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A World Away

LGB TOA Kyrgyz
Delegation travels
to US. for answers
and hope
By Art Martori
an ordinary auting with friends,
remerribers Murbek Omuraw,
33-vear-ald resident of Bishkek, the

capital and largest city of the Kyrgyz
Republic.

That nightt in April 20014 began as

Public sentiment in his Central-&sian
homeland, forrmerly knoven as Kyrgyzstan,
is decidedly against the LGETA commumnity.
Harassment or warse is commaon. But to
aviaid it, they headed to the gay club late at
right. long after most people were inbed.

Approaching the club, haweawer, they
spatted a group of shady charactars
lnitering near the entrance, The thugs, as
Omurov describes them, seemed to be
loaking for rouble. Instinct told Ormurow and
his proup towalk the other weay.

“We were trying to bypass thermn and go
around the ather side, but they noticed us
because, maybe, they saw the way wWe were
dressed” e recalled. "Usually people dress
vary consarvatively, We were very bright”

The thugs intercepted themn. Without
muchvwaming, they started oo beat Drumow
and members of his group What started as
o Lo -profile visit ta the local gay club had
quickly turmed inta & fracas that harkened
beck to the pogromsof early 19th century
Russia,

"We immediately ralled the police
office. They were very negative,” Omuroy
explainad “They were harassing us, nat

=

physically, but telling us

we were not the right kind of

peaple Wiy didwe chioose ta live

Like this? This was wrong, Laber, they closed
the case becauss they didn't find enough
evidence.”

Rights At Risk

Stories Lke this are commaon out of the
nowi-democr atic Kyrgyz Republic, which
was once a part of the Soviet Uinion, LOBTOA
people are frequently persecuted and, asin
nipighboring Russia, have Little recourse to
pratect thermselves or discourage further
attacks.

Their situation gained mainstream
attention in 2013, with & report from the
hurmanitarian nonprofit Human Rights
Wiatch (HRWW ) |t revealed instances of
“erntrapment, extortion, beating and sexual
violence” toward gay men, and “forced
rarrizges and 'curative rapes” targeting
Leshian and bisexual women. Another
report from HRW follovweed in lanuary 2014,
exposing police vinlence toward gay and
bisexual men.

Some in the Kyrgyz Republic say itwas
this negative exposure that prompted anti
LGETOA legislatian, introduced in October

200, by the Kyrgyz

Parliament. The measure

15 Sirmilar to exsting

Aissian laws. While

same-sex relationships
wouldr't beillegzl, the

Legislation severely limits

LEATOA people’s freadarns aof assembly and
speech; any type of activism or celebration
vould be outlawad.

The Kyrgyz measure has been described
a5 tougher than its Russian counterpart due
ta tha harsh penalties that came with it,
including heswvy fines and prison time.

Ithas already passed two out of three
requirad rounds af vating, with the third
and final reading on hold pending a
Parliamentary election Oct. &, 2015, 1t's
expected to pass through Parliament
sometima after the electian, Kyrgyz
sources say, and then must be signed by the
President and upheald by their Constitutional
Court, Those last two stages, they say, are
the only chances of it being struck down.

The U5. ermbassy to the Kyrgyz Republic
was quick toissue a statement after the
measure was introduced.

" Paogle everywhere deserve bo live
infreedom. Mo one should be silenced or
imprisoned becavse of wha they are ar
whom they love,” the statement reads.
‘Laws that discriminabe against one group
of peaple threaten the fundamentzl rights
of all people. Sweeping Wmits an civil saciety
harm democracy.

“Wie urge MPs and the people of the
Kyrgyz RBepublic to stand on the side of
justice and equality, to stand For progress
and compassion, and cppose legislation that
would criminalize expressians of identity ar
Lirnit civil sockety”

Egitor's Nate: An el seekdng comment
fram the Kyroye Republic’s embossy to the
LS. remoined imorswered of the tme this
shary went o pant,

Like castawanys venturing out ta bring
back help, a delegation of representalives
from Kyrgyz LGETOA non-governmental
organizations recently visited the United
Liates on a fact-finding trip sponsared by

thell5. State Department.

Viith stops in Portland, Ore: Scottsdale,
Ariz; Litte Rock. Ark. and Mew York Gty
the delegation was tasked with leaming
how acceptance of the LGBTOA community
evolved in the U5, and then, hopefully,
returning home in time to spark change.

An International Interview

The Paloma Canference Room at Chaparral
Buiitesin Scottsdale B completely empty one
September evening when | arrive ta meet the
Kyrgyz delegation, vet evidence of a busy
dany is streven along the long conference
table.

Afrer a few minubes of waiting, the tall
double doors swing apen ta reveal twomen
and beo women who appear to be in their
late 20s or early 30s, dressed in casual,
stylish ¥Westemn clothing, It takes a halting
exchange in English befare | realize they're
the Kyrgyz delepation and they realize I'm
the American journalist,

Shortly thereafter, we're joined by two
trarelators and things proceed smoathby.
First, | want to know, why did the Kyrgyz
Republic chaose its LGETOA community as
atarget?

"The situation in Kyrgyzstan i quite
challenging in that the socetyis stillvery
canservative and not accepting toward
LOBTOA issues,” explains Omurow, the anly
member of the growp who speaks fluent
English. *Sa is the Parliarment, the main
decision-making branch of the government
of Kyrgyzstan.”

Umuray is the chairman af Kyrgyz Indiga,
ar NGO that advecates for LGETOA rights
and provides general support for the
Kyrgyz Republic's LGBTOA populatian. If the
afprementioned Measure passes, Kyrgyz?
Indiga, along with each of the delegates
organizations, wauld be autlaveed.

Ik will sigrificantly change ear lives,
especially those who are out.” Omuraw says
of being one af few openly gay menin his
cauntry. "It woudd prahibit, for example,

“«. People everywhere
deserve to livein
freedom. No one
should be silenced or
imprisoned because
of who they are or
whom they love.”

The US. embassy to the Kyrgyz Republic

dating on websites and talking about these
i=sues on sacial meda. If our rights are
violated because of our identity, our sexual
priertation, it would be really difficult for us
to defend ourselves. Our lives would be very
diffecult.’

Finding A Scapegoat

The canservative climate in the Kyrgy=
Republic is Likely due ta dogrma and a gerneral
sense of dissatisfac tion among its public.

Of the more than 5.6 million inhabitants,
according to the Central Intelligence
Apency's Warld Facthoak, 75 percent

are Muslim and 20 percent are Russian
Orthodax, tesa religions nated for thair
intolerant stances toweard homosexuality.

Further souring public opinion might be
an urwillingniess to accept a lower standing
in the world following the early 19905
dissolution of the Soviet Linion, under which
Kyreyzetan enjoyed sinificant upticks
culturally. econamically and socially.

I recent years the Kyrgyz Republic has
clashed with foreign entities, including
Canadian investars and a US. military berse,
over presenving its soversign righits. Today,
percapita GOP in the Kyrgyez Republic hovers
arcund $3 400, compared with 154 600
inthe U5, Some 7.6 percent af the Kyrgyz
population is unemploved and nearly 34
percent Lives beneath the poverty line.

It's as if the Kyrpyz Parlisment faund
aceapepoat in ke LGBTOA cammunity,
explains Lilia Ten. Ten is the executive
directar af The Grace, an NGO based in
Rishkek that warks to raise awareness for

ECHOM=CCOm

LEBT rights, and also a part of the visiting
Kyrgye delegation.

“With the upraming elections, it was very
canvenient to use that repart as a pretext,”
she explzined through a translator. "They
used it ot te change the situation fiar
the better, as far as LOETQA peaple were
ranoerned, but they did the opposite They
used some kind of cheap populisminamder
to gain mare vates by introducing a topic
that i neutral and doesm't concern any of
the candidates [JEFSUH-:‘I[[‘{.'

The pardiament's agenda was easy to
Imitiate g kly because Rirssia had already
laid the groundwork, notes Chynara
Bakirawva, executive director of the Kyrgyz
Republic-based Anti-AIDS Association, and
the third member of the visiting Kyrayz
delegation.

“In & poor country, they are always
going to welcome very radical salubions.
Matioralisr. Main laming the traditian.
Reterring to the culdtural roots. And a
promise of a better future,” Bakirowa said
through a translator. “In that sense, itis
definitely easier bo promate the nagative
agenda, eggressive bills, not something that
would improve the social situation.”
Bakirowva continues.

"Hussiz is very close geagraphically, and that
anti-gay idea had bean there for quite same
time,” she adds, again through her translator,
"Our parliamentarians decided to use that
idea hecause the mass media in Russia

had already prepared the ground. A Lot of
Russlan media are popular in our country, so
the local parliamentarians didn't even have
o spend any Money an Campaigns,”

A Matter of Life or Death

Ore subtle but devastating effect that
anti-LLHT QA sentiment has created is an
umnwillingness to seek out trea tment for HIV,
said Aleksandr Shilo, the fourth member of
the Kyrgyz delegation, through a translator.
Shilais an outreach warker For the LISAID
halegue art HIY and TE Presact.

“There are a Lok of peogle ve work with,
and sometimes vou grab them by the hand
and bring them there," he explained. “WWere
telling them, This is a priority. Please ga
through with treatment. These people don't
hawe the community to talk to, to support
therr. We try bo unibe therm. We try to gather
therr.”

The stigrna attached ta being a gay
man has even created a rift among those
infected, Bakirava added.

“Inside this group of HiV-infected peaple
there is alot of dvision based an how
they got it shie explained. "This is a huge
problem for us, There are several Issues
we need to monitar at the same time, and
that i homophobia and intarnal sberma and
psychological state of mind”

Bakirowvanotes thatwhile HIV and MD5
aren't an epidernic armong the general Kyrgyz
pepulatian, in 2013 an estimated B.A percent
of gay menwere infected.
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are transfiooed by the American foothall
game ona couple flat screens, Omueroy tells
rmie abaut his coming-aut experiance. Two
vears agn, after being cloeeted for 12 years,
his devautly Chrisbian mother insisted an
performing the washing of the feet rite,
kneeling before him, begging forgiveness
far the way she'd ralsed him, When
Omuroy refused to renounce being gay, she
disowned him.

He hasn't heard fram her since

1
Ii J ]? Photo courtesy of But that's whathe's come to accept.
—t Burbek Dmurow

| did nat expect to hear such harrible
words from a mother, It was very difficult

Members of the delegaticn admitithas It's unlikely we'll see each other again ta hear all that fram a person wha you think
sl hard to grasp I SRTE of what Somebody suggests | meet them ﬁ:u'. should love you,” he later tells me from
it's like bo be openly LUETOA N the LS. due the complirmeantary happy hour. Possibly e e A AR
ta the whirlwind itinerary af their trip. Ten sansing tha ethics mvalved with American VErnava AR en Lo N Wiy Dack o
points out the nature of conservatism varies jourmalism, they insist ansneaking me in ‘Asa gay person, coming autis my fate”
guite 2 bit between countries, as well &s its with their room keys sol can Eﬂt free drinks. Echa wauld like ta extand a spedol thanks
Imgact. {Ine of our franslatars, & grarinus ta Kirill Flevow ond Anno Richordson, Russian
‘e hawve quite a lotof things that are motherly native of Kiey, exruses harsel f imguage miemieers, jor their patience,
sirmilar,” she said "But when you compare and a few af the delegates. They'd heard humor mod suprerme arofessionalism
Kyrgyzstan and Arizana, Hthink it's easier about T Maxx arnd rermain determined to
ta get justice than in our country, That's the wralk the faw blocks there fram the holel

mest mportant difference, In rmy opirsan.” beforeit closes. Apclogetically, | praduce my

In laconic fashion, Dmunoy agreed. phore to show them what one black means e e T B e b .
- trss d to Millerr Boac an i ion and i dates,
“There is rule of law” he says "Bt in zﬁ.'fla.[ s 3|.I:"I-n$iz'l.1 to Miller qul' d-inat ; T "_‘.- = FARE g B L a a
. ’ : rbhan spraw he group confers a mamen JISIT BChomag.o
If'.-lz',-?‘:,'__-‘u'l. ule of law is complicated UriDan Spressy & group Cor 5 Qe

in rapid-fire Russian before daciding tocatch
the hatel shuttle.

Art Martori i

Our time is up in the conference room Oruerow and | find curselves the anly ores freclance: e contrutosta % n u
I.h:: &5 an uneasy -n_an-eer'—';'mr_'ﬂi'lrt{.'r‘: Ir-.--' tin the .c.:nur'p_r-'. cl:.|i-||i|-,- sipping thimble- v.;-'-'),-s EVYEIDPETS a|1.j|11..1-1nz--1é3. e
of the Kygyz delegation and | realize size cocktails. As a few other hotel guests I V I

Join us Saturday, February 27, 2016
for the 12th Annual Arizona Dinner

Immigration ! Sheraton Phoenix Downtown Hotel

Criminal / DU
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can lmrnigration Lawyers

HRCAZGala.org

magna cum lauds Georgetown University

Jures Boctar Degree Boalt Hall School of Law UC

Berkatay E-mail tablecaptains@hrcarizona.org to:
E-ﬁl'.:'l m Tagaing, French, Spanish, ltalian and = buy a ticket * buy a program book ad
glis = buy a table * become a volunteer

= donate an auction item * become a corporate sponsor
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