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This note details four categories of lethal violence against transgender, gender diverse, and 

intersex persons on account of their identity, which potentially engage the responsibility of 

States under international human rights law.1 

 

I. Killings motivated by gender identity or expression 

 

Around the world, transgender and gender diverse persons face extreme violence on the basis 

of their gender identity or expression: for instance, a 2021 study found that transgender 

people are four times more likely than cisgender people to experience violent victimisation in 

the United States.2 In many cases, this violence is lethal: between 1 October 2022 and 30 

September 2023, 321 trans and gender diverse people were reported to have been murdered 

globally. 94% of victims were trans women or trans feminine people, and almost three-

quarters of all recorded killings occurred in Latin America and the Caribbean.3 Between 2008 

and September 2023, 4,690 murders of trans and gender diverse persons have been recorded 

globally, with the highest incidences of such violence being reported in Brazil (1,841), 

Mexico (701), United States (406), and Colombia (254).4 

 

In some cases, State authorities have been directly involved in the killing of persons on the 

basis of their perceived trans or gender diverse identity. For instance, in 2017, police in Saudi 

Arabia allegedly murdered two people who identified as khawaja sara (‘third gender’). 

Under Saudi law, strict dress codes often lead to the arrest of gender diverse persons. In this 

case, the victims, Amna and Meeno, were arrested for ‘cross-dressing’, and were allegedly 

packed in sacks and beaten to death.5 Saudi authorities have denied the allegations.6  

 

In 2021, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights found Honduras to have violated the 

right to life of Vicky Hernández, a transgender woman who was allegedly shot in the head by 
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police on patrol during a curfew.7 The Court inferred this to be a case of transfemicide—the 

killing of a trans woman motivated by her trans identity—by reference to the pervasive 

culture of violence against trans women in Honduras, the routine involvement of State 

authorities in such violence, and the impunity with which such violence is perpetrated.8 This 

was the first time the Court had found a State to be responsible for the death of a woman 

known to be transgender, setting an important precedent for the region.9  

 

In 2020, an El Salvador court convicted three police officers of the murder of Camila Díaz 

Córdova, a transgender woman who they beat and threw from a moving vehicle. These 

marked the first convictions for murder of a known transgender person in the country’s 

history. Questions have also been raised as to the responsibility of US authorities, who had 

refused Camila’s asylum claim and deported her back to El Salvador.10  

 

In some instances, killings perpetrated by civilians may be classified as ‘State-sanctioned’. 

For example, several States have enacted laws that distinguish ‘honour killings’ from 

murder, reducing (or, in some cases, removing) criminal culpability on account of the 

‘honourable’ motive of the perpetrator.11 In 2019, authorities in Iran released the relatives of 

a transgender woman who had partaken in her murder, on account of the fact that the 

perpetrators and the victim were from the same family, meaning nobody was entitled to 

compensation. A similar case in 2010 saw two brothers released without charge because their 

father—also the father of the victim—forgave them.12 

 

Some States tacitly condone violence against trans people through their facilitation of the so-

called ‘trans panic’ defence in homicide trials.13 Andresen has identified such arguments 

being raised in 32 cases concerning the killing of trans women in the United States between 

2000 and 2019.14 In December 2020, this defence was formally outlawed in Australia.15 
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States are bound by international human rights law to take steps to prevent homicides, 

whether perpetrated by State or non-State actors.16 This includes, for instance, the 

requirement that States address the root causes of gender-motivated killings, such as 

discrimination and stereotypes.17 States must also investigate instances of such violence and 

hold perpetrators to account: in February 2024, a United Kingdom court convicted two 

teenagers of the murder of Brianna Ghey, with the judge identifying the victim’s transgender 

identity as part of the motive.18  

 

II. Deaths of transgender persons in custody 

 

Transgender and gender diverse persons have unique needs, and face unique violence, in 

prisons.19 Transgender persons are often accommodated in prisons according to their birth 

gender. Especially in cases of trans women, this gives rise to ‘extreme physical, sexual and 

emotional abuse at the hands of inmates and penitentiary or police officials’.20 In 2023, the 

family of Marjorie Harwood, a transgender woman who suffered routine physical, sexual, 

and verbal attacks in a men’s prison in Australia, called for an inquest into her death. 

Although Marjorie died outside of custody, her legal team argued that her death was the 

‘indirect result’ of abuses faced in prison.21    

 

In other cases, transgender women in need of life-saving medical treatment have died in 

custody due to ‘discrimination in and denial of access to essential services’.22 In 2019, 

Layleen Polanco, a transgender woman incarcerated in a men’s prison in the United States, 

died after suffering an epileptic seizure. She had been placed in solitary confinement to 

separate her from male inmates. Prison staff knew that Layleen had epilepsy, as well as a 

history of mental health conditions, and were required to check on her every 15 minutes. On 

the day of her death, prison staff had failed to perform their routine check-ins, leaving 

Layleen alone for up to 57 minutes at a time. Despite this, the District Attorney confirmed 

that no charges would be brought.23 

 

Some deaths of transgender persons in State custody have raised concerns as to physical 

violence at the hands of State authorities. In May 2022, transgender woman DeeDee Hall 

died while she was handcuffed and strapped down to a stretcher by police officers en route to 

a hospital in the United States. The officers placed a spit hood over her face, continuing to 

restrain her while she yelled ‘I’m dying’ or ‘I’m dead’. While her death was ruled an 

accident, the autopsy report found that the acute heart failure she experienced had been 
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complicated by how she had been restrained.24 In 2000, Vanessa Lorena Ledesma, a 

transgender woman, died in custody in Argentina. While a police report recorded that she 

had passed away due to cardiac arrest whilst in custody, severe bruising and other signs of 

torture were discovered following an autopsy.25 Investigation into the cause of death was 

halted by authorities, on the grounds that her death was not the result of any illegal action.26  

 

III. Killings of intersex babies 

 

In several African countries, intersexuality is associated with witchcraft and bad omens, 

leading to the abandonment and killing of babies born with intersex characteristics.27 Such 

infanticides have been recorded in Kenya,28 South Africa,29 Uganda,30 and Zimbabwe,31 

among other countries. These killings are typically carried out by families or medical staff in 

the immediate aftermath of the birth: a study carried out in South Africa between 2008 and 

2010 found that 88 of 90 traditional birth attendants and midwives interviewed admitted to 

having ‘gotten rid of’ infants with apparently intersex characteristics.32 Given the stigma 

associated with intersexuality, and the covert nature of baby dumping and infanticide, many 

of these cases remain unreported.33 Similar killings have been reported in Nepal,34 and in 

China,35 as has violence against intersex youth and adults.36 

 
24 Maggie Prosser and Kelli Smith, ‘Grand jury doesn’t indict Dallas officers, medic after transgender woman’s 
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report of Nepal, UN Doc CEDAW/C/NPL/CO/6 (14 November 2018) para 18(c). 
35 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Human Rights Violations Against 
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36 Ibid. 



 

This violence is systemic, born of pervasive social and cultural beliefs. While such killings 

may not be perpetrated by the State, a failure to protect the lives of infants despite evidence 

of such widespread and deep-rooted violence raises concerns. Various UN human rights 

bodies have called on States to respond to such violence, recommending that they: 

 

1. Address discriminatory attitudes and stigma towards intersex persons, including 

through comprehensive awareness-raising and sensitisation activities,37 

2. Adopt legislation prohibiting all forms of harmful traditional practices,38 and 

3. Investigate and prosecute the perpetrators of such practices, impose adequate 

sanctions, and compensate victims.39 

 

In 2024, the UN Human Rights Council adopted a resolution calling on States 

 

in collaboration with relevant international and regional organizations, to enhance 

efforts to combat discrimination, violence and harmful practices against persons with 

innate variations in sex characteristics and to address their root causes, such as 

stereotypes, the spread of misconceptions and inaccurate information, stigma and 

taboo… 40 

 

The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has identified good practices in 

Kenya: 

 

In Kenya, the National Commission on Human Rights (KNCHR) published a report 

in 2018 on the rights of intersex people, which recognised “an urgent need for the 

government to investigate the frequency and the cause of intersex child deaths due to 

medical neglect and infanticide, and to develop a strategy to preserve this most basic 

right, the right to life”. 

 

The KNCHR report recommended, inter alia, that “The National Crime Research 

Centre in conjunction with the police carry out a nation-wide study on the issue of 

intersex infanticide and child abuse in order to assess the scope of the problem and 

come up with a strategy to protect these vulnerable children”.41 
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IV. Deaths linked to inaccessible gender-affirming surgeries  

 

Gender-affirming surgeries are, in many cases, lifesaving: a 2015 study found that 44% of 

those who had undergone gender-affirming surgeries reported a reduction in suicidal 

ideation.42 But in many countries, such procedures are inaccessible. 

 

In some cases, this is because gender-affirming care is outlawed or fraught with legal 

obstacles. The case of Ezz Eldin demonstrates the potentially fatal implications of a State’s 

failure to ensure accessible healthcare. In August 2021, Eldin, a 26-year-old transgender man, 

bled to death after he was prematurely discharged from his gender affirmation surgery in an 

underground clinic in Egypt. As Human Rights Watch explains, his death was the product of 

a system that refuses to recognise or protect transgender persons: 

 

[W]hat should have been a life-affirming surgery instead became a life-threatening 

procedure in an unauthorized clinic. A dysfunctional, discriminatory system left him 

with no surgical alternative. This is the situation for transgender people in Egypt who 

are denied access to appropriate health care under a government that discriminates 

against them and withholds legal gender recognition.43 

 

Although gender-affirming procedures are not formally proscribed under Egyptian law, 

authorities have prosecuted doctors having performed such operations on alternate charges, 

such as ‘causing permanent disability’.44 

 

Elsewhere, access to such healthcare is stymied by financial barriers. In Australia, gender-

affirming surgery is prohibitively expensive, at over $20,000AUD (approximately 

$13,000USD). A recent study of trans people in Australia found that 43% reported having 

attempted suicide—a significantly higher rate than that of the general Australian population. 

The same researchers found that desiring but not having undergone gender-affirming surgery 

is associated with a 71% higher chance of a lifetime suicide attempt.45 In November 2023, the 

Victorian Coroners Court opened an inquest into the suicides of five young trans and gender 

diverse persons, all of whom had completed or were undergoing gender affirmation.46 
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