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What are your plans for the Lesbian Visibility Day 2024? What did you do during the last
years?

This year, we have not yet had the opportunity to discuss as a team what our plans are, but
what we normally do because we don't have a lot of funding, especially for commemorative
dates. Usually, we do social media activations, where we stand in solidarity with lesbian activists
across the world and celebrate each other's achievements. We organize small social media
campaigns just to have an appreciation of the different work that has been done originally. This
year, there will definitely be social media activations again. I'm hoping, funds will allow us that
we can have small group discussions. We have seen that there is still a lot of work that needs to
be done in the ground. We see the anti-gender, anti-rights movement is moving fast and it's very
well-funded. It's threatening to take away the human rights gains that we have made so far. We
also don't want to be too comfortable, and we want to already be thinking about the strategies
that we can use in our advocacy work to make sure that there's a visibility of our identities that
are not necessarily just linked to our sexual orientation.

Please tell us more about Black Queer DocX and what your activities are.

Black Queer DocX, like the name says, we are a group of Black and queer activists who are
interested in doing documentation work because we realized that even within the brother LGBT
movement, there isn't a lot of documentation of the work that lesbian women are doing, the work
that bisexual women are doing. Also, originally, there isn't a lot of research. Even when we're
doing advocacy work, sometimes it becomes a little difficult to bring written documents, to bring

research that show the violations that we go through, materials that show the victories that we
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have made as an LBQ movement. We thought that documentation would be very important.
That's part of the work that we do to make sure that LGBTQ, LBQ, rather, identities are visible
and documented, and that there's a cross-sharing of stories, cross-sharing of advocacy
strategies.

In Botswana our constitution is old. We've been using the same constitution since we got
independence. And recently, there are processes to make constitutional amendments. But our
laws are not that good when it comes to protecting LBQ women. And then there is still a lot of
patriarchy and heteronormativity.

It plays out in different situations, where we find ourselves in. The work that we do is trying to
mobilize queer women to ensure that we engage around a collective agenda of social,
economic, and political transformation to talk about how are we challenging the different
systems, be it the policies, be it the laws, be it the healthcare services that continue to
oppressed us, that continue to exclude us from society. We are making sure that queer women
have a voice, that they are able to speak out for themselves about the needs that they have and
how the people in power should be accountable.

Then we also try to work with organizations that are not necessarily LBQ, just because we
realize that apart from our sexual orientation and our gender identities, we are also part of a
bigger world. We make sure that we are not working in isolation and having our conversations
happening on the side, but that we included in the larger women's rights movement, for
example. Just so that there is visibility of the work that we are doing and there is allyship. Of
course, it has been very difficult because as queer women, when we are talking about feminism,
for example, we are always there and visible in the broader women's rights movement. But
when it comes to issues that are specific to us, like the gross indecency laws in Botswana, we
see the other movements being silent on us and we have to advocate for ourselves. A lot of the
work that we are doing is trying to build that community and movement, and creating spaces for
conversations, spaces for well-being, spaces for our healing justice work, and doing the
statements like we did the UPR statement.

There's still a lot of work to do, especially because we are such a small organization. A lot of the
time the work that we do is voluntary, we have to do it along with the other work that we're
getting paid for. We still also have challenges around capacity because sometimes maybe |
have to travel for work, but Black Queer DocX wants to do something. We don't have enough
capacity because we don't have enough funding to have someone on a full-time position that we
could pay for to do the work. There are always those challenges.

Maybe we could continue with the other organization you are working for, iranti.

Iranti is an LBQT organization. We work with lesbian, bisexual women, we work with trans
people, we work with intersex persons. A lot of the work that we do is documentation work. We
document the human rights violations. We document the experiences of organizations working
in the Southern African region, and we showcase that work through our media platforms. We
also have an archive where we put the information and we are able to use the one that is not
too sensitive for advocacy and also as evidence, when we are engaging with members and
government, for example.



I work as the LBQ officer. My job is basically to help iranti envision how it wants to work with
LBQ organizations in South Africa, in the SADC region, basically, and how we are centering
inclusive feminism as a process of how we do our work and how we are engaging with
organizations. A lot of the time in the movement we talk about how donors set the agenda
because they have the money and they be like: “We want to do this work. So here it is, how we
do this”. The way in which we approach our partnerships is that we engage with different
communities and find out what work priorities they have, what their advocacy priorities are. And
when we have funds, we see how we can support them with the funds to implement the work
that is a priority to them, that is an urgent need for them.

Some of the work that we have done for the UPR process is the engagement with the Botswana
Collectives. It was a collective of LBQ women, a trans organization, an organization working
with gay men, and another one working in the broader women's rights movement. They brought
together their issues. There were issues around abortion, GBV, and legal gender recognition.
And there were issues about repealing Section 167 of the Penal Code in Botswana which talks
about gross indecency laws. It says a person who does anything that is considered gross
indecency is liable for a criminal offense and may go to jail. We know that the context for us is
that if 1 am a lesbian woman and I'm with my lesbian partner and we kiss and somebody
decides that is gross to them, we could possibly be taken to jail for that act. We realized that as
sexual minorities, such punitive laws affect us more than the broader spaces
[society/movements?].

We brought all those issues together. We got evidence on the work that has been done by
advocacy groups and the work that has been done by government, and we saw where the
limitations are, and we had recommendations to the government of Botswana. We shared the
reports with as many countries as we were able to. Some of them did make recommendations
to Botswana, like the gross indecency laws and the legal gender recognition. Our plan now is
following Botswana's review, ensuring that we keep that relationship with government, and
there's continuous advocacy until the next cycle. So in iranti and the organizations in Botswana
there has been conversation about what advocacy strategies would be next and how we break
down the UPR processes to other activists on the ground who may not understand the very
technical knowledge that is in the report and how we make sure that also we share the
information with other activists so that they can also be able to get to a level where they're able
to do and submit reports and make sure that their voices are also being heard. That is the work
that iranti does and the approach that we use when we are engaging with communities.
Something cool that we also did recently is the Namibian Lesbian Festival. We brought activists
that we work with across the region - from South Africa and Botswana, and we took them to
participate in the advocacy work of the Namibian Lesbian Festival. It was in Windhoek. There
were conversations around healing and movement building, and then there were also artistic
expressions. We did T-shirt paintings just to show that even if you don't have a formal
employment, there's a skill that you can learn from others to have a small business and make
money for yourself. The festival was a space for that. Iranti supported the different activists from
the SADC region to be in that particular space and to ensure that the festival happens because
also last year, the team in Namibia did not have the funding to do the work because they've



been working with OSF, and now OSF was not funding Namibia anymore. Then it was like: “Oh,
it's not going to happen”. But we were like: “But this is very important work, that needs to
happen because it's building up the LBQ movement. It's creating a space for cross-advocacy
and joint advocacy initiatives”.

We supported that process for the festival to go on. Then some of the work that we do also is
monitoring human rights violations and using those to engage with government to say: "Look,
there are people who live in your country who experience such and such violations. The
Constitution says: “You should be protecting people’. As the government, how are you going to
be doing that?”

The work has been really good in South Africa. There was a project called VUGA Youth, where
young people were engaged in documenting the violations and learning also how to do
advocacy work. So, the plan is to also roll out the work at all other regional countries, because
we do realize that documentation of our experiences is not always reflected.

Maybe we could continue with the Masakhane project. How were you involved in the
Masakhana project, and what were your main lessons learned?

During the Masakhane project | was still working with the LEGABIBO. | got engaged in the
process and | was being the LBQ lead to co-implement with other organizations. There was
Higher Heights for Girls Organzation, which worked with adolescent girls and young women.
Then there was Health Empowerment Rights. We also worked with trans and intersex persons.
The work that we did was around movement building, especially in Botswana, because we
realized that the LBQ movement is still at a very infant stage. There were no opportunities for us
to advance LBQ priorities. The work that we have always been doing is pushing the broader
LGBTI, which tend to be very male-focused. The Autonomy Project was basically around
pushing women's rights issues. We had conversations around body autonomy, about my right to
make decisions for myself and be in spaces where these decisions concerning that would be
made, the right to occupy such spaces. | know even prior to me joining, there were also learning
exchanges. A couple of people from Botswana went to Germany to have knowledge exchange
sessions. | think that's very important because, if | work in Botswana, sometimes | see things
from only one perspective.

But when | get to be in [other] spaces, | can have conversations with people who see things
from a different perspective, and we can learn from each other's movements. What have you
done to do your advocacy work that has worked? How can | take it back to Botswana and do
the same thing, but contextualizing it for Botswana and making sure that | try different advocacy
processes out. The work has been traumatic at times because we get to see the violations that
people go through on a daily basis. One lesson came out is the need also for documentation of
LBQ work. We realized that the work, even if we are doing such amazing work, it is not
documented, it is not reflected, so we are not able to share it with other people to say: “Hey, this
is the work that we are doing. This is why we believe it's important, and this is where you can
see it.” There's still a lot of capacity that is needed in order to self-document our stories and our
work, to make sure that our knowledge is also being protected and it's available to be shared
with the generations of activists that will come after us.



I think that one of the key lessons is that need for documentation of the work and need for more
research. There isn't a lot of research. We know that when you engage with government,
research is very, very important because it shows that you did an extensive process of seeing
what challenges people are experiencing and how the government can then intervene to make
the challenges go away. There's still a lot of need for research. Research that can be led by the
people on the ground who do the work. Masakhane was very important in highlighting those
needs.

But also, | remember when COVID started, when there were lockdowns, it also showed that we
had people out unemployed who couldn't afford basic groceries. We were used to having
conversations where we can talk about our iliness, but then we were not allowed to meet. That's
when Zoom became famous. Then we saw that even with online platforms, it's difficult to have a
sense of community because people don't even have smartphones or laptops to be able to
connect. But we are grateful because through the Masakhane Project, we were able to provide
food hampers and facilities to our colleagues who found themselves unemployed and were not
able to find basic necessities. | know sometimes it looks like a small thing, but it's a little relief
for someone who's living maybe with the homophobic family and they're struggling with
everything. Now, having to worry about food is added stress. If we're able to at least take one
small thing from that stress, it does make a difference, and people do appreciate those
processes.

Maybe you could share a little bit what the partnership program with FLiP means for you
and what partnership work is already done?

This might be the most important partner we have because as Black Queer DocX our feminist
stand was that we are not going to register because we did not want to subject ourselves to the
oppressive systems that the country has against people like us. For us, it was a feminism of
saying: “We're not going to go through this process”. Unfortunately for us, it means that we are
not able to receive funding from a lot of donors because they require you to be registered so
that you can also have your own bank account. Our relationship with FliP has been important
because they recognize our feminist point of view, and they work with us in ways that make
sense for us. It's not a dictating type of organization and grassroots organization level. They
were able to support the work that we do.

We received the funds from them, most recently to help with our registration case because for
us to register, we had to convene a meeting of 20 plus people and have a meeting and take
minutes from that meeting and submit it to the Register of Society so that they can see there's
an intention to open a society. Because we don't have any funding, it's really difficult to bring
people together because you have to think about transport, meals, and things like that. A lot of
the communities that we work with are people who are employed in the informal sector, so their
salaries are not very good for them to be able to contribute something. We were able to get
funds from FIiP to do that type of work. It's helped because now we're at the next level. We've
been also to draft the Constitution, and we've submitted everything to government. Even now,
they're now being shady and saying we are illegal, but they're not also being very forthcoming
with information. They're trying to delay or frustrates us into not registering. It's very



disheartening. But knowing that organization which support our work is very, very important, and
seeing the interest in not just being an organization that's saying: “I'm going to give you funds
for you to do this work”, but somebody who's coming and say: “Oh, | think you are doing
important work. | don't have a lot of money to give to you to continue that work, but here is
something to contribute to doing that work.”

That has been the basis of our relationship with FLiP. Because they have a broader network of
LBQ organizations that they work with.

We've been having monthly partnership meetings where we are able to understand where other
LBQ movements in the region are at, the work that they're working on and how we can support
them. It has created that platform where we know that this is how we reach out to other
organizations that are not in Botswana but are working in doing the similar type of work that we
are doing. It has been very important in terms of building up the LBQ movement, and especially
after the Masakhane project, because it was the formal structure that had the finances to keep
the work going. But after that, it was very important that the work continues to be done, that the
relationships continue to be there.

We have a nice, cute little library. FLiP supported us to buy books. We got a lot of feminist
books, so other people are also able to borrow the books and read. Sometimes when you just
need to get away from your head, it's cool to just grab your book, read, put it back, and you a lot
of things at your own time.

That has been also something that we really appreciate. | know Cornelia and colleagues are
coming to Botswana soon, where we're going to also engage about the advocacy work that we
want to do in the future and the way we see our partnership with them working out and how we
can better it if there are any challenges and stuff like that. | believe that the constant check-ins
are very important when we came with other people.

How important is it to meet in person or to exchange virtually on digital platforms?

I'm definitely thankful for technology because it means that we are able to reach spaces that we
might not necessarily reach. It means that in cases where we don't have the resources to
physically meet, we are still able to meet virtually. We have conversations and exchange
information, share skills, share priorities. We are also, in case of emergencies, able to promptly
reach out to people who could possibly support us. | believe that media is very, very important in
terms of making the work visible, reaching out to our partners in different places, and doing joint
advocacy work, and having messages of solidarity when others are probably going through a
hard time and we don't have the financial means to support them. But it's always nice to know
that this person in Germany stands in solidarity. I'm not alone in this situation. The world can
see what we are going through and the world is speaking up against the different violations that
we face. But then it also comes with the issues like access. When we are working with maybe
people who are living in the rural areas, Internet is very hard to get. It's expensive. Other people
that we went to work with are excluded from such particular spaces, and they may not have the
information that we are privy to.

There are those challenges. Then also there are concerns around digital safety, the work our
organization as grassroots activists knowing how to safely use social media to do advocacy



work, or are there things that we are doing that may put us at risk at some point in the future?
We have not had any type of trainings, but it's something that we are also interested in. It is
work that iranti will be doing in the future to get activists from the region, the small partners that
we work with, to one space where we can have security and security training for activists who
do that work digitally. Because also sometimes me being an activist, even my personal account
where I'm not doing advocacy work with, can be used to target me as a person. Making sure
that people know that there are those concerns. As they're doing the work, you don't put the
communities that you work with in danger by maybe posting their pictures without consent.
Having conversations around that. Media has, | think in that way, both good and bad, and we
just have to find a nice balance of how to make it work.

What your hopes and wishes are for lesbian and queer visibility in future? Not only on
Lesbian Visibility Day, but in general?

I would like to see a lot of our beautiful work being reflected. | think a lot of the times we
complain that our voices are not being visible. Be misrepresented. When people talk about us,
like LBQ people, it tends to be sexualized in the African context. | would like to see our
narratives, our stories told from a positive point of view, from a beautiful point of view, because
even with the different challenges, we are still doing good at other things. Look at us, small
organization like Queer DocX, being able to speak in a UN space, that's a very big
achievement, and that's work that needs to be reflected in the media. We don't always have to
be stories about somebody being beaten up. It doesn't have to be gruesome and bad all the
time. There's still some beautiful movement work that has been done, and | would like to see
that highlighted and celebrated.
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