Eswatini Sexual and Gender Minorities
Melusi Simelane
Matsapha
1 September 2020
The Right Honourable Deputy Prime Minister;
Senator Themba Masuku
Eswatini Government
Mbabane
RE: Derogatory and offensive comments made by the CEO of the
National Disaster Management Agency
Dear Mr Masuku;
This letter serves as a formal complaint against Mr Russell Dlamini, the Chief
Executive Officer of the National Disaster Management Agency (NDMA).
Following a post that I shared on social media, WhatsApp, requesting people
to sign a petition advocating that the Government decriminalise same-sex
intimacy between consenting male adults, Russell Dlamini expressed very
hateful and offensive remarks using derogatory language meant to undermine,
demean and belittle people with a different sexual orientation to his.
The communication exchange can be seen attached to this letter.
The reason I request that you intervene is because the National Disaster
Management Agency was established as a unit under your office with a
mandate to manage disaster risks. The goal it is entrusted with, is to minimize
the impact of such atrocities as the current elusive and invisible enemy, the
COVID19 pandemic, 'on vulnerable communities and groups’.
This goal is further expressed in the agency’s 6 core values. Noteworthy are
Impartiality, Humanity and Integrity which are central to this letter. These
core values explained on the website of the NDMA express an ideal scenario
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befitting any such agency in our society, guided by the principles of social
justice and human rights, as enshrined in the Constitution Act 1 (2005).
I make reference to Section 18 (1); “The dignity of every person is inviolable.”
As well as Section 20 (1); “All persons are equal before and under the law…”
This is mirrored in the second core value, impartiality, of the NDMA. ‘we serve
all people without discrimination regardless of status….’
The third core value, ‘Humanity’ further spells out that the NDMA is ‘…
compassionate and respects the dignity of all individuals.’
Mr Deputy Prime Minister, these are the hallmarks of a National Disaster
Management Agency in the 21st century, under a constitutional dispensation.
Yet one wonders if such an agency can ever deliver to the ‘vulnerable’
communities without prejudice, or whether it can even ‘respect the dignity of
all individuals’ with ‘impartiality’, under the leadership of a homophobic Chief
Executive Officer.
‘Homophobia’ is a noun coined sometime in the late 1950’s after the
realisation of what many called a ‘phobia’ for homosexuality. It has to date
been used to define the ‘dislike of, or prejudice against’ the LGBTI community.
‘Homophobic’, is an adjective defining the display of or prejudice against the
LGBTI community. When one makes prejudicial and hateful remarks against
the LGBTI community, or the movement, we refer to such remarks and/or the
person making them as homophobic.
Mr. Deputy Prime Minister, it is 2020 and I am incensed. It is unfortunate to
have to speak about such hurtful sentiments in these modern times and
especially as the country is confronted with a global pandemic - we should be
focusing on compassion for one another and ensuring universal human and
constitutional rights are upheld even during this crisis.
I look back in the past months and sadly there have been a number of
occasions when ill-informed homophobic comments have aroused my ire.
Nonetheless, I reckon it’s good to be angry when it is meant to protect the
vulnerable and when we feel we should do something about it.
Today is that day, for me and my constituents, Mr DPM. Today is the day I put
my fury to good use, and I hope you receive this letter with the good intent it
was written and that it is not misconstrued by those around you, or society at
large.
Allow me to explain the harm that sentiments like those shared by Mr Russell
Dlamini, can achieve for the LGBTI people of this country, and how this is not
2

something we would expect from someone heading the National Disaster
Management Agency.
Mr Russell Dlamini first responded by comparing homosexuality to polygamy,
sighting that Africans have been forced to accept homosexuality and reject
polygamy.

Notwithstanding the inaccuracy in his statement, Mr Dlamini seems to have
been interested in spewing hate and further defiling our old tradition of
polygamy. He denigrated both polygamy and homosexuality by presuming that
homosexuality is below a certain standard that he himself has decided on.
I believe that his intention was to embarrass us and further show us off, as an
undeserving group of citizens by using polygamy to start the abrasive attack
on LGBTI citizens, who are not empowered to stand up to him. LGBTI citizens
whom, in the exercise of the NDMA he heads, have not been seen to benefit.
One wonders why.
Though this is a story for another day, it may be clear to some why an agency
headed by him would not be bothered to support the previously marginalised.
Yes, the LGBTI community has historically been economically discriminated
against, and the pandemic has hit us more than the regular citizen.
Mr Dlamini knew exactly where he was taking this conversation. When probed
by the group of peers in the platform, whose link is a benefactor of our past
work, he fired back. This time, he used the old and tired narrative of religious
extremism and fanaticism. The old ‘abomination’ narrative.
It is worth noting, Deputy Prime Minister, that the Supreme Court of Canada
ruled that protecting LGBTI students was more important than religious
freedoms, in a case between Trinity Western University and Law Societies of
Upper Canada & British Columbia, in 2018. It goes without saying that our
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Constitution Act 1 (2005) reveres the inviolability of a person’s dignity over
anything else, including religions inclinations. Section 18 (1).
Why is it then, Mr Deputy Prime Minister would the head of the NDMA be
allowed to run the Agency when he clearly holds views that are diametrically
opposed to the basic principle of dignity for all?

When Mr Russell Dlamini refers to my sexual orientation as an abomination,
not only is he condemning me in religious terms, he is further purporting that
my existence and that of many who are like me, causes disgust. I am aware
that my right to freedom of expression is limited. I would hope that means I
cannot repeat such words about other persons, especially marginalised
groups, and worse when I am privileged to be in a position of power. Where is
humanity, where is impartiality?
When those in a position of power express such vile views, it paints a very
grim outlook for the future of our nation. In the spirit of creating a tolerant
society with social cohesion, we must not allow such behaviour from those
who lead us, and worse those who lead institutions that are meant to protect
us, the marginalised, and the vulnerable to continue unchecked.
In today’s world, Mr Deputy Prime Minister, homophobia has evolved. For so
long, it was demonstrated by atrocious violent attacks on the persons of the
LGBTI community. We have seen this happen in this country as well. The ‘Are
We Doing Alright’ study, which I had the pleasure of hand delivering to your
office, where your secretary assured me that you had seen it and
recommended it be shared with the gender desk, details the horrible
experiences of structural and institutionalised homophobia.
Times have progressed, and so has this evil of homophobia and prejudice
towards the LGBTI community. Just like everything else, it has become digital.
From cyber bullying, to hate speech, and to what many in my line of work call
passive homophobia. This can either be demonstrated through allowing the
use of horrific language meant to malign us, or it can also be demonstrated by
such words as ‘we accept you, just do not advertise your homosexuality.’
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These are some of the most harmful words that we have to face from our
unsuspecting parents, and sometimes friends. You do not need to hit me, for it
to be an LGBTI hate crime, or homophobia. These words are clear examples
of such.

Mr Russell Dlamini finds our Human Rights work to be an act of promotion for
something which we are yet to find out. He basically would rather we live
under oppression, with no recourse. Mr Russell is blinded to the violence and
discrimination we face as a result of our sexual orientation, gender identity
and expression, as well as other sex characteristics.
Mr Deputy prime Minister, we have come so long in our ever-evolving
civilisation, yet we the LGBTI community remain left behind. We are turned
away at the door, and if we dare make it in, we are met with such insensitive
and reckless sentiments as shared by Mr Russell Dlamini.

This is a man who doesn’t seem to grasp the reality of the lived experiences of
sexual and gender minorities living in this country. Many of whom have been
previously marginalised in the economics of the country and should be
benefiting from the agency he leads.
If we allow Mr Dlamini to carry on unchallenged in his audacious ill-informed
and malicious sentiments, we are painting a picture that is bleak, and very
hurtful for the young LGBTI people, whose course it is, I am advocating. When
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the powerful dictate that we leave who we are at the door, they are not only
stripping us of our humanity and dignity, they are further denying the
opportunity to those who might have dreams and aspirations of holding high
positions like the one Mr Russell holds.
In as much as Mr Russell labours under the illusions of ‘protecting the young’
from the ‘abomination’, he misses a fundamental point. Sexual orientation is
not a decision, it an innate feeling of sexual, emotional and or physical
attraction. Against popular belief, one’s sexual orientation is not learned. The
human being is a dynamic species, we cannot be taught sexual orientation.
In spite of attempts to correct him, he continued to suggest that our movement
has an ulterior motive other than that of Human Rights for all. The comments
of support for our cause made by other members in this group illustrate that
views have changed, and people are more progressive and accepting in this
approach, it is a pity the same cannot be said about the National Disaster
Management Agency CEO.
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Mr Deputy Prime Minister, when addressing policy makers, community leaders
and society at large, evidence of human rights violations/infringements is
necessary to make the case for LGBTI equality. However, in a society that
scares people like me into silence and invisibility, evidence becomes a scarce
commodity. What Mr Russell seeks to do with such utterances is ‘put me in my
place’, suggesting I am not educated or civilised.
Perhaps I may never get the opportunities that his privileges have afforded
him. Yet, I must ask, Mr Deputy Prime Minister, where is my place in society,
when I cannot be afforded the benefit of the doubt? What happened to old
school debates, without the denigration and belittling of other beings and at
what point do we draw the line, sir? Mr Dlamini and all the privileges he has as
the CEO of NDMA, is well aware of the influence he has in our society, yet he
uses that power to spew hate, and not to take an opportunity to engage,
unlearn and re-learn. Something that we, as the LGBTI community are doing
every day.
We cannot assume to be the sole holders of divine knowledge on all things
relating to human rights, dignity and respect for the next person. However, we
can at the very least be assured and affirmed of our identities and afforded the
dignity that all are deserving, under the constitution.
When the head of the NDMA reiterates that he is an African and a Christian, it
almost sends shivers down one's back, save for the fact that many have
committed horrible atrocities while pretending to do so for the honour or
values of their religion.

The erasure caused by these circumstances fundamentally impacts advocacy
in that it stifles meaningful engagement with citizens who are not LGBTI but
are potential allies. Opportunities for learning become difficult to enable when
sentiments of criminality and/or abomination are attached to people like me,
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and fear of being identified as a part of the LGBTI community stops people
from learning or offering support.
We require governments and government departments/agencies that do not
live in a state of cognitive dissonance whereby they represent their countries
at meetings on human rights issues and even endorse them but deny those
same rights to their people. Government agencies must not hire Chief
Executives who are audacious enough to hold and share sentiments which
are directly opposed to the principles of the agencies they head.
Government must take lead in being open to the embodied knowledge of
every citizen, from the working class, single mother; the disabled gay man; the
African refugee et. al. In welcoming these bodies into the room, at all times it
must be remembered that we cannot leave the less desirable parts of
ourselves at the door. Since it is clear Mr Russel dislikes the conversation of
Human Rights for all, the question begs, what is he doing at the National
Disaster Management Agency?
I implore you, Mr Deputy Prime Minister, to think about the ways in which the
Chief Executive Officer of the National Disaster Management Agency is
already leaving some behind when he expects us to leave parts of ourselves
outside the room. This is unbecoming of the Chief Executive, and we demand
action from you.
One must look through the lens of understanding and view others with
empathy. We must stop focusing on the differences and look at what unites us
to find common ground, it is not a case of us against them. As we carve our
identity as Emaswati let us do so with love, compassion and unity. Let us
break the bonds of colonialism that still bind us today and return to the simple
principle of ‘Ubuntu.’
This is what we believe the Chief Executive of the NDMA should embody.
Please take action on this issue. It is my hope to contribute to the recourse
and mapping out a way forward to address this important issue together. This
could be a teachable moment and could contribute to social development and
social justice for the country to move forward.
Yours truly,
Melusi Simelane
Founding Executive Director
melusi@eswatiniminorities.org
www.eswa.niminori.es.org

1 September, 2020
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