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Foreword

A Global Call for Solidarity

and Action in the Fight for LGBTQI

and Human Rights

In a time when democratic values, human
rights, and the very foundations of both
civic and civil freedoms are increasingly
under threat, the importance of an
international community, engagement,
and support for democracy has never
been more critical. The world stands at a
crossroads where resistance to progress
is rising, and political developments in
many regions are calling into question the
rights of LGBTQI people. From the rollback
of protections to the criminalization of
LGBTQI identities and expressions, these
troubling trends demand our collective
attention and unwavering action.

LGBTQI activists, who often find
themselves on the frontlines of these
struggles, are not only defending their
own rights but are also championing the
broader cause of human rights,
democracy, and civic freedoms for all.
They stand as a testament to the
resilience of those who fight against
oppression, showing that the struggle
for equality is universal and indivisible
from the fight for justice and freedom of
expression. The rise of anti-LGBTQI
rhetoric and policy across the globe
highlights a profound need for
international solidarity and cooperation
across borders, as the fight for dignity and
rights knows no boundaries.

The question we must ask ourselves is
clear: How can we build a strategy that
upholds the rights of LGBTQI people
while fostering a broader commitment to
human rights and democracy, even in the
face of increasing resistance?

RFSLUs international strategy must not
only recognize the critical intersectionality
of the LGBTQI struggle but also be a call

to action for governments, civil society
organizations, and activists alike to renew

and strengthen their commitment to
human rights for all. We are witnessing, in
real-time, a struggle for the values
underpinning democratic societies —
freedom of expression, the right to love,
and the right to live authentically without
fear.

To stand in solidarity with LGBTQI
activists today is to defend a vision of the
world where human dignity and freedom
transcend borders and ideologies. It is

to reaffirm that democracy, civic rights,
and equality belong to every person,
regardless of sexual orientation, gender
identity, or any other characteristic. It is
to acknowledge that the fight for LGBTQI
rights is, in essence, the fight for the
future of democracy itself.

This work is critical because the resilience
of LGBTQI activists is a measure of the
strength of our global commitment to
human rights. RFSL’s international
strategy strives to ensure that we can
contribute to building strong
communities in different parts of the
world, which can work towards changing
society for the better, one step at a time.
Because every victory in the fight for
LGBTQI rights is a victory for all who seek
justice, equality, and the protection of
democratic freedoms. As we navigate the
challenges ahead, we must do so with an
unwavering sense of urgency, collective
responsibility, and solidarity.

The need for a united international
community of activists, policymakers,
and allies has never been clearer. RFSU’s
international strategy is not just a call

for action—it lays the foundation fora
stronger community and the kind of
global unity and courage that can over-
come the forces of resistance and restore
the fundamental human rights that
belong to every person.

The time to act is now.

Peler didlund Psrkala,

President, RFSL
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Glossary

To see more LGBTQI terms and
expressions, please visit RESUs official

glossary.

Advocacy - refers to actions and
interventions aimed at achieving change
in the policy/legal environment as well
as on a socio-political level, through the
use of various national and international
mechanisms.

Re-granting - refers to the process in
which grants are distributed to partner
organizations, networks, and groups.

Capacity Strengthening - refers to
activities and interventions, including
scholarships and training programs, aimed
at improving the skills and knowledge of
individual LGBTQI activists or
organizations, as identified by them.

Disability - limitations of a person’s ability
in relation to what is considered the norm.
There are psychological, cognitive, and
physical disabilities. A person has a
disability, a person is not disabled.

Decoloniality - aims to de-link from our
present structures of knowledge and
power to create new ones.

ECOSOC - the acronym stands for the
United Nations Economic and Social
Council. ECOSOC is one of the six principal
organs of the United Nations,
representing a central platform for policy
analysis, review, and guidance to Member
States.

Oppressive power structures - structures
within society that allow inequities to exist
and continue.

Racism - systemic oppression of a racial
group to the social, economic, and political
advantage of another.

Neo-colonialism - refers to processes by
which external power in economics,
politics, and culture is exercised over
former colonies by other nation-states or
private actors. In comparison to
decoloniality, neo-colonialism does not
address the question of epistemic recon-
stitution.

Intersectionality - a perspective used

to study how different power structures

in society are interconnected, and how
different identities emerge because of
class, religion, gender, sexuality, and age,
depending on the person, community, and
context.

LGBTQI - lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer
and intersex. The official acronym used by
RFSL.

Norm Criticism - a pedagogical method to
contribute to increased social equality. The
aim is to shift focus from individuals, who
are seen as different, to analyzing social
structures and questioning what is
considered to be “normal”. When working
with a norm-critical perspective, there are
three steps to take into consideration:

e Highlighting and questioning norms
e Highlighting the privileges conferred

on those who conform to the norm
¢ Reviewing one’s position

SDGs - the acronym stands for Sustai-
nable Development Goals, adopted by
the United Nations in 2015 as a universal
call to action to end poverty, protect the
planet, and ensure that by 2030 all people
enjoy peace and prosperity.

SOGIESC - the acronym stands for sexual
orientation, gender identity, expression,
and sex characteristics. It is used in inter-
national advocacy to indicate the grounds
for discrimination as opposed to identity
categories.


https://www.rfsl.se/en/lgbtq-facts/lgbtq/
https://www.rfsl.se/en/lgbtq-facts/lgbtq/
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Introduction

This International Strategy was developed through a series of workshops, facilitated by
strategist/analyst/facilitator Terri Beswick at iklektik: the political practice, with active
and collective participation from RFSLs International Unit, in collaboration with other
units and the management team. It outlines RFSL’s strategic direction for its international
work, setting the course for operationalizing the organization’s Vision and Objectives and
reaffirming its core values.

The strategy also integrates valuable feedback from RFSLs international partners, who
generously shared their experiences working with the organization and emphasized the
unique value of its international engagement.

As RFSL continues to grow and evolve, the organization remains committed to
ongoing learning and improvement, ensuring its international efforts stay
relevant and aligned with its values. This strategy is intended to support that
process and to guide informed decision-making.




Vision and Values

Background

Founded in 1950, RFSL is one of the world’s oldest membership-based LGBTQI
organizations, with over 8,000 members and more than 30 local branches across
Sweden. RFSL envisions an equal world where all LGBTQI people’s rights are
respected, and no one is left behind.

Governed by its democratic Congress - the organization’s highest decision-

making body, which elects the chairperson and board, and sets strategic priorities -
RFSL remains deeply rooted in Swedish LGBTQI communities and pursues the mission
of working toward advancing the lived realities of LGBTQI rights locally, nationally and
globally to achieve equality for all LGBTQI people through political advocacy,
preventative health work, education and cooperation with allied organizations.

RFSLUs international efforts began in 1979 when it became a member of ILGA, the
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association. Since then, RFSL's
international work has grown steadily, focusing on three main strategic areas:

1. Partnering and re-granting with and to LGBTQI organizing across various regions.

2. Engagingin global advocacy, primarily within the UN Human Rights and
Development frameworks.

3. Strengthening the capacities of individual activists, organizations, and initiative
groups.
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Principles of Engagement

RFSLUs international work is guided by the
following principles:

Arights-based approach: RFSL believes
that relevant strategic measures and
sustainable change can only be achieved
through the active and meaningful
participation of LGBTQI activists, groups,
and organizations. Its interventions are
therefore driven by the priorities set by
LGBTQI activists on the ground.

Local ownership: RFSLs international
programs and projects are always guided
by partner organizations’analyses of the
local contexts, from the design through
implementation and evaluation. The
organization is committed to ensuring that
its involvement does not impose specific
ways of working or seek to spread a
Western LGBTQI culture amongst the
communities we serve.

Responsible engagement and ‘Do No
Harm’: We conduct risk assessments for all
programs and monitor them, working
preventatively wherever possible to
mitigate risks. Regular dialogue with
partners ensures that RFSL’s support
remains relevant and partners have space
to make recommendations and provide
feedback which are incorporated into
the programmatic work. RFSL leverages
its access to global funders and ECOSOC
status to ensure that resources and
advocacy platforms remain available to
partners and global LGBTQI organizing.

In times of crisis, RFSL consults with local
partners before taking action, adopting a
collaborative approach to crisis response.

Well-being and holistic security: LGBTQI
organizations often face high levels of
burnout and staff turnover due to stigma,
limited resources, and hostile
environments. To address this, RFSL
integrates well-being and holistic security
into its programs, training, and initiatives,
providing both day-to-day practical
support and comprehensive
organizational assistance. These efforts
prioritize sustainability and resilience
within partnerships.

Shared values: As an LGBTQI organization
with activist roots and a strong
professional commitment to the global
LGBTQI movement, RFSL is uniquely
positioned to engage meaningfully with
partners on program content and to
exchange knowledge and skills. All
international programs are designed in
dialogue with our partners - through
surveys, studies, and evaluations - and
actively coordinated with other
stakeholders, funders, and civil society to
ensure alignment with shared values.
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Commitment to Equality

RFSL’s work is grounded in practices of
age- and norm-criticism, anti-racism,
feminism, and inclusion. By adopting an
age- and norm-critical stance, the
organization challenges conventions
that perpetuate inequality,

questions entrenched power dynamics,
and advocates for systemic change.

Its anti-racist framework seeks to
dismantle structures that sustain

racial hierarchies and integrates this
focus into its organizational practices.
Recognizing its positionality as a global
North-based organization, RFSL strives
to align its work with decolonial
principles, addressing the unequal
outcomes rooted in colonial histories
that continue to impact LGBTQI
communities globally.

RFSL’s feminist principles center on
deconstructing patriarchal systems
and pursuing gender justice, particularly
for historically excluded and vulnerable
communities.

This commitment is further reinforced
by RFSLs dedication to upholding
disability rights, ensuring that
accessibility is a core component of its
programs rather than an afterthought.

Additionally, RFSL employs an
intersectional approach as a guiding
framework, recognizing that identities
are multifaceted and that oppressions
often overlap in complex ways. To
address these challenges, RFSL uses
multidimensional poverty analysis
(MDPA) to explore how overlapping
forms of discrimination affect access
to fundamental human rights, ensuring
that heightened vulnerabilities are
addressed comprehensively in program
planning and implementation'.

! More information on multidimensional poverty according to the Swedish International Development

Cooperation Agency (Sida).



https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/poverty-toolbox
https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/poverty-toolbox
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Selecting Partners and Geographic Scope

RFSL supports partners working in the
Global South and East, with a focus on
historically underfunded and marginalized
LGBTQI communities, particularly those
with intersecting identities, including
racialized groups, Indigenous populations,
migrants, refugees, and internally displaced
persons.

The countries and regions where RFSL
engages are regularly reviewed to ensure
alignment with evolving needs and oppor-
tunities. Decisions to withdraw from or
establish new partnerships are informed by
comprehensive context analyses, consi-
dering alignment with RFSL’s vision, unmet
funding needs for LGBTQI communities,
potential synergies with the organization’s
existing programs, and the capacity for
long-term impact.

In cases of disengagement from
partnerships or regions, RFSL is
committed to developing tailored exit
strategies, ensuring that transition plans
are in place to minimize disruption.

Potential new partnerships will be
identified from the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development’s (OECD) Development Assis-
tance Committee (DAC) list of official
development assistance recipient
countries’

Lastly, RFSL is dedicated to fostering
relationships with existing and new
funders, embassies, local civil society
actors, and international organizations.
These collaborations aim to improve
coordination, amplify awareness-raising
efforts, and increase support for
underrepresented and under-resourced
LGBTQI communities. Responsible growth
will remain a core focus, achieved through
thematic diversification and sustainable
partnerships that respond to partners’
evolving needs and challenges.

! As per the list of countries supported by the Development Assistance Committee (DAC).



https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/sub-issues/oda-eligibility-and-conditions/dac-list-of-oda-recipients.html#oda-recipients-list

Objectives and
Focus Areas

Over recent decades, the rights of LGBTQI individuals have seen significant progress in
many parts of the world. Legal victories have improved access to gender-affirming care
and recognition for trans communities, while intersex persons have gained more visibility
within the LGBTQI movement. An increasing number of countries now provide
protections against discrimination based on sexual orientation and recognize same-sex
partnerships and marriages. Overall, LGBTQI people are more mobilized than ever,and
issues related to SOGIESC are being discussed more openly.

However, these advancements remain precarious. RFSUs international work faces
growing challenges, including the rise of far-right ideologies, shifts in development
funding, and an intensifying backlash against LGBTQI rights. The shrinking civil society
spaces, the growth of anti-gender and anti-rights movements, political polarization, and
armed conflicts in many parts of the world further complicate efforts to secure LGBTQI
rights. As a result, LGBTQI rights-holders are increasingly vulnerable to criminalization,
discrimination, and violence. These challenges contribute to heightened levels of stress,
burnout, and multidimensional poverty, which hinder their ability to shape their futures
and leave them further marginalized. This makes sustained support for the global LGBTQI
movement not just important, but essential.

RFSL works to provide flexible funding, strengthen organizational capacity, and support
advocacy efforts so that partners can operate sustainably, build resilience, and
effectively advocate for LGBTQI rights which will contribute to LGBTQI persons living
safely, free from discrimination and poverty, and empowered to shape their futures. To
achieve this vision, RFSL will focus on four overarching objectives in its international work,
each branching into specific focus areas and associated action points to form a
comprehensive framework.

10
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The Four Focus Areas

Objective 1: Historically
underresourced and underrepresented
LGBTQI communities around the world
are strong, resilient, and well-funded.

Focus Area 1.1: Flexible grantmaking.

RFSL will prioritize long-term, flexible
funding to meet the diverse and evolving
needs of various forms of organizing. By
fostering resilience and enabling long-term
planning, RFSL aims to provide financial
stability for local partners. Through a mix of
large and small grants, LGBTQI
organizations will gain the flexibility to
prioritize sustainability rather than being
restricted by project-specific funding
requirements.

RFSL is committed to fostering equal
partnerships that respect the agency and
autonomy of local activists and
organizations. Programmatic
interventions will be designed and
implemented based on needs, as
assessed by those most affected.
Recognizing differences in administrative
capacities among various types of
organizing, RFSL will strive to adapt
partnership application and reporting
processes in dialogue with partners to
reduce the administrative burden for part-
ners and itself, allowing for more impactful
and meaningful projects.

Focus Area 1.2: Organizational capacity
strengthening.

LGBTQI organizations must have the
resources and capacities to navigate crises
and respond effectively to unexpected
developments. RFSL will offer opportunities

including international training programs,
thematic workshops, and tailored support
to local partners. These interventions will
focus on enhancing operational systems,
improving internal management

practices, assisting with strategic planning,
and strengthening safety and security
protocols. These capacity-strengthening
efforts will work to ensure that
organizations increase their resilience, grow
their capacity, and establish sustainable
structures for the long term.

Focus Area 1.3: Donor advocacy.
Shrinking civil society spaces and shifts
in development funding continue to
leave LGBTQI organizations significantly
underfunded. This disproportionately
impacts certain sub-communities within
the LGBTQI community, whose needs and
challenges are often overlooked due to
intersecting identities and experiences.

As an organization based in the Global
North, RFSL recognizes its privileged
position within the funding landscape and
the responsibility this entails. RFSL will
engage in ongoing dialogue with donors
to highlight persistent funding gaps that
affect specific sub-communities. Through
strengthened donor advocacy efforts,
increased presence in donor spaces, and
fostering bilateral partnerships, RFSL will
work to address these disparities and
provide greater support to LGBTQI
organizations globally.
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Objective 2: Historically
underresourced and underrepresented
LGBTQI communities around

the world are visible and able to
influence the shaping of the broader
LGBTQI rights in their contexts.

Focus Area 2.1: Advocacy support.

RFSL will support partners in co-developing
international and regional advocacy
strategies that reflect their agency,
priorities, and intersectional challenges,
particularly within the Global South and
East. RFSL will also coordinate with allied
movements to ensure aligned actions and
shared accountability. As a result, RFSL
envisions an increased number of
statements, interventions, and
submissions made by RFSL’s local partners
in key advocacy processes, mainstreaming
LGBTQI rights within relevant policies.

Focus Area 2.2: Mentorship and access to
relevant advocacy spaces.

RFSL will mentor and support local
partners in navigating regional and
international advocacy platforms,
equipping them with the tools and
resources needed for effective
engagement. LGBTQI activists will gain
increased knowledge of advocacy
mechanisms and the necessary skills to
participate in United Nations processes
and other relevant forums. This support
strives to amplify the voices of
underrepresented communities, promote
LGBTQl human rights, and increase regio-
nal representation of activists.

Through hands-on engagement,
networking, and knowledge-sharing
opportunities, particularly fostering
South-to-South learning, RFSL aims to
empower activists to advocate effectively
for their rights while ensuring meaningful
participation in these spaces.

Focus Area 2.3: Diverse representation
and visibility.

RFSL recognizes the critical importance of
supporting partners in the Global South
and East to influence policy and
decision-making processes within their
local and regional contexts. RFSL is
committed to ensuring that activists from
these regions are included and heard,
employing a decolonial approach that
streamlines anti-racism and
intersectionality into all efforts.

RFSL will continue to advocate for
accessible advocacy spaces and
transform international platforms into
forums that amplify diverse perspectives.
By sharing resources and promoting
equitable power distribution among
partners, RFSL will actively work towards
ensuring that advocacy remains inclusive,
accessible, and impactful.

Additionally, RFSL will support partners in
their communication efforts, working to
amplify their messages through
collaborative strategies and joint commu-
nication initiatives.
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Objective 3: LGBTQI individuals in all
their diversity are safe and have access
to continued learning opportunities

to improve their livelihoods.

Focus Area 3.1: Holistic security.

Holistic security practices will be in focus
for RFSL throughout this strategy. As
contexts evolve, RFSL will continue to
adopt a holistic approach to security,
incorporating well-being and digital
security into training and education
opportunities. This will include technical
and information security support alongside
traditional security management practices
forlocal partners. RFSL will continue to
develop and mainstream holistic

security practices across all its
international programs, with particular
emphasis on supporting partnersin
navigating high-risk contexts.

Focus Area 3.2: Capacity strengthening
and scholarships.

RFSL will continue delivering training
programs, offering travel scholarships, and
facilitating capacity-strengthening
activities to ensure broader access to
learning and networking opportunities.
These interventions will focus on closing
funding gaps through needs-driven
training, prioritizing inclusivity by
addressing language and accessibility
considerations, as well as promoting
well-being.

Through these efforts, activists will have
opportunities to enhance their language
skills, pursue vocational studies, and
further develop their capacities as needed.

Focus Area 3.3: Increased regional
representation and mutual learning.
RFSL will continue to provide travel
support for activists, ensuring broad
regional and country representation at
conferences and other key spaces. This
will help strengthen LGBTQI activists’ skills
while fostering cross-regional and/or
in-region knowledge exchange and
collaboration.
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Objective 4: RFSL is a strong and
responsible intermediary organization.

Focus Area 4.1: Strengthened capacities
and cross-unit coordination.

RFSL will continue developing its internal
structures to remain flexible and
responsive to the changing needs of our
partner organizations, particularly those
operating in uncertain and precarious
contexts. By refining its protocols of enga-
gement and systematically reevaluating its
relevance in alignment with the evolving
needs of local partners, aspiring to
establish a flexible, needs-based learning
and accountability mechanism. As part of
this effort, RFSL’s partners will have space
forinput on the organization’s ways of
working, which will be incorporated into
the programmatic work to improve our
engagement and impact. RFSL’s ambition
is to share this approach in donor spaces to
encourage leading by example.

Focus Area 4.2: Increased and diversified
funding.

To diversify funding sources for its
international work, RFSL will increase
efforts to approach private foundations,
businesses, institutional donors, and other
actors during this strategy period. The
organization is committed to establishing
an international fundraising strategy to
address the matter better and map out
the needs.

Focus Area 4.3: External representation
and leading by example.

Sweden’s continued support and engage-
ment in LGBTQI issues is critical to serve as
a role model for other countries to follow
and learn from.

Equality and human rights for all are
fundamental in reducing poverty,
establishing and maintaining peace and
security, and achieving sustainable
development that leaves no one behind.
With LGBTQI communities being
disproportionately exposed to
multidimensional poverty, they should
continue to be prioritized in Sweden’s
development cooperation work. In this
regard, RFSL will continue working with
responsible engagement methods and
with a rights-based approach in its
international work. Externally, RFSL will
monitor and when possible contribute to
Sweden’s engagement in human rights for
LGBTQI people in relevant foreign policy
processes, development cooperation
policy, and at the United Nations level, as
well as bilaterally in the countries where
RFSL has partners.

RFSL will continue to provide the Swedish
government, implementing agencies,
embassies, Permanent Missions to the
United Nations, and other relevant
stakeholders, with information about
LGBTQI rights and LGBTI inclusion in the
SDGs framework, as well as engage in
continued dialogue to share its expertise
forincreased inclusion and

prioritization of LGBTQI rights in relevant
steering documents such as strategies for
funding and thematic policies.



Risk Managemen
and Security

RFSLis confident that implementing this strategy will strengthen and build resilience
within LGBTQI movements globally, contributing to the organization’s overarching vision.
However, as an organization based in the Global North, RFSL recognizes that historical
access to resources has been shaped by colonial legacies and systemic inequalities. It
also acknowledges the risks posed by power imbalances, and political backlash, which
can hinder progress. To address these challenges, RFSL is committed to ongoing reviews,
flexibility, and meaningful collaboration with local partners to ensure its support remains
relevant while aiming to avoid the perpetuation of neo-colonial practices.

Understanding the security needs of local partners, especially those operating in
precarious or high-risk environments, RFSL will work towards adjusting its support
accordingly. The organization will conduct regular security assessments in

collaboration with local partners and experts to ensure these measures are well-
informed and responsive. A holistic approach to security will remain embedded across
all RFSUs work, prioritizing well-being as a key element to sustain and strengthen LGBTQI
movements worldwide.

15



Strategy Use an
Monitoring

RFSLUs international strategy intentionally avoids a fixed timeline, recognizing that its
work operates within fluid and oftentimes unpredictable socio-political contexts.
Advancing LGBTQI rights depends on multiple factors, including the evolving needs of
local partners, shifts in political landscapes, changes in donor priorities, and unforeseen
crises such as conflicts or backlashes against gender rights movements. A rigid timeline
risks imposing artificial constraints that could hinder the flexibility and responsiveness
essential to addressing the unique and intersectional challenges faced by LGBTQI
communities worldwide.

Instead, RFSL adopts a process-driven, outcomes-oriented approach that allows the
strategy to remain adaptive in changing conditions. This document will be regularly
reviewed to reflect both internal and external developments. Major changes in the donor
or policy landscape, or decisions made by the RFSL Congress, Board, or senior
management, will guide these updates. This ensures that RFSLs efforts prioritize long-
term impact and sustainability rather than being tied to inflexible deadlines.

To maintain momentum and accountability, RFSL will establish short- and medium-term
milestones as part of periodic evaluations. These reviews will enable the organization to
track progress, align its priorities with emerging challenges, and ensure its interventions
remain responsive to the needs of its partners.

RFSL believes that this approach complements its broader commitment to flexible
funding, adaptive advocacy support, and capacity strengthening. By remaining agile,
RFSLis better positioned to respond to unexpected challenges and opportunities,
making meaningful and lasting contributions to the global LGBTQI movement.

16



Final Thoughts

This document reflects RFSL’s strategic commitment to working alongside partners to
build sustainable, inclusive, and equitable LGBTQI movements globally. While we
recognize the challenges inherent in our work, RFSL is committed to addressing them
through a values-driven, decolonial approach that prioritizes learning, unlearning,
and adaptability.

As we look ahead, we are inspired by the resilience of LGBTQI communities worldwide. We
extend our deepest gratitude to our partners and allies, whose courage and
determination inspire us every day. RFSL stands in unwavering solidarity with LGBTQI
communities globally and invites all stakeholders to join us in advancing LGBTQI rights.
By continuously revising our actions and being honest about structural blockages, we can
work toward a more equitable, anti-oppressive system, ultimately improving the rights
and lived experiences of LGBTQI persons internationally.
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Become a member or

monthly donor,

it makes a difference for LGBTQI
people in Sweden and the world!
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