WHAT WORKS:
BUILDING WOMEN’S
LEADERSHIP IN
BOTSWANA, ZAMBIA &
ZIMBABWE

The Masakhane project is a project of the Coalition of
African Lesbians (CAL). The project’s focus is to further
lesbian, bisexual and queer (LBQ) women’s leadership
and strengthen the capabilities of CAL members and
partners to campaign in-country, by learning through
action.
Autonomy Collectives are formed in-country and
organise around themes of women’s autonomy, freedoms
and justice. The collectives include LBQ women, women
living with HIV and AIDS, sex workers and young
women. In 2017 CAL disbursed sub-grants to collectives
based in Botswana, Zambia and Zimbabwe for the
implementation of the Masakhane project.
The project is supported by Lesben - und
Schwulenverband in Deutschland (LSVD) and filia, die
frauenstiftung. As part of the next phase of the project,
Masakhane will expand to Swaziland, Mozambique
and Lesotho.
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BOTSWANA
Despite the steady economic growth and seeming political stability which
earned Botswana the title of “Africa’s Miracle” or “Africa’s success story”,
progress in ensuring the realisation of human rights has not been as
forthcoming. Even the economic growth has not been for the benefit of all,
with significant numbers of Batswana continuing to live in poverty.
Neo-liberal economic policies, rising corruption, militarisation of public
service and authoritarian tendencies by the government have caused some
to question whether Botswana’s success story is a miracle or a mirage. The
structures, institutions, belief systems and cultural and/or social practices that
prevent women from fully reaching their potential, autonomy, freedom, and
opportunities to grow and develop at a personal, professional, social and
spiritual levels remain firmly entrenched.

SEXUAL ORIENTATION AND GENDER
IDENTITY AND EXPRESSION:
Many laws in Botswana are derived from British Common Law, which criminalises
sodomy as a form of assault. Botswana has a dual system of customary and Roman-Dutch
law operating side by side. The Botswana Penal Code lists homosexual sexual acts as
offences in Division III which are also referred to as Offences against Morality. Botswana
has been party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) since
8th September 2000. The ICCPR prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation as it violates two of its articles.
Although sexual orientation is not specifically referred to in the example list, the phrasing
‘of any kind’, ‘on any ground’ and ‘other status’ can be implied to cover sexual
orientation. Botswana is also a society with a strong patriarchal foundation that upholds
traditional values which dictate conservative and rigid gender roles and imposes a
moralistic viewpoint on sexuality. Individuals who are perceived to deviate from the norms
surrounding sexuality and gender face discrimination, exclusion and marginalisation.
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SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
AND RIGHTS (SRHR):
The Government of Botswana’s SRH Policy Guidelines and Service Standards document provides
a framework for developing a responsive strategy and an implementation plan for SRHR and
HIV and AIDS Linkages and Integration. Despite this, Botswana is a country deeply affected by
HIV and AIDS. Neonatal mortality and maternal mortality rates may reflect inadequacy in the
provision of quality child health, sexual and reproductive health and HIV and AIDS services.
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans*, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ) people, sex workers and men having
sex with men remain excluded from national statistics on the state of SRHR in Botswana. A study
on the lived realities of women (and other sexual minorities) in Botswana conducted by activists
as a precursor to the Autonomy Project, cited the following key concerns in relation to sexual
minorities access to health: insensitive attitudes and stigmatization by healthcare providers and a
lack of appropriate health services for individuals engaged in same-sex relations. The same study
reported an absence of abortion services in cases where the pregnancy is not the result of rape.

VIOLENCE AND DISCRIMINATION
AGAINST WOMEN:
Over two thirds of women in Botswana (67%) have experienced some form of gender based
violence in their lifetime including partner and non-partner violence. A smaller, but still high,
proportion of men (44%) admit to perpetrating violence against women. Nearly one third of
women (29%) experienced intimate partner violence. In contrast, only 1.2% of Batswana women
reported cases of gender based violence to the police in the same period. Thus the prevalence of
gender based violence reported in the survey is 24 times higher than that reported to the police.
This suggests that levels of gender based violence are far higher than those recorded in official
statistics and that women have lost faith in the very systems that should protect them as well as
offer redress. The Autonomy Project country study reported violations of privacy and bodily
integrity of trans* individuals who are forced to undergo unsanctioned physical examinations
to determine their gender. Respondents in the study also cited different types of gender based
violence, including sexual harassment in the workplace, rape of gender non-conforming and
lesbian individuals, and police harassment of sex workers – almost always perpetrated with
impunity.
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ORGANIZING AND CONTEXT OF HUMAN
RIGHTS DEFENDERS:
The Republic of Botswana is a member of the United Nations and the African Union. It has ratified
many UN Human Rights Conventions and thus has made binding international commitments
to adhere to the standards laid down in these universal human rights documents. In as far as
Botswana has ratified the Optional Protocols for UN Human Rights Conventions or has accepted
the Competence of the corresponding UN Treaty Bodies Batswana and their representatives are
able to invoke their human rights through these bodies. Additionally, Botswana is an AU member,
its citizens and NGOs may file complaints to the African Commission on Human and Peoples’
Rights . In the past decade, there have been reports of NGOs and human rights defenders being
placed under state surveillance and allegations of threats and actual incidents of violence have
been made against the state. In some instances Botswana has delayed or denied NGOs the right
to register and operate legally – such as in the case of Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals of Botswana
(LeGaBiBo). After a decade-long protracted and high-profile advocacy campaign, which included
several court applications and appeals, LeGaBiBo was finally able to register successfully in
2014.

BOTSWANA AUTONOMY COLLECTIVE:
THE COLLECTIVE IS MADE UP OF THREE ORGANIZATIONS:

Health Empowerment Rights (H.E.R)
An organization that focuses on gender
based violence, SRHR, HIV/AIDS and
relationships amongst young men and
women age between the ages of 18 and
25 and provides mentorship and support for
young marginalized women.

Higher Heights for Girls Organization
(HHGO)
An organization whose mandate is to
amplify the voices of marginalized women
and women bodies (lesbian women,
trans-women, bisexual women, women
who have sex with other women and HIV
positive women) to create an enabling
environment for the diversity of women.

Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals of Botswana (LeGaBiBo)
an LGBTI organization aimed at promoting and defending the human rights of the
LGBTI community in Botswana. LeGaBiBo also acted as the fiscal host of the project,
assuming responsibility for the receiving and disbursement of project funds and
subsequent reporting.
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SUCCESSES / ACHIEVEMENTS
The Masakhane Project Botswana managed to establish an Autonomy Task Team that
led the work of the Autonomy Project Botswana Collective and managed to implement a
number of the project’s objectives. The Media Task Team was able to maintain a constant
presence online via Facebook, where information was regularly updated. A series of
events and spaces where created that allowed the target groups (Lesbians, bisexuals,
trans women, sex works, women living with HIV and women with disabilities) to gather
and share ideas, information and resources towards the five objectives namely: media
engagement, consciousness raising, knowledge and research, wellness and mobilisation
and building solidarity. The activities carried out managed to meet three of the five
objectives, which saw the diversity of women’s organising in Botswana come together
under collective solidarity moments, and spoke to ongoing consciousness raising and
advocacy work.

STRATEGIES
• consciousness raising
• visibility, voice and media
• knowledge production and documentation
• wellness, safety and security
• mobilization and building solidarity

IMPLEMENTATION
In the space of a year, the different groups brought together under the Masakhane
Project all agreed that this was a vital space for learning and consciousness raising,
especially amongst queer, lesbian, bisexual, queer and gender nonconforming women
in Botswana. The Masakhane Project evaluation noted that ‘The Autonomy Project is
the only Botswana-based project that operates as a collective and is unapologetically
feminist. The project is able to bring together different organizations to collaborate on
important issues.’ To this end, the Botswana Autonomy Collective managed to implement
the following activities: Pop-up market, Feminist camp, 4 dialogues: Recreating culture:
no good women here, Unbearable weight: Interrogating public morality, culture and
bodily autonomy, Transgender voices: A light in the darkness, Disrupting power: violence
against women. The collective was active on social media platforms which they used for
campaigning, to mobilise members and popularise events and ideas.
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CHALLENGES
The Botswana Autonomy Collective struggled to maintain consistent participation throughout
the implementation of the project, hence not all objectives were met. This was attributed to
financial challenges, with the collective unable to secure stipends for volunteers and other human
capital/resources as well as fissures around a collective organising politic and way of working
emerged as a consistent challenge, as well as dissonance with the CAL political framework.
Language was identified as a barrier to access for women and other participants of the space
that wished to engage further on social media platforms. The Collective highlighted the need to
better understand CAL’s way of working with respect to awareness of self-governance practices.
Gaps in both collective and individual political and contextual analysis; the need for specialised
skills to implement key aspects of the project (such as project management; media planning and
strategy); and delays in the disbursement of funds were regularly surfaced as impediments to
timely implementation of activities. The collective organising methodology that was proposed,
while progressive and welcome in principle, in practice needed more time and better structures to
establish a collective and coherent agenda. The Masakhane Project evaluation highlights this lack
of a collective agenda, despite representation.

LESSONS
The collective managed to successfully set up a working group from the three organisations making
up the Autonomy Task Team (ATT). An important lesson that emerges from this is the need for a
better planned and thorough induction process that involves and draws from the knowledge at the
CAL Secretariat to facilitate the establishment of a collective agenda of work from the beginning.
Investment in human and financial resources needs to be made to ensure that all members of the
collective are available to engage in a process where they can define who they are and what their
politics are within the Botswana context.

NEXT STEPS
The Botswana Autonomy Collective have identified the following as next steps
towards the continuation and possible expansion of the project:
i. Knowledge production: There is a need for more research
production that speaks to the lives of LBQ women in Botswana.
ii. Fund-raising: The deployment of more fundraising activities that
aim to empower smaller organisations.
iii. Expand focus of activities: to include spaces and conversations
on empowerment and wellbeing.
iv. Organisational development: Organisation specific initiatives
and support towards empowering the Autonomy Project through
mentoring, training and administrative structures.
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ZAMBIA
Zambia is a deeply religious country with the majority of
the population identifying as Christian. The Constitution’s
preamble includes a declaration that Zambia is a Christian
nation. Conservative interpretations of Christianity,
together with deeply entrenched patriarchal and nationalist
ideologies, are used to justify exclusion, discrimination and
violence meted out against individuals who are seen to live
outside the prescribed gender and sexuality norms.

SEXUAL ORIENTATION AND GENDER
IDENTITY AND EXPRESSION:
Zambia, like several countries in Africa which are former colonies, inherited laws and legal systems
which codified conservative ideas about sex, sexuality and gender. Laws on homosexuality are
among such which have not been repealed or amended. Specifically, Zambia’s penal code,
Cap. 87, sections 155-157 proscribes same-sex sexual activity. Homosexual sex is classified
as ‘unnatural offences’ and is a felony charged with 14 years imprisonment. Seven years
imprisonment is charged to ‘attempts to commit unnatural offences.’ Some church bodies have
issued public statements against sexual orientation and gender identity and expression rights.
These statements add to the existing traditional norms in influencing public opinions about
sexuality, therefore social attitudes towards lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans* and queer people are
negative and based on the perception that homosexuality is immoral and unAfrican.
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SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
AND RIGHTS (SRHR):
Zambia has ratified global and regional treaties which obligate it to ensure and promote the
sexual and reproductive health and rights of women and girls in the country. The government
launched a Reproductive Health Policy in 2005 to ensure the provision of free contraceptives in
public health facilities, however, a number of barriers and challenges with accessing services
has meant that contraceptives use is still low. Zambia permits abortion on the grounds of health
and socioeconomic reasons. However, because many women cannot access legal abortion due
to various hurdles such as requiring authorisation by physicians, financial costs and social and
religious disapproval, many women still resort to illegal abortion which is often unsafe.

VIOLENCE AND DISCRIMINATION
AGAINST WOMEN:
Zambia has put in place legislation geared towards protecting women from violence; the
Anti-Gender Based Violence Act of 2011, the penal code which prohibits the rape, and
the Zambia Police Amendment Act which states that victims of crime and abuse should be
provided counselling. Despite these legal provisions, violence against women in Zambia
is high. The Population Council reported that 43% of women aged between 15-49 had
experienced physical and/or sexual violence and 17% of women had experienced
sexual violence.

ORGANIZING AND CONTEXT OF HUMAN
RIGHTS DEFENDERS:
The Public Order Act is used in Zambia to repress rights to freedom of expression, association
and assembly in Zambia. Police crackdown on human rights defenders, journalists and critics of
government and use excessive force against peaceful protesters. The threat and actual incidence
of surveillance and violence has significantly undermined civil society’s ability to work. During the
course of this project, the risk of violence against lesbian, bisexual and queer organisations and
individuals posed a serious challenge to implementation.
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ZAMBIA AUTONOMY COLLECTIVE:
THE COLLECTIVE IS MADE UP OF SIX ORGANIZATIONS:

Women’s Alliance for Equality
Inspired by the Autonomy project, the
organisation works with LBTQ women
to realise social, political and economic
justice.

Friends of Rainka
A
non-governmental,
not-for-profit
organization that champions the rights
of sexual minorities in Zambia through
advocacy, information dissemination,
legal reform, research and direct
service provision.

TransBantu Association Zambia
An organization that promotes and
protects the rights of young transgender
and intersex communities in Zambia
through outreach and practical support
including peer support groups, parent
support, skills development such as
sport and art as well as psychosocial
counselling.

Network of Zambian People Living with
HIV (NZP+)
A national organization for people
living with HIV/AIDS. Established in
1996, aims to improve the quality of
life of people living with HIV/AIDS.

The Lotus Identity
A community-based organization that
aims to promote, advance, and protect
the human rights of marginalized
people in Zambia.

Zambia Sex Worker Alliance (ZASWA)
A sex worker led and sex worker
focused organisation that formed to
advance the rights of sex workers and
rights related to sexual orientation
and gender identity and expression in
Zambia.
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SUCCESSES / ACHIEVEMENTS
The collective achieved a more organized and collaborative way of working among women with
diverse identities and themes of work. There was previously isolation and fragmentation of the
LBQ, sex-workers and women living with HIV movements in the country. The Zambian collective
has found alternative ways of organising to supplement their work when funding is low. This
includes a ‘potluck’ approach to their activism where members of the collective offer their homes
for meetings and others bring food and beverages. A less formal environment means that they
participate in discussions openly and honestly as they feel safer.
From Masakhane, the Zambian collective founded the Women’s Alliance for Equality (WAFE)
which is an organization that works with women, women who have sex with women and LBQ
women. The organization focuses on sexual, reproductive and economic justice.

STRATEGIES
• Consciousness raising
• Knowledge production and documentation of human rights violations
• Wellness, safety and security
• Mobilization and building solidarity

IMPLEMENTATION
The work of the Masakhane project in Zambia aimed to create space for organising, learning
together and cross movement, broad based solidarity work on sexual and reproductive health
rights (SRHR) and feminisms. This would begin to create a cohesive movement in the country which
could consolidate efforts in their activism. The main objectives included raising consciousness
among LBQ women, sex workers and women living with HIV and to sensitize these women on
their rights.
In order to achieve these objectives, the collective organized and conducted various conversations
in Lusaka and Livingstone about their lives and work as activists, art nights where women reflected
on their work, and feminist workshops where they discussed gender equality, leadership and
social change. Other activities included game nights, wellness activities. The collective also
produced t-shirts.
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CHALLENGES
The interest and motivation to participate in the project dwindled over the project’s
lifespan due to differences in political viewpoints and ways of working. This
significantly slowed down implementation as the collective worked towards resolving
internal challenges and finding a way to work. They realized later that a smaller group
of people making decisions was easier and faster and thus the decision making group
was reduced to enable implementation to continue

LESSONS
The core driver for the Masakhane project was to begin to increase funding and
support for LBQ women on the continent. There is a need to strike a balance between
realistic project timelines, tangible outcomes and making significant impact, and the
expectations of participating organizations and individual activists.
It is crucial for sustained growth of the movement and solidarity within it to align and
agree on project design, planning and implementation for all actors in the project. It
is also important to consider that it take some time to build trust between collective
members who have previously not worked together.

NEXT STEPS
The collective agreed to continue to work together and identified some key next steps at
the Maputo meeting at the end of 2017, top on the list of next steps were:
i) Communication: improve communication within the collective
and hold conversations on the project’s continuity.
ii) Visibility and sustainability: increase self-generated funding
and visibility through fundraising events.
iii) Documentation and information sharing: produce material
that is accessible, relevant and available in local languages.
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ZIMBABWE
SEXUAL ORIENTATION AND GENDER
IDENTITY AND EXPRESSION:
Zimbabwe passed the sexual deviancy law in 2006 which criminalized any actions
perceived to be homosexual. This law is added to the existing colonial penal code which
prohibits “unlawful and intentional sexual relations between two human males”, this
offense is punishable with one year imprisonment. Currently, there is no direct reference to
women in these laws however all queer people are affected by this criminalization. LGBTI
people in Zimbabwe remain excluded in the society which is religious and conservative.
In addition, the country’s history which has been filled with repression and violence
towards human rights defenders, LGBTI people have had and still have a difficult time
living in the country.

SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
AND RIGHTS (SRHR):
Zimbabwe has ratified global and regional treaties which obligate it to ensure and
promote the sexual and reproductive health and rights of women and girls in the
country. There also exists national plans and strategies geared towards improving
on various SRHR issues. However Zimbabwe still faces SRHR challenges including
high maternal mortality rates, high adolescent birth rates and one of the highest
HIV prevalence rates. Zimbabwe permits abortion in incidences of rape, fetal
impairment, incest and to preserve physical health of the woman. A number of
administrative, economic, social and religious barriers have meant that illegal and
unsafe abortion persists.

20

VIOLENCE AND DISCRIMINATION
AGAINST WOMEN:
Women in Zimbabwe are at significant disadvantages with poor representation in political
decision making, high maternal mortality rate and 1 in 3 women having experienced physical
and/or sexual violence since the age 15. Zimbabwe has developed national policies and
frameworks such as the National Gender Based Violence Strategy, the Standard Operating
Procedures for Safe Homes and the development of the CEDAW Committee Recommendations
Action Plan. Interventions however need to be intensified and integrated into the health sector to
address the psychosocial needs of women who have experienced violence. Furthermore, early
marriage persists with 34% of women and girls married by the age of 18yrs according to UNICEF
as the government is yet to amend the Marriage Act.

ORGANIZING AND CONTEXT OF
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS:
Zimbabwe has ratified United Nations and African Union human rights instruments, however
the domestication of these instruments is still a challenge. Political violence and harassment has
been for the most part prevalent towards political opposition, journalists, human rights defenders
(HRD) and activists . It is not yet clear whether the recent regime change might present a different
environment for HRD organizing in the coming years.

ZIMBABWE AUTONOMY COLLECTIVE:
THE COLLECTIVE IS MADE UP OF THREE ORGANIZATIONS:

• Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ)
• Pakasipiti
• Katswe Sistahood
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SUCCESSES / ACHIEVEMENTS
The Masakhane project in Zimbabwe brought together three different organizations with
different mandates and this strengthened cross movement work for the feminist activists
involved. Relationships were built in the span of the project that will be the foundation of
future projects and collaboration among the members of the collective.
The project offered a space to women who would not normally have organized together
to create and share a space in which they can share ideas, experiences and struggles
in their activism. The collective interrogated the presence of a movement attuned to a
gendered analysis of sexuality and gender, the current structure of such a movement
and the relevant and appropriate strategies to adopt in working towards improving
the realities of lesbian and bisexual women, female sex workers and women seeking
abortion. This led to an improvement in incorporating a feminist analysis, particularly a
bodily autonomy analysis in the work of the members of the collective.

STRATEGIES
• consciousness raising
• visibility, voice and media
• knowledge production and documentation
• wellness, safety and security
• mobilization and building solidarity

IMPLEMENTATION
The work of the Masakhane project in Zimbabwe was focused on creating strategies
around safety and security of female sex workers, lesbian and bisexual women seeking
abortion, and to challenge negative social norms about these groups. They also
prioritized joint advocacy, using various means of engagement to inform communities,
activists and organizations and to develop strategies for further engagement. Towards
these objectives, the collective organized and implemented activities to engage women
in who work in media on conversations around bodily autonomy. Feminist circles on
sex work and bodily autonomy were also held, festivals to celebrate autonomy was
organized and executed and social media campaigns on autonomy held for the duration
of the project.
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CHALLENGES
There were some challenges regarding the coordination of activities between implementing
partners such as the planning of meetings, coordination of sessions and dealing with the challenges
of organizational processes and hierarchies. This was further compounded by challenges
surrounding communication between the implementing partners and the CAL Secretariat.
Communication challenges have emanated from the fact that members of the collective had in
some instances not had clarity and consensus on the process and project implementation. A high
turnover rate of the staff working in the participating collective.

LESSONS
The state of LGBTI movements in-country has had various effects, both positive and negative, on
the project. Very often politics within the movement dictate who and which organizations can
and cannot work together. Movement politics can very often make solidarity and intersectional
strategies very difficult. The project has proven, however, that activists are able to look and move
past an unhealthy movement politic and dynamic to form collectives that are intentional about and
committed to solid and intersectional organising.

NEXT STEPS
The collective agreed to continue to work together and identified some key next steps at the
Maputo meeting at the end of 2017, at top on the list of next steps were:
i) Step up safety and security initiatives to mitigate the violent backlash
faces by LBT person and female sex workers.
ii) Generate knowledge products for public engagement as part of the
consciousness raising work.
iii) Explore sustainable strategies to continue movement building for
strengthened activism.
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