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Uganda’s Anti-Homosexuality Act signed into law in May

Global anti-LGBTQ rights backlash
overshadows UN General Assembly

UNITED NATIONS

Published 17 hours ago on September 19, 2023
By Michael K. Lavers 

U.S. Rep. Barbara Lee (D-Calif.) speaks about LGBTQ and intersex rights in Africa during an event on the sidelines of the U.N. General Assembly
in New York on Sept. 18, 2023, the African Services Committee organized. (Washington Blade photo by Michael K. Lavers)
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NEW YORK — Government of�cials, politicians and activists who traveled to New York for the
U.N. General Assembly expressed their growing concern over the global backlash against
LGBTQ and intersex rights.

“The emergence of this new wave of anti-LGBTQ+ laws �rst of all is scary, but secondly is
deadly,” said U.S. Rep. Barbara Lee (D-Calif.) on Monday during an event the African Services
Committee hosted in Manhattan. “We have to really understand what’s at stake with these
laws.”
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Jessica Stern, the special U.S. envoy for the promotion of LGBTQ and intersex rights abroad,
and Dr. Rebecca Bunnell, acting principal deputy coordinator for the President’s Emergency
Plan for AIDS Relief, are among those who also spoke at the event. Outright International
Executive Director Maria Sjödin, Rainbow Railroad Executive Director Kimahli Powell, activists
from Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and Ghana and journalist Anne-Christine d’Adesky also
participated.

Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni on May 29 signed his country’s Anti-Homosexuality Act,
which contains a death penalty provision for “aggravated homosexuality.” Lawmakers in Kenya
and Tanzania over the last year have proposed similar measures.

A bill that would criminalize LGBTQ and intersex identity and allyship in Ghana is currently
before the country’s lawmakers. Police in Nigeria’s Delta state last month arrested more than
200 people at a same-sex wedding.

Lee noted African leaders who champion these bills and laws have alliances with U.S.-based
groups that oppose LGBTQ and intersex rights.

“Hate is everywhere and it’s really important that our government do a better job of tracking
— of course U.S. persons and organizations and what their role has been advancing these
laws,” said the California Democrat.

D’Adesky noted Congress has yet to reauthorize PEPFAR and there is “an enormous �ght.”

“The anti-LGBTQ forces, which are the family values (supporters) in the GOP and the extreme
right, have been using this issue of HIV funding and HIV programs as a kind of proxy … to go
after democratic societies, not just here in the United States, but everywhere,” said D’Adesky.
“It’s a very deliberate strategy to link the issue of LGBTQ rights and homosexuality with HIV
service provision.”

President Joe Biden on Tuesday in his U.N. General Assembly speech noted PEPFAR has saved
“more than 25 million lives” in more than 55 countries around the world.
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President Joe Biden speaks at the U.N. General Assembly on Sept. 19, 2023. (Screen capture via
Associated Press YouTube)

American of�cials earlier this year postponed a meeting on PEPFAR’s work in Uganda in order
to assess the Anti-Homosexuality Act’s potential impact on it. 

UNAIDS in a report it released in July raised concerns over a spike in HIV among gay and
transgender people in eastern and southern Africa due to anti-homosexuality laws. The U.N.
body noted laws that criminalize consensual same-sex sexual relations remain a signi�cant
obstacle in preventing and treating HIV among LGBTQ and intersex people.

“We have been trying to �nd communities and groups that can ensure that everybody has
access to life saving services for HIV testing, prevention, PrEP, treatment, etc.,” said Bunnell
during the African Services Committee event.

Bunnell, who previously lived and worked in Uganda, described the country’s Anti-
Homosexuality Act as “horri�c.” Bunnell nevertheless added the law has made LGBTQ, intersex
and HIV-speci�c issues more visible.

“At some level it’s really heartening to see that we are at least able to talk openly and have a
conversation where we are now addressing issues that were completely hidden at that time,”
she said. “We’re in a very challenging, but better place in that sense.”

Bunnell said she and her colleagues are in “active communication” with Stern and other
Biden-Harris administration of�cials to see “what we can do, where could we restrict funding,
where could we make statements, where can we protest against the absolutely horri�c
legislation in Uganda, where can we more proactively look at other countries that we’ve heard
from today.”

The U.S. in June imposed visa restrictions on Ugandan of�cials. 

The World Bank Group on Aug. 8 announced the suspension of new loans to Uganda. The
European Union last week said it would continue to provide funding to the country. 

Sjödin after the African Services Committee event noted to the Washington Blade that the
World Bank has human rights safeguards in place. Sjödin stressed, however, the issue of
cutting aid to countries with anti-LGBTQ and anti-intersex rights records is “extremely
nuanced.”

“I don’t think that cutting aide is a general remedy for any of this,” said Sjödin. “I don’t think
that in general you can say, oh stop all foreign aid to any country where discrimination occurs
because as we know this is not isolated to a few countries in Africa. We do know that LGBTIQ
people are actively persecuted in many more.”

Biden in his General Assembly speech referenced violence and persecution based on sexual
orientation and gender identity. 

U.S. Ambassador to the U.N. Linda Thomas-Green�eld during an interview with MSNBC’s
Rachel Maddow on Monday described Uganda’s Anti-Homosexuality Act as “horri�c” and said

Openly gay Irish prime minister speaks at UN LGBTQ,
intersex rights event
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the U.S. “is doing everything in our power to support the LGBTQ community in Uganda, to
ensure their safety and to ensure they are not damaged by this law.”  

“We are looking at … how we can continue to provide the good support that PEPFAR provides
directly to individuals, to help save their lives without putting that funding through the
Ugandan government or through individuals in the Ugandan government who are responsible
for implementing this law,” said Thomas-Green�eld. “It’s a huge dilemma, but we have to �nd
a way to do that and we have to �nd a way to hold those accountable who are basically
violating the human rights of the LGBTQ community in Uganda.”

Lee reiterated her criticisms of the Anti-Homosexuality Act when she spoke at an event at the
U.N. on Monday that marked the U.N. LGBTI Core Group’s 15th anniversary.

“The United States is deeply troubled by Uganda’s passage of the Anti-Homosexuality Act,”
said Lee. “The legislation has already led to arrest, violence and evictions of LGBTQI+
Ugandans and undermine the safety of human rights defenders and healthcare providers
serving this population.” 

“The United States and Uganda have enjoyed long standing cooperation that have bene�ted
our bilateral relationship and made the region healthier, more prosperous and more secure,”
she added. “However, our partnership and Uganda’s standing on the world stage is at risk due
to the worsening trends of a closing political and civic space and increasing violations and
abuses of human rights, the threat of privacy and the safety of everyone in Uganda, including
through the enactment and enforcement of the Anti-Homosexuality Act. These actions
ferment hate, support violence, and are no threat to the principle of human rights,
development and good governance enshrined in the (Universal) Declaration (of Human
Rights.)”

The U.S. is among the dozens of countries that are members of the U.N. LGBTI Core Group, a
group of U.N. countries that have pledged to support LGBTQ and intersex rights.

Lee noted Singapore, the Cook Islands, Antigua and Barbuda and St. Kitts and Nevis over the
last year have decriminalized consensual same-sex sexual relations. The California Democrat
also highlighted Switzerland and Slovenia in 2022 extended marriage rights to same-sex
couples; while Iceland, Spain and Cyprus banned so-called conversion therapy.
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The Icelandic Parliament in Reykjavik, Iceland. The country has banned so-called conversion therapy for
minors. (Washington Blade photo by Michael K. Lavers)

Edgars Rinkēvičs in June became Latvia’s �rst openly gay president. Spanish lawmakers in
February approveda landmark transgender rights law that allows anyone who is over 16-years-
old to legally change their gender without medical intervention.

“Despite these gains, LGBTQI+ persons worldwide continue to experience alarming levels of
violence, discrimination and isolation,” said Lee. “We are seeing increasingly coordinated
efforts to undermine progress on human rights of LGBTQI+ persons worldwide, while
seemingly targeted at a small slice of the population.” 

Lee in her remarks speci�cally referenced the U.S. as one of the countries in which “we are
seeing hateful shameful attacks on and against the LGBTQI+ persons, especially against
LGBTQI children.” 

Openly gay Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar, Chilean Foreign Minister Alberto Van Klaveren,
Norwegian Foreign Affairs Minister Anniken Huitfeldt, Danish Development Cooperation and
Global Climate Policy Minister Dan Jørgensen, Belgian Foreign Affairs Minister Hadja Lahbib,
French Europe and Foreign Affairs Minister Catherine Colonna, Colombian Multilateral Affairs
Vice Minister Elizabeth Taylor Jay, Brazilian Multilaterial Political Affairs Vice Minister Carlos
Marcio Bicalho Cozendey and South African Department of International Relations and
Cooperation Director General Zane Dangor are among those who also spoke at the event that
Victor Madrigal-Borloz, the outgoing independent U.N. expert on LGBTQ and intersex issues,
chaired.
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Brazil’s Planalto (Presidential) Palace illuminated in rainbow colors in honor of Pride month. (Photo
courtesy of Brazilian Congresswoman Erika Hilton/Twitter)

Human Rights Watch Executive Director Tirana Hassan and Chitsanupong Best Nithiwana, a
transgender rights activist from Thailand, also participated. Openly gay Luxembourgish Prime
Minister Xavier Bettel spoke virtually. 

“My country, Ireland, has come a long way in recent years, particularly when we think about its
LGBTI+ inclusion,” said Varadkar.

Varadkar said he was in high school when Ireland decriminalized consensual same-sex sexual
relations in 1993.

Ireland in 2015 became the �rst country to extend marriage rights to same-sex couples
through a popular vote. Ireland’s Gender Recognition Act took effect the same year. Varadkar
noted his government is currently working to expunge convictions under the country’s
sodomy law and plans to ban conversion therapy in the country. 

“These are major legislative changes, but I think the real effect runs much deeper,” he said.
“Our culture and our society has changed and there’s a better understanding of family and
inclusion. The Ireland of today is a more understanding or accepting more inclusive and more
equal country than it was in the past and more willing to respect �uidity, diversity and
personal freedom.”

Varadkar, like Lee and others who spoke at the LGBTI Core Group event, expressed concern
“about the alarming pushback against LGBT rights in some parts of the world, particularly
criminalization, and the rise of violence, hatred towards members of our community at home
and abroad.”

“We see in some countries, the reintroduction of draconian laws, including threat of the death
penalty, openness, discrimination, as an increasing backlash against very vulnerable
transgender people, and heightened political polarization, including here in the U.N,” he said.
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