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Senate calls on government in Australia to expedite 
asylum claim of two gay Saudi journalists in 'arbitrary' 

detention 

Multiple global news organisations call for release of men, who fled their 
country only to become embroiled in Australia’s detention system. 

 
By Helen Davidson 
 
The Guardian (04.12.2019) - https://bit.ly/2E6c8dc - The Senate has passed a motion 
calling on the government to recognise the increased risk it has placed on two gay Saudi 
journalists by keeping them in detention after they claimed asylum last month. 
 
Guardian Australia can reveal that multiple news organisations around the world have 
called for the release of the men, warning the Australian government they are watching 
the case closely. 
 
The motion, brought by Greens senator Janet Rice, also urged the government to expedite 
the refugee assessment process for the couple and assure their safety in the interim. 
 
Labor, Centre Alliance and independent senator Jacqui Lambie all pledged their support for 
the motion, which passed on Wednesday afternoon. 
 
Last month Guardian Australia revealed the two men were detained at an Australian airport 
after passing through immigration on valid tourist visas. They have remained in detention 
or under guard in hospital ever since, and have alleged threats of violence against them 
as well as fear they could be targeted by Saudi representatives. 
 
Sultan* is a former ministry of media employee and a fixer who had worked with multiple 
international media organisations, and Nassar* is a cameraman. 
 
They fled their home country after Sultan was interrogated by Saudi authorities, who 
ordered him to stop working with foreign media and made veiled threats to out his and his 
partner’s relationship. 
 
Homosexuality is illegal in Saudi Arabia and punishable by death. 
 
Sultan told Guardian Australia last month their arrest and “arbitrary” detention in Australia 
was comparable to threats back home. 
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“We’ve been threatened with it in Saudi but it never actually happened until we came 
here,” he said. 
 
Rice welcomed the Senate’s move. 
 
“When these journalists liken their treatment in Saudi to the violence they have 
experienced here in Australia, it should be a wake-up call,” she told Guardian Australia. 
 
“The government should act swiftly to reflect the view of the Senate on this matter and 
uphold the values of fairness and diversity that our country says we stand for.” 
 
“This motion is an important step to increased public awareness of how dangerous 
Australian immigration detention centres are,” said the men’s lawyer, Alison Battisson. 
 
“I am aware of serious assaults, requiring hospitalisation, taking place on a weekly basis 
… When assaults do occur, it appears very difficult for the Australian federal police to access 
detention to investigate.” 
 
Several international media organisations have also written to Australia’s immigration 
minister, David Coleman, in support of the men. 
 
“This is unjust treatment of two journalists who travelled to Australia seeking protection 
from the persecution they faced as gay men in Saudi Arabia,” wrote one letter from Mark 
MacKinnon, of Canada’s Globe and Mail. 
 
“I hope you can intervene to ensure they are released from detention – they have valid 
visas to visit Australia – so that they can pursue their asylum claim,” he said.” 
 
“Please trust that I and my colleagues around the world who know and have worked with 
[Sultan] will be watching the outcome of this process with very keen interest.” 
 
Other letters from some of the world’s most prestigious newsrooms, including the BBC and 
ITN, urged Coleman to grant the pair asylum, saying the pair would “fit in very well in 
Australia”. 
 
Michael Garrod, the founder of freelancer database, World Fixer, said Sultan was driven to 
help foreign media “in the spirit of progress, driven and inspired by the initiatives of the 
Crown Prince”, and said if the couple was returned to Saudi Arabia they faced persecution 
because of both their sexuality and their profession. 
 
“I sincerely hope that your department recognises their considerable contribution to our 
global understanding of their country and stands by Australia’s promise to support LGBT 
rights globally,” he said. 
 
Peter Greste, journalist and spokesman for the Alliance for Journalists’ Freedom, said: “If 
Australia wants to be seen as a campaigner of press freedom around the world, and wants 
to be respected and taken seriously, the government will act swiftly, and with 
understanding and compassion, in relation to these two journalists.” 
 

U.N. awards Cyndi Lauper first social justice prize for 
LGBT+ work 

By K. Sophie Will 
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Thomson Reuters Foundation (27.11.2019) - https://reut.rs/2OE0iNE - U.S. singer Cyndi 
Lauper, who is set to win the United Nations’ new social justice award, said on Wednesday 
that her drive to end LGBT+ homelessness began in support of family and friends. 
 
Best known for her ‘80s-era pop hits, Lauper will receive the United Nations inaugural High 
Note Global Prize on Dec. 10 - Human Rights Day - for the work of her charity, True Colors 
United, to support homeless LGBT+ youth. 
 
“Being an ally came naturally to me. LGBT rights are human rights. It wasn’t in me to stand 
idly by while my friends and family were being mistreated,” Lauper, told the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation, describing youth homelessness as an “epidemic”. 
 
“It means a great deal to receive this award because it will help to raise awareness of this 
issue. It is a fixable problem if we all come together to help these kids.” 
 
True Colors United estimates up to four out of 10 of the 4.2 million homeless young people 
in the United States are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT+) and works to ensure 
that services for them are safe and welcoming. 
 
Three-quarters of homeless LGBT+ youth surveyed by True Colors United said they had 
been in child welfare. These young people are often mistreated in foster care, which can 
lead to homelessness and sexual exploitation, the charity said. 
 
Lauper will be given the U.N. award at her charity’s annual concert by Grammy-nominated 
singer Kesha. Billy Porter, star of “Pose” and first openly gay black man to win an Emmy, 
and singer-songwriter King Princess will also perform at the event. 
 
“For decades she has promoted human rights, been a voice and active participant for 
change, and inspired people around the world to be tolerant and true to themselves,” said 
David Clark, creator of the High Note Global Initiative. 
 

Facebook under fire after ads for anti-HIV drug PrEP 
deemed political 

Instagram requires ads by LGBTQ-focused health center to go through 
verification process. 

 
By André Wheeler 
 
The Guardian (31.10.2019) - https://bit.ly/2WKe5EN - Facebook is facing backlash after it 
classified advertisements for an HIV prevention drug as political advertising. 
 
Apicha, a New York health center that caters to LGBTQ patients, said last week the tech 
giant initially blocked ads it tried to run on Instagram that aimed to raise awareness of 
PrEP, an FDA-approved anti-HIV medication sold under the brand name Truvada. 
 
Apicha says the ads in question feature queer and trans Pacific Islander artists speaking 
on PrEP and its personal benefits. The ads were to be part of PrEP Aware Week – an 
initiative by the New York state department of health to increase usage of the drug, 
especially within POC and LGBTQ communities. (New cases of HIV infections are 
disproportionately higher among queer men of color.) 
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But Instagram required the ads to undergo a verification process to identify the advertiser 
and funding source. 
 
The decision was confusing to those who work at Apicha. “We have been running health 
ads for years. We have ads running on Facebook that promote PrEP use for women, and 
we didn’t have any issue with those,” said Phillip Miner, Apicha’s director of grants and 
communication. 
 
Over the last year, Facebook, which purchased Instagram in 2012, has adopted a 
verification process for political advertisers on its platforms and a broader definition of 
what is and isn’t political. The changes come as Facebook works to prevent a repeat of the 
Russian influence campaign that used its platforms to interfere in the 2016 US elections. 
 
However, the new rules have led to seemingly apolitical ads being classified as political. 
 
Gilead, the maker of Truvada, said efforts to promote sexual health and reduce new sexual 
infections require “creative and innovative solutions”. 
 
The company voiced disapproval of Facebook’s actions. “Efforts to heighten awareness of 
PrEP are undermined by limiting the reach of community-based education and outreach 
campaigns,” Gilead wrote in a statement to the Guardian. 
 
Facebook counts any ad that advocates for or against a social issue as a political ad. The 
company’s list of “social issues” includes topics like education, crime, and health. 
 
After speaking with Facebook employees, Miner believes Apicha’s ads were considered 
political because they touch on health. “So anytime someone posts an ad that is health 
related, it should trigger this process,” he said. 
 
But the situation may be even more complicated. Facebook’s rules state that political health 
ads include “discussion, debate, and/or advocacy for or against topics including but not 
limited to healthcare reform and access to healthcare”. 
 
According to the company’s guide, an ad that says “We fight for everyone in our community 
to have access to the quality healthcare that all families deserve” is political. 
 
Under these rules, Facebook may be deem statements like “All gay men deserve access to 
PrEP” political. 
 
On Thursday, Miner informed the Guardian, after undergoing Facebook’s verification 
process, Apicha’s ads were now running on Instagram. 
 
A Facebook spokesperson told the Guardian: “We allow ads that promote health care 
services on Facebook. We require extra steps before ads can run if they also advocate for 
or against certain social issues, like equal access to health care. We saw bad actors abuse 
these kinds of topics in 2016 so, while we don’t want to create unnecessary obstacles for 
people, we think it’s important to increase transparency to better protect elections on 
Facebook.” 
 
The tension between Apicha and Facebook highlights how the company’s new approach 
towards political advertising inadvertently politicizes key aspects of LGBTQ people’s day-
to-day lives. 
 
Last year, the Washington Post examined how advertisements by LGBTQ groups – including 
announcements for LGBTQ youth proms, the Long Island Pride parade, and a baseball 
game – were being blocked. 
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“We do not consider all ads that relate to LGBT under this policy, but rather only those that 
advocate for various policies or political positions, which several of these ads do,” the 
company said at the time.  
 
The renewed examinations of how Facebook’s policies can negatively affect marginalized 
groups comes as Democratic candidates call on Facebook to change its policies on political 
ads. 
 
On Wednesday afternoon, the Twitter CEO, Jack Dorsey, announced the company would 
ban all political advertising. 
 

UN treaty bodies advance LGBTI rights 

The UN treaty bodies are increasingly scrutinizing states’ treatment of LGBTI 
persons, and this is having positive local impact. 

 
By Kseniya Kirichenko 
 
OpenGlobalRights (22.10.2019) - https://bit.ly/2BQWKjI - Currently, there are nine core 
international human rights treaties, but none of them explicitly mentions sexual 
orientation, gender identity and expression, or sex characteristics (SOGIESC) or the rights 
of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) people. Of course, most of the 
treaties were adopted long ago when the LGBTI human rights discourse was yet to be 
developed. But it is also true that so long as 70 UN Member States still criminalize 
consensual same-sex sexual acts, it would be difficult to amend the treaties. 
 
At the same time, the interpretation and application of these nine international treaties by 
the treaty bodies has taken into account that social relations and legislative and political 
practices are changing at the local and regional level. Although the treaties don’t mention 
SOGIESC or LGBTI, each of the Committees has referred to these terms in their documents. 
 
Over the last five years, the number of references to SOGIESC/LGBTI by all treaty bodies 
in their concluding observations (recommendations they make to states when considering 
state reports) has increased two and a half times from 54 references in 2014, to 138 in 
2018. In 2016–2018, such references were included in half of the concluding observations, 
and the UN Human Rights Committee considered LGBTI issues in its reviews of every state 
in 2017 and 2018. 
 
Further, the references to trans people have more than doubled (from 48 in 2014 to 104 
in 2018), and the stand-alone references to specific problems of trans people (e.g. legal 
gender recognition or access to hormone therapy) have more than tripled (from 7 in 2014 
to 24 in 2018). 
 
The treaty bodies have taken into account that social relations and legislative and 
political practices are changing at the local and regional level. 
 
The changes related to the human rights of intersex people are even more substantial. The 
references to intersex people have increased more than five times (from 14 in 2014 to 74 
in 2018), and the stand-alone references to specific problems of intersex people (primarily, 
forcible surgeries on children) have increased from zero in 2014 to 15 in 2018. 
 
The intersectional approach developed by the treaty bodies is another trend indicative of 
their deeper understanding of LGBTI human rights: for example, the UN Committee on the 
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Elimination of Discrimination Against Women referred to the issue of so-called “corrective 
rape” of lesbian women, and the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
analyzed the situation of LGBTI people living with disabilities and the problem of 
“conversion therapy”. 
 
The treaty bodies' jurisprudence in deciding individual cases has also considerably evolved 
in analyzing the situation of LGBTI people. In 1992, the UN Human Rights Committee 
considered for the first time a state’s violation of its international obligations pertaining to 
sexual orientation in the case Toonen v. Australia. The Committee found that 
criminalization of consensual same-sex sexual acts violated the right to privacy. The 
decision marked a turning point not only in the understanding of human rights at the UN 
level, but also in the evolution of national legislation and jurisprudence in many countries 
from India to South Africa, and from Fiji to Colombia. 
 
Today, three treaty bodies have already ruled on LGBTI-related cases, and the total 
number of decisions has amounted to 30 (of which 23 were handed down over the past 10 
years and 16 over the past five years). More individual complaints are still pending.  
 
Significant changes were made possible because of the voices and energy of 
LGBTI activists. 
 
However, the ultimate goal goes beyond the evolution of the UN’s discourse per se, and 
includes promoting changes at the local level that will impact individual lives. In recent 
years, we have seen many examples where recommendations by the treaty bodies led to 
actual transformations at the local level. 
 
For example, Russian trans activists submitted their report to the Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights and participated in its session in Geneva in 2017. As a result, 
the Committee issued its first recommendation to Russia on the need for legal gender 
recognition for trans people. This recommendation resulted in certain shifts in Russia: a 
political party included the matter in its agenda, and, more importantly, the Russian Health 
Ministry adopted a new protocol for legal gender recognition that allowed trans individuals 
to change identity documents without having to undergo gender reassignment surgery. 
 
Those active in the LGBTI movement must maintain our agency even when we are 
criminalized, discriminated against, subjected to violence or excluded. By doing so, we 
transform our traumatic experiences into power and thus actively alter the space around 
us and become visible. I believe that such an approach is important at any level, including 
the universal system of human rights or the UN treaty bodies. The significant changes I 
mentioned above were made possible because of the voices and energy of all those LGBTI 
activists who communicated with the treaty bodies, gathered information, submitted 
reports and worked on the implementation of the recommendations. 
 
Yet, many issues are yet to be resolved, especially for more vulnerable groups within the 
community. The treaty bodies need to better understand the specific problems of certain 
groups within the LGBTI community: for example, no recommendations have been made 
regarding bisexual people. A clearer legal framework to protect those suffering from 
multiple forms of discrimination is required. We are still waiting for the treaty body 
decisions on complaints arising from hate crimes against LGBTI people—they must 
recognize the obligation on states to ensure effective investigations of such cases. 
 
Everyone has human rights, and every one of us can influence this system through our 
experiences. I believe that we can achieve more. The UN treaty bodies are critical and 
could be even more effective by strengthening their mechanisms to monitor the 
implementation of their recommendations. 
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Merriam-Webster adds nonbinary 'they' pronoun to 
dictionary 

The new entry explicitly refers to nonbinary people — those who identify as 
neither exclusively male nor female. 

 
By Liam Knox 
 
NBC News (18.09.2019) - https://nbcnews.to/2knJHRO - Merriam-Webster's dictionary is 
adding a new entry to the definition of the pronoun “they”: a way to refer to a nonbinary 
individual, one who identifies as neither exclusively male nor female. 
 
It’s been a year of heightened visibility for nonbinary people, from the popularity of MTV’s 
“sexually fluid” season of the dating show “Are You the One?” — which counted nonbinary 
folks among its cast members — to the Grammy-winning artist Sam Smith’s recent decision 
to use gender-neutral they/them pronouns. Merriam-Webster’s addition is yet another 
recognition of the cultural relevance and growing acceptance of nonbinary identity, and it 
gives new credence to the increasingly common use of they/them pronouns. 
 
Emily Brewster, a senior editor for Merriam-Webster, said factors like the growing practice 
of soliciting or giving out one’s pronouns, the growing number of people who identify as 
nonbinary, and the acceptance of the nonbinary “they” pronoun in a wide variety of texts 
all coalesced to make the new addition an obvious choice. 
 
“We are always aiming to reflect usage,” she said. “It’s very clear that this is fully 
established in the language at this point.” 
 
The nonbinary “they” is one of 530 new words and definitions already added to Merriam-
Webster.com and will appear in its next printed edition, alongside words like “fabulosity” 
and cultural references like “dad joke.” 
 
The singular "they" pronoun has been in use since the 1300s, according to Merriam-
Webster, and it had already been included in the company’s dictionary as a gender-neutral 
way to refer to someone whose identity is unknown or whose existence is hypothetical. 
What’s new is its use as a pronoun for individuals who identify as nonbinary. 
 
To those who are reluctant to embrace the singular "they" for grammatical reasons, 
Brewster pointed out that this kind of shift in the use of a pronoun has happened before. 
If people could adapt to it then, she said, they can learn to embrace it now. 
 
“The word ‘you’ used to be only plural, which is why we still use the plural verb. We say 
‘you are’ even though we’re only speaking to one person,” she said. “We also must adapt 
to the ‘they are’ for an individual person, and we can.” 
 
Sam Brinton, head of advocacy and government affairs for The Trevor Project, an LGBTQ 
youth crisis prevention organization, identifies as nonbinary and uses they/them pronouns. 
They said Merriam-Webster’s addition of the nonbinary definition will hopefully help bolster 
a better understanding of nonbinary identity. 
 
"My day-to-day life consists of helping those around me understand that my pronouns, 
they and them, are a part of my identity,” Brinton wrote in an email to NBC News. “To 
have Merriam-Webster so openly educate others on the simplicity of the nonbinary use of 
they and them pronouns is going to make each coming day a little easier for thousands if 
not millions of LGBTQ youth.” 
 



HRWF LGBTQI People & Human Rights Newsletter    
 

On Twitter, reactions were a predictable mix of excitement from the LGBTQ community 
and allies, and disdain from grammar purists and those who do not support gender-
nonconforming identities. 
 
Brewster said she’s glad nonbinary people feel validated by the dictionary’s decision, but 
she stressed that Merriam-Webster doesn’t legitimize language — people do, and the 
singular, gender-neutral “they” has been a legitimate term in that sense for a long time. 
 
“The word exists. You don’t actually need a dictionary to legitimize the words,” she said. 
“But of course if it can serve that function I’m happy for it to do so.” 
 
 
 
 


