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Introduction 
 

Bulgaria is one of the countries in the EU with the highest level of discrimination against 
LGBT people. The Eurobarometer Survey on Discrimination in the EU in 2015 shows that 
58% of the Bulgarian respondents would feel uncomfortable if a gay, lesbian or bisexual 
person is elected to the highest political position (21% EU average), and 59% would feel 
uncomfortable if a transgender person is elected to that position (29% EU average). 
Furthermore, 37% would feel uncomfortable to have an LGBT colleague (12% EU 
average). The survey also shows low awareness of the rate of discrimination against LGBT 
people in Bulgarian society: 34% consider discrimination against gays, lesbians and 
bisexuals is widespread, compared to a 58% EU average, and only 31% of Bulgarians 
consider discrimination against transgender people widespread, compared to a 56% EU 
average. 

In this context, violence against lesbians, bisexual and transwomen is a neglected 
topic. No statistical data is being collected by the institutions dealing with domestic or 
dating violence; the Police, the Prosecution and the Court system. The research conducted 
by Bilitis Resource Center on domestic and dating violence against lesbians, bisexual and 
transwomen, and the good practices of preventing it, relied mainly on interviews with LBT 
women and specialists, such as psychologists, sexologists, and lawyers, who have 
experience with LBT clients. No Bulgarian literature on the topic was identified. There is a 
general lack of literature on LGBT issues in the Bulgarian language, and consequently, the 
topic of violence against LBT women is not addressed either. Some information on the 
general status of LGBT people in Bulgaria is to be found in the annual reports of the 
Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, which outline the status of human rights in Bulgaria.  

 
Research Scope 

 
Bilitis conducted 40 interviews with some professionals and with lesbian, bisexual, 
pansexual and trans women, all survivors of different types of violence such as physical, 
psychological, economical, verbal and sexual violence, perpetrated by their partners. All of 
these women were also living in a hostile, non-accepting environment, in which they had to 
resist everyday lesbophobia, biphobia and transphobia without support from any public 
institution. Our field research covered all major cities of the country: Sofia, Plovdiv, Varna, 
Burgas, Stara Zagora, Pleven, Veliko Tarnovo, and smaller towns, which we visited based 
on the recommendations of people from the target communities.  

Lack of support for LBT women experiencing domestic or dating violence is 
structural, because the law on domestic violence (Law on Protection against Domestic 
Violence, 03/ 2005) does not explicitly mention same-sex families, and case law shows that 

                                                 
∗ LGBT Rights and Movement Program Manager at Bilitis Resource Center. 
∗ Chairperson of Bilitis Resource Center. 



42 
 

the Courts interpret this law as referring only to family structures between cis-gender 
heterosexual people. In addition, the institutions dealing with cases of dating violence 
(which is a criminal activity), i.e. the Police and the Prosecutor, do not identify, record, 
classify or analyze violence against homosexual and transgender people. Furthermore, the 
Criminal Code does not refer to homophobic and transphobic motives in the articles dealing 
with hate crimes: the latter are not considered to be aggravating circumstances. 

Good practices in prevention of domestic and dating violence against LBT women, 
and provision of support to survivors, were identified in the work of some NGOs / 
specialists, who are providing services to people from these groups by being, for example, 
their therapists, lawyers, consultants in shelters and on hotlines. 
 

Lack of Institutional Support to Lesbian, Bisexual and Transwomen Victims of 
Domestic and Dating Violence 

 
The Bulgarian institutions dealing with cases of violence, at the level of recording, 
investigating, and providing protection to victims, as well as punishment to the offenders, 
demonstrate very little awareness of domestic and dating violence affecting lesbians, 
bisexual and transwomen. The major deficiency of institutional support stems from the lack 
of recognition of violence in same-sex couples in the Law on Protection against Domestic 
Violence (03/2005), and the lack of recognition of homophobic and transphobic hate crimes 
in the Bulgarian Penal Code. As a result, neither the Police, nor the Prosecution Service are 
recording and investigating domestic and dating violence against lesbians, bisexual and 
transwomen in an adequate way.  

The Law on Protection against Domestic Violence (LPDV) sanctions any act of 
physical, mental or sexual violence, and any attempted such violence, as well as the 
forcible restriction of individual freedom and of privacy, carried out against individuals 
who have or have had family or kinship ties or cohabit or dwell in the same home. The 
definition does not explicitly exclude same-sex couples, but the legal practice shows that in 
fact, the judges interpret the law in the narrow sense of referring only to cis-gender, 
heterosexual couples, because of the limitations of the existing Family Code. Protection 
under the LPDV can be exercised in several ways (Article 5): (1) placing the respondent 
under an obligation to refrain from applying domestic violence; (2) removing the 
respondent from the common dwelling-house for a period specified by the court; (3) 
prohibiting the respondent from getting in the vicinity of the home, the place of work, and 
the places where the victim has his or her social contacts or recreation…; (4) temporarily 
relocating the residence of the child with the parent who is the victim or with the parent 
who has not carried out the violent act at stake…; [and] (5) placing the respondent under an 
obligation to attend specialized programs…4 

Very few cases of lawsuits on domestic violence, started by lesbians living in a 
same-sex couple, were identified (only two in the last few years). Both cases have been 
canceled by the District Courts addressed (the first level in the court system). Decision 
#26/07.10.2014 of Sofia District Court, trial chamber 83, referring to request for protection 
#8100486/02.10.2014 states ‘Our legal system accepts only family unions between a man 
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and a woman, respectively, cohabitation can exist only between men and women.’ Hence, 
the court considered the request for protection not relevant within the Law on Protection 
against Domestic Violence and canceled the case. 

In May 2015, Bilitis sent a letter to the Sofia Internal Affairs Directorate, asking for 
a meeting with a police representative to conduct an interview. The request for interview 
was not approved. We also asked for information, based on the Law on Access to Public 
Information, about recorded cases of violence against transgender sex workers, as well as 
about cases of lesbian domestic violence. A similar letter was sent to the Chief Prosecutor, 
requesting information about registered cases in the last 2 years, in which special protection 
(such as access to shelter) has been provided to lesbians, bisexual and transwomen, victims 
of domestic or street violence, and about the number of criminal proceedings against 
perpetrators of dating violence against transwomen sex workers. Both institutions replied 
that they do not collect, record, process and archive information about these groups of 
people. The response from the Chief Prosecutor underlined that ‘collecting information on 
the racial or ethnic origin, the religious or political belief, as well as on the health status or 
sexual orientation of the citizens could be interpreted as a discriminative application of the 
law’. In our opinion, this statement provides a misinterpretation of the existing anti-
discrimination law (Law on Protection against Discrimination, 01/2004), and contributes to 
the lack of adequate institutional addressing of hate crimes or domestic violence cases 
against homosexual, bisexual or trans women.  

In informal conversation with officers from the Sofia Directorate of Internal Affairs, 
conducted during public events, we understood that the police categorize the victims of 
violence only in two genders - male and female. It means that transwomen would be 
registered with the gender category in their legal documents (ID cards), i.e. as male victims 
(except for transwomen who have legally changed their gender). The Bulgarian Police 
Service does not use a special code for acknowledging the sexual orientation or gender 
identity of the victim in their records, in the way in which police in other EU countries do. 
This results in under-investigation of criminal attacks and hate crimes against homosexual, 
bisexual and transgender people. 

Our further investigations on the topic brought us into contact with Denitsa 
Lyubenova, a lawyer from Deystvie LGBT Youth Association, who is currently working on 
a project about raising the awareness of LGBTI people about their rights and how to 
proceed when they are discriminated against. She reported that she had been contacted by a 
lesbian, who has been exposed to permanent psychological abuse by her ex-partner with 
whom she was cohabiting. The woman made a complaint to the Sofia District Court, asking 
for legal protection based on the Law against Domestic Violence. However, the District 
Court rejected her complaint, stating that the Law does not recognize same-sex couples. 
Bulgarian legislation recognizes marriage only between persons from different sexes; as a 
result, de facto, marital cohabitation is possible only between persons of different sexes. 

Lyubenova and her client decided not to appeal the order and took the case directly 
to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg where it is pending admission. In the 
course of the research, we were informed by another human rights lawyer about a second, 
similar case, in which the complaint was passed in Pernik, a town near Sofia and the 
application was rejected at the level of the District Court. 
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Domestic Violence against Lesbians and Bisexual Women 
 

Bilitis conducted interviews with 9 lesbians, 2 bisexual women and 2 pansexual women. 
Our interviewees were between 17 and 33 years old. Two of the interviewees are still going 
to school and the youngest one was 17 years old. The youngest interviewees were also the 
ones who agreed immediately to give an interview, and some of them were also very 
sensitive to the different forms of violence. They have been informed about these topics via 
international virtual channels such as Tumblr and YouTube. Apart from the two 
interviewees who are still going to school, (one of them is completing her secondary 
education next year and has expressed her wish to study at university), the greater part of 
the interviewees is currently studying at a university or have already completed a university 
degree. 

Very few of our interviewees disclosed their sexual orientation to their families. 
Most stated that they are “out”, but in practice, this meant they are “out” only to friends. 
Only 3 of the lesbians were also “out” to their families. In some cases, even after being in a 
same-sex relationship for several years, neither of the partners were out to their relatives. In 
one extreme case, a young lesbian was thinking of gender reassignment surgery, not 
because she had gender dysphoria, but because she wanted to be accepted by the parent of 
her girlfriend when the former began understanding the nature of her daughter’s 
relationship.   

Two of the interviewees were dating married women and one of them was 
cohabiting with her girlfriend’s husband, although the husband was not aware of the 
relationship between the two women. In the second case, the women were living in 
different towns and when the husband was away, the two had been meeting.  

All these stories demonstrate that lesbians and bisexual women in Bulgaria are often 
forced to live double lives and hide their sexual orientation from their closest relatives. The 
stigma associated with homosexuality and bisexuality forces them to hide and anticipate 
negative consequences if their sexual orientation and / or romantic relationship are exposed. 

Being in the closet proved to be a factor, often used by one or both partners in a 
lesbian relationship to manipulate, threaten, and harass one another. At the same time, not 
being out contributes greatly to the invisibility of the violence taking place in women’s 
same-sex partnerships.  
 

(Domestic) Violence in Female Same-sex Relationships 
 
It is important to note that we received many refusals for interviews after we informed the 
potential interviewees that the topic is violence within the relationship. Women who have 
experienced severe violence from their partners, including physical violence were reluctant 
to talk about it saying that it was too painful and they did not want to think of it again.  

In addition, many reassured us that they have nothing to say on the topic, but once 
they started talking, all interviewees with the exception of one pansexual girl (18 years old) 
had, in fact, a lot to share. Significantly, only in one case had the interviewee ended the 
relationship because of the violent dynamics between the two (she described it as a 
relationship of mutual violence). In all other interviews, we learned that the violence was 
not the main factor for ending the relationship; the partners had separated for other reasons. 
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This clearly showed that there is high level of tolerance of violence in lesbian and bisexual 
women same-sex relationships. 

In the course of the interviews, some women changed their perception about what 
has happened to them. One of our interviewees said: ‘I realize now that while one is 
experiencing violence, one might not perceive it as such, however, one realizes that it is 
violence when one is asked the right questions about it.’ 

Furthermore, the same interviewee said that when the violence is coming from 
another woman, ‘you don’t take it so seriously’. Another interviewee said she never 
considered that there is violence among lesbian partners. However, she had witnessed such 
in a friend’s couple relationship and it happened in a disco. One of the partners severely 
verbally abused the other one just because she ‘dared to talk to another girl’. The abuser 
also wanted to attack her partner physically but her friends prevented this. Asked about how 
she perceived this story, our interviewee admitted that she never interpreted it as violence, 
but rather as a story with a bad ending, because of heavy alcohol consumption. Her 
explanation makes clear a strategy of legitimization for what the abuser did. The abused 
often justifies the violence with external factors such as the partner being under too much 
stress or under the effect of substances such as drugs or alcohol. 

While talking to potential interviewees we always had to introduce the topic by 
providing examples of what could lead to violence such as jealousy, possessive behavior 
etc., in order to broaden their perception about what violence is, and to suggest that 
violence is not always physical. Not all interviewees had experienced physical abuse from 
their female partners; however, all but one shared that they had experienced diverse forms 
of psychological violence. One interviewee even mentioned that to her physical violence is 
less painful than psychological violence because the second leaves deeper scars on the soul. 
Two of the bisexual interviewees shared that after experiencing such abusive relationships 
with women, they were reluctant to engage in future partnerships with other women. One of 
them underlined this by saying that she had not yet come across a homosexual woman, who 
she perceives as emotionally stable enough for a relationship. She explained this ‘emotional 
instability’ as resulting from the difficulties lesbian women face in a lesbophobic, hostile 
environment.  

The youngest interviewee, a 17-year-old lesbian, talked about the normalization of 
violent practices in the lesbian community of her hometown. She said that to check the 
mobile phone of the partner seems a legitimate “must” in her lesbian circle of friends. 
Being asked if she considers it also okay, she replied that she did not, because it is an 
invasion in one’s personal space, but it is confusing to her when all the others do it. She 
also commented on the controlling behavior of her lesbian friends, who forbid their 
girlfriends to go out with female friends, because of jealousy. Even though she was familiar 
with such controlling behavior, she said that she had never perceived expressions of 
jealousy as violence.  

Another interviewee said that many women are used to interpreting jealousy as an 
expression of love, a process which not only normalizes it, but makes it a ‘good lover’s 
quality’ and a proof of real love. 

The desire to control every aspect of the partner’s life was a common feature of all 
the abusers among the same-sex couples. We heard about horrifying requirements such as 
the partner having to send pictures in order to prove that she is at work and not spending 
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time with other people. Because of the restrictive, controlling and possessive behavior of 
the abusers, the interviewees had to hide their actions when going out with colleagues to 
drink a beer after lectures. The victims were not allowed to meet female friends or, in fact, 
any friends. They were forced to demonstrate with whom they have spoken on the phone, 
and they were punished for old love messages that might still be on the SIM card. They 
were afraid to pick up the phone because a scandal would follow, and they had to stop 
chatting with “certain” individuals in order not to be abandoned. They even had to stop 
talking to their mothers, because their partners thought that they were a bad influence. 

Another abusive practice that seemed to occur very often in lesbian relationships 
was self-harming. The abusers often performed it in combination with other types of 
violence. In one story, the interviewee started dating the ex-girlfriend of her flat mate and 
the flat mate locked the lovers in one of the apartment’s rooms. She took knives and started 
harming herself in front of them. In a relationship where both partners were not out, one of 
them expected the other partner to spend all of her free time with her. If the partner 
somehow understood that the interviewee had spent time with friends instead of her, she 
would cut scars into her hands in order to make the other regret her action. The same also 
happened when the interviewee did not pick up her phone. The interviewee said that the 
self-harm was always carried out in a demonstrative way in order to attract the partner’s 
attention and make her feel guilty about something. There were also hints of suicidal 
thoughts.  

Hints about suicide were also made to other interviewees as a threat used to prevent 
the partner from thinking about leaving the relationship. Possessive behavior in lesbian 
relationships seems to be quite normalized. One interviewee commented that in the lesbian 
friends’ circle, the possessive expression “my woman” and not my partner, or my girlfriend, 
is being used, as if the partner is some kind of trophy. 

We encountered several stories of sexual abuse in lesbian relationships. In one case, 
this involved a one-night-stand. In the second case, the interviewee did not want to have 
sex and the girlfriend just lay on top of her, holding her hands and rubbing herself sexually 
on the body of the other. The same abuser also lay on top of her girlfriend in situations of 
quarrels and violence and forced her to kiss or hug her. A third interviewee reported being 
raped, or rather, ‘it felt like this’, but she did not want to go into details. Afterwards she 
could no longer have a sexual life with this partner. 

Interestingly, in most of the cases extremely violent threats were not taken seriously 
or perceived as violence. In one extreme case an interviewee shared with us, she was told 
by the partner, more than once: ‘I will kill you one day’. Sadly, the threat to leave the 
partner, expressed openly by many abusers, was always taken seriously and the victims did 
everything possible in order not to be abandoned. This seemed to frighten interviewees 
more than other forms of violence they were experiencing.  
 

Alcohol and Drug Abuse 
 
Only two interviewees mentioned drugs in the stories of their partners. In one story, the 
partner was very aggressive and constantly ‘stoned’, even though she was not earning 
money and the girlfriend had to buy her drugs. In the other story, the partner was using 
drugs but had stopped after the interviewee insisted.  
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While not all violence was linked to drinking, alcohol was mentioned in many of the 
interviews. In just one story, alcohol was the main factor: ‘We couldn’t go out without 
something bad happening.’ Under the effect of alcohol, the partners of the interviewees had 
verbally offended them, slapped them, pulled their hair, and broken their belongings. Many 
survivors thought less about the violence they were experiencing and worried more about 
their partners and whether they would hurt themselves. In such situations, many abusers, at 
first, were aggressive but, afterwards apologetic. This also made the abused less likely to 
perceive the violence as violence, and more likely to tolerate it.  
 

Requesting Help from Institutions 
 
Only one of the interviewees had experiences with the police because of the violence 
happening between her and her partner. In this specific situation, they were having a fight 
in a public space, when the police arrived, following a call from a passer-by who saw them 
fighting. The interviewee felt extremely uncomfortable with the police appearance. The 
incident happened near her house and the interviewee did not have her wallet or her ID with 
her. As a result, both were arrested and the police would not let her bring her ID. At the 
police department, they were told not to fight on the street, but at home, and that they 
should be silent there as well, because the neighbors could be bothered. 

All of our lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, and transgender respondents expressed deep 
lack of trust towards the public institutions, especially towards the police, who were 
perceived as unreliable and even discriminatory.  
 

Good Practices on Providing Help from Psychologists to Survivors of Domestic 
Violence 

 
 A small number of psychologists/therapists in Bulgaria have experience with lesbians, 
bisexual women and transwomen who are victims of domestic or dating violence. One of 
these is Maya Mihailova-Petkova, who works in Sofia, and has recently co-founded the 
Imago Association, whose main goal is to provide support to survivors of violence. 
Previously, she has been working in the field of addiction for 15 years.  

The lesbian and bisexual women who had contacted her for help were all under 
forty years old, most of them had university degree, and they had separate incomes from 
their partners. The majority of them were not out in public, only to their closest friends, 
who were mostly, also non-heterosexual. They were in the closet at work as well as in front 
of parents/relatives. In a hidden environment processes of self-isolation of the couple occur, 
the partners encapsulate themselves in the couple life, mostly without any social 
interaction, and all this nourishes the ground for violent dynamics. A victim in such an 
environmnet would feel very lonely, and this would be a factor in maintaining the 
relationship despite the presence of violence. 

According to Mihailova-Petkova, female couples usually have a more equal 
relationship setting and the dominance of one over the other is not culturally rooted as it is 
in heterosexual couples where male dominance is legitimised by patriarchal, oppressive 
social structures. However, this view is often misleading and results in idealized 
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perceptions, which suggest a female partner cannot hurt you. The reality is different and the 
wish to control and possess your partner is not limited to male abusers. 

Working with lesbian and bisexual clients, Mihailova-Petkova found that 
psychological violence is the main type of violence occurring among the couples. Verbal 
violence including offensive language, threats, expression of jealousy and limitation of 
social contacts is the most common, and often results in isolation of the woman from the 
people she feels emotionally attached to.  

Economic dependence leading to offensive controlling of one of the partners by the 
other is another type of violence Mihailova-Petkova has identified. She described situations 
in which one of the partners earns much more than the other, and during flirting the more 
affluent one buys presents, pays restaurant bills and holiday packages. Afterwards she 
expects “compensation” for her generosity and requires detailed explanations from the 
other partner about whom has she spent the day with, what she was doing and other events 
or activities. 

Asked about cases of physical violence, Mihailova-Petkova could recall only one, in 
which the survivor had severe injuries. The abusive partner, who was an alcohol-addict, had 
beaten her girlfriend, who then ended up in a hospital, where she did not report the case. 
Neither had she informed the police. According to the psychologist, the victim had feared 
that the police would reject her complaint. Similarly, she had not shared the incident with 
her family, because they did not accept her sexual orientation. In fact, she had ceased 
communication with her relatives long before the incident occurred, because of their lack of 
acceptance of her way of life. 

Mihailova-Petkova talked about a different type of violence affecting bisexual 
women who, simultaneously, have male and female partners. Usually, after revealing their 
attraction to women, they have been abused by their male partners; sometimes being 
pushed to have threesomes and group sex. A different type of abuse had occurred to another 
bisexual client who was married to a man and had an extra-marital relationship with a 
woman. The female partner had been stalking the married one, and threatened to out her to 
her husband and pushed her towards divorce. 

A general conclusion, based on the interview with Mihailova-Petkova was that the 
largest number of lesbian and bisexual women, survivors of domestic violence do not trust 
public institutions; hence, they do not report their cases to the police, nor do they seek 
medical help. Often, they have no one to share with since, in many cases, relatives are also 
exercising pressure on the woman to abandon her homosexual relationship and to find a 
male partner.  

Sexual violence in female couples represents a highly taboo topic among lesbians, 
according to Mihailova-Petkova. So far, she had only one client, who had been raped by her 
female partner. The victim was not sure, whether she could talk about rape in female same-
sex relationships and the psychologist concluded that the topic of psychological violence 
within the relationship appears easier for clients to discuss about than the topic of sexual 
violence. 

What usually motivates a lesbian or bisexual client to go to a consultation is 
symptoms such as sleeping problems, feeling sick in the partner’s presence, or an eating 
disorder, which makes the woman think that something is wrong in her relationship. 
Usually, the women are not aware that what they are experiencing is domestic violence. 
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Mihailova-Petkova stressed that victims of violence often feel guilty that they feel insecure 
about their relationship. Intense and long-term psychological work makes the client more 
independent, which then annoys the abusive partner, who gets jealous of the therapist and 
starts threatening her. Mihailova-Petkova had received phone calls from partners in abusive 
lesbian relationships, who threatened her, because they felt that the relationship is “at risk” 
due to the therapy. The psychologist commented that such situations put the controlling 
techniques of the abusive partner on display and are obviously an invasion of the space, 
which the other partner has created for herself (i.e. the sessions with the psychologist).  

Sometimes, lesbian and bisexual women clients have difficulty defining who is the 
abuser and who the abused in women-to-women relationships. Mihailova-Petkova 
commented that clarifying this presents a challenge for the therapists as well.  

Being out versus being in the closet plays a complex role in cases of domestic 
violence. The psychologist has had cases in which the one who is out is abusing and 
manipulating her girlfriend who is in the closet. She has also had other cases in which the 
one who is not out could get jealous and violent because her girlfriend is openly meeting 
with people from the lesbian community and the partner in the closet has felt threatened by 
it. 

The most common threats which lesbian and bisexual women have received from 
their abusive partners are the threat “to out” the partner; the threat to leave the partner and 
the threat of self-harm. The psychologist has had several cases in which ex-alcohol and 
drug addicts have threatened to go back to their addiction if the partner would not behave 
according to their will.  

Mihailova-Petkova sees alcohol addiction as widespread among lesbians here and 
often used as an argument to legitimize the abusive behavior (on behalf of both abuser and 
the abused), but also as a means through which to manipulate the partner, as mentioned 
above. The threat to self-harm, expressed by the abuser often makes the abused feel guilty 
and stay in the relationship. 

Eating disorders are another common symptom of abuse in female same-sex 
relationships. These occur more often after the victim separates from the abusive partner 
and there is a feeling of loneliness. The psychologist described it as a way to express 
depressive feelings and feelings of loss through excessive food consumption. If it happened 
while the victim was still in the relationship, the abusive partner would use it to undermine 
the partner’s self-esteem, and to threaten her that she could find a more attractive girlfriend. 

Homophobia deepens the taboo about domestic violence in women-to-women 
relationships. Mihailova-Petkova emphasized that for many survivors to talk openly about 
these experiences would mean to feed the homophobic attitudes, which are already strongly 
rooted in the mainstream societal perceptions in Bulgaria. 

Most of the lesbian survivors of domestic violence were going through these violent 
dynamics for a (very) long time before consulting a psychologist. The psychologist gave 
the example of a woman who, was involved in violent relationships, for nearly ten years, 
which all followed the same pattern. The victims usually do not disclose the violence they 
experience with relatives, because the relatives’ reactions would be to advise the victim to 
find a male partner. This demonstrates the existence of a powerful patriarchal framework, 
which shapes the perceptions of a relationship in the Bulgarian context, and depending on 
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who the abuser is, the violence could be either legitimised or seen as part of “lesbian 
deviation”. 

Biphobia is also a factor in cases of extreme violence, which occur in the lives of 
married bisexual women. Mihailova-Petkova had a client who shared with her husband that 
she is bisexual and was having a relationship with another woman. In his anger, he asked 
for divorce as well as for deprivation of her parental rights, using her bisexuality as an 
argument to support his request in court. Unfortunately, the psychologist did not know the 
outcome for the client since the client had stopped any further consultation. She said that 
she also had cases in which heterosexual victims lost their children because the abusive 
male partners found legal and illegal ways to prove that their wives were non compos 
mentis. 

Mihailova-Petkova underlined the lack of any information or literature on violence 
within lesbian and bisexual women’s relationships. This has led her to the idea of 
organizing an awareness workshop on behalf of Imago Association, which was planned for 
October 24th, 2015. 

Last, but not least, Mihailova-Petkova has consulted with lesbians who had found 
her after being disappointed by other therapists. In some cases, the clients had been advised 
by the psychologists to change their sexual orientation as a way of avoiding the abusive 
relationship. This highly unprofessional behavior is widespread in the Bulgarian context.  
 

Trans Women’s Experiences with Domestic and Dating Violence 
 
Bilitis interviewed 6 transwomen, between 24 and 34 years old. Two of them had been to 
university and one had a degree. Two others had secondary education while one had not 
graduated secondary school because she began providing sex services at the age of 18.  

Being out is not easy for transwomen: they face severe rejection first and foremost 
by their relatives; second: by friends and people in their close environment, and this leads 
to complete isolation. Two of our interviewees were not out to anyone except to people 
from the trans community and its allies. Another one had lost almost all her friends when 
she came out, but she had the support of her mother with whom she lives. However, the 
communication with her father, which had always been difficult, became even worse and 
they stopped talking to each other. One was out to her family and some of her friends, but 
not to wider social circle. She experienced severe rejection from her relatives who refused 
to accept her female identity, and, at the time of interview, she was not out to most of the 
new people she met, because she did not want to be considered exotic and labelled or 
categorised. Only one was out to everybody; however, both her family and the family of her 
long-term partner were not supportive of her and of their couple because of her non-cis 
identity. 

Gender dysphoria is also a factor, which interferes with one’s successful education 
in an environment where no support is provided to transgender students at school or 
university. This has led one to suicidal thoughts in one of our respondents, and was the 
reason why she could not complete her university studies. The interviewee who has a 
university degree shared that she was perceived as very introvert by her university 
colleagues, because she was not out to anyone and this made her isolate herself herself. All 
those who had secondary education, shared traumatic school experiences related to 
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bullying, which they had to live through without any support from teachers or the school 
administration. The only way to survive was to fight back and to demonstrate masculinity, 
which did not resonate with their inner self-identification. They were bullied for being 
perceived as gay, but not for being transgender as they were not perceived a transgender. 
Traumatic school experience has discouraged some of our interviewees from pursuing a 
university education.  

Finding a job, as a transgender person, is a great challenge in Bulgaria. None of our 
interviewees had been able to find a friendly and supportive work environment. One person 
with a university degree had a well-paid job; however, she does not express her gender 
identity at her workplace and is perceived as a male employee. In contrast, the interviewee 
who could not finish her university studies because of her gender dysphoria, lost her job in 
а store, because her physical appearance began changing when she started taking hormones. 
Another respondent was not able to find a job during the transition because of her already 
changing appearance and now she considers it impossible to be hired with a female 
appearance and a male gender.  

Her story illustrates the vicious circle trans people are going through. In order to 
change their gender, they need to have a job and raise enough income to pay for a lawyer 
and the court fees. The court procedure for legal gender recognition is not clearly defined in 
law (the Civil Code), so it is very subjective and depends on the attitude of the judge who is 
reviewing the case. Some judges expect at least hormonal changes in the physical body, 
(often they even require performed gender reassignment surgery in order to change one’s 
legal gender). However, the person in transition is frequently not able to find a job, unless 
hired by friends or partners. 

One of our interviewees was working with her partner and another one, was 
working for a friend, without contract, who supported her financially with a very low 
salary, but also abused her sexually. During the interview, she was reluctant to perceive her 
experience in the job as sexual abuse and stressed the fact that he is helping her a lot. 
However, the question was raised, of whether she would tolerate his behavior under other 
circumstances. Clearly, she was not happy with the way she was treated, and accepted it 
only because she needed the money. Another interviewee was a self-employed artist living 
and working in very bad conditions. 

Except for two interviewees, (the one who is not out at her workplace and the one 
who is working with her partner in their own business), all others were in a very difficult 
financial situation and able to survive only due to the support of a partner or the family.  
 

Dating and Intimate Violence 
 
Contrary to the stereotype, which pictures the trans woman as hypersexual and 
promiscuous, several of our interviewees shared that they have had no sexual contacts for a 
long period, because they did not like the body they were born with. Their financial 
situation made it impossible to undertake gender reassignment surgery, which is only 
available privately in Bulgaria. Two of them have had only one partner, one has never had a 
partner and one was abandoned by her girlfriend after starting the transition and since then 
has been single. It was very sad to realize that these women were living asexual lives for 
long periods, because of a lack of medical support for a successful transition. 
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Two interviewees who had partners were also in long-term partnerships, which had started 
with the transition. The third one had a relationship with a trans man who was her first 
sexual partner.  

The term dating violence was not familiar to the interviewees and most of them did 
not have experiences to share about this. Their most traumatic experiences were related to 
school life and contacts with doctors, and all emphasized the lack of medical care for trans 
people. 

One interviewee who had tried to find a partner through dating websites had been 
verbally attacked. She had received severely offensive comments and felt humiliated, so 
she stopped visiting such websites. 

In one case, while we could identify sexual abuse by the partner; the interviewee did 
not perceive it as such when talking to us. It was a case of non-consensual sex in which she 
had tried to run away, but was trapped on the apartment’s balcony and experienced sexual 
abuse there. 
 

Good Practices on Gender Recognition 
 
Recognizing the vicious circle trans people are trapped into, Bilitis provides free legal 
support to those who want to change their legal gender. Our experience shows that trans 
people who have successfully changed their legal gender and ID card to match their true 
identity were able to find jobs and to start leading less traumatic lives. Achieving legal 
gender recognition is a crucial step in a transgender person’s life, hence, we provide legal 
consultancy, cover the lawyer’s fee and the court fees for transgender people who are very 
poor, to enable them to take this step. 

Bilitis currently works with 2 lawyers: Natasha Dobreva and Yordanka Bekirska, 
both of whom have experience of human rights law. During the interview, Dobreva 
underlined that the Bulgarian Civil Code does not clearly regulate the procedure for legal 
gender recognition. This means that the judges decide based on case law and the decisions 
are highly subjective. Sometimes judges expect to see already performed gender 
reassignment surgery. At the same time, gender reassignment surgery cannot legally be 
performed unless a person has received a positive court decision for gender reassignment. 
Paragraph 128 of the Penal Code criminalizes interventions, which lead to reproductive 
incapacity and categorizes them as serious injury. Some trans people undertake gender 
reassignment surgery illegally, or in other countries, if they can afford to. However, illegal 
surgery carries a very high risk for the trans person.  

Bilitis advocates for a clear, easily accessible, fast, and non-discriminative 
administrative procedure for legal gender recognition, which respects the trans person’s 
bodily integrity. We emphasize that the decision to undertake corrective surgery should be 
in the hands of the trans person, and should not require legal sanction for render 
reassignment. We advocate against sterilization, corrective body surgery, and divorce as 
compulsory requirements for legal gender recognition of trans people. One’s self-
identification should be the only factor, which leads to a positive decision for gender 
reassignment. We have accumulated a number of legal cases, which demonstrate that the 
procedure in Bulgaria still varies greatly and presents hazards to the psychological health 
and bodily integrity of trans people. In some cases, the judges reject the application for 
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gender reassignment even without consulting with an external expert (usually a sexologist 
or a psychologist/psychiatrist) whose opinion is, as a rule, required before the judge makes 
a decision. Decision #58 of Sofia District Court from 23.04.2014/83 trial chamber, states 
that ‘the applicant does not have the characteristics of a person from female gender [….] 
the application for legal gender recognition cannot precede the occurrence of a future 
insecure corrective change of the body by means of surgery, hence, the application for 
gender reassignment is premature.’ This decision was appealed, and at the second court 
hearing, the Sofia City Court issued Decision # 14309 from 09.07.2014), which allowed the 
gender reassignment. 
 

Health Issues and Lack of Medical/Psychological Support 
 
Lack of adequate medical help for trans people was one of the main issues which our 
interviewees underlined during the interviews. All, without exception, were very concerned 
about the lack of specialists who are able to provide adequate medical and psychological 
support, and all of them had similar traumatic experiences with health/psychological 
services. Traumatic experiences included the inability to find a doctor who is willing to 
prescribe hormone replacement therapy (HRT), combined with difficulty in finding a doctor 
who knows enough about HRT, so that the latter would not severely endanger the health 
status of the person. In some cases, medical abuse and verbal comments aiming to 
discourage the person from starting or going on with the transition have had severe 
traumatic effects and have led to personal health experimentation by the trans people.  

The interviewees described a number of different types of reactions on behalf of the 
specialists. Lack of understanding was a common feature of all the specialists, but while 
some reacted as if they ‘had seen an alien’ (quote by one of the interviewees) and just 
wanted to get rid of the patient, others expressed perverted curiosity or medical ignorance, 
claiming that gender transition is not possible and the patient would be better to forget 
about the idea. Endocrinologists in different towns expressed such “profound” opinions. 
Basic medical check-ups were also refused, because ‘no one has died from hormones’, as 
one of the trans women was told. None of the endocrinologists we heard about, wanted to 
provide supervision during the transition, and the hormone doses were precariously 
defined. As a result, all of the interviewees, as well as the other trans people they knew, 
were left alone to define their own doses. All of them were self-experimenting in a 
hazardous way. Many of the transwomen had experienced verbal abuse from the medical 
specialist they had contacted for help. They were treated as if they were mentally ill, and 
were told to ‘forget about this madness’ or ‘look at yourself, you are a good looking guy!’ 

We heard about discriminatory and humiliating practices from those who are part of 
the official court list of external experts to be consulted in cases of gender reassignment. 
One of our interviewees was told to undress himself in front of the specialist who left the 
door open and let a person come in during the “examination”. Another trans woman had 
visited a sexologist who was asked by the court to provide an opinion on her request. She 
was asked about her shoe size and the specialist concluded: ‘What kind of a woman are you 
going to be with such a shoe size?! You’d better give up on that!’ She tried with another 
sexologist, also an expert, who prescribed her two anti-depressants, which turned out to be 
harmful for the liver. Today, she still doesn’t know why he prescribed her this “medicine”, 
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She refused to take it at one point and then had to deal, alone, with the withdrawal 
symptoms and the side effects of the antidepressants. The same interviewee explained that 
in her view, to express one’s non-cis gender identity in a transphobic environment 
represents a permanent shock experience in which one needs a therapist’s support, and one 
could easily become a victim of a specialist’s incompetence and arbitrary treatment. 

Another example of medical incompetence was provided by the trans woman who 
could not finish her university studies because of the severe gender dysphoria that she was 
going through at that moment. She consulted a psychologist who tried to convince her that 
she was confused about her gender identity, because of the traumatic experience caused by 
the early death of her father in her childhood. However, she rejected this assumption, 
because she remembered identifying as female even while her father was still alive. The 
same person is now supervised by another trans woman: the only option many are left with, 
due to the lack of adequate specialists. 

Contrary to the extremely cynical argument that an endocrinologist gave for not 
being willing to supervise a trans woman during her transition: ‘No one has died of 
hormones’, a trans woman told us that she caused herself a hormonal imbalance by taking 
phytoestrogens which resulted in intrusive suicidal thoughts. 

Finally, yet importantly, it should be noted that trans people face difficulties in 
getting medical prescriptions for hormone therapy. One of our interviewees had to change 
several GPs before getting a prescription. Others were not successful in obtaining a 
prescription and had to find alternative ways to supply themselves with hormones. All of 
the interviewees shared a similar experience of explaining to the GPs what a trans person 
means. None of the general practitioners they had met was aware of the existence of such 
people, nor of their medical needs.  
 

Dating Violence of Transwomen Sex Workers 
 

Transwomen sex workers are invisible and difficult to gain access to by people who are not 
in the sex industry or clients. We managed to interview only one trans woman who was a 
sex worker, and who did not allow us to share information even about the name of the town 
in which she lives. We were able to contact with her with the help of an NGO working on 
the prevention of HIV and AIDS among sex workers. 
The information we received from the interviewee highlighted that violence is a daily 
experience for the transwomen sex workers. It comes from clients, from passers-by (if the 
woman is soliciting on the streets) and shockingly – even from the police. Police officers 
have abused our interviewee, especially at the time when she was new in the scene and the 
local police officers did not yet know her.  

Transwomen, who are soliciting on the streets together with cis-women are often 
attacked by passers-by. They are subject to verbal abuse and sometimes - physical violence, 
especially by skinheads. Comparing her own town with the sex workers’ environment in 
Sofia, however, the interviewee underlined that the conditions in Sofia are much worse due 
to the greater presence of skinheads and frequent police arrests.  

Transwomen sex workers call the police for help only when the situation gets totally 
out of control; most cases of violence by clients towards the sex workers are resolved by 
the pimp. The police treat the sex workers brutally, verbal offence is always present, and 
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often they do not respond to calls for help, telling the sex workers that they are wasting 
their time. The interviewee shared that in cases of attacks on sex workers by skinheads, 
which are a commonplace, the police usually come 18-20 minutes after they receive the 
signal. This allows enough time for the skinheads to beat the sex workers and to leave the 
scene. The main target of the skinheads are the sex workers of Roma origin, but in the end, 
they beat up whoever they can catch.  

Feeling entirely unprotected by the police, the trans woman interviewed has 
developed her own survival strategy, and avoids offering sex services in small dark streets, 
instead trying to be close to a public building which is open for 24 hours, so that she could 
get inside if she sees a group of 3-4 men approaching her. She has also developed 
sensitivity towards potentially aggressive clients, and if she recognizes signs of aggression, 
she refuses to go with them. The information provided by the interviewee demonstrates that 
the risk of abuse and physical violence is always present, no matter if the trans woman is 
soliciting on the street or provides the service on her own territory. 

The most traumatic experience of our interviewee, however, was the regular sexual 
assaults by police officers. She shared that many police officers have pushed her to oral sex 
in order to avoid being arrested, or while being arrested at the local police department. The 
trans woman had agreed to the demands because she was threatened that she would not be 
allowed to work in the streets. She mentioned that some of the police officers have been her 
clients, but when they are at work, they pretend not to know her, and treat her in the same 
rude way as everyone else. Violence from police officers remains completely hidden and 
unpunished; it seems to be legitimised by the fact that sex work is illegal in Bulgaria.  

Anxiety created by the constant risk of violence leads to regular consumption of 
alcohol and drugs. Many sex workers, including trans and cis-women, are alcoholics or 
drug addicts. The only places in which they can get some level of support and medical help 
are the offices of NGOs working for HIV/AIDs prevention among drug addicts and sex 
workers.  
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

Effective prevention of domestic and dating violence against LBT women in Bulgaria 
requires a complex, structural approach, including changes in the legal and policy 
framework, among which the most important are the following: 
  
• Updating of the Law against domestic violence to refer to homosexual, bisexual and 

transgender people’s couples/families in the same way in which it refers to cohabiting 
male-female heterosexual couples;  

• Developing an adequate Hate-Crime Law, which addresses homophobic and transphobic 
hate crimes; 

• Introducing sexual orientation and gender identity codes in police/prosecution criminal 
records in order to be able to deal more effectively with crimes against LGBT people; 

• Eliminating police abuse of trans sex workers and introducing special training for police 
officers on how to provide support to victims of homophobic/transphobic crimes and/or 
LBT women victims of domestic violence; 
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• Improving health services for transgender people and access to hormone replacement 
therapy; 

• Streamlining the procedure for legal gender recognition and making it more accessible, 
faster and non-discriminatory; 

• Enhancing the awareness of school administrations, health and social institutions and 
courts about the daily discrimination, harassment, and exclusion faced by LBT women 
(and LGBTI people in general) as a result of social stigma, and how they could be 
addressed by measures which foster inclusion and eliminate discrimination. 

 
In addition, NGOs and other social service providers to survivors of domestic and/or dating 
violence should be instructed how to provide support to LBT women, and develop greater 
sensitivity to all the forms of intimate partnership violence. Hot line operators / therapists / 
human rights lawyers / moderators of survivors’ self-support groups should receive special 
information materials and/or training about intimate partner violence in LBT women 
relationships, as well as on dating violence of transwomen who are sex workers. The crisis 
centers and shelters providing special protection to survivors of domestic violence and/or 
trafficking in women, should recognize transwomen sex workers as a distinct risk group, 
and be able to assist them. 

Last, but not least, organizations like Bilitis, whose mission is to achieve full 
equality for LGBTI people in Bulgaria, should raise awareness of the human rights issues, 
which LBT women, survivors of domestic or dating violence are facing. The structural 
barriers to their access of effective support should be exposed, criticized and eliminated.  
 

References 
 

Renzetti, C 1992, Violent Betrayal: Partner Abuse in Lesbian Relationships, SAGE Publications Inc., 
London. 

Ristock, J 2002, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships, Routledge, New York, NY.  
Leventhal, B 1999, Same-Sex Domestic Violence; Strategies for Change, SAGE Publications Inc., London. 
Girshick, L 2002, Woman to Woman Sexual Violence: Does She Call It Rape, Northeastern University Press, 

Boston, MA. 
Serano, J 2009, Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, Seal 

Press, Berkeley, CA. 
Ohms, C 2008, Das Fremde in mir: Gewaltdynamiken in Liebesbeziehungen zwischen Frauen. Soziologische 

Perspektiven auf ein Tabuthema, transcrip Verlag, Bielefeld. 
Ebner, M; Goutriè, Claudie; Newald, Maria u.a. 2001, Entscheidend Einschneidend: Mit Gewalt unter Frauen 

in lesbischen und feministischen Zusammenhängen umgehen, Milena Verlag, Wien. 
Cvetkovich, A 1992, An Archive of Feelings-PB: Trauma, Sexuality and Lesbian Public Cultures, Duke 

University Press, Durham, NC. 
Diamond, M (ed.) 2011, Trans/Love: Radical Sex, Love & Relationships beyond the Gender Binary, Manic D 

Press, Inc., San Francisco, CA. 
Taormino, T 2008, Opening Up: A Guide to Creating and Sustaining Open Relationships, Cleis Press, San 

Francisco, CA. 
Califia, P 1997, Sex Changes: The Politics of Transgenderism, Cleis Press, San Francisco, CA. 
Friedman, J 2008, Yes Means Yes! Visions of Female Sexual Power and a World without Rape, Seal Press, 

Berkeley, CA. 
 

 
 



57 
 

Appendix 
 

Total Number of Interviews: 40 
 

• Balchik – 2 interviews: 1 pansexual; 1 lesbian 
• Burgas – 4 interviews: 4 specialists 
• Dobrich – 3 interviews: 1 lesbian; 2 trans women 
• Varna –- 3 interviews: 3 specialists 
• Veliko Tarnovo - 3 interviews: 1 specialist; 1 bisexual woman; 1 lesbian 
• Pernik – 1 interview: 1 lesbian 
• Pleven – 2 interviews: 1 specialist; 1 lesbian 
• Plovdiv – 5 interviews: 3 specialists; 1 trans woman; 1 trans woman and a sex worker 
• Pomorie – 1 interview: 1 lesbian 
• Sofia – 14 interviews:  6 specialists; 1 pansexual; 3 lesbians; 1 bisexual; 2 trans women; 1 trans 

man 
• Stara Zagora – 1 interview: 1 specialist 

 
We interviewed several lawyers, who have experience of human rights work, and sensitivity to violence 
affecting LBT women: 
 
Lawyers: 
 

• Jordanka Bekirska, Bulgarian Lawyers for Human Rights, Sofia 
• Natasha Dobreva, legal company Grozev and Dobreva, has assisted Bilitis in starting and 

appealing cases of legal gender recognition for transgender people 
• Denitsa Lyubenova, Deystvie LGBT Youth Association, Sofia 
• Nevena Milcheva, Demetra Association, Burgas, providing services to women victims of 

domestic violence and/or trafficking 
 
Psychologists/psychiatrists/ sexologists, (who have work experiences with LGBT-clients) 
 

• Maya Mihailova-Petkova (Sofia) 
http://nasilie.eu/ 

• Ivanina Ancheva (Veliko Tarnovo/Sofia) (http://sexologyconsult.weebly.com/) 
• Rumen Bostandjiev (Sofia/Burgas) (http://www.bostandjiev.eu/) 

 
NGOs specialized in the prevention of HIV and AIDS among sex workers: 
 

• Sauchastie Association/Varna 
www.sauchastie.org (working on the prevention of HIV and AIDS in the Roma Neighbourhood, 
Maksuda in Varna) 

• Avis Vita Foundation/Plovdiv 
http://www.avisvita.bg/ 

• Dose of Love Association/Burgas 
http://doseoflove.org/en 

• SOS- Families at risk Foundation/Varna 
http://sos-varna.org/ 

 
Specialists (including psychologists, social workers and shelter directors) working in the following women 
shelters: 
 

• Crisis Center Otvorena vrata/Pleven  



58 
 

• SOS- Families at risk Foundation/Varna  
http://sos-varna.org/ 

• Center for Prevention of Violence/Burgas (http://www.centarzaprevencia.org/) 
• Samaritans Association/ Stara Zagora (https://www.samaritans.eu/) 
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CROATIA 
Jelena Postic∗ and Mia Gonan∗ 

 
 

Legal Framework Related to Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, and Gender 
Expression 

 
The rights of LGBTIQ persons in Croatia are regulated by a general anti-discrimination 
framework and two specific Acts: The Same-sex Life Partnership Act (Official Gazette 
92/14) and the Regulations about obtaining medical documentation and determining 
requirements and preconditions for gender affirming surgery and/or life in different gender 
identity (2014). Anti-discrimination regulations are provided in Articles 14 and 35 of the 
Constitution of the Republic of Croatia, the Anti-Discrimination Act (OG 85/08; 112/12) 
and various sector specific laws. In Article 14 of the Constitution, it is stated that ‘All 
persons in the Republic of Croatia shall enjoy rights and freedoms, regardless of race, 
colour, gender, language, religion, political or other conviction, national or social origin, 
property, birth, education, social status or other characteristics.’ Furthermore, Article 35 
guarantees to everyone ‘respect for and legal protection of each person’s private and family 
life, dignity, reputation.’ The Anti-Discrimination Act prohibits discrimination in all 
aspects of human life and on a variety of grounds including gender identity and expression 
and sexual orientation. The sectoral laws that include anti-discrimination regulation on 
these grounds are the Law on Gender Equality (OG 116/2003), the Law on Science and 
Higher Education (OG 123/2003), the Law on Media (OG 59/2004), the Sport Act (OG 
2006), the Act on Amendments to the Criminal Code (OG 110/2007), the Electronic Media 
Act (OG 153/2009), the Civil Servants Act (OG 92/2005), the Asylum Act (OG 78/2007) 
and the Volunteering Act (OG 58/2007). 

The protection against homophobic and transphobic hate crimes was improved in 
2013 when the new Criminal Code entered into force. It introduced hate crimes as a 
qualified form of crime and stipulated harsher penalties for such crimes on the basis of 
gender identity and sexual orientation of the victim. Improvements have also been made to 
the Rules of Procedure in Case of Hate Crimes protocol, which states that the police must 
take particular care when processing cases of hate crimes (Jurčić 2013, p. 65). However, the 
research study by Zagreb Pride, LORI and Queer Sport Split from 2013 showed that the 
number of reports for hate crime among LGBTIQ victims did not significantly increase and 
that less than 8% of the respondents reported a hate crime to the police. The crimes were 
not reported mainly due to the victim trivialising the incident, expecting bad outcome, lack 
of trust in the police or the fear of disclosing their sexual orientation (Milković 2013, p. 
51).  

The prohibition of direct and indirect discrimination is also stipulated in the Labour 
Act (OG 149/09, 61/11) which regulates work and working conditions, including selection 
criteria and conditions for employment, promotion, vocational guidance, vocational training 
and retraining. As in other sectoral laws, the grounds for discrimination are not 
                                                 
∗ Zagreb Pride Activist and Sociologist. 
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systematically defined, leaving the detailed arrangement of the prohibition to the Anti-
Discrimination Act (Jurčić 2013, p. 62-63). According to the aforementioned study from 
2013, 7.4% of the respondents experienced discrimination in the working place or while 
applying for a job, and 8.4% of them experienced it more than once (Milković 2013, p. 58). 
A research study of public opinion on abortion and life partnership conducted in 2014 
deomonstrated that almost 33% of the respondents would not like to have a homosexual 
person for a teacher or a medical doctor, indicating a high prevalence of sexual orientation 
based discrimination (CESI 2014, p. 38, 42). In 2014, the Ombudswoman for Gender 
Equality reported on a high prevalence of discrimination against LGBTIQ persons in the 
labour market; although visibility of such cases is low (Gender Equality Ombudsperson 
2014, p. 100). However, the Ombudswoman for Gender Equality regularly receives 
complaints from persons who claim to be discriminated against on the basis of sexual 
orientation or gender identity. In one of the cases, discrimination consisted of actions 
against a person who claimed to be exposed to discriminatory actions on the basis of sexual 
orientation, debasing the value of his work, punishments for incidents in which he did not 
participate, placing him in a low rank in the company, offensive speech, debasing of his 
person when communicating with other co-workers and making the work more difficult for 
him in general. 

The case law is limited, but effective. In the case of Krešić v Faculty of Informatics, 
the County Court in Varaždin confirmed the decision of the lower court that the plaintiff 
was discriminated against at the workplace on the basis of sexual orientation (CC 2013). In 
2015 the plaintiff was also compensated for damages caused by the acts of discrimination5. 
Although the legislation is equally applicable to transgender and transsexual persons 
(covering both gender identity and/or expression), there is no data whatsoever on 
discrimination in this field which is probably because of the highly prevalent social stigma 
and lack of empowerment of transgender and transsexual persons to seek legal protection of 
their rights when discriminated against. 

The Same-sex Life Partnership Act passed in 2014 equalized the status of life 
partners and informal life partners with married couples in all rights and responsibilities 
except the right to single-parent adoption and joint adoption of children. The Act regulates 
the relationships to children if one or both partners are parents: ‘A life partner who is the 
parent of a child has the right to exercise parental responsibilities towards the child, that is, 
the content of parental responsibilities together with its parents or instead of its parents, 
pursuant to a court decision, in line with the provisions of a separate Act regulating family 
relations’ (Same-sex Life-partnership Act 2014, Article 40). The life partner cannot adopt 
the partner’s child, but can regulate the relationship with them through the status of partner-
guardian. Partner-guardianship is a form of care for a minor child, which may be provided 
by a life partner after the death of the life partner who is the parent of the child, and 
exceptionally during the life of the life partner who is the parent of the child, if the other 
biological parent is unknown or has been divested of parental responsibilities due to abuse 
of the child (Article 44). 

                                                 
5 See http://www.prs.hr/index.php/priopcenja-prs/294-priopcenje-povodom-sudske-odluke-u-predmetu-
kresic-protiv-fakulteta-organizacije-i-informatike-sveucilista-u-zagrebu, accessed on November 5, 2015.  


