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Introduction
On March 11, the World Health Organization declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Since this date, over  
34 million people have contracted the disease, and 
over 1 million people have died.

The pandemic has worsened the situation for many LGBTQI 
people living in unsafe countries. As the United Nations has 
noted, COVID-19 has exacerbated inequalities in access to 
health care, increased the risk of stigmatization and hate 
speech directed towards LGBTQI people and heightened the 
risk of domestic abuse and violence for those forced into 
lockdown with abusive family members or partners.

Throughout the pandemic, Rainbow Railroad has continued  
to provide life-saving assistance to LGBTQI people threatened 
with violence and persecution around the world. To supplement 
our normal work of relocating people facing extreme  
violence across borders, we have implemented a five-point 
COVID-19 plan, outlined in this snapshot. This plan is helping  
us reach more people in new ways – one of the strategic  
goals of our organization.

There’s plenty more work to be done. For now, we invite you  
to better understand the impact of our work during COVID-19 
in the pages that follow.
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Since January 1, 2020,  
Rainbow Railroad has  assisted  

over 448 people  
around the world.  

49 of these 448 people received emergency travel assistance, 
and were moved across borders to safer countries. The people 
we moved faced extreme violence and abuse.

The majority of these 448 people have been assisted  
through our five-point COVID-19 Impact Plan: 

•  Support persecuted LGBTQI people through providing  
basic needs like shelter, food and other essentials

•  Support our worldwide network of partner organizations 
defending LGBTQI people on the ground

•  Monitor and respond to state-led ‘crackdowns’ on  
LGBTQI people

•  Provide essential resources and counsel to  
at-risk individuals

•  Prepare private sponsorship applications for  
LGBTQI refugees

Learn more about our impact under this five point plan  
in the pages below.



Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
have provided life-saving support to 81 LGBTQI 
people around the world. 

We provide support for food, shelter and other essentials. 
LGBTQI people facing violence and persecution often 
cannot access basic necessities due to economic and familial 
discrimination. In many cases, the support we provide acts  
as a lifeline while we examine options for their relocation.

For example, we assisted a lesbian woman in Egypt move  
into an affordable rural apartment. She was previously living 
in an animal shed on her parents’ property, where she was 
subjected to constant abuse. Her parents threatened to  
call the police on her.*

* Some identifying details have been changed for security reasons.

Provide life-saving support to  
affected individuals.
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We have struck 11 unique partnerships with 
international LGBTQI advocacy and service 
organizations defending human rights across  
the globe.

Collectively, these organizations have provided life-saving 
assistance to 238 people facing persecution, violence and 
poverty because they are LGBTQI.

Direct support to our  
partner organizations.
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In March 2020, 20 people were arrested at an 
LGBTQI shelter near Kampala. Rainbow Railroad 
assisted in the effort to free those arrested, raised 
international awareness about this injustice and 
contributed to the legal victory that saw all twenty 
victims released.

When COVID-19 hit, we feared that LGBTQI people would be 
scapegoated. And in March, 2020, this happened in Uganda. 
We continue to monitor multiple troubling situations around the 
world with our partners, and won’t hesitate to intervene again. 

Photo: Human rights defenders and legal counsel representing  
the twenty men arrested in Kampala celebrate a judge’s order  
to release those detained under false pretenses.
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Emergency Responsiveness  
to crackdowns on LGBTQI people.
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https://www.facebook.com/500906043330622/videos/245374583554883
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We have assisted 50 people at immediate risk of 
violence by providing essential resources. These 
included support in obtaining essential medicines, 
mental health care and suicide deescalation with 
our case workers, and access to legal counsel.  

Provide in-country resources and 
information to people at immediate risk.
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Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we have prepared private sponsorship applications 
for ten persecuted LGBTQI people. We hope to 
resettle these people in Canada in the near future. 

The government of Canada’s Private Sponsorship of  
Refugees program allows groups of citizens to privately 
sponsor a refugee for resettlement in Canada. Rainbow 
Railroad facilitates the creation of volunteer-led teams to  
lead on this effort. You can learn more here.
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Prepare for the private sponsorship of refugees 
and complementary programs in Canada.

Photo: Members of a Rainbow Railroad volunteer PSR 
Committee welcome Rakibul at Toronto’s Pearson Airport  
in 2019.
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https://www.rainbowrailroad.org/takeaction
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A story of resettlement during COVID-19

Recently, we pursued a highly sensitive and 
incredibly urgent case. 

The person, a lesbian, made contact with us and 
other human rights organizations after suffering 
violence and persecution at the hands of her family, 
community, religious leaders and the state. She was 
homeless and in hiding when we began working 
with her. We supported her through providing funds 
for basic needs like food, water and medication 
while she hid until we could arrange for her escape. 

Through extensive work with partner organizations 
on the ground in three different countries, we were 
able to secure her a pathway to safety. Today, she 
has claimed asylum in a European country, and is 
now able to live the life she has always dreamed of 
after living in fear for many years.



Rainbow Railroad, 401 Richmond Street West, Suite 360, Toronto ON  M5V 3A8 
Rainbow Railroad USA, 424 West 54th Street, New York NY  10019

www.rainbowrailroad.org

This is just a snapshot of the work we 
have completed during COVID-19. 

To learn more about us, or to support our work,  
visit www.rainbowrailroad.org.

@RainbowRailroad @rainbowrailroad @rainbowrailroad

http://awww.rainbowrailroad.org
https://twitter.com/RainbowRailroad
https://www.instagram.com/rainbowrailroad
https://www.facebook.com/rainbowrailroad

