refugee protection
issues. As a result of these and other gaps outlined in this paper, responses to the needs of LGBTI
refugees initiated by UNHCR, NGOs or States are varied, ad hoc, or non-existent.
As UNHCR moves forward with its response to LGBTI refugees, it should implement the
recommendations outlined in this paper to enhance the ability of LGBTI refugees to actually access
asylum procedures, resettlement, and other crucial assistance and protection measures including
protection from violence. Key recommendations to UNHCR, which are further elaborated in the last
section of this paper, include:
 Develop specific and practical guidance on protecting LGBTI persons of concern and
ensure its full implementation. Such guidance should be tailored to specific regions and be
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developed in close partnership with civil society groups including refugee rights groups and
those who work with sexual minorities in different parts of the world. This guidance should
cover the range of the displacement cycle – from identification to the durable solution phase –
and seek to ensure LGBTI refugees are able to access services and support on the basis of
equality and with dignity;
 Provide adequate technical resources and support to ensure field offices respond in a
consistent manner to the protection needs of LGBTI persons of concern. This support should
include regular monitoring, training, missions, and best-practice workshops with relevant
stakeholders;
 Review and revise as necessary existing UNHCR guidelines and tools to identify LGBTI
refugees as a category of persons with specific needs and vulnerabilities. Such tools and
guidance include UNHCR’s AGDM Framework, the Heightened Risk Assessment Tool, and the
Specific Needs Codes; and
 Partner with local human rights groups, including LGBTI groups, to work with and extend
services to LGBTI refugees in their communities and countries as a means to support
community-based protection.
Recommendations are also provided to donor and resettlement States below.
Section I of this paper introduces the situation of LGBTI people worldwide and explains why they may
opt to flee their home countries. Section II outlines examples of specific protection gaps experienced by
LGBTI refugees. Section III discusses UNHCR’s response to the protection needs of LGBTI refugees.
The paper concludes with a detailed set of recommendations to both UNHCR and States.2
I. Introduction
In all regions of the world people are subject to persistent and pervasive violations of their human rights
due to their real or perceived sexual orientation or gender identity.3 The violations, which include extra2
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judicial killings, torture and ill-treatment, arbitrary detention, sexual assault and rape, invasions of
privacy, denial of healthcare, housing, education, employment, and non-recognition of personal
relationships “constitute a global and entrenched pattern of serious concern.”4 LGBTI people also
experience serious levels of bias-motivated violence, including sexual violence.5 In 76 countries, these
violations are afforded legitimacy by laws which criminalize consensual same-sex practices, and in five
of those countries same-sex practice is punished by the death penalty.6 These laws are reinforced by
political leaders who publicly condemn same-sex practice or remain silent in the face of serious abuses
or discrimination experienced by the LGBTI community.7 For example, in Malawi, where same-sex
conduct is illegal, the President of Malawi stated, after pardoning a gay man and transgender woman for
committing “gross indecency and unnatural acts” by publicly celebrating their engagement to be married,
“[W]e don’t condone marriages of this nature. It’s unheard of in Malawi and it’s illegal.” He continued:
“[T]hese boys committed a crime against our culture, our religion and our laws.”8 In Zimbabwe, where
same-sex acts are also illegal, President Robert Mugabe this year stated that “those who engage in
homosexual behavior are just crazy.”9 Previously President Mugabe has compared homosexuals to pigs
and dogs and stated that homosexuality “degrades human dignity.”10 Similar remarks have been made
by political and civil leaders around the world,11 advancing a societal acceptance of hatred,
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discrimination, and violence against people with diverse gender and sexual identities.12 Faced with
insurmountable obstacles to societal and familial acceptance, many of those with diverse gender or
sexual identities live in constant fear and isolation,13 driving them to search for safe and secure refuge
outside of their national borders.
II. Gaps in Protection for LGBTI Refugee and Asylum Seekers
As LGBTI persons flee, they face particular gaps in protection which impede their access to asylum as
well as to service provision. While all refugees and asylum seekers experience challenges in protection
and limited access to assistance, the intersection of identities – of being an asylum seeker or refugee as
well as a lesbian or gay man, transgender woman or man or intersex person – produces a “double
marginality,” causing “profound isolation and marginalization from support and resources.”14 Barriers
to asylum procedures and services vary depending on the local and national context in which the person
applies for refugee protection or asylum. Distinct challenges may also exist for lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender or intersex asylum seekers and refugees as distinct groups that are separate from one
another. Hence while the experiences of LGBTI asylum seekers and refugees certainly varies, a number
of common protection gaps exist which must be addressed globally. These gaps include:


Access to asylum: Many refugee-hosting countries, such as Tanzania, Uganda, Kenya, Lebanon and
many others, maintain laws which criminalize same-sex acts.15 Thus, refugees claiming asylum on
the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity in any of these countries could also be
admitting to “illegal behavior,” exposing them to immediate risk of further persecution in the country
of asylum. For example, in Uganda, where homosexual acts are criminalized and LGBTI activists
are subject to abuses by the government,16 a service provider who treats refugees who experience
sexual violence told Human Rights First that “it is impossible to seek asylum because you are gay in
Uganda, because even gay Ugandans are illegal.”17 This comment illustrates the limitations in
requesting and receiving refugee status on the basis of sexual orientation in such contexts. Even in
countries where same-sex conduct is legal, such as Turkey,18 general hostility towards sexual
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minorities contributes to the isolation of LGBTI refugees which may also prevent them from lodging
asylum claims based on sexual orientation or gender identity;


Biased adjudicators, civil society groups, UN staff and refugees: On occasion negative biases
among service providers, adjudicators and UNHCR staff can impinge on the ability of LGBTI
asylum seekers to access services as well as fair asylum proceedings. LGBTI asylum seekers in
different parts of the world, including in the United States, the United Kingdom and elsewhere, are
sometimes asked inappropriate questions by adjudicators.19 For example, in the U.K. and Australia,
asylum adjudicators have characterized homosexual identity in highly stereotyped terms, such as
“flaunting, displaying, advertising,” as well as even “‘inviting’ persecution.”20 In Uganda, Turkey
and Jordan, LGBTI refugees have also reported negative experiences with UNHCR staff in refugee
status determination interviews.21 LGBTI refugees may also experience discrimination by other
refugees on account of homophobic attitudes, which can lead to violence or limited access to safe
shelter in settings such as detention, refugee camps and urban areas. Due to these multiple forms of
discrimination, LGBTI refugees may be reluctant to reveal their sexual orientation or gender identity
to national authorities or UN staff, especially if they are fleeing persecution from governments due to
their sexual orientation or gender identity.22 Withholding of such information in asylum
determination procedures can cause asylum adjudicators to question the credibility of LGBTI
applicants, and has resulted in the rejection of asylum claims based on sexual orientation.23 As
LGBTI refugees may not be comfortable speaking about their sexual orientation due to concerns
about discrimination and potential isolation, their access to asylum may also be restricted in States
that have asylum filing deadlines such as the United States.24



Detention: LGBTI refugees can face particular difficulties if detained. These refugees can face
discrimination, harassment, and even violence from others who are held in jails or detention centers.
In the U.K., for example, while many asylum seekers are detained,25 according to the U.K. Lesbian
and Gay Immigration Group (UKLGIG), “LGBT asylum seekers face a real risk of being abused and
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harassed because of their sexuality or gender identity…For example, transmen are being detained
in…a female-only detention center; [and] gay men are forced to live with other detainees from their
country of origin who often hold the same homophobic views as the society they are escaping
from.”26 Detention illustrates the double marginality experienced by LGBTI refugees: detention is a
difficult experience for all asylum seekers and refugees and in certain instances may constitute a
violation of international refugee and human rights law.27 For LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers,
the experience of detention is exacerbated by the discrimination and abuse which they may endure on
account of their sexuality or gender identity;


Sexual violence: While international programs and policies exist to address sexual violence in
conflict settings, these are conceptualized to focus almost exclusively on women and girls, resulting
in a lack of response to men and boys who endure sexual violence,28 regardless of their sexual
orientation. Negative stigma attached to homosexuality hinders the response to male victims of
sexual violence, as in many contexts, any sexual contact between men is considered to be an
indicator of homosexuality,29 provoking homophobic reactions from service providers. For example,
after being interviewed by female UN refugee protection officers who were not adequately trained to
handle or evaluate male rape cases, a Congolese refugee man in Uganda who was raped on multiple
occasions stated: “They believed rape is not done to men. When you explain this problem, people
don't listen ... I had the bad luck of being interviewed by female protection officers who were unable
to grasp that I was raped.”30 Gaps in this area are particularly important to address as often LGBTI
individuals are often purposefully attacked through sexual violence in an effort to “punish” them for
transgressing sexual roles or stereotypes. Incidents, such as those in Iraq, where gay men had their
anuses glued shut, are not random acts of violence but targeted acts of hate intended to intimidate
LGBTI people and spread fear;31



Bias-related violence: Violence motivated by hatred and prejudice based on sexual orientation and
gender identity continues to cause people to flee as well as creating hardships for LGBTI refugees in
countries of first asylum. In contexts such as Turkey and Iraq,32 LGBTI asylum seekers and refugees
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report either experiencing violence as a reason for flight or in asylum states. Violent incidents in
Turkey have reportedly caused LGBTI refugees to fear leaving their homes;33


Inconsistent protection policy and inadequate programming: While various asylum States and
UNHCR recognize that sexual orientation or gender identity can form the basis of an asylum claim,34
current gaps in UNHCR policy and programming limit the ability of LGBTI refugees and asylum
seekers to be identified for the purposes of protection and resettlement. For example, while the
current policy is being revised, LGBTI issues are not reflected in UNHCR’s current Resettlement
Handbook, which contains UNHCR’s primary resettlement guidance.35 In addition, UNHCR’s
primary identification tools, such as the Age, Gender, Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) framework,
do not include protection concerns related to sexual orientation or gender identity as a basis of
vulnerability requiring an intervention on behalf of UNHCR. UNHCR’s recently released Policy on
Refugee Protection and Solutions in Urban Areas also does not include reference to LGBTI refugee
protection concerns. While these issues are further discussed at length below, they are noted here to
indicate the limited awareness of among, and training provided to UNHCR staff on sexual
orientation and gender identity. In addition, the absence of normative tools which include LGBTI
protection issues – which could provide a foundation for stronger protection – makes it difficult to
develop protection and resettlement programming. As a result, responses to the needs of LGBTI
refugees initiated by UNHCR, NGOs or states are varied, ad hoc or most often non-existent;



Insufficient mechanisms to address protection of LGBTI refugees who face imminent harm
and hence require emergency or urgent resettlement: While LGBTI refugees are resettled from
different contexts, LGBTI and other refugees who face life-threatening protection risks in countries
of first asylum have limited means of escape due to:
o the small number of emergency resettlement spaces available globally and significant
processing delays in facilitating emergency or urgent resettlement on the part of UNHCR and
resettlement States;36
o the fact that UNHCR’s Emergency Transit Facilities are not yet able to accommodate
refugees with particular protection needs, such as those who flee on account of their sexual
orientation or gender identity.37
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III. UNHCR’s Response to the Protection of LGBTI Refugees
While States maintain a primary responsibility to protect refugees and asylum seekers as they flee
persecution, UNHCR also plays a critical role in protecting refugees and asylum seekers. International
refugee law obligates States to cooperate with UNHCR in matters related to the application of the 1951
Convention.38 On the basis of its Statute, UNHCR itself also provides international protection to
refugees.39 For example, UNHCR is one of the largest adjudicators of individual refugee claims in the
world – in 2009, UNHCR staff received some 119,000 asylum applications, which represents a 62%
increase compared to 2008 and accounts for 13% of refugee claims worldwide.40 UNHCR also provides
humanitarian assistance to some 34 million refugees and other persons of concern worldwide.41 Given
that UNHCR is present in 110 countries, its protection mandate and operations place UNHCR at the core
of refugee protection.42 Hence it is imperative that UNHCR ensure its operations and staff are inclusive
of and responsive to the needs of LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers.
In recent years, UNHCR has taken important steps to improve protection for LGBTI refugees. These
steps primarily relate to issuing guidance or case studies on the protection of LGBTI refugees. Human
Rights First welcomes these steps, which are outlined below, as they collectively affirm the particular
vulnerabilities of LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers. At the same time, some gaps in normative
guidance still remain and a number of existing guidelines remain inconsistent or problematic with regard
to LGBTI issues. The important steps that UNHCR has already taken include:
•

Affirmation that persecution on account of sexual orientation and gender identity may constitute
an asylum claim based on either political opinion or membership in a particular social group;43

•

Issuing a Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating to Sexual Orientation and Gender
Identity.44 This note is particularly useful as it highlights a number of LGBTI experiences which
should be taken into account when assessing claims based on sexual orientation and gender
identity, including that:
o LGBT applicants may have limited evidence to demonstrate past persecution as a result
of implicit or explicit hostility, discrimination or criminal sanctions, recognizing that

38
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41
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sexual minorities are forced to live in hiding and hence remain invisible in certain
contexts;45
o Sexual orientation is a fundamental part of human dignity;46
o LGBTI applicants may “come out” in countries of first asylum and that these individuals
may qualify for refugee status if they can demonstrate a well founded fear of future
persecution should they return;47
•

Submitting advisory opinions and amicus curie briefs which affirm that sexual orientation and
gender identity may constitute a valid asylum claim, and more recently, challenging discretionbased reasoning – the assumption that LGBTI applicants can return to their home countries and
conceal their sexuality to avoid harm;48

•

Issuing a lengthy bibliography of documents relating to sexual orientation and gender identity
relevant to international refugee protection;49

•

Including a case study highlighting the experience of LGBTI people in the context of refugee
status determination as well as including a similar case study as part of UNHCR’s training on its
Code of Conduct. This case study, involving rumors in a UNHCR office about a staff members’
sexual orientation, outline how to address such a situation in a sensitive manner and where to go
for additional resources and support;

•

Development of a “Concept Matrix” which “ identifies concrete measures required for improving
the protection of LGBTI refugees, asylum-seekers and other persons of concern, including in the
areas of refugee status determination, policy development and research, practical protection
measures, durable solutions and staff development.”50 This Matrix was developed collaboratively
with civil society partners, and assigns different UNHCR divisions and NGOs to work together
on projects, policy revisions and practical guidance with the goal of improving protection for
LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers.

45
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While these measures are important steps, significant gaps remain in UNHCR’s response to LGBTI
refugees. First, existing UNHCR guidance is either inconsistent or insufficient as it relates to the
protection needs of LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers. Second, guidance which provides practical
suggestions to ensure that LGBTI refugees are able to access services and asylum procedures has yet to
be developed. Finally, UNHCR does not yet provide sufficient technical support or capacity to ensure
that the guidance it has developed in this area is implemented at the field level.
Inconsistent or insufficient UNHCR Guidance
As noted above, UNHCR’s Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating to Sexual Orientation and
Gender Identity (hereafter the Note) serves a number of important purposes in relation to the
adjudication of asylum claims. Yet the Note is problematic for a number of reasons. First, it fails to fully
account for international human rights norms in relation to sexual orientation and gender identity. The
Note, for example, does not fully recognize the norms set out in the Yogyakarta Principles (hereafter the
Principles), which were developed by a group of leading human rights experts and “affirm binding
international legal standards with which all States must comply.”51 Principle 23 affirms that everyone
has the right to seek and enjoy asylum from persecution, including persecution related to sexual
orientation and gender identity. The Principles also recommend that States ensure that no policy or
practice discriminates against asylum seekers on the basis of their sexual orientation and gender
identity,52 and that UNHCR ensure that no person is discriminated against on the basis of sexual
orientation or gender identity in relation to the receipt of humanitarian assistance or the determination of
refugee status.53
A number of States have already referred to the Principles in official interventions in the Human Rights
Council,54 and the Organization of American States, in a unanimous resolution which condemned human
rights violations of LGBT people, noted the importance of the Principles.55 While UNHCR’s Note
draws upon the Principles in numerous instances, it does not recognize or acknowledge the specific
principles on asylum and refugee protection exist noted above. As UNHCR looks to revise or update its
Note, it should include specific reference to the Principles on asylum and refugee protection as well as
review other critiques put forward by academic experts.56
Of further concern is the lack of discussion on the steps UNHCR will take to ensure access to asylum for
LGBTI refugees. In the Note UNHCR states that “where an individual is seeking asylum in a country
where same sex relations are criminalized, such laws can impede his or her access to asylum procedures
or deter the person from presenting his or her LGBT experiences as part of the claim to refugee status. In
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such situations, it may be necessary for UNHCR to become directly involved in the case.”57 While it is
certainly positive that UNHCR acknowledges the link between sanctions which criminalize same-sex
acts and access to asylum, UNHCR does not state what practical steps it would take to ensure LGBTI
refugees have fair and equal access to asylum procedures, besides indicating that they may become
involved. Outlining steps for UNHCR to ensure LGBTI applicants are able to access asylum procedures
is essential, especially given that over seventy countries worldwide criminalize same-sex acts. As noted
above, a number of these countries host large numbers of refugees.
Similar gaps are found in other UNHCR protection documents. For example, UNHCR’s Handbook for
the Protection of Women and Girls (hereafter the Handbook), 58 provides a lack of uniform guidance in
relation to sexual orientation and gender identity. The Handbook identifies women and girls who
“oppose social norms,” including through their sexual orientation, as well as those who “change gender
roles” as factors which put them at greater risk.59 Yet it is not entirely clear from the Handbook what
type of risk, such as isolation, arises when women oppose social norms through their sexual
orientation.60 Categories of risk are listed, including sexual and gender-based violence, yet there is no
mention of violence which may stem from sexual orientation or gender identity.61 The Handbook does
state that lesbian women and girls may be exposed to serious rights violations and multiple forms of
discrimination on account of their gender and sexual orientation,62 yet, in the section on UNHCR’s
protection response, sexual orientation or gender identity is only mentioned as a possible ground for
asylum.
The Handbook’s absence of steps that UNHCR staff should take to ensure that protection responses
account for the needs of LGBTI refugees is somewhat surprising, as the section begins with a paragraph
acknowledging that individuals must benefit equally from protection responses, without distinction of
any kind.63 Sexual orientation or gender identity are not listed as a possible ground of discrimination,
and a footnote to the paragraph states that the grounds of discrimination are taken from Article 2(1) of
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Article 2(2) of the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Yet the note does not mention the fact
that the bodies which supervise the implementation of these treaties have interpreted them to also
prohibit sexual orientation-based discrimination.64 Similarly, while the Handbook includes a single
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reference to The Yogyakarta Principles,65 it does not elaborate upon the Principles which are relevant to
refugee protection.66
UNHCR’s Heightened Risk Identification Tool (hereafter the HRIT) also lacks guidance with regard to
the protection of LGBTI refugees.67 The HRIT was developed to “enhance the identification of persons
at risk by asking a series of questions to a person of concern.”68 The HRIT is meant to be used by
UNHCR staff to determine specific needs and risks through a series of questions. While the HRIT
explicitly states that it is “important to ensure an age, gender and diversity sensitive approach to reach
out to and identify the risks of all individuals, including… lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or intersex
(LGBTI) individuals,” the HRIT does not list sexual orientation or gender identity as a specific category
of risk.69
The HRIT further states that UNHCR staff can be assisted in determining who will be interviewed
through using UNHCR’s “participatory assessments,” and UNHCR’s database proGres, which includes
standardized Specific Needs Codes – codes assigned to persons at risk or with specific needs.70 This too
is problematic for LGBTI refugees, as UNHCR’s Participatory Assessment Tool does not include any
reference to sexual orientation or gender identity.71 Similarly, the Specific Needs Codes do not include
any reference to gender identity. The codes do include a single reference to sexual orientation in a list of
reasons as to why someone may be at risk because of “marginalization from society or community.”72
However, sexual orientation or gender identity are not explicitly identified as potential sources of
vulnerability. This gives rise to concern given the protection gaps noted above and the fact that the
Specific Needs Codes are “UNHCR’s primary standardized tool” to address “the specific needs of
persons of concern.”73 While the number of LGBTI refugees may be small, they do have specific
protection needs and in certain circumstances may be most vulnerable, and hence in need of support
from UNHCR.
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Protection in Practice – a Persistent Gap
From the above analysis, it is clear that LGBTI refugees are not recognized as a group of persons with
specific needs or protection concerns. The lack of guidance to ensure LGBTI refugees are protected in
practice through, for example, ensuring access to asylum procedures or assistance programming, is also
evident. While UNHCR has begun to recognize this gap, it remains unclear how this gap will be fully
addressed.
A number of recent UNHCR reports and other documents acknowledge the lack of programming for
LGBTI refugees. In an evaluation of UNHCR’s work in responding to and preventing sexual and gender
based violence (SGBV), a recent UNHCR-commissioned report acknowledged that the “absence of an
appropriate guiding policy on how to address and respond to violence against lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgendered people of concern (LGBT) remains a serious problem reflecting once more how LGBTs
suffer from an unequal situation in comparison to heterosexual people of concern.”74 The evaluation
continued:
“Initiatives targeting LGBT survivors of SGBV have often been impaired by deficits in
knowledge and attitudes of humanitarian staff. For instance, it is not unusual for care providers to
‘justify’ their (non-) actions through expressing disgust at gay sexuality or gay masculinities. A
less visible form of neglecting the needs of LGBT is found when violence and discriminatory
behavior against lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transgenders (LGBT) is often ignored in
discussions on gender-based violence within UNHCR. The neglect of SGBV against and
between men leads to further marginalization of LGBT survivors of SGBV. Few of UNHCR's
activities deal with the scope or nature or the psychosocial consequences. In summary, one can
say that prevention or response programs for LGBT survivors of SGBV are virtually non-existent
in most operations.”75 (Emphasis added).
To address this gap, the evaluation calls for UNHCR to “adopt a policy that would explicitly recognize
the needs of lesbian, gays, bisexuals and transgenders (LGBT) and incorporate these issues in its policy,
strategies and guidelines. Given the extraordinary level of stigmatization of the issue, prevention
strategies should prioritize awareness-raising activities in host and refugee communities and among
UNHCR staff.”76 To date, such a policy has not been adopted.
UNHCR’s draft SGBV Strategy also recognizes that “UNHCR’s programs have tended to focus on
sexual violence against women, while other forms of violence and groups at particular risk (such
as…LGBT persons), have been less comprehensively addressed.77 The Strategy positively recognizes
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“SGBV against LGBT persons of concern” as a specific programmatic category and affirms that a
“Guidance note and/ or tool for UNHCR and NGO staff shall be developed on [the] protection of, and
the creation of safe environments for, LGBT persons of concern.”78 It further states, among other
initiatives such as training and staff-awareness activities, that “LGBT persons of concern shall be
included in all programming activities as per the AGDM framework… UNHCR will work to ensure
there is also sufficient focus on the “D”, the diversity component, of AGDM.”79
The AGDM and its scope for inclusion of LGBTI protection concerns
In addition to the SGBV Strategy, UNHCR’s “Concept Matrix,” which outlines collaborative projects to
address needs of LGBTI refugees referred to above, also states as a goal that “LGBTI persons of concern
are included in all protection and programming activities of UNHCR and its partners as per the Age,
Gender, and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) framework.”80 Yet as elaborated below, in its current
form the AGDM framework is not yet appropriate or suitable for this task.
UNHCR’s AGDM framework is the primary vehicle through which needs are identified among persons
of concern to UNHCR, which include refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced and stateless
persons and returnees. The goal of the AGDM is to provide a set of tools for UNHCR staff to:
“Systematically analyze how the protection situation and protection interventions impact women,
girls, men and boys of different ages and backgrounds. It requires consideration of people’s
rights, differential needs and specificities from the outset to ensure that any actions taken
promote gender equality, rights for all and equitable outcomes. This applies to all UNHCR
activities including policy formulation, legislative drafting, training, protection strategy
development, operational planning, program implementation, protection -including assistance delivery, and monitoring and evaluation.”81
To support the AGDM’s use within UNHCR country operations, a Participatory Assessment Tool was
introduced which seeks to ensure persons of concern are able to help define the protection work of the
particular UNHCR country office. In addition, the AGDM utilizes a “multi-functional team” approach,
with different sections of UNHCR offices, including protection and operations, participating in
assessments.82 An assessment typically involves selecting different parts of the refugee population, for
example, younger female refugees, older IDP men, and school-age returnees, for separate focus group
discussions with UNHCR staff and partners to determine the most important needs, proposed solutions
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to those needs, and then to have those needs and proposed solutions be used as a basis for programming.
An Accountability Framework was also introduced which requires UNHCR country offices to complete
yearly AGDM exercises and submit subsequent reports to UNHCR headquarters.83 The roll out of the
AGDM has had a number of successes, some of which include:
•

Raised awareness of differences among persons of concern – those who participated in
assessments report that the exercise of breaking up into age, gender, and other groups has proved
to be educational and promotes greater awareness of diverse protection problems;84

•

Enhanced visibility of persons of concern to national authorities, UNHCR and civil society
actors;85 and

•

Strengthened community capacity – when used appropriately, the participatory assessments
which are followed by action, can serve to empower populations of concern.86

Yet the AGDM faces serious obstacles when it comes to addressing the protection needs of LGBTI
persons of concern. First, the AGDM framework includes very limited reference to sexual orientation
and gender identity.87 While sexual orientation or gender identity could fit into the “D” or ‘diversity’
category, this possibility is not suggested or articulated. Of critical importance is the AGDM’s
Participatory Assessment Tool, which is “the key assessment tool in UNHCR,”88 yet it makes no
reference to sexual orientation or gender identity.89 This lack of inclusion is particularly problematic as
the Participatory Assessment Tool does include a breakdown of specific populations to target, and
LGBTI persons are not included, suggested, or referenced.
Even if language addressing LGBTI protection issues were reflected in the AGDM framework, the
implementation of AGDM is fraught with challenges. A number of recent UNHCR documents have
identified challenges including:
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•

Lack of Official Policy or Vision – UNHCR lacks an “official policy on AGDM that clearly
defines the concept, preventing any misinterpretation.”90 Furthermore the “AGDM does not have
the weight of official UNHCR policy, nor has any clear vision been laid out that states what
UNHCR will look like and be able to do once AGD mainstreaming is complete;”91

•

Lack of Follow up on Participatory Assessments – There is “limited follow-up with persons of
concern” and little “feedback to the community on what UNHCR has done with the information
supplied” as part of the Participatory Assessments; 92

•

Inadequate funding and support of the AGDM at the field level – There is a “lack of staff and
funding for AGDM” at the field level93 and a “lack of staff and funds are commonly cited among
the most important factors that have hindered greater progress on the AGDM strategy, at field
and country levels;”94

•

Lack of Senior Leadership and Commitment to Mainstreaming – There is “insufficient attention
and investment provided by senior management to ensure the sustainability of the mainstreaming
aspect of the AGDM strategy, in the sense of building the staffing profile, training, orientation,
performance appraisal systems that will ensure that gains made to date are not lost with time.”95
Moreover, as UNHCR concludes, “the commitment of senior management to AGDM has been
variable” and largely dependent on the “personal convictions of individual country
representatives, rather than a systematic agency-wide approach to mainstreaming;”96

•

Lack of Consistent Technical Advice and Support – Oversight from UNHCR headquarters to
field offices has been inadequately resourced. For example, the UNHCR “section that is required
to provide technical support to the field on AGDM…no longer has the means to visit the field,
with travel funds equivalent to 1.5 international trips per year.”97

•

Inherent Cultural Barriers and Intolerance Among Local Populations and UNHCR Staff – No
matter how inclusive the AGDM policy becomes, “[o]perations struggling with deeply
entrenched age, gender and cultural issues that translate into rights violations on a large scale in
resource poor environments have not received the technical support or financial resources to put
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in place targeted actions on a scale required to resolve these issues.”98 This is of particular
concern when it comes to LGBTI persons of concern given the pervasive homophobia which
exists in many contexts where UNHCR operates.
While the spirit of the AGDM seeks to support inclusion of all groups without distinction, without
specific guidance on sexual orientation and gender identity which is adequately supported through
technical advice and targeted staff training, the AGDM will have limited use for persons of concern who
are sexual minorities. UNHCR will also need to assess if the existing categories of populations of
concerns listed in the AGDM are appropriate for LGBTI persons. For example, lesbian women may not
feel comfortable talking about their protection issues around other women who are heterosexual.
Moreover, the existing and serious challenges of implementing the AGDM should also be remembered
when advocating that the AGDM be used to address needs of LGBTI persons of concern. Moving
forward, UNHCR should include how to best incorporate the protection concerns of LGBTI persons as it
looks to improve the AGDM process for all persons of concern.
Concept Matrix and funding
As noted above, UNHCR together with NGO partners has developed a “Concept Matrix” which aims to
address many of areas where further action is needed to improve protection of LGBTI refugees
throughout the displacement cycle. Discussion and engagement between NGOs with relevant expertise
and UNHCR staff on the Matrix and its activities have been critical to identifying gaps and generating
important project ideas. UNHCR’s receptivity to developing the Matrix has been an important factor in
its creation and implementation.
Yet implementation will require resources. In addition, UNHCR’s ownership of the Matrix remains
unclear as it is not formally a UNHCR document nor is it publicly available. While the active
engagement of NGOs and experts on the Matrix is essential, given UNHCR’s international protection
mandate, it should take ownership of the Matrix. UNHCR will need to devote resources to coordinating
implementation of the Matrix’s activities and should also appeal to its donors to fund the different
projects in the Matrix. Currently, UNHCR’s most recent global appeals and reports do not include
reference to the Matrix or to any specific projects or activities related to sexual orientation or gender
identity. While some donors will likely not support efforts to ensure protection of LGBTI persons of
concern, UNHCR’s most significant and largest donors are supportive of the need to address the
protection gaps outlined in this paper. The agency should consider a targeted appeal to a specific group
of individual donor states.
Conclusion
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Given the protection gaps outlined in this paper, UNHCR should undertake reforms to better include
LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers, as well as other persons of concern, in its regular programming and
activities. Revising existing polices and tools, as well as developing specific guidelines and protection
tools, will lay a foundation for improved protection. Beyond this, additional efforts will be needed to
implement guidance at the field level in real terms. The “field” reality will differ and depend largely on
the geographical region, which suggests the need for guidance which is context specific and supported
by resources for implementation. In undertaking its next steps in this area, UNHCR can draw upon
numerous resources, including the advancing international human rights norms on sexual orientation and
gender identity, UNHCR’s own experience and lessons learned in implementing the AGDM framework
and its rights-based approach, and the growing interest of a number of States in addressing LGBTI
concerns from a human-rights perspective.
Human Rights First believes strongly that the below recommendations are achievable and looks forward
to supporting and monitoring their implementation.
Recommendations
To UNHCR:
Ensure the ability of LGBTI refugees to access refugee protection, assistance and status determination
procedures:
 Develop specific and practical guidance on how to actually implement a protection response
which is inclusive of LGBTI persons of concern. Such guidance will need to be tailored to
specific regions and be developed in close partnership with a broad range of civil society groups
including refugee rights groups as well as those who work with sexual minorities in different
parts of the world. This guidance should cover the range of the displacement cycle – from
identification to durable solutions – and may include the following elements:
o Measures UNHCR will take when LGBTI refugees fear applying for asylum due to laws
which criminalize same-sex acts and/or negative societal attitudes;
o Preventive measures which ensure LGBTI refugees are not denied assistance and steps
UNHCR can take should discrimination occur;
o Examples of assistance programming or best practices that are inclusive of the needs of
LGBTI refugees;
o Different types of training activities for UNHCR and partner staff which may be
convened in partnership with local rights groups;
o Appropriate measures which prevent and protect LGBTI persons of concern from all
forms of violence; and
o Measures to ensure UNHCR staff and partners maintain rules of confidentiality in
relation to specific individuals or cases.
20

 UNHCR staff should actively seek to include LGBTI persons of concern in its ongoing and
regular assessments including AGDM exercises and participatory assessments. UNHCR
headquarters should ensure this becomes a reality through monitoring of field offices;
 Review and revise as necessary existing UNHCR guidelines and tools which are used by
UNHCR to capture the needs of vulnerable populations and specific needs. Such tools include:
o AGDM Framework;
o Heightened Risk Assessment Tool; and
o Specific Needs Codes;
 Ensure all future polices include reference to the protection concerns of LGBTI persons of
concern;
 Provide adequate technical resources and support to ensure field offices respond in a consistent
basis to the protection needs of LGBTI persons of concern. This involves regular monitoring,
training, missions, and best-practices workshops with relevant stakeholders;
 Conduct regular training of registration, protection and community service staff on LGBTI
refugee protection concerns contextualized according to location. Assign focal points in each
regional bureau who can act as sources of information and support as protection concerns arise
related to sexual orientation or gender identity;
 UNHCR’s Policy Development and Evaluation Service in collaboration with regional bureaus
and NGOs should identify and conduct research in countries where LGBTI refugees face severe
protection problems or in regions where LGBTI persons face serious human rights abuses and
where there is an absence of information on persons who flee because of these abuses. Regions
may include eastern Africa, the Caribbean, Eastern Europe, Central America, the Middle East
and Southeast Asia. The goal of producing such a resource would be to identify protection
challenges, ways in which to overcome these challenges, and measure responses of all
stakeholders including UNHCR; and NGOs;
 Develop a targeted appeal to specific donors for its activities in relation to sexual orientation and
gender identity;
 Take on formal ownership of its “Concept Matrix,” and post it – or a revised public version – on
its website. UNHCR should continue to work closely with NGOs and other experts to solicit
input on the Matrix, and hold regular meetings with NGO partners during the UNHCR-NGO
Annual Consultations on implementation of the projects in this Matrix. UNHCR should also
promote the involvement of NGOs with specific expertise in the implementation of various
projects. Staffing support will surely be required to achieve this;
 Partner with local human rights groups, including LGBTI groups, to work with and extend
21

services to LGBTI refugees in their communities and countries as a means to support
community-based protection.
Ensure LGBTI refugees with specific and serious protection needs are able to access resettlement
 Revise resettlement guidance to include protection concerns around sexual orientation/gender
identity which warrant resettlement;
 Ensure the Emergency Transit Centers are responsive to and supportive of the needs of LGBTI
refugees as well as other refugees who have specific protection needs;
 Increase capacity to identify and process refugees who face imminent risks of harm, including
at-risk LGBTI refugees who require resettlement on an urgent or emergency basis;

To Donor and Resettlement States:
Support UNHCR to address needs of LGBTI refugees
 Provide political and financial support to UNHCR to ensure that different protection guidelines
and tools outlined in this paper are revised to adequately address the protection concerns of
LGBTI refugees and asylum seekers, and develop new practical guidance;
 Include LGBTI refugee protection concerns in bilateral discussions between governments and
with UNHCR, which may involve the sharing of best practices and lessons learned in this area;
Ensure resettlement programming is responsive to the needs of LGBTI refugees and enhance capacity to
expedite the resettlement of those refugees who face imminent harm, including at-risk LGBTI refugees;
 Support UNHCR to revise its resettlement handbook which currently includes limited reference
to sexual orientation or gender identity-based persecution;
 Review guidance provided to those who adjudicate resettlement decisions to ensure they include
information about sexual orientation and gender-identity based claims, drawing upon UNHCR’s
Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity;
 Include concerns of LGBTI refugees in UNHCR Annual Tripartite Consultations on
Resettlement;
 Ensure LGBTI refugees are resettled to resettlement sites equipped and willing to facilitate their
safe and secure successful integration, including through strengthening the involvement of NGOs
and advocates in resettlement allocations processes.
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