Chapter 10
“Homos Are Not Safe in Nigeria™:*
Yarl’s Wood, Justice, and Immigration for
LGBTI Nigerians

Nwando Achebe

If the Home Offfice doesn't believe 1 'm gay, I'll send them a video
that proves it?

'\ A Z'ith these desperate words, Nigerian asylum-seeker,
Aderonke Adejumoke Apata communicated her frustra-
tion with the British immigration system to Emily Dugan

of The Independent. The interview, published on June 8, 2014, con-

veyed what was for Apata, a forty-seven-year-old lesbian woman, a

Jast resort. In prior dealings with the Home Office, Apata had tried

unsuccessfully to prove that she was homosexual by sending sup-

porting letters and statements from former friends and girlfriends
in Nigeria and Britain. With the threat of deportation looming, this
determined asylum-seeker surmised that the only irrefutable way to
prove her case was to provide the judge with incontrovertible evi-
dence that she was indeed gay — footage of Apata with her girlfriend,

Happiness Agoro, having sex. “I was asked to bring my supporting

documents for my judicial review for the court to look at. What evi-

dence do we have to compile apart from letters from people? I knew
we had a home video of ourselves, so I thought why not just put it
in? I cannot afford to go back to my county where I will be tortured,
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so if I have to prove it with a sexual video, then I have to do it.””

This chapter centers the experience of Aderonke Adejumoke
Apata as a lens through which to view the precarious plight of LGB-
TI people in Africa’s most populous nation, Nigeria. It also consid-
ers the role of religion, Islam specifically, and the northern Nigerian
Shari’a courts, in rooting out acts of “sodomy,” by prescribing sen-
tences of death by stoning. This chapter is also about the use of exile
by LGBTI Nigerians as a means to safeguard themselves from an-
ticipated extrajudicial violence from a Nigerian homophobic public,
which has taken it upon itself to “sanitize” the country of gays. By
centering the experience of Aderonke Apata, and other African sexu-
al-minority asylum-seekers in Britain, this chapter engages with the
extreme measures that LGBTI Africans have had to employ to per-
suade skeptical immigration officers of their sexuality as a justifica-
tion for seeking asylum. The chapter also discusses UK immigration
policy surrounding LGBTI persons seeking asylum and considers
charges of impropriety levied against the now defunct UK Border
Agency (UKBA) by a disillusioned British public. Last, the chapter
explores the experience and treatment of female asylum seekers who
are detained at one of Europe’s largest immigration centers, Yarl’s
Wood Immigration Removal Centre, Bedfordshire, England. It con-
cludes with an evaluation of the reaction of a Nigerian Internet pub-
lic to issues of same-sex sexuality, the threat of violence that sexual
minorities face in Nigeria, and their use of this threat as justification
to petition for asylum.

Separating Fact from Fiction: Aderonke
Adejumoke Apata, aka Apata Ronnie
While a cursory search of the name “Aderonke Apata” on Google
produces about 27,100 hits,* information about the specifics of her
life in Nigeria are slim. The few details below have been constructed
from Apata’s asylum petition in Britain. Aderonke Adejumoke Ap-
ata was born in Nigeria in 1967,° presumably to Yoruba parents.® It
is not clear where she grew up, or where she spent her early years.
In her asylum petition, Aderonke asserts that she graduated from a
university, albeit unnamed, in Nigeria.” I have no reason to believe
that this was not the case. We also know that she went by the name
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Apata Ronnie.® Whether Ronnie was her name by marriage (the
written documentation on her points to her having been married at
least twice to men, once in Nigeria and again in Britain)’ is not clear.
More realistically, Ronnie may be an Anglicized version of the short
form of Aderonke (i.e., Ronke) which she might have adopted after
she arrived in Britain.

The exact details of the circumstances that led to Apata’s escape
from Nigeria are similarly hard to verify. The information comes
mainly from her own descriptions, as well as the various Internet pe-
titions posted online by her supporters and herself. First, Aderonke’s
story in her own words:

Growing up in Nigeria, I was unable to disclose my sexuality, yet
unable to hide it.

The culture in Nigeria makes it clear that being gay or transgender is
a sin, a sentiment that is fueled by homophobic messages from faith
communities, political leaders, families, and schools.

I took these messages in, identified with them, and carried the shame
of being a lesbian woman in Nigeria.

After graduating from University, I was arrested, tortured and ex-
torted by the Nigerian Police. I was forced to endure the murder of
three members of my family, who were killed because of my reli-
gion. My girlfriend of 20 years was killed because of my sexuality.

After a false allegation of adultery, I was sentenced to death by ston-
ing by the “Sharia” Court. It was then that I fled for my life.

Now, I am under threat of deportation in the UK, at risk of being
sent back to a country that just passed an anti-gay law that would
send me to prison for 14 years. I feel I will receive that sentence
only if I am able to keep my life.!

Evidence from numerous websites of interviews or stories about
Aderonke Apata allow me to expatiate on some of these contentious
claims. I also consider additional claims made by the asylum peti-
tioner. Apata claims she was arrested, tortured, and extorted by the
Nigerian Police. She does not state why explicitly. However, one can
infer that, if in fact she was abused, it happened because of her sexu-
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ality. Another write-up on her suggests she was imprisoned because
someone had reported to police that she was living with her female
lover.!! This claim, like others, however, cannot be substantiated.

Apata also states that three members of her family were killed
because of religion, that is, Christianity. In multiple Internet inter-
views, she has asserted that her older brother and three-year-old son
were killed."”? I am unable to identify the third family member whom
she claims was murdered. I am not able to corroborate these asser-
tions with any independent newspaper reports from Nigeria — the
extrajudicial killing of three individuals, including a child, because
of their religion, should have garnered a lot of press coverage. How-
ever, “The Women of Yarls [sic] Wood Movement for Justice Group:
Case Summaries,” collected and published after Aderonke’s two
failed asylum applications on the basis of religious persecution, is
steadfast in its claim. It reports the vigilante murders, complicating
the received narrative by indicating that the violence occurred as a
result of her Muslim husband’s conversion to Christianity. No other
source suggests this. The document provides further elaboration on
the details of the attack which purportedly occurred in 2004.2 In
this summary, Apata claims (no other source suggests this either)
that she too “sustain[ed] serious injury . . . following her husband’s
conversion to Christianity.”’* The women of Yarl’s Wood case sum-
maries further muddy the narrative by maintaining that Apata was
in fact, “accused of being a witch because of his conversion and she
was sentenced to death by stoning in a Sharia Court.”* Moreover,
this Women of Yarl’s Wood report is the only source that introduces
an accusation of witchcraft and links that accusation directly to an
alleged death sentence prescribed by an unknown Shari’a court.

At first sight, it may appear that this introduction of witchcraft
into the account might work to strengthen her appeal for asylum.
Apata’s earlier claim that she was sentenced to die by stoning for
“adultery” would have been impossible, as I will demonstrate below.
However, a charge of witchcraft might actually have been brought
against her. But, like other serious accusations brought before any
Shari’a Court, the burden of proof remains extremely high. In fact,
an accuser is liable to be punished for bringing forth an unfounded
witcheraft accusation, as code 409 of the northern Nigerian “Sharia
Penal Codes” attests. !¢
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Since Aderonke Apata was certainly not representing herself to
be a witch, the punishment of death does not apply. Moreover, bar-
ring a self-declaration claiming she was a witch, as penal code 411
affirms, a death sentence would only come to bear in a Shari’a court
if it could be proven that a death occurred as a result of an act of
witchcraft.'”

Apata claims that three members of her family were killed be-
cause of her religion, Christianity,'® with or without an alleged ad-
ditional accusation of witchcraft. For this assertion to be true, she
and her family could only have been living in a northern Nigerian
Shari’a state. The matter of Apata’s identified religion of Christian-
ity is one that I will come back to later. Remarkably though, after
two failed asylum petitions based on religious persecution, Apata
changed her story and claimed that her family members and lesbian
lover were killed because of her homosexuality."

Apata states that her girlfriend was also killed because of her
sexuality.” Like the statements above, I have been unable to cor-
roborate this assertion with independent sources. Not one Nigerian
newspaper carried any story of a lesbian woman being murdered
because of her sexuality. However, the extrajudicial killings of at
least two homosexual men in Nigeria were reported extensively.?® If
a lesbian woman was in fact killed in Nigeria because of her sexual-
ity, one would expect it to have been widely reported by the Nigerian
media.

In 2004, Apata arrived in Britain from Nigeria.?! At the time,
she claimed that she had fled to Britain for religious reasons, that
she was a Christian woman who had married a Muslim man in or-
der to cover up a long-term relationship with a woman.?* She also
alleged that soon after she got married, her husband’s family in Ni-
geria began to suspect that she was a lesbian and turned against her.”
She then contends that she was taken to an unnamed Islamic Shari’a
court. This assertion, if true, would help us pinpoint the region in
which she would have been living at the time. This is because only
twelve northern states in Nigeria practice Sharia law. 2

She indicates that after an accusation of adultery, she was sen-
tenced to death by stoning by “the Sharia Court.” First of all, there is
no such institution as the Shari’a Court in Nigeria. There is not just
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one Shari’a court, but numerous such courts in northern Nigeria. So,
which one these Shari’a courts pronounced her alleged sentence?
In which state was the sentence made? Another related conundrum
is what appears to be Apata’s application of the term “adultery,” to
support her claim that an unknown Shari’a Court, in an unnamed
Nigerian locality, condemned her to die by stoning. I suggest that her
use of the term, “adultery,” to reference a court-imposed punishment
for a purported lesbian sexual relationship would most likely not be
in congruence with the way that any northern Nigerian Shari’a Court
would apply that term.

There is an equally troubling lacuna in her story, namely, the
name, ethnicity, or home state of her Muslim husband. In none of
the numerous interviews that Apata has given, does she ever reveal
these details about her husband. Consequently, any attempt to deter-
mine who her husband is must grapple with the question of whether
the surname, Apata, is her Nigerian Muslim husband’s name, or in-
stead, her own maiden name.

The lived reality of Nigerians, fortuitously, allows us some room
for speculation. If we were to assume that Apata was indeed her hus-
band’s name, which is probable, then, we would have to conclude
that the Yoruba Aderonke was indeed married to a Yoruba Muslim
who converted to Christianity. Furthermore, if the Yoruba name Ap-
ata — most likely of Lagosian or Badagry origin — was indeed her
husband’s name, then her claim of being dragged into an Islamic
Shari’a Court would be near impossible, since most Yorubas, who
live in southern Nigeria, would not have any occasion to be tried
in a Shari’a Court. Moreover, as a Yoruba Christian, married to a
Yoruba Muslim, and living in southern Nigeria, her claim of being
brought before what had to be a northern Islamic Shari’a Court is
suspect. If Apata was married to a Nigerian northerner, her hus-
band’s name would most likely not be Apata, since Apata is a Yoru-
ba name. Therefore, for her story to be credible, we would have to
assume that Apata was in fact not her Muslim husband’s name, but
her maiden name.

As much as I would like to give Apata the benefit of the doubt,
the fact is that sentences of death by stoning in Nigeria, especially
when pronounced on women, are relatively few and far between.
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Only two cases have ever been recorded, and each of the cases was
prominently captured by the Nigerian and international press. In Oc-
tober 2001, Safiya Hussaini became the first woman to be sentenced
to death by stoning by a Shari’a Court in Sokoto for engaging in sex
before marriage. Her sentence was, however, overturned in March
2002.%° The second case was of Amina Lawal Kurami, who was on
March 22, 2002 sentenced to death by stoning for adultery and con-
ceiving a child out of wedlock by an Islamic Shari’a Court in Funtua,
Katsina state. Her conviction was also overturned, and she has since
remarried. These cases garnered a lot of national and international
attention. The newspaper coverage of them can still be accessed on
the Internet.?® Beyond these cases, Cornell University Law School’s
“Death Penalty Worldwide” database on Nigeria gives us a sense of
the total number of women on Nigeria’s death row. While the data-
base does not have figures for the year 2004 — the year that Apata
claims that she was condemned to die — it nevertheless, indicates
that at the end of 2011, sixteen women were on death row;?’ and
each of these cases was publicized in the media. Nowhere, however,
could I find evidence in any Nigerian or international newspaper
reporting Apata’s death sentence.

Death by stoning, or rajm (Arabic: stoning), is a Shari’a pun-
ishment applied in some northern Nigerian states and reserved
only for Muslims. In its original context, the word rajm refers to a
pre-Islamic Arabian religious custom of ritually casting stones at the
devil during the pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca, which was retained by
Prophet Mohammed.? In the Shari’a Penal Codes of today’s north-
ern Nigeria, the word rajm is used to mean: “the penalty of ston-
ing or pelting to death of @ Muslim [emphasis mine] convicted for
the offence of ‘zina’ (adultery and fornication), rape, incest or sod-
omy.”” However, in the Shari’a state of Kaduna, rajm is defined as
“death by stoning or pelting,” and, “the execution of death penalty
on a Muslim [emphasis mine] convicted for the offence of zina, rape,
incest or sodomy through stoning by more than one person, firing
squad or hanging.”® There is an additional caveat when it comes to
zina and incest in the penal codes. The law specifically prescribes
that if the person committing zina is unmarried, the punishment will
be “caning of one hundred lashes . . . and where the offender is a
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man shall also be liable to imprisonment for a term of one year.”!
Moreover, according to Cornell University Law School’s “Death
Penalty Worldwide” database on Nigeria, “evidentiary requirements
for demonstrating [the above] offenses, if enforced, are very de-
manding.”*

A close read of the northern Nigerian penal codes reveal that the
act of zina is referenced only in relation to the adultery committed
by a Muslim heterosexual couple.*® Penal codes 129 and 130 address
the crime of, and punishment for, /iwat (Arabic: sodomy). The law
states:

129.  Whoever has anal coitus with any man is said to commit the offence
of sodomy

130. (1) Subject to the provisions of subsection (2), whoever commits the
offence of sodomy shall be punished with stoning to death (rajm).3*

The punishment for the act of sodomy between a Muslim husband
and wife is less grievous:

130.  (2) Whoever has anal coitus with his wife shall be punished with
caning which may extend to fifty lashes.

The northern Nigerian Shari’a Penal Codes numbers 133 and 134,
speak specifically to the act of sikaq (Arabic) or lesbianism. Since
this particular code applies specifically to the Aderonke Apata case,
it is important to present the exact language of the code below:

133. Whoever, being a woman, engages another woman in carnal inter-
course through her sexual organ or by means of stimulation or sexual
excitement of one another has committed the offence of lesbianism.

134, Whoever commits the offence of lesbianism shall be punished with
caning[,] which may extend to fifty lashes and in addition be sen-
tenced to a term of imprisonment which may extend to six months.?

As is evidenced by this penal code, there is no death penalty avail-
able in northern Shari’a law for lesbianism. What is more, all Shari’a
rulings only apply to Muslims. Even if a Shari’a court were to con-
demn individuals to death for adultery, this law would not have been
applied to Apata, because she is Christian. There is no death penalty
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for adultery, which can be levied against non-Muslims by any Sharia
court in Nigeria. Therefore, on these assertions, Aderonke’s claims
would appear to be false.

Moreover, if Apata had been sentenced to die by stoning by
a Nigerian Shari’a Court, how was she able to flee that sentence?
How did she get to Britain? Apata’s unsubstantiated answer to the
first question can be gleaned from a Huffington Post UK report in
which she claims to have been able to escape Nigeria because of a
pending legal technicality.*® As to how exactly she escaped Nigeria,
that question remains unanswered in her numerous self-constructed
narratives of the events surrounding her exile.

Aderonke Adejumoke Apata

(Home Office Reference: A1226875)%
Aderonke Apata’s history of asylum petitioning in Britain has left a
paper trail of documents. We do know that once she arrived Britain
in May 2004,* Aderonke applied for asylum.* In fact, she would ap-
ply for refugee status twice, and be rejected both times.*® The basis
for these first two applications was Apata’s claim of religious perse-
cution in Nigeria; she made no mention of any kind of persecution
due to her sexuality.*! We also know that at some point, during her
exile in Britain, she remarried and had a child or children.** After
her first two petitions for asylum were denied, Aderonke went into
hiding, living on the streets of Manchester.* In October 2011, how-
ever, the authorities discovered her working as a care manager with
a false visa.** She was arrested and sent to prison from October to
December 2011.4 It was while “in prison, surrounded by women,
many of who [sic] were lesbians,” according to the Yarl’s Wood case
summaries on Apata, Aderonke found,

an acceptance and peace with her sexuality that she had never had
before. She began a sexual relationship with one of the other in-
mates and began to feel more able to express her sexuality in her
daily life from how she dressed [emphasis mine] to how she inter-
acted with the other women. It was this experience that led to her
divorce and the beginning of fully accepting her sexuality.*
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In December 2011, Apata was taken to Yarl’s Wood Immigration
Removal Centre, a move that I will discuss in greater detail below.
It was there that Aderonke sought judicial review of her failed asy-
lum claims. During what would become her third attempt at asylum,
Aderonke Adejumoke Apata now listed the fear of persecution be-
cause of her sexuality as the reason for seeking asylum.*’ As part of
this particular petition, she gave testimony, for the first time, that
her ex-girlfriend in Nigeria had been killed in a vigilante attack in
2012.8 (As discussed earlier, there is no corroboration for this ex-
trajudicial killing in any Nigerian newspaper.) Apata also referenced
the fact that Nigeria’s new “Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act”
of 2013% punished homosexuals with up to fourteen years in prison
as justification for receiving asylum in Britain.

This latest claim for asylum was nevertheless also rejected; this
time on grounds that the immigration service did not believe that
Apata was indeed a lesbian. They pointed to the fact, amongst other
issues, that Apata had children from previous heterosexual relation-
ships.*® The trial prosecutor, Barrister Andrew Bird, on behalf of the
Home Office, was quoted as saying: “You can’t be a heterosexual
one day and a lesbian the next day. Just as you can’t change your
race.”! Moreover, he described Aderonke Apata as having looked
“feminine” in Nigeria, only to adopt a “stereotyped lesbian appear-
ance” after her initial two petitions on the basis of religious perse-
cution failed.> Apata explains, albeit after the fact that she “began
to feel more able to express her sexuality in her daily life from how
she dressed.”* Barrister Bird nevertheless conceded that Apata had
in fact “indulged in same-sex activity.”* For support in this third
appeal, Apata had collected letters and petitions from friends and
lovers in Nigeria and Britain, which indicated that she was indeed a
lesbian woman. But none of these evidentiary submissions worked
to sway the court in her favor. Thus, Ms. Apata decided to send her
now infamous sex tape as additional evidence. And she took to so-
cial media.

While Apata’s rationalizations for immigration changed over
time from the fear of religious persecution to the fear of persecution
on the grounds of her sexuality, there is, however, plausible cause
for this change. Although written many years after the fact, the case
summaries of the women of Yarl’s Wood state:
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Aderonke made a claim for asylum based on her experience of reli-
gious persecution, the execution of her family and the threat to her
life from the sentence she received from a Sharia court. It didn’t
occur to her that she could claim asylum based on her sexuality, she
thought that what she had been through because of her husband’s
conversion to Christianity would be enough. She exhausted all ap-
peals, the UKBA [UK Border Agency] refusing to believe that she
had witnessed and experienced the murder of her son and brother.*

Whether or not we believe that Apata did not know that she could
claim her sexuality as a reason for asylum, this change in tactics
does not negate the plausible fact that Aderonke was, and is, a lesbi-
an; nor does it refute her real fear of intimidation from the homopho-
bic populace of a country where the mere suspicion of homosexu-
ality can result in a witch hunt.*¢ Additionally, the Home Office, in
employing loaded, draconian, and homophobic language to project
an assumed hetero-normativity, based solely on Aderonke’s hetero-
sexual marriages, birthing of children, and purportedly purposeful
change from “feminine” Nigerian to “butch lesbian” is indicative of
an exceedingly objectionable and archaic understanding of homo-
and bi-sexuality. An understanding that is constructed on the sup-
posed binary and exclusive nature of sexual orientation, rather than
on actual sexual experiences. Moreover, the Home Office’s response
also suggests an institution marred by homophobia.

As referenced above, Apata and her supporters created numer-
ous Facebook and other like pages, all demanding that UK Home
Secretary Theresa May halt her deportation and grant her asylum.”
Apata’s story soon gained mass support. But, despite the fact that
one of her numerous petitions garnered the support of nearly a quar-
ter of a million people, in court documents the home secretary was
said to have dismissed the campaign as a “publicity stunt.”*®

Therefore, in December 2011, Aderonke Adejumoke Apata,
Home Office Reference: A1226875, was transferred to Yarl’s Wood
Immigration Removal Centre and would remain at Yarl’s Wood un-
til October 2012. She was then removed to Styal Prison in October
2012, after she was identified as a ringleader in disturbances, which
highlighted the cruelty to which women detained at Yarl’s Wood
were subjected.®® She would finally be released from Styal Prison in
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February 2013. Apata’s experience of detention at Yarl’s Wood Im-
migration Removal Centre, in her reasoning, allowed her to “[find]
love with another detainee” and “develop strong relationships with
the women she [was] detained with.”® The Yarl’s Wood detention
would consequently spur zeal in Apata for LGBTI rights campaigns.
It is my contention that an investigation into the conditions in which
she was detained at Yarl’s Wood would have to be considered in or-
der to understand her evolution from an ordinary asylum petitioner
to an award-winning LGBTI campaigner.

Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre,
Bedfordshire, England

Yarl’s Wood IRC is a fully contained residential centre housing
adult women and adult family groups awaiting immigration clear-
ance. We focus on decency and respect in all aspects of care for
our residents and use continuous innovation to further improve and
develop our service.®!

— Norman Abusin, Center Manager, Yarl’s Wood

I would like to make a correction here. It is branded Yarl’s Wood
Immigration Removal Center, but from experience, and from the
practical aspect of it, it is not a removal center; it is a detention cen-
ter; it is a concentration camp.®

— Aderonke Apata (2014)

Built in November 2001, Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Center,
Bedfordshire, England, was constructed to hold up to nine-hundred
people; and is thus one of the largest immigration detention centers
in Europe. The removal center, however, has been mired in contro-
versy since its opening. In 2012, the women of Yarl’s Wood rose
up in rebellion. After that the facility was gutted by fire in February
2013, reopening its doors in September 2013. Nevertheless, none
of the controversy that the center has been marred by is evident on
Yarl’s Wood official webpage. In bright red font, the center gives the
following assurance: “Respect, Support, Commitment. That’s our
Promise.”® Further down the page is the “Director’s Letter.” In it,
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he promises, among other “innovative services,” that Yarl’s Wood
will provide the following:

. a comprehensive range of welfare services

. healthcare

. faith and cultural provision

. educational and recreational activities

. work opportunities aimed at supporting residents through-

out their period of detention and preparing them for release
and resettlement.®*

However, a July 2014 joint inquiry brought by the All Party Parlia-
mentary Group on Refugees and the All Party Parliamentary Group
on Migration, into the use of immigration removal centers (IRC)
in the UK,® found that Yarl’s Wood, like most other IRCs, did not
live up to its billing. The 76-page report — consisting of 182 written
submissions in addition to oral evidence from 26 former and cur-
rent in-person detainee witnesses — laid out, in damning detail, the
“expensive, ineffective, and unjust”® manner in which asylum seek-
ers were detained. In a separate inquiry, Apata — listed as “Nigerian
lesbian[,] also victim of religious persecution™ — gave testimony,
along with fourteen other Yarl’s Wood detainees, including:

1. Freda Nsumba, Lesbian from Uganda, victim of pro-
longed physical and psychological torture —Detained on
Fast Track (DFT);5®

2. Melissa Tjeyamba: Trafficked and forced into prostitu-

tion in the UK (DFT) from Namibia;

3. Esther Sarah Nakyejwe: 12 years in UK from Uganda,
all family here and dedicated NHS worker;

4. Alice Nji: Lesbian from Cameroon, victim of anti gay
mob;
5. Christine Nankya: Victim of severe and prolonged sex-

ual abuse and rape in Uganda;
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Ya Touray: Gambian Lesbian and victim of Female
Genital Mutilation;

Sarah Shamim Najjuma: Ugandan lesbian, victim of
forced marriage and repeated rape;

G.O: Trafficked as teenager from Nigeria, forced into
prostitution. Detained for just over a month, recently
released on bail;

Yasmeen Qamar: Pakistani woman form Rochdale who
has been in UK for 12 years, working as carer [sic] for
elderly and disabled, history of domestic violence;

R.F: (from Gambia) Granted asylum in Italy but fled to
the UK after a 4 night ordeal of gang rape and beatings;

AK: Victim of childhood sexual abuse and domestic vi-
olence, AK also faced political persecution because of
her stance against the government of Uganda;

Florence: Trafficked to the UK from Namibia at the age
of 19, forced into prostitution and a life of daily beat-
ings and rape;

L.O: 23 year old woman from Nigeria, victim of rape
and sexual abuse;

Esther Zione Chimwala: 33 year old lesbian from Mala-
wi, Forced into marriage and domestic violence Esther
escaped to the UK where she found the freedom to live
as a lesbian.®

The report, found, among other indictments, that UK immigration
removal centers were being used as prisons; that Internet access re-
strictions were placed on IRC detainees; that detainees were not giv-
en enough access to legal representation.” The inquiry also found
that there was a lack of adequate health care in detention centers and
that detainees with mental illnesses were held too often.” The com-
mission recommended that victims of trafficking or torture not be
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detained in IRCs, nor held in prisons, except in the most exceptional
circumstances.’

The commission was extremely troubled about the general
“face bullying, harassment and abuse inside detention centres.””
Of particular concern to them were the problems faced by LGBTI
detainees, who were eligible for asylum under UK law because of
their fear of persecution on the basis of their sexual orientation. The
commission was also outraged that immigration officials routinely
subjected LGBTI asylum seekers to degrading interrogations — de-
manding that they pass unreasonable factual standards to “prove”
the trustworthiness of their sexual orientation claims.™ In short, the
panel called these assessments of credibility by the immigration of-
ficers, “crude and inappropriate.”” Similar findings,’® as well as a
grassroots movement’’ that emerged as a result of the leaking of
damning reports out of Yarl’s Wood in late 2012,” led the Home
Secretary, Theresa May, in March 2014, to order a review of the
handling of asylum cases involving homosexuals.” John Vine, for-
mer Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, was
selected to conduct the investigation.®

Precipitating this official investigation was an October 15, 2012
“statement from the women of Yarl’s Wood,” in which one-hundred
women detainees narrated the details of an event that triggered a
series of demands that they wanted the UK Border Agency (UKBA)
to meet:

We have witnessed on several occasions the degrading and inhu-
mane manner that women are being deported back to their countries
in Yarl’s Wood but particularly today; we witnessed a fellow sis-
ter, Christine Nakato from Uganda being forcefully taken naked by
about 7 men out of the Centre to be deported. Christine was naked,
and had a blanket over her body, whilst the officers were dragging
her to the airport to be deported with her head bent down permanent-
ly by the officers for her face not to be identified by other residents.

Christine’s hysterical shouting and screaming drew our attentions to
her and we cannot understand why a human being should be treated
in that form. We were informed during our meeting that Christine
had been injected by the officers to subdue her and make her un-
conscious in order for the UKBA to forcefully enforce her removal
from the UK.
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This alleged drugging seems to be confirmed by twenty-eight-year-
old Christine who believed that she had in fact been injected with
a tranquilizer before being taken to the Yarl’s Wood isolation unit,
Kingsfisher House. Another Yarl’s Wood detainee, Freda Nsumbe,
claimed to have spoken to Christine on the phone around 6:00 p.m.
and reported that she “sounded very dazed.”® Because of Nakato’s
treatment, in addition to other such forcible deportations from Yarl’s
Wood, the women listed the following nine demands:

1.

10.

WE DEMAND OUR FREEDOM - RELEASE US
NOW! END DETENTION!

STOP DEPORTATION!
WE DEMAND JUSTICE ~ END FAST TRACK!

WE DEMAND THE RIGHT TO PREPARE OUR
CASES — FAIR HEARINGS NOW!

EXTEND THE PROTECTION OF WOMEN SEEK-
ING ASYLUM

RESPECT OUR FREEDOM OF SPEECH, EXPRES-
SION & ORGANISATION

WE DEMAND PRIVACY AND RESPECT

STOP EXPLOITING WOMEN IN DETENTION -
MODERN-DAY SLAVERY

End the poisonous & racist police-state existence under
which thousands of us now live in Britain. Stop tear-
ing society apart with divide-and-rule policies. Get the
UKBA off our streets and out of our communities, col-
leges and workplaces.

AMNESTY NOW FOR ALL ASYLUM SEEK-
ERS & IMMIGRANTS!#

Ms. Apata was identified as a ringleader of the Yarl’s Woods demon-
stration; she was also extremely vocal in speaking out about the al-
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leged human rights violations occurring at the immigration removal
center. It was for these reasons that she would be transferred from
Yarl’s Wood to Styal Prison* in October 2012. She was held at
Styal, until February 2013, when she was finally released.®

“Asylum for Aderonke”: Afterword

As a result of her campaigning efforts, a judicial review was grant-
ed in Aderonke Adejumoke Apata’s case. On March 3, 2015, Apata
presented her challenge to the Home Office’s refusal to grant her
asylum in Britain, at the Royal Courts of Justice, Strand, London.*
The case is still pending; but an “Asylum for Aderonke” Facebook
page, purports that it will announce the outcome of the petition when
it becomes available.®” It is possible that Aderonke Adejumoke Apa-
ta will finally be granted asylum.

“This Your Story ehn, E Get Better K-Leg”:%
The Reactions of a Nigerian Internet Public

So far, this chapter has focused on the upheaval surrounding Aderon-
ke Apata’s appeal for asylum in the UK. Let me now end by attempt-
ing to put a Nigerian face on these events. Unbelievably, there is
very little on the Internet that speaks to these happenings from a dis-
tinctly Nigerian point of view. The group of individuals most engag-
ing with the developments in Apata’s case live in Britain and other
parts of the Western world. Thus, in an attempt to discern exactly
how Nigerians were reacting to Apata’s story, I have necessarily fo-
cused my search on known Nigerian blog sites, and will consider
comments posted by Aderonke’s countrymen and women about a
June 9, 2014, Bellanaija.com reblogged write-up titled: “Nigerian
Gay Asylum Seeker Talks Fear of Being ‘Tortured’ if Deported,
which had previously been carried by the UK online newspaper The
Independent. The story garnered twenty-six comments from the Ni-
gerian Internet public.*

The Bellanaija.com commentary on Aderonke’s story in many
ways provides us with a window through which to view the Nigeri-
an public’s feelings® about same-sex relationships, and the general
treatment of LGBTI-identified persons in Nigeria. It also provides
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us with a view of what they felt were the merits and demerits of her
case for asylum.

On the day of the post, June 9, 2014, ten bloggers wrote in, com-
menting on the piece. At 7:16 p.m. Speechless (gender unknown)
wrote: “Tbh [To be honest,] I’'m speechless I dunno what to say tbh.
The story get as e be but deris God 0.” To be sure, the last sentence,
“the story get as e be” points to the fact that speechless is less than
convinced about Apata’s claims. On the same night, nene, responds,
in agreement with speechless, “diaris! [there is (a God)!].” On the
same evening, amaa, another female blogger, also revealing her dis-
dain for Apata’s claims, expresses her belief that alleged persecu-
tions on the basis of sexual orientation have now replaced the use
of female circumcision, “forced,” as it were, upon unwilling young
women, as a top justification for asylum: “I talk am as soon as GEJ
[Nigeria’s President Goodluck Ebelechukwu Jonathan] sign that bill
FGM took a jump down the line of reasons why people seek asylum
in the UK. Goodluck to you all.” Then there was the sympathetic
and believing response of Marvel, another presumably female blog-
ger, who ponders the destructive path that the country, Nigeria, is on:
“I feel for her as I wouldn’t attack anybody for their sexuality. Her
ex was killed by a mob? Which way Nigeria?”

Later that evening, a blogger, going simply as SS, pouring in-
sults on Aderonke, writes: “aderonke apata, @47, almost 50year,
you are still running around seeking asylum, God is watching you,
just short of words.” The same female blogger, Nene, in agreement
with S§ and further raining insults on the asylum seeker, responds:
“don’t mind her. god dey. ode ni e [you are a fool].”*? A bemused
Unite2014 enjoying the track of the thread writes: “PMSL [pissing
myself laughing] @ your comment!!!” Another blogger, this time
a male Igbo, @edDREAMZ, ak.a EDWIN CHINEDU AZUBU-
KO, rudely insinuating that Apata must be living on another planet,
writes: “They should just let the woman stay there abeg....***CUR-
RENTLY IN JUPITER***” Afterwards, one Amh, ethnicity and
gender unknown, writes: “Short of words really. Hmm nah wah o.
Terrible situation.” The last blog of the day came from Tobenna,
another Igbo male, who predictably brings the conversation around
to religion and the supposed sinful nature of homosexuality; while at
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the same time linking the so-called invasion of homosexuals into the
Western Hemisphere as God’s punishment for their sins:

The People of Western Countries Shot Themselves on the Foot as
they where (Challenging) waving their finger in the face of Our Al-

mighty.

I love this, The Western world decided to disobey The Almighty
by practicing, condoning and promoting Homosexual lifestyle, not
only did they practice it themselves, they encourage people in oth-
er countries like in Africa to practice homosexual act. (ROMANS
Chapter 1:22-27). Now its [sic] coming back to bite them, I said
its coming back to bite them because those they encouraged and
inspired to practice homosexual act is now invading their countries
with the claim of Asylum as their Visa. Lol [laugh out loud].

The next day, JIMJFOX sarcastically responding to Tobenna’s com-
ment of the day before writes: “Hmmmm . . . your “God” is a loving
merciful being, eh? The wonders of religion!” Then blogger Chibz
pointedly calls Apata a liar because of her claim of persecution in
“the” Shari’a Court. Chibz also brings up Apata’s ethnicity in his (or
her) attempt to discredit her claims:

liar liar pants on fire, i get her need for asylum, but she doesnt need
to lie to make it worse. she’s yoruba and yet was taken to sharia
court in which state. Sharia only happens in northern Nigeria and
there are no reported instances of killings of females for being gay
there yet. i wish her luck in her push.

Blogger, Soraya, most likely female, then chastises Apata for soil-
ing Nigeria’s name abroad. There is also a touch of ageism in her
comment, “haba aunty Ronke!,” suggestive that Apata is too old to
be doing the things that she is doing. Soraya then concedes that
while being homosexual might be unsafe in Nigeria, Apata could
well have gone on living a closeted life:

why you come spoil our country name like this? You could still live
in Nigeria and be a closet lesbian- there are plenty like you here.
Home Office, please do us a flavour [sic] and hold on to Joy- one
less trouble for us to worry about here in Nigeria!

285




Changing Horizons of African History

Jade in response to what she perceives to be @chibz’s uninformed
reading of the article, chastises:

@chibz, it isnt just about reading, understanding is key. She said she
married a Muslim didn’t she? N his family took her to sharia court
for adultery not for being gay. And said Muslim possibly lives in
the north where sharia permits the stoning of women who commit
adultery. Don’t just comment for the sake of commenting pls be
sensible about it.

Then Hawwah, probably a Hausa female, comments on the picture of
Apata and her lover in a disparaging manner, while at the same time
dismissing Apata’s story as a bunch of lies, a scam: “I think they
look alike. They should be sisters or cousins or something. *sigh*
Nigerians and scams. May God help us all.” To which Feirooz re-
sponds: “LMAO [laughing my ass off].” Fyfi Salt responds in agree-
ment with Feirooz, “My thought exactly . . . LMAO.” Then Vee
inquires of no one in particular:

Why don’t I believe she’s gay??? Some Nigerians have pretended
to be mad in order to gain stay within the UK. Some Nigerians have
injured themselves, some have gone on hunger strike in order to
avoid deportation. This is just another example of another Nigerian
trying all means to avoid deportation. The story is well-calculated
but all NA LIE!”

To which Pretty, insulting Apata’s appearance, asks why anyone
would date a woman who was a poor excuse for a man, instead of a
real man: “why i no kuku date man than date this kain person? Na
wa.” MadamNk adds her voice to the voices of disbelief:

so first she claimed asylum on religious grounds and now it’s based
on her sexuality, wow woman! I thought asylum seekers were sup-
posed to run to the nearest country of refuge. why didn’t she go to
Ghana? she went all the way to UK and after her claim was rejected,
she was using a fake visa to work as a care manager. This your story
ehn, e get better K-leg.

Haba GEJ, while conceding that Apata’s story is indeed a scam,
pointedly challenges her naysayers: “Shut up, hustle your own, na
you be Judge?” Another Igbo, presumably female blogger, Nwanyi
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na aga aga is sympathetic, if not somewhat exaggerated in her as-
sessment of the lived experience of Nigerian LGBTT’s:

UK pls u guys should grant her assylum na? Are u ppl that wicked?
did u not see millions of Nigerians being killed cos they said they
were gay? Do u ppl want her to die or go to 15yrs imprisonment for
being herself? Grant her asylum na, abi are u ppl that heartless to
gay ppl? U want to be like nigeria too? later pp! will say GEJ poli-
cies is not favorable to them. Loool!

To which ;j challenges: “who has been killed? The once [sic] killed
by the witches in your village?” And then a few minutes later, adds:
“the message is full of lies. She should be deported immediately.”
Then the Xteridyoba writes in agreement: “odiegwu. [this is unbe-
lievable]#nocomments™® The blog ends on August 6, with a com-
ment from Nigel Hodgetts, who appears to be English. Given Ap-
ata’s asylum upheavals, his invitation to all Nigerian homosexuals
to be brought to the UK might appear to be a less than genuinely
credible. That notwithstanding, he signs off by leaving his contact
email address: “All gay men and women should be brought to the
UK we want them even if Nigeria doesn’t. N Hodgetts nh.mechser-
vices@gmail.com.”

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have attempted to bring to light, through the life
case of Aderonke Adejumoke Apata, the plight of LGBTI’s in Af-
rica’s most populous country, Nigeria, as well as the upheavals and
hurdles that African asylum seekers, LGBTI applicants in particular,
typically face in order to gain asylum in Britain. This chapter is also
about a flawed British immigration system, which holds its LGBTI
identified candidates for asylum to unreasonable, even appalling,
standards of proof in a country where the law clearly identifies the
fear of persecution because of one’s sexual orientation, as a basis for
granting asylum. Aderonke Apata’s is a narrative of perseverance
in the face of desperation. The conditions under which she claimed
to have “escaped” Nigeria may be suspect — she most likely either
exaggerated, or made up, her initial story of religious persecution in
Nigeria. But, what remains clear, can be corroborated, and is undis-
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putable, is the fact that Apata has a lesbian lover, now fiancé, Hap-
piness Agoro; and identifies as, and is living life as a lesbian woman
in Britain. Therefore, whether the Home Office perceives her to be
gay or not is beside the point. The fact remains that because Apata
publicly identifies as a lesbian woman, that very identification with
homo-normativity puts her at odds with the laws of her country of
birth, the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Moreover, this identification
puts what can be seen as an immediate and dangerous target on her
head. Therefore, Aderonke Adejumoke Apata should not, and more
importantly cannot, safely return to Nigeria.
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