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Fiﬁmg own dangers, Turkey’s LGBT
capymunity defends Syrian counterparts

Havingdledewar in Syria, LGBT refugees seek solace in Turkey's gay community
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Peopl?/W?gyLsGBT rainbow flags at Istanbul's Taksim Square as they take part in a political demonstration on 24 July, 2016 (AFP)
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ISTANBWY,, Turkey - On a warm afternoon in June, Istanbul’s Syrian LGBT community gathers together in the boisterous district
of SislifrAayfan Menem, a well-groomed refugee and activist from Damascus, is hosting the event. -
/soudan)

® Syrie
Every g}yggasy, Syrian LGBT refugees from all corners of the city meet up for weekly “Tea and Talk” meetings. Several issues are
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discussed, including the difficulties involved with obtaining residency permits and applying for asylum, as well as more mundane
matters such as entry prices into Istanbul’s various gay clubs.

“We come to talk about finding a job and leaving for Europe. But also about the problems we have with our boyfriends,” says
Ammar, 19, a tall and soft-spoken refugee from the Syrian capital.

Syrian LGBT refugees in Turkey form a tight-knit group. As members of the minority LGBT community, they are subject to more
discrimination than what their straight refugee counterparts face.

Ammar contends

that being gay has L UTKS lash out in second summer of hate against Syrian refugees
made life in Lire (/fr/news/syrians-face-second-summer-hate-turkey-turns-refugees-518017936)

Turkey even
harder for him.

“When [ apply for jobs and employers see 1 am LGBT, they refuse to give me work,” says Ammar, who has been looking for any work
he can find.

Before he left for Turkey, he was working in a restaurant. Here in Istanbul he worked at a textile factory until recently finding a job
as a guide in Istanbul’'s Wax Museum.

He says his homosexuality is also a problem when it comes to seeking Kimlik, or an identity card. “They don’t hand them out to
straight people, so how are they going to give them to us?”

What is more, conservative attitudes that permeate Syrian society linger within Syrian refugee communities, meaning the
stigmatisation suffered by LGBT people in Syria often persists in Turkey.

As a result, Syrian LGBTs tend to be excluded from the usual refugee networks, activists say.
Excluded from refugee circles

Menem, who coordinates the weekly “Tea and Talks” sessions, claims violence against gay people is commonplace in Syrian
households.

He mentions the recent case of two Syrians who were living in the southeastern cities of Gaziantep and Urfa.
“We had to help them flee to Istanbul because they were being threatened by their own relatives.”

At times deprived of family support and ostracised by their own countrymen, Syrian LGBT refugees have had to rely on each other
to get by.
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Emirhan Deniz, the secretary general of SPoD, a Turkish LGBT NO, in his office l
in Sisli, Istanbul (MEE/Killian Cogan)

Ali, whose name was changed for security reasons, is a 25-year old refugee originally from Aleppo.
In Syria, he was studying French literature and had hopes of one day becoming a chef.

“The war was crushing all my dreams. If | wanted to give myself a chance of pursuing them, 1 had to leave,” he tells MEE.

The war was crushing all my dreams. If I wanted to give myself a chance
of pursuing them, 1 had to leave

- Ali, gay Syrian refugee

Ali tried to cross the Syrian-Turkish border 26 times before he finally made it into Turkey a month ago.

He has never told his family about his homosexuality, but before embarking upon his perilous journey, he reached out to Syrian
LGBT groups in Turkey via Whatsapp and Facebook.

When Ali arrived in Istanbul, Ayman met him and helped him find a place to stay.

Gay clubs and iftar meals

Ali is one of the first to arrive at this week’s “Tea and Talk” meeting.

As other participants join him, the room gradually fills up with chatter and laughter; everyone knows each other here.

The atmosphere is light-hearted. One group recalls the past night spent at Tek Yon, Istanbul’s most emblematic gay club. Another
shares pictures of a last iftar, the fast-breaking meal Muslims observe during the holy month of Ramadan.

But today’s main topic of conversation is the Trans Pride march currently taking place in the adjacent neighbourhood of Kurtulus.
The march comes one week after Istanbul’s larger Gay Pride parade was meant to take place.

Istanbul Gay Pride march hit with tear gas and rubber bullets followingE
ban
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Lire (/fr/news/istanbul-gay-pride-march-hit-tear-gas-and-rubber-bullets-following-ban-702802409)

Both parades were forbidden by authorities and culminated in the arrest of defiant protestors.

Though such parades have been banned for the past three years, with rubber bullets fired on those who dared to challenge the ban,
this year saw an unprecedented plan of action to rein in would-be-marchers, activists say.

“We have never seen so much police. | have taken part in each Gay Pride here since 2011. Last year, we could at least go through
without getting searched. This year, they are stopping everyone,” explained Tuncay, a student from Istanbul speaking at the parade,

alongside his boyfriend.

A riot police officer argues with people as LGBT rights activists try to gather for the
2017 Gay Pride parade in central Istanbul (Reuters)

Istanbul was once known as a beacon for LGBT people in the region. The pride parades that began in 2003 gradually grew in size,
boasting tens of thousands of participants by 2014.

Istanbul's LGBT scene remains vibrant, but much of the progress has been rolled back. Public officials do not refrain from making
homophobic declarations.

In 2013, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan stated that homosexuality was “contrary to Islam" and LGBT people have felt mounting
pressure as his religiously conservative government has veered toward autocracy.

Emirhan Deniz is the secretary general of SPoD (http://www.spod.org.tr/turkce/social-policies-gender-identity-and-sexual-
orientation-studies-association/)- the Association of Social Policies, Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation Studies - an LGBT
NGO founded in 2011. Deniz claims that LGBT people have been increasingly targeted both by the government and society at large,
since the anti-government Gezi protests of 2013.

Hate crimes going unpunished

Beyond the ban on the Gay Pride parades, Deniz predicts that the wave of state repression unleashed by last year’s coup attempt
will soon extend to the LGBT movement.

“The emergency laws that were adopted after the failed coup were used to close down Women’s and Children’s rights associations.
LGBT organisations have not been targeted yet. But we fear we'll be next.”

In recent times, hate crimes against gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender people in Turkey have often gone unpunished.
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In August of last year, the heinous murder of Hande Kader, a known trans activist, sparked outrage in Istanbul’s LGBT
community. Kader’s killer is still on the run. (https://edition.cnn.com/2017/06/23/europe/turkey-homophobia-violence/)

A month earlier, a gay Syrian refugee was raped and left beheaded in another district of the city. Again, his assailants were never
found. “Nobody cared about it!” cries Menem.

Such stories are on

the rise. In an Turkey 'unsafe' for LGBT people after murder of Syrian refugee
annual report Lire (/fr/news/campaigners-say-turkey-unsafe-Igbt-people-after-brutal-murder-syrian-refugee-138499958)
published in 2016
(http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-lgbt-group-releases-annual-monitoring-report-on-hate-crimes.aspx?pagelD=238&

nlD=99687&NewsCatlD=339), the KAOS Gay and Lesbian Cultural Research and Solidarity Association, an LGBT group based in
Ankara, counted five hate crime murders and 32 attacks against members of the LGBT community in 2015 alone.

The same group published a report in collaboration with two other LGBT organisations citing 41 hate crimes between 2010 and
2014.

Annual Gay Pride marches had been growing in Istanbul, but the last two years

iterations were officially banned; the 2017 march went ahead regardless (Reuters)

But while Turkey’s LGBT community has seen better days, fending off threats to ensure their own survival, Turkish LGBT
organisations have been committed to showing solidarity with refugees from Syria.

Menem maintains that local LGBT networks have done much to help LGBT refugees fleeing Syria.
“Syrian LGBT refugees receive a lot of assistance from the LGBT organisations here. It is like a mother and child relationship.”

Menem has been working in tandem with SPoD. The organisation not only provides the venue for his weekly “Tea and Talks”
sessions, but also offers free Turkish language classes.

The last defenders

“They are like the last Samurai!” he says, referring to the Turkish LGBT community’s own adversity. “They still do what they can to
help us.”

According to him, members of the LGBT community working within the Sisli municipality have even carried out blood tesfsFor
refugees, flouting a nation-wide requirement to ask for identification papers. “The Sisli municipality is the LGBT municipality,” he

quips.
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Yet if Turkey’s LGBT community can offer some relief, few LGBT Syrians intend to stay and current circumstances seem to be
catching up with their efforts.

Both Ali and Ammar had been taking the language courses organised by SPoD. That was until the government cancelled classes
following Gay Pride week, ostensibly on the grounds that refugees ought to follow fee-paying classes sponsored by the state.

A couple kisses during the Gay Pride parade on 28 June 2015 on Istiklal street near

Istanbul's Taksim square (AFP)

Though he concedes Turkey is slightly better for LGBTSs than Syria, Ammar is worried by the worsening situation and plans to leave
for Europe. Ali shares a similar view.

“In Syria, 1 always hid the fact that 1 was gay. Here they are more open-minded,” explains Ali.
He nonetheless recounts experiences of harassment on the streets of Istanbul and has applied for asylum in the US.

Despite the local community’s attempts to bring succour, Istanbul serves as little more than a transit hub for Syrian LGBT refugees.
“These attacks on LGBT people are like an alarm to us,” Menem says.

Unlike his peers, Ayman has not made plans to leave and go to the West. Amid the sweltering heat of his office, he opens a window
and lights another cigarette.

“Leaving to Europe would feel like betrayal. Because if | don't stay and help, who will?”

<
OOV
\

Recommended

Pour vivre heureux, les musulmans doivent-ils vivre cachés ? (/fr/opinion-fr/pour-vivre-heureux-les-musulmans-doivent-ils-
vivre-caches)

Mehmet Saygin

EXCLUSIF : Des responsables égyptiens ont menacé Morsi quelques jours avant sa mort (/fr/en-bref/exclusif-des-responsables-
egyptiens-ont-menace-morsi-quelques-jours-avant-sa-mort)

Vieille ville de Jérusalem : comment le passé de la Palestine est lentement effacé (/fr/en-bref/vieille-ville-de-jerusalem-comment-
le-passe-de-la-palestine-est-lentement-efface)

| Lire également
frinews/istanbul-cuts-gay-pride-display [

Turkey Politics (/fr/taxonomy/term/74)

6 of 8 26/06/2019, 09:01



Facing own dangers, Turkey’s LGBT community defends Syrian count... https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/node/71360

7 of 8

Istanbul Pride lights cut after ultra-conservative backlash (/fr/news/istanbul-cuts-gay-pride-display-after-ultra-conservative-

backlash-477877267)
A

(/fr/news/istanbul-gay-pride-march-hit-tej,
LGBT (/fr/taxonomy/term/18088)

Istanbul Gay Pride march hit with tear gas and rubber bullets following ban (/fr/news/istanbul-gay-pride-march-hit-tear-gas-
and-rubber-bullets-following-ban-702802409)

(/fr/news/despite-allegedly-torturing-gay D SRLMLEE . ool

LGBT (/fr/taxonomy/term/18088)

Despite allegedly torturing gay people, UK still funds Lebanese police force (/fr/news/despite-allegedly-torturing-gay-people-uk-
government-funding-lebanese-police-force-1392811192)

Comments for this thread are now closed 3
0 Comments MiddleEastEye . Login
Q Recommend ¥ Tweet f Share Sort by Best

This discussion has been closed.

N MIDDLEEASTEYE

Al

Khashoggi killing: Seven points you may US-Iran: A history of unprovoked
have missed in the UN's report provocations
" — Nullum crimen sine corpore.No ( — Israel is worried that Iran is using the
body, no crime.Evidence was from Turkish same tactics that were used by Israel to acquire
intelligence clandestine CCTV of an sovereign a Nuclear arsenal, Israel is the only small
Trump says US to hit Iran with ‘major’ new Iran executes 'defence ministry contractor’
sanctions on Monday over spying for CIA
— Americans shouldn't i the middle east = — What ever is going to happen
“. region with military planes, and surveillance will happen so get ready

equipments.Period. They should worry to fix

I l I i (/fr) En Bref Reportages Décryptages Opinions Entretiefntlaut de page

MIDDLE EAST EYE (/fr/enbref) (/fr/reportages) (/fr/decryptages) (/fr/opinionfr) (/fr/entretiens)

édition frangaise

f Esglish@)
(https{hupsthfapaltmireimsiagram.com
/Middlatiakt iRkt ey steye)

26/06/2019, 09:01



Facing own dangers, Turkey’s LGBT community defends Syrian count... https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/node/71360

PAYS ABOUT

o Algérie (/fr/pays/algerie) e About us (/fr/about-middle-east-eye)

e Arabie saoudite (/fr/pays/arabie-saoudite) e Privacy (/fr/privacy-policy)

e Bahrein (/fr/pays/bahrein) e Terms and conditions (/fr/terms-and-conditions)
o Egypte (/fr/countries/egypte) e Contact Us (/fr/contact)

o Emirats arabes unis (/fr/countries/emirats-arabes-unis)
e [rak (/fr/countries/irak)

e [ran (/fr/pays/iran)

o |sraél (/fr/pays/israel)

e Jordanie (/fr/pays/jordanie)
Koweit (/fr/pays/koweit)

Liban (/fr/pays/liban)

Libye (/fr/pays/libye)

Maroc (/fr/pays/maroc)
Mauritanie (/fr/pays/mauritanie)
Oman (/fr/pays/oman)

e Palestine (/fr/pays/palestine)

e Qatar (/fr/pays/qatar)

e Soudan (/fr/pays/soudan)

® Syrie (/fr/pays/syrie)

e Tunisie (/fr/pays/tunisie)

e Turquie (/fr/pays/turquie)

e Yémen (/fr/pays/yemen)

e o o o o o

© Middle East Eye 2019 - Tous droits réservés - Seules les juridictions anglaise et galloise s'appliquent en matiére juridique.

8 of 8 26/06/2019, 09:01



