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NG CRIMINALISATION

Consensual Same-Sex Sexual Acts between

Adults in Private: LEGAL

Highlights

124 UN Member States

64% UN Member States

22 154 24 33 2.2

e T vomaverca | asm | erore | ocown |
20 142 48 /48 8 /14

Introduction

This section presents annotated entries onthe 124 UN
Member States where consensual same-sex sexual acts
between adults in private are not criminalised. Non-
member States and non-independent territories are also
listed.

Some of these States never contained a criminalising
provision in their Penal Codes, while others consciously
removed the relevant law, initiated within parliaments or
by the imperatives set by courts of law.

Legality of same-sex sexual acts cannot be read as
evidence of a safer living environment for people with
diverse sexual orientations or gender identities or
expressions. |n many of the States listed below, social
stigmatisation of people who are perceived as non-
heterosexual or non-cisgender remains alarmingly high. In
fact, in many of them, early decriminalisation dates can be
explained by historical reasons completely unrelated to
activism or Jower hostility towards non-heterosexual
forms of sexuality.

For a detailed explanation of many of the technical legal
aspects of this section, please read the methodology
section of this report. .

STATE-SPONSGRED HOMGPHOBIA (Update} - 2020

Everyone has the right to be free from
criminalisation and any form of sanction arising
directly or indirectly from their actual or perceived
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression or sex characteristics,

Yogyakarta Principle 33.

States shall repeal criminal and other legal
provisions that prohibit or are, In effect, employed to
prohibit consensual sexual activity among people of
the same sex who are over the age of consent,

Yogyakarta Principies 2(b} and é(b}).

States shall ensure that legaf provisions, including in
customary, religious and indigenous laws, whether
explicit provisions, or the application of general
punitive provisions such as acts against nature,
morality, public decency, vagrancy, sodomy and
propaganda laws, do not criminalise sexual
arlentation, gender identity and expression,

Yogyakarta Principles 33(a).
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NO CRIMINALISATION

= Palestine 1951 In Palestine, consensual same-sex sexual acts are legal only in the West
: Bank. They remain illegal in Gaza (see section below). .

st Bank

16 M Philippines 1870 The 1870 Spanish Penal Code, which cantained no provisions criminalising
same-sex sexual relations between consenting adults, applied in the
territory untii the approval of the 1932 Revised Penal Cade (RPC) which
likewlse did not include such criminallsing provisions."‘"

Ml Toiwan 1912 Decriminalisation after the end of end of Qing Dynasty in 1912 affected
(China)® the Taiwanese territory, in which no criminalising provisions were
approved since.®* The Criminal Code (1928) contains no provisions
prohibiting consensual same-sex sexual actlvlty between adults.

' 'Smr.e 1998 there have been ne restrlctlons on consensual same-sex
sexual acts between adults in the Crimma! Code {1998) ofTajlklstan &2

18 I Tajlistan

19 === Thailand . 1957 The Thai Penal Code of 1956 came into force in 1957, repealing previous
criminalising provisions on consensual same-sex sexual acts between
adults.

20 I3 _VI_efﬁah’_t e _&Evér'z'é_n'm"“_ " Following independence from France in 1945 (with subsequent non- -

. “criminalisation), the Penal Code {199%) made no provislons to crlmmallse'
consensual same-sex sexual acts between adults Rk

% Jehoeda Sofer, “Sodomy in the Law of Muslm States” in Arno Schmitl and Jehoeda Sefer {eds.), Sexuafity and Eroticisrn Among Males in
Moslem Societies {New York and London: Routledge, 2G11), 250.

77 The Philippines were under Spanish control from around 1565 to 1898. There is indication that Spain applied the so-called “indian law” in
the territory throughout most of the 19" century, even after the approval of Spanish code. Similarly, in the colonies in the Americas, several
jurisdictions carried on with the application of legal provisions from “Las Siete Partides” (which registered the crime of "sadomy” under Title
K, Volume [}, 5. See: Bernardino Bravoa Lira, El Derecho Indiano v sus roices europens: derecho comun y propio de Castille {Academia Chilena
de la Histona: Universidad de Chile, 1988).

i Information verified by practitioners in South Korea, as there are English versions of the Criminat Act that state 15 as the age of consent.

% “Constitutional Court uphoids military’s ban o sodomy”, Hankyoreh, 4 August 2016, '

¥ Npte on Names of codptries and territories in this publication: ILGA Waorld s an organisation with ECOSOC-accredited consuliative status
at the United Nations and our publications therefore have to follow UN-recommended language on the names of countries and territories.
For more information, please read the methedology section of this report.

81 Hsiaowei Kuan, "LGBT Rights in Taiwan—The interaction Between Movements and the Law" in Jerome A. Cohen, William P, Alford, and
Chang-fa Lo {eds ), Taiwan and International Human Rights A Story of Transformation (Springer: Singapore, 2019), 595.

& Ben Noble, "Decriminakising sex between men in the former Soviet Union, 1991-2003: Cenditionality and the Counci of Europe” in Building

_ Justice in Post-Transition Europe? {Londen: Routledge, 2012), 122,

83 Before coming under French control, the country was under Chinese control. There’s a possibility that criminalizing provisions may have

existed at some point in time before the French occupation, ILGA Worltd could not find reliable sowrces to confirm this,
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BROAD PROTECTION

Broad protection against discrimination
based on sexual orientation

Highlights

57 UN Member States

30% UN Member States

3 11 s 1

Introduction

Legal protections against discrimination are a key element in the
human rights legal framework of every country. They serve as a
tool to ensure that the principle of equality before the law is fully
observed, as a basis for public policy on preventlon, and to
provide remedies to victims of acts of discrimination.

Despite the fact that the 19248 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights was categorical in that “every person” is born free and
equal in dignity and in rights, international and domestic non-
discrimination clauses have had to enumerate the grounds on
which unfair distinctions cannot be made. These grounds usually
reflect the reasons why people have been historically
discriminated {i.e., race, ethnicity, religion, nationality, language,
sex/gender, health status, migration status, etc.), As these
grounds can vary greatly and can be difficult to enumerate
exhaustively, equality laws generally contain “open clauses”
(generally phrased “or any other ground”) into which other
grounds can be read.

However, in many contexts, there is strong resistance against
Including “sexual orientation” in these open clauses, Therefore,
explicit protection on grounds of sexual orientation becomes of

key importance to effectively protect people from discrimination.

STATE-SPONSORED HOMOPHOBIA (Update) - 2020

34 tE0 5 /14

R

Everyone is entitled to enjoy all human
rights without discrimination on the basis of
sexual orfentation, gender identity, gender
expression or sex characteristics.

Everyone is entitled to equality before the
law and the equal protection of the law
without any such discrimination. [...]

The law shall prohibit any such
discrimination and guarantee to all
persons equal and effective protection
against any such discrimination. [...]

States shall adopt appropriate legislative
and other measures to prohibit and
eliminate discrimination in the public and
private spheres on the basis of sexual
orientation, gender identity, gender
expression or sex characteristics.

Yogyakarta Principle 2
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BROAD PROTECTION

2 Bl Mongolia 2017 Article 14.1.1. of the Penal Code (2015) criminalises acts of discrimination

based on sexual orientation. Article 14.1.2.3 aggravates penalties if such
acts are committed by public officials.

Bl Toiwan 2004 Articles 12, 13 and 14 of the Gender Equity Education Act (2004) include

(China) *sexual orientation” among the prohibited grounds of diserimination in
education, Article 14 also urges educational institutions to proactively
provide assistance to any student who is disadvantaged as a result of thelr
sexual orientation {among other grounds) to improve their circumstances.
Furthermore, Article 2(5) defines “sexual bullying” as engaging in ridicule,
attacks, or threats directed at another person’s sexual orientation (among
other grounds}.

2015 Article 1 of the Long-Term Care Services Act (2015) establishes that, In
providing long-term care services, there shall be no discrimination that
differentiates based on sexual arientation.

Is there more in Asia?

India The Anti-Discrimination and Equality BHl {Bill No. 289 of 2016) was introduced in the Indian
Parliament in March of 2017. The Bill included sexual orientation as a “protected characteristic”
of citizens {Article 3()) and included sexual orientation within the defined term "disadvantaged
group" (Article 5(vi}). However, the Bill lapsed before it could be voted by the houses of the
Parflament.

' Japan . In December 2018, the Bill on Promotion of Elimination of Discrimination on the Grounds of
Sexual Orientation or Gender |dentity was introduced in the House of Representatives and Is stili
under examination.

Tokyo In 2018, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government enacted a bylaw that prohibits discrimination on
the basis of sexual orientation.?

tharaki In 20119, the tbaraki Prefecture approved a bylaw to promote gender equality that prohibits
“discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity” 18

Philippines Since 2001, lawmakers in the Philippines have been attempting to pass a comprehensive bill that
would ban discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation. Several drafts of this bill have
expired after being blocked and becoming stalled in the senate, the most recent one being in July
2019.1% A new version of the bill was Intraduced a month [ater and currently being discussed,
President Rodrigo Duterte expressed mild support for the bill, though stated his preference for a
more general anti-discrimination law.2®

Section 5(b} of the Mental Health Act (2018) provides that service users should have access to
services "on an equal and non-discriminatory basis” including on the basis of sexual orlentation.

Several provinces in The Philippines have enacted ordinances against discrimination based on
sexual orientation.2!

1%
20

21

Note on names of countries and tesritories in this publication; ILGA World s an erganisation with ECOSOC-accredited consultative status

at the United Nations and our publications therefore have to follow UN-recommended language on the names of countries and territories.

For moere information, please read the methodology section of this report.

The Title of $he Qrdinance reads: Ordinance aiming to realize the idea of respect for human rights stipulated in the Tokyo Olympic Charter.
FHBTHMENRL LT 2ZE2NEBDLGBTERNSEEB YT 22 WHE Y. B~ F— 3w FHAH

b H 3% D IC " (“In tbaraki Prefecture, the second prefectural ordinance stiputating the prohibition of LGBT discrimination was enacted

and the same-sex partnership certification system was postponed”), Out Japan, 26 March 2019,

Rik Glauert, "Long-awaited anti-discrimination bifl fiounders in Senate af the Philippines". Gay Stor Mews. 5 June 2019,

Christina iMendez, "Duterte favors anti-discrimination law over SOGIE*. The Philippine Star, 12 Seplember 2019,

Several cities and barangoys (villages) have also enacted local norms that ferbid such discrimination: Angeles (Province of Pampanga, 2013),

Antipolo {Province of Rizal, 2015), Bacoiod (Province of Negros Occidental, 2043), Baguio (Province of Benguet, 2017}, Batangas (Province

of Batangas, 2016), Butuan (Caraga Region, 2016), Candon (Province of lkocos Sur, 2014), Cebu {Province of Cebu, 2012}, Dagupan

STATE-SPONSORED HOMOPHQBIA (Update) - 2020 205




BRCGAD PROTECTION

Albay The Gender and Development Code {Provincial Ordinance No. 2) (2003) states at Section 2(a)
that "women have the right to the prevention of, and protection from all forms of violence and
coercion against their person, thelr freedom, their sexuatity, and their individuality”.

Agusan del Norte Section 4{c}of the Provincial Ordinance No, 358 {2014} prohibits discrimination, humiliation and
vilification towards any individual or group by reason of sexual orientation. The Ordinance
applies to access to public programs and services, admission to educational institutions,
accreditation of organisations, medical and health services, access to private and public
establishments, facilities, utilities, transportations or services, including housing.

Batangas The Provincial Ordinance No. 5 (2015) prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation. The
Ordinance appHles to public programs and services admission to or expelling or dismissing from
educational institutions, accreditation of organisations, medical and health services, access to
private and public establishment, facHities, utilities, transportations or services, including
housing, that are open to general public, among others,

Cavite’ ' The Provincial Ordinance No, 54 (2014) prohibits diserimination based on sexuaf orientation.
The Ordinance applies to education, accommedation, and goods and services,

Dinagat Islands The Provincial Ordinance No. BBE2-007 {2017) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation. The Ordinance applies to education and educational or training instftutions, delivery
of goods or services, public accommodations, issuance of licenses, clearances, certifications and
other simitar documents, among others.

tlocos Sur In 2017, the Province of llocos Sur passed an Anti-Discrimination Ordinance which prohibits
discrimination based on sexual orientation in the areas of education, delivery of goods and
services, accommodation, among others. 22

Hoilo The Resolution No. 2016-572 (2016} prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation. The
Resolution applies to education, provision of goods and services, housing, accreditation of
organisations, among others,

South Korea2? Article 2(3} of the Nationat Human Rights Commission Act (2001) mandates the Commission to
investigate acts of discrimination based on sexual orientation.24

In Noverber 201%, members of the South Korean National Assembly proposed an amendment
this law to efiminate the term "sexual orientation” as a protected ground against discrimination.
Amnesty International labelled this initiative “a shameful amendment”.® The explicit reference
to sexual orientation in the Act is relied upon by subnational legislation to incorporate protection
based on sexual orientation at the local level (see entries below).

Since 2007, at least six proposals to approve anti-discrimination bills have heen discarded
because of strong opposition.2® In June 2020, a blil that would penalise discriminatory practices
on grounds of a person’s sexual orlentation was proposed.?” The bill has received the public
support of the National Human Rights Commission,2®

(Province of Pangasinan, 2010), Bavao {Province of Davao del Sur, 20112), Generat Santos (Province of South Cotabato, 2016), ltoito
{Proviace of lloilo, 2018), Malabon (National Capital Region, 2018), Mandaluyong (Nationat Capital Region, 2018), Mandaue (Pravince of
Cebu, 2014}, Orani (reunicipality in the Province of Bataan, 2019), Puerto Princesa (Province of Patawan, 2015), Quezon {Nationat Capital
Region, 2014), San luan (National Capital Region, 2017), San Julian (municipality in the Province of Eastern Samar, 2014), Vigan (Province
of Hocos Sur, 2014); Barangay Bagbag (Quezon City, Metro Manila, 2009), Barangay Greater Lagro (Quezon City, Metro Manila, 2014},
Barangay Pansol (Quezon City, Metro Manila, 2008).

2 “province of llocos Sur passes LGBT anti-discrimination ordinance” Outrage {website) 14 September 2017.

2 For more information on the methodqloglca] decision that led 1L GA Wortd to remove South Korea the list of UN Member States granting
employment protection, please see the methodology section of this report.

*  The Cominission may conduct an investigation by its ex officio power if it finds that there is a probable cause to believe a violation against
human rights occurred, Furthermore, the Commission may issue recommendations o take emergency remedial measures and refer a
petitioned case o the Conciliation Committee by its ex officio power or upon receiving an appfication from the party involved to commence
the conciliation procedure if it finds that there occurred a human rights violation, but the parties failed to reach a settlement, See: National
Human Rights Commission of the Republic of Korea, Annual Report (2002), 1%. Furthermore, civil society reported that in 2018, the
Coemmission implemented organizational changes including the new creation of the Discrimination Remedy Bureau in order to strengthen
investigations of and remedies for acts of discrimination infringing on the right to equality and reforms of relevant institutions and, under it,
the Gender Discrimination Remedy Team. It reportedly stated that “it would address LGBT) human rights In depth in addition to women's
rights through this team, which would rectify sexual harassment and discrimination based on gender, pregnancy/childbirth, and sexual
arientation”, See: SOGILAW, Annual Report: Human Rights Situation of LGBT! in South Korea (2018), 32,

% "South Korea: Lawmakers should reject shameful anti-LGBT! amendment”, Amnesty International, 21 November 2019,

2 AnnBabe, "Moon stays silent on equality law in LGBT-unfriendly South Korea”, Nikkei Asia, 1 July 2020.

7 *South Korea: New anti-discrimination bilk offers hope and safety to many", Amnesty Infernational, 16 July 2020,

% Kim Arin, “Legistate against discrimination,’ human rights body urges Jawmakers”, The Kerea Herald, 30 Hine 2020.

206 ILGA World




EMPLOYMENT PROTECTION

Protection against discrimination based on
sexual orientation in employment

Highlights

81 UN Member States

42% UN Member States

s 4

” /)

2,

16 133

: 100%

A person's ability to earn aliving and the opportunity to flourish
in one's work life without discrimination based on sexual
orientation has increasingly been recognised as a fundamental
right in States across the globe,

Introduction

Notably, legal protections against unfair workplace dismissal
motivated by one’s sexual orientation, as well as other
employment-related protections, have been enacted, even in
countries where consensual same-sex sexual acts are still
criminalised.

We also note where significant parts of a country have provincial
ordinances that offer simitar or partial protections, but where
such laws are not in force at the national or federal level.

Although progressive case law may have extended employment
protections based on open eguality clauses, the following list only
names those laws that explicitly and unambiguously use the term
"sexual orientation”.

STATE-SPONSORED HOMOPHOBIA (Update) - 2020

4

42 56 8 14

i

Everyone has the right to decent and
productive work, to just and favourable
conditions of work and to protection against
unemployment, without discrimination on
the basis of sexual orientation, gender
identity, gender expression or sex
characteristics,

States shall take alt necessary legislative,
administrative and other measures to
eliminate and prohibit discrimination in
public and private employment, including in
refation to vocational training, recruitrment,
promotion, dismissal, conditions of
employment and remuneration.

Yogyakarta Principie 12.

217




EMPLOYMENT PROTFCTION

There is no legistation prohibiting employment discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation,
MNonetheless, commentators have suggested that case law has extended some protection to
employment in the public sector in this regard. Article 16{1) of the Constitution of India states
that there “shall be equality of apportunity for all citizens in matters relfating to employment or
appointment to any office under the State.” In Navte] Singh Johar v. Union of India {2018}, the
Supreme Court held that this applies "to LGBTQ persons who have a nght to non-discrimination
in access and enjoyment of the right to work" 7 -

India

In December 2018, the Bill on Prombfion'of Elimination of Discrimination on the Grounds of
Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity was Introduced in the House of Representatives and
remains under examination.

Japan

As of December 2020, two prefectures have enacted provisions that specifically mention sexual
arientation.

Tokyo In 2018, the Takyo Metropolitan Government enacted a bylaw that prohibits discrimination on

the basis of sexual orientation.'®

In 2019, the Ibaraki Prefecture approved a bylaw to promote gender equality that prohibits
“discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity”.1?

ibaraki

A bilfaiming to prevent and penalise discrimination on the basis of gender and sexual orientation
{oftentimes referred to as the SOGIE bill) is pending before the Philippine Congress. There have
been several unsuccessful proposals since 2000 when it was first proposed to the House of
Representatives,??

Philippines

specifically, Section 17 of the Act Providing a Magna Carta for Public Social Workers (2007)
prohibits discrimination against public social workers on the basis of their sexual orlentation.

While there is no national legislation prohibiting employment discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation, numerous jurisdictions have enacted ordinances passed by local government
units providing such protections.2! Despite the relatively large number of jurisdictions offering
legal protection, most of the population lives in areas where such protection is not available,

Province of Agusan
del Norte

Province of
Batangas

Province of
Cavite

Province of
Dinagat Islands

Province of locos
Sur

Province of loflo

Section 6 of the Provincial Ordinance No. 358-2014 (2014) prohibit discrimination against
individuals on the basis of their sexual orlentation in employment.

Section 4 of the Provincial Ordinance No. 5 (2015) prohibits employment discrimination against
individuals on the basis on their sexual orientation.

Section 4(1} of the Provincial Ordinance No. 54 {2014} prohibits employment discrimination
against individuals on the basis of their sexual orientation.

Section 4(a} of the Provincial Ordinance No. BBE2-007 (2016) prohibits employment
discrimination against individuals on the basis of their sexual orientation.

locos Sur's Anti-Discrimination Ordinance (2017} prohibits employment discrimination agafnst
individuals on the basis of their sexual orientation.2?

Section 6 of the Provincial Ordinance No. 2016-137 (2016) prohibits employment discrimination

against individuals on the basis of their sexual orientation.

17

0

STATE-SPONSOGRED HOMOPHOBIA (Update) - 2020

International Cornmission of furists, Living with Dignity: Sexugl Orientation and Gender Identity-Based Human Rights Violations in Housing,
Work, and Public Spaces in India, June 2019,72.

The Title of the Ordinance reads: Ordinance aiming to realize the idea of respect for human rights stipulated in the Tokyo Olympic Charter.
HEHBRCEEMARE LT R2E2MEOLGBTERNE - FHIT 2&MAFKNL, BES— b+ — 2w FEHEPEE &2
B 12 "("In tharaki Prefecture, the second prefectural ordinance stipulating the prohibition of LGBT discrimination was enacted, and the same-
sex partnership certification system was postponed”), Quf Japen, 26 March 2019.

Alfonsc Manalo, “Rhetoric: A Necessary Strategy in Debating the Ratification of the SOGIE Equality Bill”, Synergy: The Journol of Conternporary
Asia Studies, 5 May 2020; “ Philippine LGBT Activists Fight Duterte's Machismo With Sofidarity”, The News Lens, 1 july 2020,

inseveral provinces, cities, municipalities, and barangaeys {village). there are anti-discrimination ordinances including SOGIESC as protected
grounds. The Philippines is divided into provinces, and then further subdivided into cities. in this chart ondy the first feve! of administrative
divisions {provinces) is covered. For further information on the cities where protection is available, see this chart prepared by Daron Tan.
Additionally, see United Nations Development Programme and International Labour Organization, LGBT! People and Employment:
Discrimination Based on Sexual Grientation, Gender identity and Expression, and Sex Characteristics ine Ching, the Philippines and Thailand, 2018,
32; " Anti-Discrimination Ordinances Across the Philippines”, Transgender Philippines, 15 May 2017; Xavier favines Bilon and laire De Leon,
"With no national law, can we rely on local ordinances to protect LGBTQs against discrimination?”, CNN Phitippines, 25 June 2018.

“Province of llocos Sur passes LGBT anti-discrimination ordinance”, Qutrage, 14 September 2017,
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2025/05/22 17:27 .. .. LGBTQ+ community decries murder of frans woman in Abra

ZB% '| 5
LGBTQ+ community decries murder of
trans woman in Abra

Photograph courtesy of FB/Estee-wildflower Sayen Estee Saway is remembered by friends as fun-loving and
tenderhearted. '

Roel Hoang Manipon
Published on: 10 Oct 2022, 02:05

Several LGBTQ+ and human rights groups condemn the murder of transgender
woman Estee Saway in the barangay of Lipcan, Bangued, Abra, on 28 September.

According to police reports, 38-year-old Saway, who was given the name Rudy
Steward Dugmam Sayen, was followed by men on a motorcycle, who shot her
multiple times in broad daylight along the Abra-llocos Sur Road. She was on her
way to Suyo National High School, where she worked as a school nurse. She was
rushed to Abra Provincial Hospital and declared dead on arrival.

LGBTQIA+ Abra demands "swift investigation and justice for the killing of one of our
members."

https://tribune.net.ph/2022/10/09/Igbtg-community-decries-murder-of-irans-woman-in-abra 113



Ppassed, the more lives of the LGBTQIA+ community, especially our trans brothers
and sisters, are at risk from gender-related discrimination, violence, and hate crime.”
“Pamantasan ng Lungsod ng Maynila Propaganda and Philippine Normal University
~ Katalonan also released their statements of indignation and demands.

_ The Commission on Human Rights in the Cordillera Autonomous Region said they
- are currently investigating the case.as they condemn "this latest incidence that
- tramples on the utmost right to life." |

 "As the country's Gender Ombud, we equally draw attention to this crime being

- committed against a member of the lesbian, gay, transgender, queer, and intersex
- community, which similarly demonstrates this sector's vulnerability to persistent

- hate and prevalent violence," the agency said in a statement.

" They further said: "The Commission welcomes the swift action of the Abra police

~ that enabled the immediate arrest and filing of charges against five suspects. In line
© with the State duty to protect the right to life, we expect truth and swift justiceon

~ this case and all similar cases of killings, especially those directed against vulnerable -
~ sectors. It is crucial that we consistently demonstrate that we are a nation of laws

* with high regard for human life by ensuring accountability on all cases to deter

further violence and curb impunity.”

'-_Land dispute and personal grudges are alleged to be reason for the crime.

‘Saway, who hailed form the barangay of Bao-yan in the municipality of Boliney, is
remembered by friends and family members as flight-hearted, helpful and
~ softhearted.

https:.’/tribune.net.ph!2022f1OIOQHgbtq»community-decries-murdar—of—trans-worﬁan-in-abra 313
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2025/05/21 16:39 Making Safe Spaces for Gay, Transgender People Is One Philippine Mayor's Mission - Bloomberg
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Quezon City mayor Joy Belmonte during the Pride march and festli;ra-al on Jue 24, Phofgrapher.- Lisa Marie David/Bloomberg
CityLab + Equality
A Filipina Mayor on a Mission to Protect Queer Residents

In the absence of national anti-discrimination laws, Quezon City is making its own rules to create
‘the safest space’ for gay and transgender people in the Philippines.

By Isabella Steger
June 29, 2023 at 9:00 AM GMT+9

For more than two decades, a bill that would prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation or
gender identity has made its way in fits and starts through the Philippine Congress. This year it was
thwarted once again after evangelical groups raised objections.

Against the backdrop of those powerful interests, however, the Philippines is lauded for being one of the
most LGBTQ-friendly countries in Asia. Gay and transgender people are also highly visible. This year’s
Miss Universe Philippinesr.réc€nﬂy‘ came out as’ bisexual, anda Filipiha won a major international beauty
pageant for trans women in 2022. A Pew survey in 2019-found that 73% of Filipinos think homosexuality
should be accepted.

https:/fwww.bloomberg.com/news/features/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgender-people-is-one-philippine-mayor-s-mission 1/8
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2025106121 16:39 Making Safe Spaces for Gay, Transgender People Is One Philippine Mayor's Mission - Bloomberg
The Pride march and festival in Quezon City oh June 24, Photographer: Lisa Marie
David/Bloomberg

Given the political impasse on the national level, some cities in the Philippines have stepped in to provid
their own protections. Among them, Quezon City in the capital region stands out, with Mayor Joy
‘Belmonte declaring it the “safest space” for LGBTQ people in the country. Since being elected as mayor ir
~ 2019, Belmonte has made the protection of gay and transgender rights as one of her central policies. The
_.most visibleof these efforts is a mass “commitment ceremony” for same sex couples, in the absence of
’ IegalIy recogmzed marriages or civil unions, with Belmonte actmg asan ofﬁc1ant it L

Belmonte had been vice mayor of Quezon City since 2010 before becoming mayor, and was-feelected last
year. Her father v&jas a congressman and had also served as mayor of Quezon City — as is typicalina
country where families dominate politics. Before going into politics, she studied museum studies and
archaeology in the UK and taught at a university in the Philippines. Her academic experience wasn't
entirely unrelated to her decision to enter public service, she said. Studying the history of gender and
queer people through archaeology led her to develop an interest in the rights of minority groups.

The mayor, 53, is building on a progressive foundation that was laid by her predecessors. Quezon City —
city of over 3 million that is the country’s biggest by population — was the first to pass an ordinance in
2014 protecting citizens from discrimination on the basis of sexuality. A year before that, it set up a Pride
Council to help integrate LGBTQ people into government programs. The council was later extended to
Quezon City’s 142 villages or barangay, so that anti-discrimination policies are implemented on the
smallest administrative level. In 2012, the country’s first HIV clinic for gay men opened in Quezon City.

Belmonte at the Pride march and festival. Photographer: Lisa Marie David/Bloomberg

hitps:fiwww.bloomberg.com/inews/features/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgender-people-is-one-philippine-mayor-s-mission 38
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The most recent initiative adopted by the city, unveiled on June 24 on the day that Quezon City held a

Pride march, is the Right to Care card, which gives same-sex couples the authority to make medical
decisions on behalf of their partners.

Belmonte spoke to Bloomberg CityLab in Quezon City ahead of the Pride march. The interview has been
_ edited forlength and clarity.

How and wliy did you decide to make LGBTQ.rights a central parf of your poiié& ‘;-)ia.tf—brﬁl? :

I've 'alWays been a human rights advocate from the start — I ran on a platform of women’s fights. We had
-done a lot of progressive work in that area, so it’s natural to transition towards other types of rights. -

At that time when we were doing women’s i‘ights issues, of course the issue of LGBTQIA+ rights came up
We did a summit to try to find out if there was a need for us tdpropose legislation in aid of this particula

‘sector, and that’s when we were surprised because there were a lot of issues that were raised-during the
summit, among them very simple things like LGBT individuals working in call centers not having
restrooms to go to because there were no restrooms for all genders. They also have resting areas for the
night shift, but they did not know where to go to rest and they would end up not resting and this was
affecting their health.

More complicated, alarming issues like young girls and boys being beaten up by their parents,
experiencing rejection, being bullied in schools, all these things came up during discussions. There were
cases of LGBT individuals being asked to leave bars and restaurants. And so we decided that it was time 1
come up with some kind of legislation to promote equality and to make sure that they’re not
discriminated [against] in our city.

https:/Awww.bloomberg.com/newsffeatures/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgender-people-is-one-philippine-mayor-s-mission 418
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Quezbn .Cit'y'is protected from the political préssure because of the 'size'of the city and the '
number of people that support equal rights, according to Belmonte. Photographer: Lisa Marie
David/Bloomberg

The Philippines has a vibrant LGBTQ scene and is seen to be welcoming of sexual minorities.
How do you explain the political resistance toward passing the Sexual Orientation and Gender
Identity Expression Equality Bill that would prohibit discrimination?

We’re also a predominantly Catholic country and there are certain Bible verses that are not in favor of
giving equal rights to this particular sector. A lot of fundamentalist Christians always like to quote these
Bible verses as justification that these people should not be given equal rights. Because of that — and the
are many kinds of these people in Congress — any kind of bill that promotes equality will not get passed.

Nonetheless, you can see there’s so much acceptance already. But at the end of the day the policy’s not
there so you cannot really call yourself an equal-rights country, because the policy will still be needed to
protect you in case something happens to you. Despite the fact that we have Drag Race Philippines, we
have transgender beauty queens, [LGBTQ] are so accepted now, people are coming out left and right, bt
the absence of policy still puts them in a very precarious and dangerous position.

What’s the impact when you have individuals like beauty queens coming out as LGBTQ?

Now it becomes more acceptable because everybody watches Miss Universe, everybody idolizes Miss
Universe. In our country people watch Miss Universe more than any other program in the world, they rc
for Miss Universe more than they root for our athletes. So if Miss Universe, who I feel is very influential,

hitps:/iwww. bloomberg.com/news/features/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgendes-people-is-one-phifippine-mayor-s-mission 5/8
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says she is bisexual, I think that the implications are very great in terms of acceptance of LGBT people,

more than they are already accepted now. At the end of the day when there’s all this noise coming on
acceptance, respect, marches, rallies, I think Congress will be convinced. That’s our ultimate dream.

What makes Quezon City the kind of place where your progressive policies are able to be
implemented? . _

We are the biggest city in terms of populatibn so we are a little bit protected from p'olit'ic'al 'pfés'sure' A
because of my size as a city, and because of the number of people that support equal rights in our city.

‘I'm lucky because this city is where two of the most progressive universities are located, University of th
Philippines and Ateneo University. While Catholic, the Jesuits are quite progressive. Our church is also
quite supportive, not of course to the extent of same-sex marriage but in terms of human rights they’re

" very supportive.

Quezon City is really known for being a progressive city anyway so if there’s going to be any kind of
change it’s going to come from our city. We were also the first city to pass 20 years ago the reproductive
health ordinance. '

Could you explain how you came up with the idea of holding the mass commitment ceremonies

The commitment ceremony for LGBTQ couples in Quezon City, February 2023. Scurce: PAISD-Quezon City

https:/fwww.blocomberg.com/news/fealures/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgender-people-is-one-philippine-mayor-s-mission 6/8
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Those opposing equality bring up Bible verses saying these bad things about the sector. The way we
address it is to say but this is just about love, and Jesus preached love. We are now countering your
negativity with love. This commitment ceremony I thought was something that’s long overdue. I've seen
LGBT couples who love and stay with the same person longer than heterosexual couples. So it’s not true
‘when they say the stereotype about LGBT people being unable to keep a commitment.

Enter your email

E] Bloomberg may send me offers and promotions.
By submitting my information, | agree to the Privacy Policy and Tarms of Setvice.

I have another objectlve as well I want to control HIV. We are the leading city in the fight against
HIV/AIDS. We are a member of an international alliance called Fast-Track Cities that are committed to 95
95-95 goals [which calls for 95% of all people living with HIV to be aware of their status, 95% of those
aware of their status to be on antiretroviral treatment and 95% of those under treatment to achieve viral
load suppression] and to end cases by 2030. I thought, OK, if we show that LGBT people are capable of
monogamous relationships then that will also help us in this fight against HIV.

What role can cities and mayors play in enhancing human rights protections?

For as long as there are these very conservative congressmen that feel it is their duty to protect the
Christian religion as it is embodied in Leviticus, then the [SOGIE anti-discrimination] bill will not pass. I
feel that because this is the case for the national situation, then hope is in the cities. That is why the
[LGBTQ] sector are lobbying for mayors to be the ones to take an active role to ensure that they have
equality in the jurisdictions that they live in.

hitps:/iwww.bloomberg.com/newsffeatures/2023-06-29/making-safe-spaces-for-gay-transgender-people-is-one-philippine-mayor-s-mission 7i8
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Belmonte says she cannof pass ah ordinance allowing same-sex marriage or civil unions in the
city, but can pass anti-discrimination measures because “in theory the state supports human
rights.” Photographer: Lisa Marie David/Bloomberg :

There are certain laws that are ordinances that we’re allowed to pass, as long as they don’t conflict with
national laws. I can’t pass an ordinance allowing same-sex marriage here or civil unions, but I can pass
anti-discrimination measures because in theory the state supports human rights. It’s supposed to be
consistent with what the state pushes for.

Cities really play a big role, because they give hope to the people.
— With assistance from Sarah Holder

Have a confidential tip for our reporters? Get in Touch

©2025 Bloomberg L.P. All Rights Reserved.
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