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Georgia. Homophobic statements by public officials
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Homophobic statements by public officials in Georgia
Let us not hound witches, yet let witch-hunters hound them
Introduction

Georgia was the first country in the South Caucasus to decriminalize homosexual intercourse in June 2000, in fulfillment of its obligations on acceding to the Council of Europe the previous year. The amendment to the penal code was passed without publicity, provoking little debate either among the public or in Parliament and was motivated entirely by the desire to gain membership of the CoE. While this has resulted in improved legislation, it seems that Georgia was interested only in meeting the minimum criteria for membership, since, until the introduction of the new Labour Code in May 2006 (with an anti-discrimination provision covering sexual orientation)  there was no sign of further commitment by the authorities to the adoption of European human rights values, either through the refinement of legal provisions to ensure more effective enforcement, or in terms of adopting supplementary anti-discrimination instruments (for example, recommendations by ECRI to Georgia in 2002 were ignored). 
Homophobic rhetoric is endemic in Georgian politics. The Inclusive Foundation began consistent documenting of state based homophobia as soon as it started operation as a registered entity (2006). For evidence before this event it is necessary to rely on the Georgian media as a source. This provides extensive examples of homophobic statements by public officials, especially since decriminalisation of homosexuality in 2000, when the situation deteriorated rapidly and homosexuality became a political issue. Newspapers ran strident headlines such as: “Georgia is ruled by homosexualists” (Rezonansi paper # 107); “despite the fact that ‘blue’ people [label for gay] do not procreate, they still increase in numbers” (New 7 Days paper # 17); “from the ‘blue’ to the ‘black’ [person of criminal mentality] – political palette” (Meridian 44 paper # 7); “Ass-er European Gentlemen” (Our Prose newspaper #11); “Enemies of the people, KGB agents and ... Pederasts” (Georgian Times paper # 9)...This type of rhetoric was also occurring in Georgian politicians’ speeches.  
It is important to note that this media activity coincided with the breakup of the old political order and the associated "mudslinging" in the period 1999-2003. Politicians were said to be expressing their concerns about homosexuality so frequently that the ‘fight’ against homosexuality almost became an election slogan for some political parties. On TV one would often hear phrases such as: “We need to gather all homosexuals in one ship and sink it in the sea”, or “If we look at these people from the perspective of democracy, we should ignore them, and from the perspective of dictatorship, treat them as sick, to be killed at birth”. In some pro-fascist speeches and in the discourse of certain politicians on sexuality, the myth of a “blue conspiracy” gained ground, spreading the view that “they are coming to power” (“ “non-traditional sex” leads inevitably to the decay of traditional values, and the assumption of power by “non traditionalists” of this type puts an invisible “full stop” on any possibility of retaining and strengthening national consciousness”. Rezonansi paper # 107)

The legacy of the pre-revolution era is fading. Many were hopeful that the new government would bring real and tangible change.  When it comes to sexuality, gender expression, non-discrimination and the rule of law, many wonder how realistic this was.  The new generation of Georgian public officials is mainly composed of former civil rights activists, Western educated professionals, and the like. When it comes to these specific issues, they use well-balanced PR techniques to avoid appearing openly homophobic. However, even they cannot avoid the exposure of their true attitudes when they are asked for their opinions.
Below we bring together a few examples which we have been able to document.  These examples require special attention since they involve officials who are supposed to be acting as guarantors of civil equality and the rule of law in the country.

The Chairperson of the Parliamentary Committee for Human Rights and Civil Integration
Ms. Elene Tevdoradze is a very important personality in the fields of Georgian politics and human rights. As a member of parliament and the chairperson of the above committee for more than a decade, she is perceived as the most active promoter and defender of human rights in Georgia today. Our hope that she would take up LGBT rights actively faded with the very first contact we established with her. 

In April 2005, the author of this report and a colleague approached the Heinrich Böll Stiftung (HBS) requesting the inclusion of sexual minorities as a topic in their regular public discussion programme. They kindly agreed, and invited civil society representatives and speakers. Below we quote all the correspondence that was involved in this case as this material is necessary to understand the full rationale behind the reactions of two important public officials – Ms Tevdoradze and the Public Defender of Georgia -- to our efforts to involve them. 


This was when we first contacted Ms. Tevdoradze through her public e-mail. Our invitation read:


Ms. Tevdoradze did not respond to this message. Nor did she attend the public discussion. She did however give an interview to the Kavkas-Press news agency, which was reported as follows
The news release read: 
----------------------------
“Georgian Homosexualists have founded an underground round table
Tbilisi. Kavkas-Press. 05.05.05 

Georgian Homosexualists have to remain deep underground. The Head of the Parliamentary Human Rights Committee, Elene Tevdoradze, has told Kavkas-Press that a Tbilisian Homosexualists ‘round table’ was established recently. 

Tevdoradze was invited to the club in a letter sent to her via electronic mail. However the letter, the author of which is somebody named Paata, did not gave the address where the homosexualists ‘round table’ is to be conducted.

In his invitation, Paata requested the legalization of homosexualists, because we need to understand that this is not a sickness, but a natural desire to love a person of the same sex”. 
----------------------------
This came as a big surprise for two reasons: 1. It did not reflect the reality and 2. The way it was given out to the media and what this implied regarding Ms Tevdoradze’s attitudes and intentions towards LGBT people.
The discussion itself went off quietly. No major problems were encountered. However, an employee of the Heinrich Böll Stiftung, who sent out the invitations for the round table, and who happened to visit the Office of the Public Defender of Georgia (Ombudsman), had to face media harassment in front of the Ombudsman himself. 
According to Nino Lezhava (the HBS employee) she was approached by Ombudsman Mr. Sozar Subari and a news reporting team from the Rustavi 2 TV. The Ombudsman told journalists that it was Nino’s organization that had organized the discussion and that all questions should be addressed to her. The questions that the journalists asked Ms. Lezhava were outrageous, although they did not appear to cause any concern to the Ombudsman. Ms. Lezhava was asked how many homosexuals were present at the discussion, who were Pierre and Paata (whose names they had been given by Elene Tevdoradze), whether they were demanding legalization of homosexuality etc. Ms. Lezhava expressed her protest to the Ombudsman, saying that this type of harassment, especially in front of the Ombudsman, was simply inadmissible. The Ombudsman told her that it was not his business, but that he did not approve of requests for equality for homosexuals. 

Ms. Lezhava obtained the above news release and made it available to us. She continued her visit in the Ombudsman’s office for the other matter that brought her there that day. After a while she received a call from the director of the HBS. He asked her whether she had sent journalists to the HBS to  record an interview. Nino said that she had not. The Director gave more details and said that a news reporting team was picketing the entrance of the foundation demanding the contacts for Paata and Pierre. Ms. Lezhava contacted Paata and asked about the content of his correspondence with Elene Tevdoradze. We clarified the details and she was assured that none of the information used by the journalists in questioning her had come directly from us. We exchanged details of what had happened and documented the incident.

 
After this, I wrote another e-mail to Ms. Tevdoradze, in which I asked for an explanation of how the misleading information had got into the hands of the media. She never replied to that e-mail either. 
Later that year Ms. Tevdoradze further clarified her stance on these issues in an interview with the Akhali Taoba (New Generation) newspaper addressing the severe crime situation:

“...our problems today, are unemployment, drug dependency, organised crime and changing orientation. 

- What do you mean by changing orientation?

- I mean sexual orientation, certainly. In my opinion it is most unfortunate when so many young people change their sexual orientation. If we do not take proper care of this, we might be facing a terrible catastrophe tomorrow.  

- In your mind, what are the ways of combating the problem of changing sexual orientation? 

-  We cannot do anything about those who were born with this orientation. But we all know perfectly well that many change orientation, copying others. This awful behaviour is regarded as fashionable for some reason. We should not enable our youth to think about things like this. A mass change of sexual orientation could be more harmful than our youth embarking on the road to organised crime.” (“Why does Georgian youth change sexual orientation?” “Akhali Taoba” (New Generation) # 307)
Elene Tevdoradze’s understanding of sexual orientation appears to be so far from established scientific knowledge on the subject that we find it hard to comment. 
Office of the Public Defender of Georgia

The Public Defender of Georgia, Mr. Sozar Subari, is a former member of the Liberty Institute, a US sponsored human rights institution known as the most active defender of the rights of religious minorities. It is disappointing that this previous experience of working in human rights does not appear to be reflected in a willingness to work actively for LGBT rights.

His office acknowledges the existence of discrimination against gays and lesbians in Georgian society, but says that it does not work on behalf of this ground as only a couple of complaints have been registered. In interviews Mr. Subari has been approached by journalists and asked for his views on LGBT rights. His answers are always very hesitant and unclear. This is the general approach he adopts when speaking on the issue.

We describe below examples of his behaviour which, we believe, allow us to form a judgement regarding his attitude towards LGBT people. 

· We have already described the Ombudsman’s behaviour on the occasion when the employee of the Heinrich Böll Stiftung was harassed by journalists - behaviour which, we believe, was not what would be expected of a holder of his Office. 
· On another occasion Mr. Subari was asked by two gay men to host a press conference because they wanted to speak out about the violations of their rights. He agreed to let them use the press room facilities at his office, but refused to be present during the press conference, as he did not want to associate himself with the event. The two men had to abandon the idea. 

· Our organisation had direct contact with the Ombudsman when we were preparing for the ILGA-Europe/COC Netherlands visit in January 2006. We requested a meeting, however he apologized for being unavailable at the time of the visit, and gave us the contact of one of his department heads, who was supposed to be well-informed about LGBT issues. When we went to the meeting it appeared that this person was not there and we had to meet another person, who did not know anything about the situation of LGBT people in the country. 
· On May 28th 2006, the Inclusive Foundation facilitated a TV programme on the International Day Against Homophobia.  The TV journalist agreed to treat the subject as a serious human rights issue and fulfilled this commitment by introducing homophobia as very closely connected to other forms of inadmissible social behaviour such as xenophobia, racism and anti-Semitism. As part of the programme the journalist interviewed the Ombudsman. Mr. Subari stated that, while he was ready to protect the rights of any citizen of Georgia, he did not think it necessary for him to support demands for equality for LGBT people.

Head of the Penitentiary Department

The head of the Penitentiary Department of the Ministry of Justice, Mr Back Akhalaia, is a very controversial personality and is criticized by human rights defenders on a regular basis. He once responded to criticism with the following sentence: “Yesterday, my opponents called me an alcoholic, today they call me a drug addict, and tomorrow, perhaps, they will call me a homosexual”
 

There was no public criticism of this statement, even by those who are usually most critical of him, defenders of human rights from civil society. 

Chairperson of the Parliamentary Committee for European Integration

Mr. David Bakradze is the chairperson of the above committee. In an interview (on 12.11.06) with a journalist, who was asking about the possibility of widening the constitution’s anti-discrimination clause to include sexual orientation, he responded: “I think that there is no need for the constitution to cover this issue, as the constitutional equality provisions are designed to protect attributes a person acquires at the moment of birth and that cannot be changed. These are: race, skin colour and sex. When it comes to personal sympathies and taste [referring to sexual orientation] it is not necessary for the constitution to cover these”
. 
Again, no public officials or representatives of civil society protested against this statement. The Inclusive Foundation is preparing an article to publish in a national newspaper to respond to this statement. 
Conclusions:

- Public officials appear not to be aware that, under the European Convention on Human Rights and the case law of the Court, discrimination on the ground of sexual orientation is as unacceptable as that based on sex, race or religion. Further, that Georgia, in ratifying Protocol 12 to the Convention, has adopted the widest anti-discrimination protections available under the Convention. There is a need to raise the awareness of Georgian public officials over these facts. We touched on this issue in our first magazine, copies of which were sent to all relevant public officials, yet we did not receive any feedback from them. We consider that it is necessary for the Council of Europe to intervene with a strong statement emphasising that fundamental human rights apply as much to the LGBT community as to the rest of society, that it is the duty of public officials to uphold these rights, and to work to bring about the changes in social attitude needed for LGBT people to enjoy these rights to the full. 
- Certain key public officials are homophobic and appear unwilling to listen to very valid arguments regarding the inadmissibility of their stance over LGBT issues. Here too, there is a role that relevant European agencies can play in educating and informing. 
- Civil society ignores homophobic statements by public officials. Moreover, to date, European bodies with a human rights and rule of law monitoring mandate have not made any attempt to foster a consciousness of LGBT rights in Georgia.
- The only LGBT organization in Georgia is deliberately ignored when it requests communication with public officials.
Public discussion announcement by the Heinrich Böll Stiftung made on 20.04.05 





On Wednesday, April 27, 2005 South Caucasus Regional Office of the Heinrich Boell Foundation will conduct discussion on the subject: "Sexual minorities: Taboo in Georgia?"��Speakers: Salome Asatiani (Cultural Studies Expert), Eka Aghdgomelashvili (Head of the Women's Initiative Support Group), Levan Tarkhnishvili (Sociologist)��Facilitator: David Paichadze (Radio Free Europe)


The debate will take place at 5:00 pm at 5, Radiani St. 


Language of the discussion: Georgian (You're welcome to bring your interpreter)





Dear Ms. Elene Tevdoradze,





My name is Paata. I am the person who asked Pierre to obtain your e-mail to enable us to invite you to the event we quote below. Although my own work involves the problems of a different group in society, I believe that this field also requires attention. We appreciate that the subject matter is singular and that people usually avoid making public their involvement with it. It is also obvious that your working schedule is overloaded. However, we hope that a human rights defender like yourself will allocate some time to focus on these issues. The Heinrich Böll Stiftung has kindly decided to include the topic in their regular discussion programme. They are going to organize this discussion on April 27th (coinciding with the date of Georgia’s CoE membership). The date is not final and as soon as it is confirmed we will forward you the invitation with  the full details. We regard your participation as very important for confirming the message that it is not so human to judge that one person is more human than another. 





The discussion is entitled “Sexual Minorities: Taboo in Georgia?”. It is intended to be scholarly in tone, and to address legal rights protection. The target audience is human rights experts, public figures and civil society in general.





We kindly ask you to inform us of your response. If you are interested, we are ready to discuss our vision with you. 





Yours Sincerely,





Paata








“...our problems today, are unemployment, drug dependency, young people embarking on a life of crime,   and changing orientation. 


- What do you mean by changing orientation?


- I mean sexual orientation, certainly. In my opinion it is a very unfortunate when so many young people change their sexual orientation. If we do not take proper care of this, we might be facing a terrible catastrophe tomorrow.  


- To your mind, what are the ways of combating the problem of changing sexual orientation?


 


- Those who were born with this orientation, we cannot do any thing about. But we all know perfectly well that many change orientation as they copy others. This awfulness is regarded fashionable for some reason. We should not enable our youth to think about things like this. A mass change of sexual orientation could be more harmful than embarking on a life of crime.” (“why does Georgian youth change sexual orientation?” “Akhali Taoba” (new generation) # 307)











� Rustavi 2 TV "curier P.S." weekly programme, 28th May 2006. Audio recording available on request


� This comment was recorded and broadcast by Rustavi2, Imedi, Mze TVs and National Broadcaster on 27th March when Mr. Akhalaia was commenting on prison riot brutalities and his allegedly being drunk  during the special operation in prison. The archives are no longer accessible online, though they can be obtained from the TV archives.  


� TV company Rustavi 2. Weekly analytical programme “Curier P.S.” 12.11.06 (see video footage at: <� HYPERLINK "http://www.rustavi2.com/news/inserts.php?fr=video_progs&id_news=229&pr=CourierP.S.&l=16&ftp1=1&ftp2=0&ftp3=0" ��http://www.rustavi2.com/news/inserts.php?fr=video_progs&id_news=229&pr=CourierP.S.&l=16&ftp1=1&ftp2=0&ftp3=0�>


Audio recording available upon request)
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