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Preface
During my missions to Council of Europe Member States I am often confronted by the discrimination, prejudices and intolerance that the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) communities face. Serbia is not an exception in that regard. I have met human rights defenders advocating for the rights of LGBT people and trying to sensitise the wider population. They are in a vulnerable position and the target of many unfortunate incidents of violence, threats, including verbal, physical and psychological abuse. 

The present report provides an overview of the level of homophobia in Serbia. The report gives reasons for concern as it indicates a far-reaching negative perception of LGBT persons in Serbia, with 70% of the persons interviewed considering homosexuality as a sickness, and only 8% considering Pride Parades” as a legitimate way of seeking equal rights for LGBT persons. Even more worrying is that only 38% of persons consider homosexuals as “the same as anyone else”. 

Lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transgender people have the same rights as others. The agreed international human rights standards apply to them as much as to others but the prejudices in this area are very deep and advocacy against homophobia is clearly not opportune. This underlines the importance of broader and more systematic education and awareness efforts and more principled positions by leading politicians. I therefore welcome the publication of this study and hope it will contribute to less homophobia and transphobia in Serbia.

Thomas Hammarberg

Commissioner for Human Rights,

Council of Europe
I Executive Summary 
Serbia is a homophobic society with systematic violence and discrimination against LGBT 
 individuals. Homophobia is deeply rooted in the great majority of the population, with seven out of ten Serbian citizens considering homosexuality to be an illness and one in two believing that homosexuality is very dangerous for society as well as that the state should work on its suppression 
. Both male and female Serbs display an extreme social distance to LGBT persons, would disapprove of friends or relatives who display a homosexual orientation and would not like an LGBT political leader or supervisor at work. Most show a remarkable lack of information on the issues and challenges facing the LGBT community. The more educated and well-paid the respondent, the more positive their attitude towards the LGBT community, with the most negative attitudes noted among the least educated and worse-paid social groups.
These are the findings of “Prejudices Exposed– Homophobia in Serbia”, a wide public opinion survey by Serbia’s key LGBT advocacy group Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) and the independent monitoring and polling Centre for Free Elections and Democracy (CeSID), the first professional public opinion survey on attitudes towards LGBT issues conducted in Serbia. 
Conducted in January and February 2008 on a classic national sample of 967 people and including detailed interviews with officials of political parties, its aim was to clearly map out the level of homophobia and give theoretical and practical strategic framework to institutions, organisations and individuals who are working on including LGBT individuals and groups in the country’s social system.
According to the poll, 67 percent of those surveyed has a negative stand towards LGBT individuals, 22 percent does not have any stand or are neutral, while only 11 percent is has a positive view 
. 

Social acceptance of LBGT persons exists only at the theoretical and mostly impersonal level of compatriot and fellow citizen, while the closer the connection, the lower the acceptance.
For most Serbian citizens, LGBT individuals are unacceptable as co-workers or employers, as well as high raking officials, friends, family members or teachers to children
. 
Some 70 percent said they would not want a relative to display a homosexual orientation, and 64 percent disapproved of the same in the case of a friend.
Serbian citizens accept LGBT individuals only and solely if they keep their sexual orientation private. Although 67 percent concede that homosexuality always existed and 65 percent supports an individual’s right to sexual orientation
, most of the surveyed are of the opinion that venues where homosexuals gather should not be allowed to exist. 
Almost 75 percent disapprove of gay parades, while 77 percent is against gay marriages, and only one in 20 is ready to allow LGBT person to adopt a child
 . 
This means that homosexuality is expected to stay within the private domain, while public appearance or expression of LGBT individuals is unacceptable for Serbia’s citizens. Those who do not know a single person of homosexual orientation, do not have a positive stand on gay people nor know anyone who has. On the other hand, those who know homosexuals, especially those with personal friendships, have a considerably more positive stand
 .
In accepting LGBT individuals, Serbian society can be divided into three groups.
The group with the most positive attitude is the smallest. Most frequently these are women, and younger persons (15-39), at least high school graduates, usually either students, clerks or professionals. In terms of salary , they belong to the upper-middle tier of the population, they use the Internet significantly more than the average Serb, regularly read dailies -- mostly Danas, followed by Politika and Press -- and avidly watch TV, mainly B92 and Fox TV. 

The next group, characterised by a neutral-negative stand towards homosexuality, includes more men than women, aged 30-49. They are mostly qualified blue-collar workers, with a high school diploma, but a significant number have college or university degrees. They are usually employed as qualified workers, clerks and experts, belonging to the middle and lower-middle class. They use the Internet less than the first group and read dailies occasionally -- mostly Blic, Politika and Press. Television is their favourite media and TV Pink their preferred station. 

The third group displays an extremely negative attitude towards homosexuality. Comprising equally men and women, mainly aged 50 and over, although younger people are also represented. The main characteristic of this group is the low level of education, mostly elementary school or vocation education. They are mainly farmers, unqualified workers or homemakers (when women) and according to their statements, belong to the lower social scale. They are unfamiliar with the Internet, rarely read dailies, but if they do they choose Vecernje Novisti and Kurir. Television is their preferred media, with Serbian State Television (RTS) and TV Pink as their favourites
.
The only ray of light is that the levels of homophobia are significantly lower among the younger population, aged 15-29, allowing for the hope that in the next ten years, when this part of population becomes dominant in the society, homophobia in Serbia will decline and the LGBT community will achieve greater rights and freedoms. 
The level of education will increase as well, but also the use of Internet, allowing Serbia’s population to be better informed on LBGT issues. Increase in income is also expected, meaning that the poverty should become lower which would positively influence the liberation of all minority groups. All these factors must be taken into consideration by LGBT organisations and activists when forming their strategies. 

II. Results of Homophobia

The high level of discrimination against LGBT individuals is the direct consequence of such high degree of homophobia. Violent physical attacks on public locations where LGBT events are taking place, but also on individuals, have been registered.
A key problem in mapping out the violence is the unwillingness of the victims to report these cases due to fear of unfair treatment and discrimination (victimisation). The victims, but also LGBT organisations, avoid testifying about the violence they experience.

LGBT individuals still cannot exercise their right to freedom of assembly. Conditions for holding the Pride Parade did not exist this year. Still, the LGBT movement managed to appear at a public event, an anti-fascist rally held on Oct 11, 2008. Several LGBT activists were among the organisers and three LGBT speakers addressed the rally, while the visuals of the event mostly corresponded with those of the LGBT movement. 

III Social and Political Backdrop in 2008
Kosovo’s declaration of independence considerably traumatized Serbian society and increased tensions in the political arena. The public manifestation of political conflicts culminated on February 21, during and after protests in Belgrade against Kosovo’s independence. Several embassies in the Serbian capital were attacked, while one protestor died when the U.S. embassy was torched. Extremist right-wing organizations were involved in the protests, while the absence of Serbian President Boris Tadic was very visible.

A direct consequence of increasing political divisions from the second part of 2007 and early 2008 were early presidential elections, followed by parliamentary and local elections. The early elections proved to be a chance for putting LGBT issues on the agenda of political parties, which GSA used. During this electoral cycle, pro-European parties won against the nationalists. Respecting human rights in general, but also those of LGBT individuals specifically, is one of the key conditions in assessing the readiness of candidate countries and potential candidates for EU membership. This was explicitly shown in this year’s report by the European Commission on the progress made in the process of EU accession, which included the assessment of the state of LGBT human rights in all countries involved in the process, including Serbia.

Additionally, the arrest of Bosnian Serb war crimes suspect Radovan Karadzic and his extradition to the International War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague, when riots again erupted in Belgrade, gave a chance to nationalistic political parties and extreme right-wing organisations to gain large public space and again introduce violence as a method of political struggle. This could have caused increased violence towards LGBT individuals as easy targets who are regularly accused of undermining Serbian national identity. 

IV Signs of Progress

State bodies and institutions have made positive steps towards the LGBT individuals. The Serbian Ministry for Labour and Social Issues presented a substantially changed draft Law on Banning Discrimination, which incorporates definitions of special cases of discrimination, including those when discrimination is based on sexual orientation and sexual identity. 

The Serbian Ministry for Human and Minority Rights, also included in the drafting of this law, publicly condemned the attack at the Queer Belgrade Festival and several times emphasised the LGBT population as one of the most endangered groups in the country. 
Ombudsman Sasa Jankovic has shown zeal in promoting LGBT human rights. During 2008, Jankovic gave statements on three important LGBT occasions: International Day Against Homophobia, Pride and during the attack on the Queer Belgrade Festival. 

It must be stressed that with such an approach, these two institutions (Human and Minority Rights Ministry and Ombudsman) are trying to strengthen their legitimacy since there are numerous attempts to diminish their influence. The State is systematically showing that it avoids supporting the institution of an Ombudsman. “Because of the working conditions which jeopardise the dignity of citizens, safety of those asking for assistance as well as tenants” 
, in late November 2008, Ombudsman was forced to close (his) office, located in an apartment building, where citizens asking for help were received. 
The Ministry for Human and Minority Rights has been established due to persistence of the political parties representing minorities. During the parliamentary elections in May this year, these parties threatened the now-ruling coalition “For A European Serbia,” that they will not support the new government unless this ministry is formed. 
The police proved to be more ready to cooperate with LGBT community, and the cooperation established during the Eurovision Song Contest is an example of the kind of relationship the police and LGBT community should have. The police was also significantly involved in the protection of LGBT public venues. Still, the police did not show that a clear policy shift on the protection of LGBT individuals. Different levels and organisational units within the Serbian Interior Ministry react differently when a specific case of violence needs to be resolved.
The Serbian Culture Ministry financially supported the LGBT web portal www.queeria.com, the first ever case of financing of an LGBT project from the state budget. We hope that in this way the state is trying to show understanding for the needs of the LGBT population. This decision is a good example for the future on how the state should treat LGBT organisations.
The Serbian Medical Society finally recognised that homosexuality is not an illness on May 14 this year, accepting with a delay of 18 years the decision of the World Health Organisation (WHO) on removing homosexuality from the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10) 
Serbian State Television (RTS) hosted and organised this year's Eurovision Song Contest. Even though this is one of the most significant regional events with a numerous and loyal LGBT audience, RTS avoided official communication with the local LGBT community for several months. However, in April 2008, a meeting was held between the organisers, the police and the Gay Straight Alliance, which was the beginning of cooperation on securing the safety of LGBT guests during the Eurovision. 

Due to presidential, parliamentary and local elections this year, the LGBT issue became more prominent in the agenda debates of political parties and politicians. During the presidential elections, GSA organised a campaign “Presidential Hotline”, inviting candidates to give their opinions on LGBT population. Out of nine candidates, four directly answered the questionnaire, while another four did so in their media appearances. 

LGBT issue became a topic during parliamentary and local elections because they coincided with the holding of the Eurovision Song Contest, with several candidates for the post of Belgrade Mayor giving their position on LGBT population.
More than in previous years, Serbian media significantly increased their attention on LGBT issues in 2008. According to a survey by the lesbian human rights non-governmental organisation Labris, during the second quarter of this year (April-June 08), a new record was set in print media on the number of articles published about LGBT community. Also, guest appearances by representatives of LGBT organisations in electronic media became a practice. It must be especially emphasised that there is an increasing interest by the media in transgender issues. Although the media most frequently report and debate about LGBT issues in a neutral context, they still allow hate-speech as a legitimate form of presenting a negative position on the LGBT population.
Debate and speculations on the sexuality of individuals in the public eye (TV actor Vladimir Tintor, pop singer Nikola Burovac, 2007 Eurovision Song Contest Winner Marija Šerifović) were frequent and had negative connotations. It is the responsibility of the Government and the Parliament to stop such practice by urgently adopting the Law on Banning Discrimination. 
LGBT individuals are also entering Serbia’s mainstream cultural production. During 2008, three domestic movies featured LGBT characters (On the Beautiful Blue Danube (Na lepom plavom Dunavu); Obituary for Escobar (Čitulja za Eskobara); Who the Fuck Is Milos Brankovic?). Additionally, LGBT characters are also appearing in music videos, while the number of cultural events that include LGBT topics in their programmes is increasing.
Mainstream human rights organisations (MHRO) are still not doing enough publicly to strengthen the LGBT community. An exception is the Coalition Against Discrimination. Furthermore, it should be emphasised that two LGBT organisations from Serbia are also members of Coalition for REKOM (regional commission on establishing facts regarding war crimes and other serious human rights violations). In addition, MHRO also employ a great number of LGBT individuals, giving them a safe zone and significant strength. 
Mutual conflicts among LGBT organisations and activists decreased significantly during 2008, with even some cases of cooperation. However, lack of mutual exchange of information, coordination and non-existence of joint strategy by LGBT organisations considerably decreases their efficiency and political strength, but also that of the entire movement. 

In spite of the numerous problems and challenges LGBT individuals and groups are facing, GSA can conclude that Serbia is slowly becoming a country for all of its citizens and that freedom for everyone will come much faster than the opponents, even LGBT individuals, believe.
� LGBT – abbreviation for lesbians, gay, bisexual and transgender persons 
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� Ombudsman’s press release issued on Nov 27, 2008


















