Discussion 

The research findings summarised above clearly demonstrate that there are a variety of barriers and challenges for organisations that are trying to engage African MSM in sexual health and community development interventions. However, it is also encouraging to hear about the benefits that men have gained from accessing existing services, as well as their enthusiasm about contributing to help to improve tailored services even further. A small number of key themes came up across all forms of data collection during the course of this research. 

The following are the main four barriers which were raised by the service providers:

· Religion and Faith

· Culture clash, stigma and discrimination

· Immigration Status

· HIV Awareness and LGB&T education

Research undertaken with African MSM echoed these key issues and also spoke consistently about a further one:

· Accessibility and availability of services for African MSM.  

In this discussion each of the five key issues highlighted in the findings will be examined in greater detail. Some suggestions for ways to address these issues as raised by professionals and service users over the course of the project will be discussed in detail in the subsequent toolkit section.  

When discussing the results it should be acknowledged that the project itself was a small piece of research eliciting responses from a small number of African MSM.  Further research with African MSM would give a richer data source for understanding the barriers and needs of this group and could help in service design and provision. The experiences shared by organisations attending the workshops agencies are wider ranging. Since those involved came from across England and included experts in BME engagement, practitioners in LGB&T issues and those with expertise around HIV, the workshops represented a useful chance for service providers to show their commitment to engaging a group whose needs are not always recognised.  It is this approach to taking responsibility for engaging African MSM that forms the basis of this entire project and it is our hope that the organisations taking part in this research will be the champions of improved service provision for African MSM, helped at least in part by the suggestions made in the toolkit.

Support for African MSM in the UK needs to focus on protecting their LGB&T rights as well as their wellbeing. All of the findings of this research should be viewed within the context that colonial anti-sodomy laws are a reality for African MSM today in Africa (Appendix 9). Regardless of whether or not African MSM currently in the UK have sought asylum in order to escape this particular form of persecution, each man will have this cultural and political backdrop forming a part of his experience.   

Religion and Faith

In most cases, religious institutions have rejected the promotion of sexual equality and diversity with hostility and discrimination. For people of faith, religion offers a safe space to address socio-spiritual issues using teachings passed down from generation to generation. Good religious practice promotes unity, equality, diversity and harmony. Advocacy interventions with faith leaders and gate-keepers should focus on raising equality and the diversity of human sexuality, as well as highlighting that homophobia, discrimination and ignorance are expressions of hate not in line with most religious teachings.. Promoting professional and humane conduct in spreading the word of God is a good first step in promoting equality and embracing diversity. 

Data collected during this project demonstrated participant awareness of churches like The Church of England, The Anglican Church and The Catholic Church, and in particular, The Metropolitan Community Churches and several other non-denominational and independent Christian churches which have parishes promoting equality and are welcoming LGB&T communities. They need to be applauded and openly supported by LGB&T and African organisations for building and guiding communities in the spirit of God; togetherness without discrimination. There was little awareness of whether there are comparable examples of welcoming Muslim communities, and this is certainly an issue demanding further investigation. 

Culture Clash, Stigma and Discrimination

Stigma is based on the speculative assumptions made about those who do not conform to perceived norms, and it is a means of maintaining power imbalance. It is often fuelled by ignorance, but addressing ignorance will not automatically resolve stigma. Discrimination is the enactment of stigmatising attitudes in ways that exclude and marginalise individuals and groups. 

Stigma and discrimination present the biggest challenges to service access for African MSM and organisations trying to reach, engage and support them in the UK. Formal codes of professional practice that support fair and ethical conduct in the workplace, and most public services (although religious institutions are exempted) are supported by legislation such as the Equalities Act 2010 (Appendix 10). The findings of this research demonstrate that the broader benefits of structural interventions to help tackle stigma and discrimination - such as equalities legislation, civil partnerships and provision of Gay role modelling in a range of British social and civil society spaces - are not yet being felt or enjoyed by African MSM. This is largely due to the cultural constraints against openness in African community circles, and the pronounced experiences of racism and xenophobia that leads to the subjectification of African MSM who do make it out onto the commercial Gay scene. 

It is essential for organisations that seek to improve the lives of African MSM to continue and extend their support of broader social and structural interventions that help to improve real equality for all. At the same time, in their direct contact with African MSM, this research demonstrates an on-going and demand for support services that can help individuals and groups to heal from damaging experiences, and find strategies to avoid such circumstances in the future, as finding a place in society after rejection for being LGB&T is not easy. Experiences of on-going discrimination will often lead to isolation and mental health break down or depression. Without the kind of specific support being described here, isolated African MSM may resort to drugs, alcohol and substance abuse in an effort to numb the reality of oppression. 

Human rights are ultimately an on-going learning process for a continent with a history of slavery, colonisation, racism, apartheid and new systems of people governance. Dialogue to foster respect and promotion of diversity, universality and non-discrimination is needed to achieve freedom and equality for all. Non-discrimination is a core human rights principle embodied in the Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and core human rights treaties (Appendix 11).  

Immigration Status

The data collected during this project points to the fact that LGBT and African-centred support services need to better address barriers to the formation of safe and happy sexual relationships involving African MSM, such as immigration status and sexual confidence. Until these issues are addressed and resolved, the ongoing pressure to get visa-driven relationships will simply feed into stereotypes, stigma, abuse and exploitation of African MSM.

Where an asylum application fails, the option to appeal presents needs associated with housing, financial aid and immigration advice. Without the right to enter into employment or get state financial support, African MSM risk sexual exploitation, criminal coercion, drug and alcohol addiction, unfair or unpaid employment, HIV exposure and infection, and poor mental health.

Where an asylum claim is based on persecution on the grounds of sexuality, pressure to prove sexual contact in the UK to evidence sexuality only increases HIV prevention need in this vulnerable group. Proving the danger of unfair prosecution and homophobia in their country of origin should be the focus of a good case, not evidence to prove sexual contact in the UK. LGB&T rights are about sexual freedom, privacy, protection and respect, intrusive case building goes against the 1951 UN Geneva Convention criteria. 
HIV awareness and LGB&T education 

Reducing HIV incidence is crucial in minimising and ultimately preventing new HIV infections among African MSM. Education to raise awareness of the risks behaviours that can lead to HIV transmission is important. The taboos surrounding discussion of same-sex activities within African communities puts African MSM at a disadvantage to learn about precautionary behaviours and choices to prevent HIV, as well as the benefits of a healthy and pleasurable sex life. Initiatives to raise LGB&T and HIV awareness within African communities are crucial in empowering African MSM to make informed decisions about their sex lives. 

Where HIV infection is diagnosed prior to the onset of illness, and where treatment is provided and taken consistently, HIV is now a largely manageable condition. For most people, current treatment regimes reduce the virus’ ability to replicate, enabling the immune system to maintain a low or undetectable viral load. It is now broadly understood that (subject to stable health and no other sexually transmitted infections), that people whose viral load is fully controlled by treatment are exceptionally less likely to transmit HIV to their sexual partners (Cohen 2010). The advances in HIV medicine seen in the past few years mean it is critical for African MSM to be aware of the benefits that accessing such HIV prevention, diagnosis and support services will have for them. 

Accessibility and availability of services for African MSM

Talking openly in public about sex is normally discouraged in African culture, but that is not to say that sex cannot be discussed. Sexual messages need to be ‘adult creative’, this means raising sensitive issues in a subtle/reflective manner that inform while remaining objective, entertaining and educational. Culturally structured methods of engagement and education, like plays, drama, musical performances and poems are central to the African exhibition of traditional culture, and can be put to use to normalise LGB&T issues artistically, while at the same time promoting equality and diversity.

Language limitations for African MSM directly affect confidence to socialise and form relationships; this should be addressed as part of community inclusion, integration and sexuality empowerment of African MSM. The data collected for this project makes it clear that there is a need for the provision of support services and information available in English and a range of other community languages. Organisations and educational establishments offering language courses are a good place to verify the language mix of local areas. African MSM come from different colonial backgrounds as well as various other ethnicities unique by country or continental region. Providing services and support in a range of languages not only addresses the effective exchange of information, but also helps to address cultural issues, disconnection of non English speaking communities from services, and isolation brought on by not being understood. 

The ‘I do it right’ information and advice helpline provided by the Black Health Agency on 0800 0967 500 has offered confidential advice in English, French, Shona, Swahili and Luganda for the duration of its existence. With the merging and re-tendering of national helpline services by the Department of Health including this one in the near future, it is possible that the cultural and linguistic diversity of service provision represented by this tailored national service will change.

