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Abstract
Background: Safety First is a program to reduce violence against sex workers, comprised of
human rights documentation, legal rights training, legal services and a crisis hotline. The Asia
Pacific Network of Sex Workers has worked for decades to ensure the rights of sex workers of
all genders, including combating violence against sex workers.
Activity: In 2017, APNSW rolled out the Safety First Program to respond to violence against sex
workers. This project starts with know-your-rights trainings and legal education, and includes
paralegal services and a hotline for sex workers to call when they experience violence or
witness violence against another sex worker. Sex workers trained to be paralegals document
human rights violations and proceed with representation in court or pursuing legal action on
behalf of the sex worker(s) involved. Sex workers who have become paralegals respond to
hotline calls and go to police stations and court when sex workers are arrested. Sex workers
conducted monthly focus group discussions about issues they face including violence and
how to address it, and what works (or not) in the field. Countries involved were Bangladesh,
Indonesia, Myanmar, and Nepal.
Lessons learned: Safety First has demonstrated success changing sex workers lives by reducing
violence against sex workers. The paralegal and legal support components are particularly
effective, with 3,320 sex workers reached by 12 paralegals in 4 countries, and the hotlines in 4
countries received a total of 1093 calls. While success was greatest in Myanmar and
Bangladesh, success was hindered by the lack of an enabling legal environment in Indonesia.
Conclusion: The success of Safety First programming demonstrates that within an enabling
environment, this method has the power to reduce violence against sex workers and,
potentially, the knock-on effects of violence including HIV. Violence can be reduced but
will be difficult to completely eliminate, so the violence response system must be maintained
and strengthened as an integral component of HIV programming. However, this documentation
also demonstrates the need to influence not only sex workers but governments, NGOs
and law enforcement in order to create an enabling environment for sex workers to be part
of the solution to violence against sex workers. Criminalization and stigmatization of sex
workers promotes violence against sex workers, particularly by armed uniformed personnel
and other agents of the state, who act with impunity in places where laws against sex work
are in force.
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1. The context of sex work, and violence against sex workers
Sex workers in Asia and elsewhere encounter their clients in a wide range of different venues.
Workers may contact or be contacted by clients from their homes, or in hotels, brothels, and/
or on the street, and in a multitude of varieties of other sex work venues including karaoke bars,
hostess bars, dance bars, and more. Many sex workers engage in sex with their clients at the point
of contact, while others go with clients to hotels, residences, or other indoor locations. Streetbased sex workers contact their clients in public and typically go elsewhere with their clients.
These categories are not mutually exclusive and there is substantial movement between venues,
particularly between hotel- and residence-based sex workers. A street-based sex worker may also
be contacted in her home and may sell sex in any suitable venue (street, hotel, residence). Today,
nearly all sex workers have mobile phones and clients call sex workers they may have initially
met in other venues to arrange to meet. Sometimes, clients may negotiate with the management of
hotel and bar venues to take sex workers working there outside the venue for sex elsewhere.
Venues offer differing degrees of anonymity and independence. Venues such as bars, brothels
or hotels tend be less anonymous, and may entail the involvement of third parties such as venue
owners or managers. In contrast, residence-based sex work is popular and common as it can be
anonymous and allows greater freedom for the sex workers, being less structured than hotels and
brothels. Street-based sex work may also offer independence and anonymity, but appears to be
declining. Street-based sex workers are now much less visible than they were even as little as 10
years ago. One significant factor in this decline may be the growing availability of mobile phones,
which allow workers to contact and be contacted by clients without being on the street. The
visibility of street-based workers also implies vulnerability; street-based workers are exposed to a
greater risk of human rights violations and police arrest than workers in less visible venues.
Violence is one of the primary issues facing sex workers around the world. During the first
national sex workers meeting in Bangladesh in 2017, the theme of the conference was violence,
chosen by sex workers from around the country because it is the worst issue they face. Violence
may take many forms: sex workers worldwide are subjected to physical, sexual, and emotional
violence . Perpetrators may include intimate partners, police and military (the State), family,
vigilantes, and society. Violence against sex workers (VASW) can occur at work, in the home, or in
public. Sex workers may also face violence from organized non-state actors such as neighborhood
groups, extortionists, paramilitary organizations, and religious extremists, and so-called ‘rescue’
groups that conduct extra-legal raids on sex work venues.
Each type of violence faced by sex workers compounds the overall impact. Different
perpetrators of VASW acting independently combine to create a comprehensive pattern of
violence and oppression. Other situational factors combine to exacerbate the problem. Sex
workers endure many overlapping vulnerabilities including violence, poverty, lack of social
support, pervasive stigma and discrimination, lack of access to healthcare, lack of education,
and lack of access to justice. The collective impact of all these factors often leads perpetrators
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to believe that they can assault sex workers with impunity because there is often little or no
investigation or punishment of violence against sex workers. Even the murder of sex workers often
goes uninvestigated and in some cases unreported . During the implementation of Safety First, two
street-based sex workers in Dhaka were murdered in separate incidents; unfortunately, no cases
were brought and HARC was unable to find their relatives.
Sex workers around the world cite the state and its agents as violators of their human rights ,
with abuses including violence committed by police and other law enforcement and the military.
Even when state agents are not directly involved in committing violence, refusals to take reports of
violence from sex workers or investigate other crimes committed against sex workers constitutes
structural violence. Lack of access to justice sends a further message to perpetrators of violence
that they will face no consequences and may even be praised for violent acts targeting sex
workers.
Sex workers face violence and sexual harassment in many contexts, beginning with but not
limited to their place of work. They may be subject to violence or harassment from those with
whom they do business, such as their landlords, and from service providers such as health care
professionals or NGO personnel. Harassment and violence from providers can deter sex workers
from seeking services, including health services.
Although violence, most typically state and interpersonal violence, is the primary issue facing
sex workers, most programs working with sex workers fail to address VASW as an issue when
addressing health. Health programs that fail to address violence as a significant health issue
affecting sex workers fail to reflect the priorities of those that they ostensibly seek to serve. The
problem is compounded by the attitudes reflected in some such programs: while sex workers are
often willing partners in programs that address their own needs as well as the needs of public
health, many programs prefer to treat sex workers as vectors to be controlled rather than full
partners with agency and self-determination.
Intoxication is a frequent contributory factor associated with violence, and here too sex workers
may be at elevated risk. In some sex work venues, intoxication with alcohol and other substances
is a normal part of the work environment. Clients may drink in bars and other entertainment
venues, and may be encouraged to purchase alcoholic drinks for their sex worker companions.
Consuming alcohol with clients may be part of a sex worker’s job. Other settings may involve the
consumption of other intoxicants. Sex workers are more likely to be victims of violence when they
are themselves intoxicated ; potential perpetrators of violence are more likely to act violently
when they are intoxicated.
Some workplaces have other specific constraints or features that may make them more
dangerous. For example, karaoke bars are a common sex work venue in Southeast Asia and may
have soundproof rooms in which patrons sing; in such places if something goes wrong, yelling for
help is of no avail. In some cases, sex workers have proposed or collaborated on the design of
innovative solutions to address these situational issues. For example, mobile phones may offer a
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remedy for the isolating effect of karaoke rooms, Some workplaces have other specific constraints
or features that may make them more dangerous. For example, karaoke bars are a common sex
work venue in Southeast Asia and may have soundproof rooms in which patrons sing; in such
places if something goes wrong, yelling for help is of no avail. In some cases, sex workers have
proposed or collaborated on the design of innovative solutions to address these situational issues.
For example, mobile phones may offer a remedy for the isolating effect of karaoke rooms, and a
purpose-built mobile phone application, iMonitor, has now been introduced in Myanmar, based on
sex worker recommendations.
Asia Pacific Network of Sex Workers
Independent consultant, http://www.melissaditmore.com
Coordinator, HIV/AIDS Research and Welfare Centre (HARC) Bangladesh
Aye Myanmar Association (Myanmar)
Jagriti Mahila Maha Sangha (Nepal)
Organisasi Perubahan Sosial Indonesia (Indonesia)
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Implementing comprehensive HIV/STI programmes with sex workers:
practical approaches from collaborative interventions, page 23 https://www.who.int/hiv/pub/sti/sex_worker_implementation/swit_
chpt2.pdf?ua=1
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines physical violence as being subjected to physical force that can cause death, injury or
harm. WHO defines sexual violence as rape, gang rape, sexual harassment, being physically forced or psychologically intimidated
into engage in sex or subjected to sex acts against one’s will, or that one finds degrading or humiliating. WHO defines emotional
or psychological violence as including, but not limited to, “being insulted or made to feel bad about oneself; being humiliated or
belittled in front of other people; being threatened with loss of custody of one’s children; being confined or isolated from family or
friends; being threatened with harm to oneself or someone one cares about; repeated shouting, inducing fear through intimidating
words or gestures; controlling behaviour; and the destruction of possessions.” All three definitions from WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS,
NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid, page 23 https://www.who.int/hiv/pub/sti/sex_worker_implementation/swit_chpt2.pdf?ua=1
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid page 24.
The most reported cases right now of uninvestigated murders involve missing and murdered indigenous women in Canada, many of
whom had been involved in the sex trades. See https://www.mprnews.org/story/2017/09/05/missing-native-women-unreported In the
United States, serial killer Gary Ridgway spoke frankly about targeting sex workers because they would not be reported missing
nor would their disappearances not investigated; he killed dozens of women. See http://www.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0402/18/
lkl.00.html
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid. Deering KN, Amin A, Shoveller J, et al. A systematic review of the
correlates of violence against sex workers. Am J Public Health. 2014;104(5):e42–e54. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2014.301909
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid page 24. Deering KN, Amin A, Shoveller J, et al. Ibid.
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid page 23.
Jenkins, C Cambodian Prostitutes Union, Women’s Network for Unity, Sainsbury, C 2006. Violence and Exposure to HIV among Sex
Workers in Cambodia. USAID; https://www.nswp.org/sites/nswp.org/files/Jenkins-CambodiaFinal.pdf
Deering KN, Amin A, Shoveller J, et al. Ibid; Chersich MF, Luchters SMF, Malonza IM, Mwarogo P, King’ola N, Temmerman M. Heavy
episodic drinking among Kenyan female sex workers is associated with unsafe sex, sexual violence and sexually transmitted
infections. Int J STD AIDS. 2007;18(11):764–769; El-Bassel N, Witte SS, Wada T, Gilbert L, Wallace J. Correlates of partner violence
among female street-based sex workers: substance abuse, history of childhood abuse, and HIV risks. AIDS Patient Care STDS.
2001;15(1):41–51; Odinokova V, Rusakova M, Urada LA, Silverman JG, Raj A. Police sexual coercion and its association with risky
sex work and substance use behaviors among female sex workers in St. Petersburg and Orenburg, Russia. Int J Drug Policy.
2014;25(1):96–104; Zhang C, Li X, Stanton B et al. Alcohol use and client-perpetrated sexual violence against female sex workers in
China. Psychol Health Med. 2013;18(3):330–342; Hong Y, Zhang C, Li X, Liu W, Zhou Y. Partner violence and psychosocial distress
among female sex workers in China. PLoS ONE. 2013;8(4):e62290

7

Voices from the field - Shahana, a sex worker in Bangladesh
I am 30 years old, I have been a sex worker for the last 9 years. In my sex work life,
I have had many experiences with many different types of violence. The young boys
in our area often beat us for nothing, many clients don’t give us the money after sex,
and if we ask for money they beat us. Sometimes one client takes us to a hotel but
then we find many clients in the room and they all have sex with the poor worker.
These kinds of violence are our daily life experiences and we thought it’s normal
life for a sex worker. Now the biggest problem is police violence.
High endemic rates of violence also have implications for public health. Sex workers have been
among the populations most affected by HIV since the beginning of the epidemic more than
30 years ago, and HIV prevalence remains considerably higher among sex workers than in the
general population. Globally, female sex workers (FSW) are 13.5 times more likely to be living
with HIV than all other women, including in hyper-endemic countries. It is well documented that
violence is associated with the transmission of HIV. Where sex work is criminalized, violence
against sex workers often goes unreported or uninvestigated, while programs and resources to
help sex workers protect themselves against sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV may be
absent or underfunded. Thus criminalization of sex work contributes to both increased rates of
violence and disease. UNAIDS describes the effects of criminalization of sex work this way:
All countries in the Asia-Pacific region, with the exception of New Zealand and the state of
New South Wales in Australia, criminalize sex work or specific aspects of sex work. Criminalization
increases HIV risk and vulnerability among sex workers by facilitating stigma and discrimination,
creating barriers to sexual health and harm reduction services, and adversely affecting the selfesteem of sex workers and their ability to make informed choices about their health. Where sex
work is criminalized, sex workers have fewer legal protections and may be exploited or abused by
clients, co-workers and law enforcement officials without legal recourse. Fear of arrest may drive
sex workers underground, making it harder to negotiate safe working conditions and consistent
use of condoms. Access to HIV and other health services may also be impeded by criminalization.
Incarceration and compulsory detention may expose detainees to sexual assault; and health
services (including antiretroviral medicines) are often denied, which can result in drug resistance,
treatment failure and progression to advanced HIV-related disease.

Sex work is distinct from trafficking in persons
There is an urgent need to make clear distinctions between “trafficking,” “sex work” and
“irregular migration for work.” The Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women observed
that there is a tendency to conflate sex work with trafficking in persons and with different types
of migration, and that this conflation hinders addressing trafficking. Human trafficking is a crime,
often a violent crime, which sometimes affects sex workers, but is distinct from sex work. Trafficking
refers to “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of
the threat of use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, or fraud, of deception, of the
8

abuse of power… or the giving or receiving of payment or benefits to achieve the consent of a
person having control over another person for exploitation.”
While there are undoubtedly many sex workers who have been deceived, coerced or lured
into sex work and might be said to be trafficked, there are also large numbers of sex workers
who have entered the trade on their own without any coercion or deceit. Their decision to enter
sex work is often the product of inadequate free choice – they are constrained by poverty, lack
of skills, limited job options, inequality or other factors – but they cannot be said to have been
trafficked. Treating all sex workers as trafficking victims helps neither sex workers nor trafficking
victims, and may in fact harm both.
Migration is also distinct from trafficking. When trafficking is mixed up or confused
with women’s voluntary migration (for the purpose of employment, residence, or escape from
persecution by State or non-State actors), ostensibly ‘protective’ measures lead to curbing female
migration within and outside the borders of the country, denying equal rights to women.
These confusions arise from the lack of a common definition of ‘trafficking’. Bangladesh,
Nepal, and most of the countries in South Asia use the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) Convention definition, which has limited scope and only focuses on
trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation . This turns workers in the sex trade into either
victims to be rescued or criminals to be punished. Myanmar and Indonesia have each passed
anti-trafficking laws but both nations have been chastised for corruption and not doing enough
to address human trafficking. Anti-trafficking laws in all four countries implementing Safety First
(Bangladesh, Indonesia, Myanmar, and Nepal) are commonly used against sex workers, so much
so that a sex worker in Bangladesh said, “Trafficking is not a problem for us but the trafficking
law is a big problem for us. We are often arrested under trafficking law and police abuse this law
against us.”

Discrimination and violence against sex workers
Repressive laws are only one of many ways sex workers are marginalized. Stigmatization and
discrimination against sex workers furthers their marginalization and contributes to their social
exclusion. Stigmatized women in the sex trade face great obstacles to realizing their human
rights: sex workers have difficulties accessing health care, housing, and other employment
opportunities; they face verbal, physical, and sexual abuse; they are subjected to arbitrary arrest
and harassment. Stigma further contributes to structural violence in that stigma decreases sex
workers’ ability to seek recourse through the courts or the police when they are victimized. The
cycle of discrimination perpetuates the marginalization and stigmatization of sex workers, VASW,
and poverty.
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The APNSW 2018 Annual Report has more information about iMonitor.
Shannon, K, Strathdee, SA, Goldenberg, SM, Duff, P, Mwangi, P, Rusakova, M, … Boily, MC (2014). Global epidemiology of HIV among
female sex workers: influence of structural determinants. Lancet (London, England), 385(9962), 55–71.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60931-4
WHO and the Global Coalition on Women and AIDS. “Violence against sex workers and HIV prevention.
” https://www.who.int/gender/documents/sexworkers.pdf
Platt L, Grenfell P, Meiksin R, Elmes J, Sherman SG, et al. (2018) Associations between sex work laws and sex workers’ health: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of quantitative and qualitative studies. PLOS Medicine 15(12): e1002680.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002680
UNAIDS. 2016. Situational analysis of the HIV response among sex workers in Myanmar, p. 58
http://themimu.info/sites/themimu.info/files/assessment_file_attachments/sex_worker_2_printed_version_6-4-16.pdf
UNAIDS, UNFPA, UNDP. Sex work and the law in Asia and the Pacific, 2012. Cited in UNAIDS 2016 Ibid page 58.
Shannon K, Csete, J. Violence, condom negotiation, and HIV/STI risk among sex workers, Journal of the American Medical
Association, 2010, 304(5):573-574. http://jama.jamanetwork.com/ ar cle.aspx?ar cleid=186320. Cited in UNAIDS 2016 Ibid page 58.
UNDP. Global commission on HIV and the law: risks, rights and health, 1 July 2012, p.9. Cited in UNAIDS 2016 Ibid page 58.
UN Commission on Human Rights. 2018. Report of the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially women and children.
A/HRC/38/45 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/HRC_38_45_en.pdf and
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/report-special-rapporteur-trafficking-persons-especially-women-and-children-ahrc3845
This definition of trafficking is used in international law and comes from the UN Optional Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and
Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially in Women and Girls, 2000. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/
ProtocolTraffickingInPersons.aspx It is quoted in UN Commission on Human Rights Ibid and UNODC. 2011. Responses to Human
Trafficking in Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka. https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2011/Responses_to_
Human_Trafficking_in_Bangladesh_India_Nepal_and_Sri_Lanka.pdf
UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. 2014. Human Rights and Human Trafficking, pages 51-52.
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS36_en.pdf
UNODC. 2011. Responses to Human Trafficking in Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka. https://www.unodc.org/documents/
human-trafficking/2011/Responses_to_Human_Trafficking_in_Bangladesh_India_Nepal_and_Sri_Lanka.pdf
Human Rights Watch. 1 July 2010. Universal Periodic Review Submission: Myanmar (Burma)
https://www.hrw.org/news/2010/07/01/universal-periodic-review-submission-myanmar-burma
The US Trafficking in Persons Report for 2017 ranked Indonesia Tier 2 and Myanmar Tier 2 Watch List, indicating that the US State
Department believes these nations should be doing more. Nepal was ranked Tier 2 and Bangladesh ranked Tier 2 Watch List.
https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2017/271117.htm
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1.2. The situation of sex workers in 4 countries
1.2.1. Bangladesh
The context of sex work
UNAIDS estimates the number of FSW in Bangladesh at 140,000. Sex workers in Bangladesh
typically contact clients from their homes, in hotels, brothels, and/or on the street. There is
substantial movement between venues, particularly between hotel- and residence-based sex
workers. A street-based sex worker may also be contacted in her home and may sell sex in any
suitable venue (street, hotel, residence). Clients often call sex workers to arrange to meet.
In Bangladesh and elsewhere in South Asia, residential brothels housing hundreds of sex
workers have existed for hundreds of years. Today, however, the number of FSW in brothels is
comparatively small. HARC conducted population size estimation research in 2015, and estimated
that there are 2,900 FSW nationwide in 10 brothels. The number of brothels declined from 18 in
1998 to 10 in 2015. Eviction of brothels is now common in response to economic development;
the eviction of a single brothel can displace hundreds of sex workers and their families. In 2015,
three brothels were evicted in Bangladesh; of these three, only one was re-established. Numbers
of hotel-based sex workers have also declined in response to police harassment; however, hotelbased sex workers sometimes take up residence-based sex work. Residence-based sex work is
popular and common as it can be anonymous and allows more freedom for the sex workers. Some
residences, however, are structured like a mini-brothel with approximately ten sex workers.
Street-based sex workers are much less visible than they were even as little as 10 years ago.
Several factors have contributed to this, including the use of mobile phones. As elsewhere, streetbased sex work is more precarious and dangerous than other forms of sex work. The visibility of
street-based sex workers in public places means that human rights violations are higher among
street-based sex workers, and police arrest is more frequent among street-based sex workers
compared to with other categories of sex workers.
Sex workers in all venues have reported victimization, both by individuals and representatives
of the State.

Sex work and the law
Female sex workers (FSW) in Bangladesh face countless human rights violations due to
stigma, discrimination, and weak policy and legal frameworks that violate or fail to protect their
rights. Even though the national penal code does not criminalize sex work – sex work in private
is legal – women in sex work are often perceived as criminals. Although selling sex is itself legal,
there is a wide range of laws that create an atmosphere of criminalization of sex work and thus
the sex worker; for example, soliciting and running a brothel is illegal. This contradiction in law
manifests in daily life: sex workers in Bangladesh are subjected to harassment, violence and
may face criminal charges. Because of the way that they earn income, sex workers are not seen
11

as ‘normal citizens’ enjoying an equal right to life and livelihood. Stigmatization of sex work
contributes to their social isolation and to VASW in private and public spaces.
In Bangladesh law enforcement agencies often resort to the arbitrary detention of sex
workers to extort money under threat of arrest and physical violence. There are thousands of
reports of sex workers being arrested under ‘public nuisance’ or ‘obscene’ conduct provisions
of the penal code. These charges are produced in court and sex workers are released upon the
payment of fines. In recent years, sex workers have also been charged with drug peddling and
with human trafficking. Selling drugs and human trafficking are serious charges that are often
ineligible for bail; in these cases, police officers seek larger bribes from sex workers not to book
them under these charges.
Sex workers are often booked under Section 54 of Code of Criminal Procedure 1898 that
makes it legal for police to arrest without warrant under ‘suspicious’ conditions. The municipal
laws of Dhaka, Chittagong, Sylhet, Rajshahi, Khulna and Barisal prohibit soliciting in public places,
following the Dhaka Metropolitan Police Ordinance 1976. The Suppression of Immoral Traffic
Act1933 makes soliciting in public a punishable offence. The Local Government Act 1988 also
empowers the local government to make regulations in order to prevent prostitution.
Like most other countries in South Asia, Bangladesh uses the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Convention definition of human trafficking, which has limited
scope and focuses only on trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation. This has the effect of
criminalizing workers in the sex trade. New laws that have been passed all criminalize sex work.
These include the Women and Child Repression Act 2000, which addressed the issue of human
trafficking, and the Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking Act in 2012, which included
slavery, debt bondage, organ trafficking, and sexual and labor exploitation. FSW are often
arrested and charged under trafficking law.
Sex workers typically choose not to contest their arrest under these provisions because they
find it easier to pay bribe or fines for their release. Their reasons may include the fact that they
are in sex work secretly, have dependent children and other family members, wish to avoid being
to be sent to jail for weeks, an inability to cope with repeated arrests and court appearances, or
an inability to find lawyers who are willing to fight these cases. In this process the sex workers
become known as repeat offenders, and prostitution effectively becomes a status crime -- being a
prostitute -- rather than a specific act of committing prostitution.
Female sex workers face extensive social stigma, legislative and policy restrictions, and
punitive legal frameworks that, in some cases, result in compulsory or arbitrary detention and
forced ‘rehabilitation.’ The Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women cited substandard
conditions in detention and rehabilitation centers and a lack of the claimed training purported to
be offered.
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Links to health and HIV
In Bangladesh, in 2016, 29.5% of FSW knew their HIV status and prevention intervention coverage
amongst FSW was 15.2%. The HIV prevalence in certain districts under surveillance was 0.2%
amongst FSW. However, in Bangladesh, as in many other countries, sex workers face barriers
and challenges in accessing health services. Health services are mostly HIV-related prevention,
treatment, care and support and sexual and
reproductive health (SRH) services. Legal and
socio-cultural barriers prevent entire communities
from accessing health care. Bangladesh’s 4th
National Strategic Plan for HIV and AIDS
Response, Bangladesh, 2018-2022 included
the goal of minimizing the spread of HIV and
the impact of AIDS on the individual, family,
community, and society. The Plan works towards
ending AIDS in Bangladesh by 2030, through universal access to treatment, care and support
services for key populations. The Plan also links universal access to ending violence against key
populations including sex workers, MSM, and transgender people. However, from a public health
perspective, the national HIV response will be ineffective if specific sub-populations continue to be
ignored and criminalized.
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid page 24. Deering KN, Amin A, Shoveller J, et al. Ibid.
UNAIDS. 2017. Country factsheets: Bangladesh. http://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/bangladesh
Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences, on her mission to Bangladesh (20–29
May 2013)
UNAIDS. 2017. Country factsheets: Bangladesh. http://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/bangladesh
Available from https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/sites/unicef.org.bangladesh/files/2018-10/NSP 4th 2018-2022_draft-250517-2.pdf
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1.2.2. Indonesia
The context of sex work
UNAIDS reports that there are 230,000 female sex workers in Indonesia. In Jambi, on the
island of Sumatra, sex workers are found on the streets, in hotels, karaoke bars, and other bars.
Jambi’s two red light areas (Pulosidung and Langit Biru) were temporarily closed in 2014 under a
new local law forbidding prostitution in Jambi, but the brothels have since reopened and about
80% of the sex workers have returned to the brothels, subject to restrictions on lights and noise
and drug use. While sex work is not legally recognized, it has been tolerated and even regulated,
and at between US$1B and 3B, it is a significant part of the economy.

Sex work and the law
Sex work in Indonesia has not been legally recognized, and currently there are attempts
to criminalize sex work and close sex work venues throughout Indonesia. The main obstacle for
SWs in Jambi is District Regulation No. 2, which bans prostitution. Arrests are carried out by law
enforcement officers, government social services, and local sub-district heads. Those arrested are
sent directly to rehabilitation institutions. Condoms are used as evidence of sexual transactions.
Anti-prostitution efforts have been based on a circular from the social ministry, “Indonesia is free of
prostitution 2019,” which referred to a number of regional anti-prostitution regulations.
Indonesia passed an anti-trafficking law in 2007 addressing a range of economic sectors including
domestic work, forced labor, and debt bondage, but enforcement mostly targets sex workers.
APNSW member organization OPSI reports that FSW are often arrested and charged under the
trafficking law.

Discrimination and violence against sex workers
From 2018 to April 2019, parliamentary and presidential campaigns and elections were held,
and so many political parties made attempts to criminalize key populations in the fight against
HIV, including female sex workers (FSW). FSW have resisted the government by affiliating with
other women’s movements, and, sex workers sometimes hid for a while until the conclusion of the
elections. Jambi is a small city where everyone knows each other, and so the sex workers suffer
heightened stigma and discrimination. One sex worker said, “We have drinking water problems in
the brothel. I went to get drinking water from nearby places. I touched the water pump and then
some young people used cruel words to me and told me never come to use their water pump.”
Another sex workers said, “I went to the clinic to get treatment, I was sitting in the clinic waiting
area and one nurse told me never to sit in the chair. ‘You are a bad lady so you cannot sit in the
chair!’ I feel so bad but nothing to do.” A third sex worker said, “I tried to enroll my child in school
but none of the schools would admit my child.”
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Links to health and HIV
Organisasi Perubahan Sosial Indonesia (OPSI) is a national non-governmental organization
working with FSW. Jambi OPSI conducts outreach with sex workers and offers assistance to sex
workers who experience violence. Arrests make it harder for the Jambi OPSI Team to identify
where sex workers congregate, because sex work has become increasingly hidden in response
to the arrests. Indonesia has a concentrated HIV epidemic amongst FSW with prevalence of 5.3%.
New HIV cases in Jambi City rose to 8 cases in 2018 compared to the 2 new HIV cases 2017.
At the same time, funding for HIV programs is hard to come by. Indonesia is now categorized
as a middle-income country, so access to foreign funding will decrease significantly. There is no
government funding for civil society organizations in Indonesia, and this has implications for the
sustainability of OPSI’s outreach and Safety First.
UNAIDS Indonesia Fact Sheet 2017.
http://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/indonesia
Kendall, M., Razali K., Htin, K.C.W., and Shwe, Y.Y.: Sex work & HIV in Indonesia. HIV & AIDS Data Hub for Asia and Pacific, 2010.
Cited in Handayani, Samsriyaningsih. 2014. Factors Influencing Brothel-Based Female Sex Workers’ Self-Perceived Risk For HIV
Infection in Surabaya. University of Illinois at Chicago doctoral thesis in public health.
https://indigo.uic.edu/bitstream/handle/10027/18821/Handayani_Samsriyaningsih.pdf?sequence=1
United States Trafficking in Persons Report, 2008. https://2001-2009.state.gov/g/tip/rls/tiprpt/2008/105388.htm United States
Trafficking in Persons Report, 2017 https://web.archive.org/web/20170628043920/https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2017/271117.
htm
UNAIDS Indonesia Fact Sheet 2017. http://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/indonesia

15

1.2.3. Myanmar
The context of sex work
Sex workers in Myanmar meet clients in massage parlors, nightclubs and dance bars,
karaoke parlors, hotels, and on the streets. Transgender sex workers are generally street-based,
while FSW have more options for workplaces.

Sex work and the law
The Suppression of Prostitution Act 1949 is the law governing prosecution for the act of
prostitution. It defines offences for soliciting, living on the earnings of prostitution, procuring
persons to engage in prostitution, owning or managing a brothel or renting premises for use as
a brothel, and aiding and abetting prostitution. Under the act, sex workers can face up to three
years imprisonment or be detained in a ‘prescribed centre’. Individuals responsible for owning or
managing sex work premises can be sentenced to up to five years imprisonment.
Myanmar passed an anti-trafficking law in 2005, but trafficking persists for forced labor. In
border states adjacent to China, there are reports of women being trafficked as brides. AMA
reports that FSW in border areas of Myanmar are often arrested and charged under the trafficking
law. A UNDP report examining the impact of law, policy and enforcement practices on sex work
found that sex workers experienced regular extortion, arrest and incarceration at the hands of the
police. In 2006, a regional study of 828 MSM and male sex workers in Myanmar found nearly 13%
of MSM and 30% of male sex workers reported police harassment in the past 30 days. 15% of MSM
and 26% of male sex workers reported being beaten or forced to have sex in the past year. Police
sometimes misuse existing laws to extort money from MSM, transgender persons and sex workers.
Many sex workers do not know their rights and have little or no legal knowledge, which makes
them especially vulnerable to police intimidation and harassment. They are reluctant to challenge
police abuses because they fear further aggravating the police. The laws and policies currently
governing sex work in Myanmar greatly affect sex workers’ vulnerability to violence and HIV.

Discrimination and violence against sex workers
Sex workers face disproportionate levels of violence in Myanmar, and not only from police.
Gender inequality, stigma, and discrimination against sex work enables the police, clients, intimate
partners, and general society to perpetrate violence against sex workers with impunity. Within this
environment, sex workers are less able to access health or legal support services in response to
incidents of violence. Sex workers face substantial barriers to accessing HIV prevention, treatment
and care services, largely due to stigma and discrimination, punitive legal environments, and client
and police-related violence and abuses. These social, legal and economic factors contribute to
their high risk of acquiring HIV and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs).
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Links to health and HIV
UNAIDS estimates the number of FSW in Myanmar at 66,000. Although much progress has
been made over the past decade in reducing HIV prevalence, Myanmar continues to experience
an epidemic where sex workers remain one of the populations most affected by HIV; HIV
prevalence amongst FSW is 14.6%.
An unpublished 2017 baseline survey conducted by APNSW and AMA found that 54.6% FSW
respondents reported that they experienced violence from clients in the past year and 49.6%
experienced police violence. 34.5% of transgender sex workers reported experiencing violence
from clients and 44.7% reported experiencing police violence. As transgender sex workers
typically meet clients on the street, they face more violence from police because of their visibility.
Additionally, both female and transgender sex workers face high levels of violence from intimate
partners.
World Vision Australia. Traffick Report: Myanmar.
https://www.worldvision.com.au/docs/default-source/publications/human-rights-and-trafficking/trafficking-report-myanmar.pdf
Barr, Heather. 21 March 2019. It’s a Booming Business: Traffficking Myanmar ‘Brides’ to China. First published in Women’s eNews.
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/its-booming-business-trafficking-myanmar-brides-china
UNAIDS, UNFPA, and UNDP. 2012. Sex work and the law in Asia and the Pacific, pages 141-146.
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/hivaids/English/HIV-2012-SexWorkAndLaw.pdf
The Asia Pacific Coalition on Male Sexual Health (APCOM) and UNAIDS (2008). HIV and associated risk behaviors among men
who have sex with men in the Asia and Pacific region: Implications for policy and programming (Working Draft). Bangkok, UNAIDS,
cited in UNAIDS, UNDP, APCOM, Evidence to Action Myanmar Country Report 2012 https://www.undp.org/content/dam/rbap/docs/
Research & Publications/hiv_aids/rbap-hhd-2012-MSM-Snapshots-Myanmar.pdf
UNAIDS Data 2018, page 153. http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/unaids-data-2018_en.pdf
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1.2.4. Nepal
The context of sex work
Sex work in Nepal takes place in hotels, residences, brothels (typically with fewer than ten
sex workers), massage parlors, dance bars, and other entertainment venues. The number of FSW
in Nepal ranged between 43,829 and 54,207 according to national data estimates and the most
recent population size estimation (2016.)

Sex work and the law
Sex work is highly suppressed in Nepal. It is an offence to engage the services of a sex
worker. The Human Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act, 2064 (2008) defines trafficking
as “selling or purchasing a person for any purpose, forcing someone into prostitution with or
without benefit; extracting human organs except in accordance with law; and finally, to go in for
prostitution.” The law specifically includes ‘to go in for prostitution’ in the definition of trafficking.
This inclusion in the definition of human trafficking has made prostitution an offence. Nepal is a
signatory to the SAARC anti-trafficking convention, which focuses on sexual exploitation. Antihuman trafficking laws have been applied broadly to extend to third parties and clients. FSW are
often arrested and charged under the trafficking law.
Sex workers are arrested for public order offences, and condoms are confiscated as
evidence of sex work.
The Supreme Court did strike down a provision that provided lesser punishment for rape
of a prostitute as discriminatory and unconstitutional. The judgment observed that “prostitution is
a profession or occupation irrespective of whether or not it is legal” and given the Constitutional
right to choose one’s own profession and the Constitutional guarantee of equality, sex workers
should not be discriminated against in the criminal law with respect to rape.
The Constitution of Nepal has anti-discrimination provisions and protection against
inequality. It provides for measures for affirmative action that may be undertaken for the
protection, empowerment or development of socially or culturally underdeveloped women. The
non-discrimination provisions include equal lineage rights for women, and the right not to be
subject to physical, mental, sexual or other forms of exploitation and violence. Despite this, sex
workers face exclusion, discrimination, violence by state and non-state actors.

Discrimination and violence against sex workers
Sex workers are very marginalized socially, politically and economically excluded,
increasing their vulnerability to violence and abuse. For example, the concerns of sex workers
have not been favourably considered by the government and rights-based organizations. However
in the past few years, more FSW groups are coming forward to advocate for their rights. In this
context, Jagriti Mahila Maha Sangha (JMMS), an NGO based in Kathmandu, reached out to FSW
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groups to call on the State to advance a normative framework for SWs as a vulnerable population.
JMMS understood that realizing the human rights of FSW could be a useful tool to reduce acts
of discrimination against women including FSW. JMMS sought to provide legal recourse against
violations of women’s human rights.
Women in sex work face a high degree of violence and abuse from law enforcement. A
study conducted in 2011 found that 89% of the 75 sex workers surveyed reported having faced
violence from law enforcement. JMMS documented sexual violence by the police in Kathmandu in
2013. Sex workers stated that abuse of authority by the police makes it difficult for sex workers to
refuse sex with the police. The most common forms of abuse were threats, intimidation, and abuse
of power by the police, most often to extort money or free sex. Police officials used the possession
of condoms to arrest and detain sex workers, to extort money or sex, to abuse them, and to force
FSW to pay heavy fines or deposits for their release. Police officers recorded video clips of sex
workers in custody and used this against them. Police also called families of sex workers to the
police station, thereby revealing their work identity and exposing them to greater stigma and
discrimination. Sex workers stated that they had to pay heavy fines to the police as a condition of
release from jail.
The uncertain legal status of sex work, coupled with social stigma, leads to a high
level of violence toward sex workers from both state and non-state parties in Nepal. Sex
workers report that once their identity is known in smaller towns and villages, they face daily
harassment, discrimination and exclusion from social life. They bear the brunt of abuse from
people including family and neighbours, shopkeepers and other service providers. Verbal abuse,
including gendered and sexualised epithets, threats and verbal intimidation are hurled by family,
neighbours, clients, and members of the public. Sex workers face sexual abuse by people
posing as clients, as well as those seeking sexual favours in response for providing services (e.g.
landlords).

Links to health and HIV
Sex workers are vulnerable to violence during work and to compromised access to health
legal, and other services. They face discrimination while seeking legal redress when faced with
violence or exploitative practices at work. Sex workers experiencing rape and other forms of
violence from non-paying clients or managers state that they cannot approach the police for fear
of further abuse and reprisals. Sex workers going to hospitals after rape prefer to hide the cause of
their injuries to escape ridicule and harassment from health care providers.
Despite the high levels of violence faced by sex workers, the national program for FSW
focuses solely on HIV. HIV prevalence among the adult population in the country is low, below 1%.
Heterosexual sex is the most common route of transmission, which has implications for FSW.
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Information in this paragraph is from National HIV Estimates, NCASC, 2016, as included in the UNAIDS Country Progress Report for
Nepal, 2017. http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/country/documents/NPL_2018_countryreport.pdf
UNODC. 2011.
Shreshta P., Prostitution and Public Health: Various Forms of Regulating Methods - An Analysis of Current Legal
Responses to Prostitution in Nepal. Available from http://childhub.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/prostitute_
ph_0607pdf?file=1&type=node&id=17784. Cited in Global Commission on HIV and the Law, 2011, Regional Issues Brief, Law
and Practices Relating to Criminalization of People living with HIV and Key Populations Vulnerable to HIV, page 12. https://
hivlawcommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/IssuesBrief_Criminalization.pdf
The terms ‘underdeveloped’ and ‘backward’ are used in Nepal to refer to structurally and economically deprived and deeply
marginalized minorities, often members of tribal ethnic minorities in remote rural communities.
Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Working Group, 2017. A Common Framework for Gender Equality & Social Inclusion.
International Development Partners Group, Nepal, page 11. https://www.undp.org/content/dam/nepal/docs/generic/GESI%20
framework%20Report_Final_2017.pdf
Devkota S. (2011) Validation of the Nepal Chapter from the Regional UNDP-UNFPA-UNAIDS-APNSW Draft Report on Legal
Environments, Human Rights and HIV responses among Sex Workers in Asia and the Pacific (unpub.) Cited in UNDP, 2012, Sex
Work and the Law in Asia and the Pacific, page 75. https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/hivaids/English/HIV-2012SexWorkAndLaw.pdf
Information in this paragraph is from National HIV Estimates, NCASC, 2016, as included in the UNAIDS Country Progress Report for
Nepal, 2017. http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/country/documents/NPL_2018_countryreport.pdf
WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, NSWP, World Bank & UNDP. 2013. Ibid pages 26-35.
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2. The Safety First intervention
Safety First is a 2-year project to reduce violence against sex workers. The goal of Safety
First is to reduce VASW through legal assistance, documentation of human rights violations, and
sex worker-directed advocacy. Safety First programming includes human rights documentation,
legal rights training, legal services and a crisis hotline. APNSW implements the Safety First project
with four well-respected and well established partner organizations: HIV AIDS Research and
Welfare Centre (HARC, Bangladesh), Organisasi Perubahan Sosial Indonesia (OPSI, Indonesia),
Aye Myanmar Association (AMA, Myanmar) and Jagriti Mahila Mahasang Sanghta (JMMS, Nepal).
Over the past 2 years, APNSW has provided intensive technical support to all 4 organizations,
including program development and implementation, financial management systems, and
strengthening governance structures. The anticipated outcomes of Safety First include:
• Greater knowledge among sex workers about, and improved access to, quality crisis
support, including through referrals;
• Sex workers having increased knowledge of human rights,
• Increased use of collective action by sex workers to prevent and respond to violence
against sex workers, including through advocacy for structural change to reduce their
vulnerability;
• Local and national police and law enforcement becoming better informed about sex
worker rights, and better data about VASW, with data being used to hold police
accountable; and
• Establishment of peer learning mechanisms for sex workers, and the use of these
mechanisms to build collective mobilization for sex workers’ human rights.
Sex-worker led, community-based empowerment strategies have proven successful and
cost-effective in reducing the prevalence of HIV and violence among sex workers. This approach
was first used by the Ashodaya project in India, and then adapted and implemented by AMA,
an organization of sex workers in Myanmar. Based on their experiences, AMA then identified
key factors for the successful reduction of violence; their information was drawn from periodic
meetings, including focus group discussions, with sex worker members. These key factors are:
• greater collective agency among SWs,
• enhanced self-esteem and self-efficacy contributing to sex workers’ increased uptake of
crisis response mechanisms, and
• relationship-building with stakeholders to reduce stigma, discrimination and violence.
Three evidence-based strategies drive Safety First:
1. Sex-worker-led, community empowerment approaches,
2. Multi-sectoral coordination, and
3. Institutionalization of partnership with police and law enforcement.
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APNSW has supported expansion of this anti-violence programming to four countries,
under the name of Safety First. Sex work is criminalized in all four countries and therefore special
measures have been taken to ensure ethical programming and safety of participants.
Safety First is based on rights-based interventions that were designed by female sex
workers. The Safety First interventions are based on sex workers’ recommendations and feedback
for the most effective local interventions across all four countries. Safety First involves five peerled service components, including a safe space, peer group discussions, peer outreach, a hotline,
and paralegal services including the documentation of human rights violations. In addition, other
elements include meetings with lawyers, advocacy with police, legal services, and documentation
of human rights violations. The components work together, each reinforcing the other components,
to fight violence against sex workers.
Safety First relies on community mobilization and empowerment, and is an example of
what APNSW calls ‘learning by doing.’ Learning-by-doing is a peer learning mechanism relying
on reciprocal interaction based on trust and commitment. Peer-to-peer learning is effective with
groups like sex workers who may have varying levels of education, literacy, and numeracy. Sex
worker organizations have long relied on peer outreach and education, and learning-by-doing
extends this beyond peer education about condoms to engaging sex workers themselves as local
and regional stakeholders acting to realize their human rights.
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Figure 1. Elements of Safety First’s anti-violence programming

Every location has a safe space that is open typically on regular working days. Safe spaces are
special rooms in project offices where sex workers can rest and receive special services. Safety
First starts with know-your-rights trainings and legal education held in the safe space. Sex workers
trained to be paralegals offer legal counseling in the safe space every working day. Everyone who
attends receive intensive legal counseling, and legal literacy training.
The safe space was initially intended to function as a crisis center and can be entirely
private to ensure confidentiality. However, in the course of implementing Safety First, it was found
that sex workers come to the safe spaces for different reasons, such as rest, information gathering,
sharing experiences and interacting with fellow sex workers. It was found that after being
victimized, sex workers did not go to the safe space but instead sought other services like medical
support, legal services, and/or counseling. Some sex workers came to the safe spaces after being
released from jail, mainly for economical support to go back to their families. During the project
period a total of 847 female sex workers used the safe space facilities.
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Figure 2. The number of sex workers who used the safe spaces
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Monthly focus group discussions (FGD) are held in the safe spaces. Each month between 15 and
20 sex workers meet in the project sites to discuss various issues including the current situation
regarding VASW and changes on the ground. The information shared determines the future
strategies adopted and any programmatic changes based on what works well and what does
not work in the field. The discussions function as a community-led project monitoring system for
Safety First.

Figure 3. The number of sex worker participants in group discussions
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Once a month, a lawyer meets sex workers at the safe space to explain court procedures, legal
language, the rights of a person who has been arrested, and how sex workers should respond if
they face police harassment or arrests.
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Figure 4. The number of sex workers who attended lawyers’ presentations
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Safety First relies heavily on the work of paralegals, all of whom are sex workers who have
received training to become paralegals. At the outset, each partner organization has recruited
three peer outreach workers for a Rapid Action Team (RAT). All RAT members have been trained
as paralegals. Their work has numerous facets, including outreach in the field, legal education for
other sex workers, responding to hotline calls and direct calls from sex workers, and documenting
human rights violations.
The paralegal and outreach workers offer a good example of learning-by-doing: all are
sex workers and have no academic law training. The paralegals learn their jobs by doing the
practical work of human rights documentation, explaining the law and the court process to other
sex workers, and supporting FSW victims of violence. Initially, there may be a need for close
supervision, as in the case of human rights documentation and legal education, but sex workers
recruited and hired to be paralegal outreach workers quickly grasp the needs of their positions
and the utility of the skills being developed, and the importance of the information shared.
Paralegal outreach is the backbone of Safety First. Outreach is undertaken at the various sex work
venues to tell people about the services of Safety First and to build trust within the community.
The hotline number is shared, as are RAT member direct mobile telephone numbers. These 12
paralegals of the RAT reached 3,320 sex workers through outreach activities.
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Figure 5. The number of sex workers reached by paralegals
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All RAT members carry mobile phones. Sex workers call the hotline or the individual members of
the RAT when they experience violence or witness violence against another sex worker. The RAT
responds to hotline calls and goes to police stations and court when sex workers are arrested.
Nearly all sex workers in the four Safety First sites use mobile telephones. Safety First partners
in each of the four countries established a central hotline, and all the paralegals have their own
phones. Community members typically have both the paralegals’ phone numbers and the hotline
number. The hotline is accessible in nearly all situations.

Figure 6. The number of hotline calls from sex workers
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Most of the sex workers use the paralegals’ phone numbers to communicate with them or to report
any issues, and so their numbers act as a secondary hotline for crisis management. However, calls
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directly to the paralegals are not recorded as hotline calls. These numbers reflect calls to the
central hotline number only, and so do not reflect all calls received in response to crises.
Sex workers call the hotline or paralegals directly to report violent incidents and police
harassment and arrests. When a sex worker reports experiencing violence, the paralegal
documents the details and helps the sex worker to access medical care when necessary. If legal
proceedings will be made, including reporting the incident to the police, the paralegal will assist.
When a sex worker is arrested and calls the hotline or an individual outreach worker, a
paralegal from the RAT will meet her at the police station to advocate for her release. When sex
workers are arrested, not all arrests go to court; approximately half the time, sex workers are
released either before being taken to the police station or from the police station. If paralegals
arrive at the police station before the arrest is written up or sent to court, in approximately half
of all incidents the arrested sex worker is released from the police station. People who are not
released typically have police records of drug abuse or previous arrests and/or convictions of
crime.
RAT members proceed with representation in court or pursuing legal action on behalf of
the sex worker(s) involved, and arrange representation by an attorney when necessary. Safety
First has ensured that an attorney is always standing by to provide legal advice and pro-bono
representation when sex workers go to court. In its first two years, the Safety First project provided
legal representation in 207 court cases.

Figure 7. The number of court cases receiving legal support
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The paralegals found that the sex workers in the community level are now aware of this legal aid
service. In all four countries, as in other countries, there are also informal networks among sex
workers. Community members follow the progress of these cases through this informal web. These
27

cases build confidence among sex workers; they realize now that they are not alone, and that
there are people to help them.
The paralegals also document human rights violations. Sex worker community experts
developed a violence document reporting form during the initial APNSW regional training about
Safety First; this form is used by the paralegals of the RAT. The information collected is used for
evidence-based advocacy. Prior to the implementation of Safety First, there were no good data
on violence to use in advocacy. During the first two years of Safety First, 179 incidents of human
rights violations against sex workers were documented in the 4 countries involved. This qualitative
information was analyzed by APNSW and is now being used for advocacy. For example, AMA
uses this data in meetings with government representatives. Additionally, each country partner
presented their information about human rights violations during advocacy meetings with police,
and discussed with police how they can stop these kinds of human rights violations.

Figure 8. The number of human rights violation cases documented
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The RAT also advocates with police. Advocacy and sensitization meetings take place in police
stations. This aim of these advocacy sessions with police is to reduce the number of sex workers
being arrested, by sensitizing police to the marginalization and stigmatization facing sex
workers and ways in which police harassment and criminalization further promote sex workers’
marginalization. Additional advocacy meetings take place with high-level commanding officers to
try to create an opportunity for sex workers to discuss their issues with the police department in a
kind of cultural exchange between law enforcement and sex workers.
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Figure 9. The number of police officers reached through advocacy
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Police officers are a very important part of the Safety First project. Law enforcement
have the power to stop police violence and to help sex workers to reduce violence from clients,
partners and others. During the first two years of Safety First, APNSW country partners conducted
educational sessions and awareness activities on human rights and violence with 693 police
officers.
APNSW country partners found great differences between higher-level commanding officers
and street-level police. Street level police are mainly responsible for violence because they
perceive sex workers from a moral viewpoint; they know that sex work is illegal, and therefore
sex workers should be punished. However, higher-ranking police think more from a human rights
standpoint. Considering this, advocacy now focuses on street-level police, who make most arrests
of sex workers.

29

3. Outcomes of Safety First
Safety First has been implemented only for 18 months, but has already made immense
changes in the lives of sex workers. Information about changes in the lives of sex workers was
learned during the monthly group discussions and workshops held in early 2019 to assess the
progress of Safety First programming. Examples from each project are included.

3.1. Changes in the lives of sex workers
Overall changes
Safety First is the first comprehensive community-led, sex-worker-led violence response project
and as such has brought real changes to the lives of sex workers and the whole community
overall. Important improvements in the lives of sex workers were reported in all four countries,
including:
• Less acceptance of violence, and sex workers are quicker to identify violence
• Sex workers have greater awareness of human rights
• Sex workers fight intimate partner violence (IPV)
• Sex workers have greater awareness of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR)
and more information about health
• More organizing and collective action by sex workers, and increased solidarity,
• Better relationships with law enforcement
• Improved relationships and collaboration with NGOs and women’s agencies
• Sex workers developed an improved sense of community and undertook collective action
to mobilize for their rights.
• Sex workers feel ownership of the project.
These changes culminate in an overall
increase in sex workers’ empowerment. The
monthly focus group discussion (FGD) held
by each organization also led to increased
awareness and understanding of the services
offered through Safety First and other projects.
This meant that sex workers had learned
about their legal rights through the legal
education aspect and also understood that
the local partner organization would help with
arrests and court cases; sex workers were
eager to avail themselves of these services. This
increase in uptake was not limited to legal services; as sex workers learned about health they
were eager to access care including HIV testing, and sex workers influenced the project through
their own input, as will be described below.
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Sex workers benefited from monthly FGDs, including learning to recognize the issue of
VASW, and through sharing their experiences. Sharing with SW peers promoted intimacy within
the group and helped to empower them to raise their voices both in their community and as a
community. In addition, FGD participants determine the course of Safety First interventions through
group decisions, and Safety First staff are all sex workers. In this way, sex workers govern Safety
First, and feel ownership of the project.
Changes have occurred in sex workers’ personal lives as well. A striking finding is that in
each of the four countries, APNSW partners report addressing domestic violence and financial
abuse. This represents a great change because before this project, sex workers generally
accepted intimate partner violence (IPV) as part of relationships with husbands and boyfriends.
However, after implementing Safety First, sex workers in each location turned to the local partner
organization for assistance with IPV, and received counseling and support. In Bangladesh for
example, sex workers have started supporting each other not only in the meetings but in their
home neighborhoods, and when a sex worker faces violence in her home, other sex workers
will come to her assistance to stop physical abuse. In addition to stepping in to stop violence by
boyfriends and husbands, sex workers come together to stop violence from clients and people
on the street when someone is hurting or harassing a sex worker in their neighborhood. Stopping
IPV is a new type of collective action for sex workers in Bangladesh. This reflects a high level of
solidarity among sex workers where there was once great competition.
In all four countries, improvements in SW’s workplaces were reported. In Bangladesh
and Nepal, after the implementation of Safety First, verbal and physical abuse in sex workers’
workplaces, as from managers, supervisors, and other third parties, has declined in part because
they know that HARC and JMMS will respond to VASW from management and supervisors as well
as from clients. In Myanmar, AMA’s crisis team can enter any venue, including the most restricted,
such as soundproofed rooms in karaoke parlors, where mobile phones may be the only way to
call for help. In Indonesia, OPSI worked with local women’s organizations to re-open the red light
area brothels that were closed in 2014, so women could resume their income-generating activities.
Safety First led to a greater understanding of human rights among sex workers. Workers
now have the confidence to ask police why arrests are being made, and to demand better working
conditions. In addition to learning about human rights, Safety First participants have also learned
more about health in general, not limited to sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR).
While SRHR is critical for sex workers, when health programs neglect general health and only
address sexually transmitted infections (STI), sex workers get the message that sex workers are
seen only as vectors of infection. Inclusion of general health information confirms that SWs are
people deserving of health care, both in general and, importantly, when they have been victims of
violence.
When sex workers have been victimized or arrested, the sex worker community comes to
their aid, sometimes going to the police station in the case of arrests, and assisting in other ways
when sex workers are victims of violence or other abuse. This is a new development in Safety First
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sites, only seen since the implementation of the project. This action in support of other sex workers
demonstrates great solidarity and willingness to act collectively.
In each location, APNSW partners work with sex workers to address the issues the sex
workers identify as priorities. This means that in each location, some programming will be similar
and some will be unique to their location. For example, in Jambi, Indonesia, OPSI has taken on two
initiatives that seem separate from Safety First, but which responded to sex workers’ problems.
OPSI worked with the Integrated Service Center for Women’s and Children’s Empowerment
(P2TP2A) to re-open the brothel areas that had been closed in 2014. Women who had moved to
other parts of town or returned to their home villages have returned to the brothel areas to work
there again. OPSI has also helped 145 sex workers obtain national identity cards, which are key to
accessing government health clinics and other benefits.

3.2. Changes in police behavior
Safety First partner NGOs in each country meet with local police on a regular basis. These
meetings have also yielded results; in each country, police have learned about the situations
facing sex workers, including human rights. In each country, the meetings have led to improved
relationships with the police, and sustained educational efforts by local partners have led police to
become more aware of the human rights of sex workers.
Each APNSW partner organization tailors their activities to the local situation. In Jambi,
Indonesia, for example, the police and various NGOs are starting to see each other as resources.
Following OPSI’s work with police
on VASW, OPSI has given over 200
FSWs identity cards that say that
they work for OPSI, which they
show to police and which police
respect. In turn, fewer arrests are
being made, especially of people
carrying the OPSI worker cards.
After repeated meetings, police
in Kathmandu, Nepal are much
friendlier and more helpful now.
Before Safety First the police were
rude to both NGO staff and sex
workers; now police have promised
JMMS that if they arrest any sex workers, they will consult with JMMS before taking further actions.
Sex workers in Bangladesh report also less police violence since HARC conducted 21 advocacy
meetings with 241 police officers. However, sexual violence and bribery continue to be serious
problems. Changes may be most dramatic in Myanmar, where police are arresting fewer sex
workers overall, and where police have begun to call AMA when sex workers are brought in to
police stations. In Myanmar, AMA is expanding its work to include judges, and sex workers have
learned how to shift the burden of proof regarding prostitution charges to the law enforcement
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officer. In effect, this means that prostitution is not treated as a status crime under which anyone
known to be a prostitute could be arrested; instead, the officer has to prove to the judge that the
arrested person has actually committed prostitution.

Voices from the field
Lipi is a sex worker in Bangladesh who has been arrested twice. The story of Lipi’s two arrests
highlights the changes in police behavior since Safety First began:
My name is Lipi, I’m in sex work over the last 7 years and I am 27 years old. Over the last
7 years I faced many different types of violence, but the most terrible experience was with
police. In my last 7 years working life I was arrested twice. The first time was 5 years ago,
and at that time I was new in sex work; there were many things I did not understand. Police
asked me for money but I had no money and I could not give them money. After that I was
in the police station for a night where the two police officers had sex with me during the
night and then next morning, they transferred me to the court. I had no one to help me,
I did not understand what I should do! I was sent to jail for 15 days. I did not have problems
in jail but I had a one-year-old daughter and she faced serious problems. One of my relatives
took care of her but she was poor too, so my daughter did not get proper food for many days.
When I came back from jail after 15 days, I had no money. I was afraid to do sex work too,
so I spent many days without food.
The second time I was arrested was a year ago, I was arrested with a client. Police only
arrested me and did not say anything to client. However, when police put me in the car and
car was going to police station on the way I remember [HARC paralegal]’s phone number.
I called her from the car and tell her to help me. I also told her which police station they were
taking me. [The paralegal] came to police station before me as my police van went many
different places in the city. Before I got to the police station the paralegal had already talked
with officer in charge about me. I don’t know what she did with police station but I got released
immediately from the police station. It was a great help for me. Since then I volunteer with
HARC and tell everyone about my experience and help from HARC.
The first time Lipi was arrested, she was raped by police officers in the police station because she
had no money with which to bribe the police officers to release her. She spent a fortnight in jail and
her small child did not receive enough food during that time. The second time Lipi was arrested,
she called HARC’s paralegal. The paralegal was already at the police station when Lipi arrived
and Lipi was released right away. She credits HARC with the transformation of police behavior.
These are enormous changes in places where sex workers were previously the prey of
local law enforcement. Each successful step has lead to the next step, so even in places where
Safety First started after other projects were running, like Indonesia, measurable progress is
already being seen. An AMA program officer said, “We have seen an increase in cooperation
between sex workers and police, police now have more knowledge on sex worker rights, and the
AMA hotline is proving really effective. Sex workers understand their rights and the tools AMA
provides them with, and they are not afraid to stand up to and challenge violence against them.”
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3.3. Changes in civil society organizations
Changes overall include working with a wide variety of other organizations, including feminist
organizations and health care providers, as well as working with government departments and
representatives, with the police and also relevant ministries. APNSW Safety First country partners
work with more feminist organizations and service organizations in each country, and also with
additional APNSW partners beyond Safety First.
In each of the four Safety First roll-out countries, sex worker organizations have
undertaken new anti-violence work with feminist organizations, government agencies, and other
NGOs. These include local government offices related to women, like P2TP2A in Jambi, Indonesia,
health services, educational organizations, and anti-trafficking organizations.

Stories from the field
A minor in Nepal described how JMMS helped her leave a trafficking situation. “T” left
school before she was 14 years old because her impoverished family did not have money
for school. She left her family in her home district and moved to Kathmandu to work in
a hotel selling sex. She learned about Facebook and met a local man from her home
district. After spending a night with him in a hotel, she moved in with his family. However,
this was an abusive situation in which she was beaten by her boyfriend and his mother
so much that she attempted suicide. After her suicide attempt, she was taken to a police
station and then returned to Kathmandu, still only 14 years old, to sell sex. In international
law, people under 18 years old are considered trafficked if they are involved in the sex
trades. JMMS worked with an anti-trafficking organization, Chhori, to help T. T can live
in the organization’s shelter until she is 18 years old. Her story demonstrates a good
working relationship with this feminist organization.
APNSW partners have increased collaborations with other sex worker organizations in their
countries. For example, AMA has collaborated with 14 other sex worker organizations in Myanmar,
and JMMS has reinforced relationships with their 27 member organizations. Internationally, in
addition to the Safety First collaboration, there is another APNSW collaboration with member
organizations in 5 countries: The second project is known as Key Population Research and
Advocacy (KPRA) Project. This project is jointly implemented by HARC (Bangladesh), Women’s
Network for Unity (Cambodia), OPSI (Indonesia), AMA (Myanmar), and the Vietnamese Network of
Sex Workers (VNSW) (Vietnam). The five organizations collaborate and have a strong professional
relationship.
HARC works with the National Human Rights Commission of Bangladesh to combat
VASW. HARC’s greatest change to report in its relationships with other organizations is that other
organizations now hire sex workers from HARC for outreach, and as supervisors. Thirty-four sex
workers have moved from HARC to work for other organizations. Hiring FSWs is a major change,
which demonstrates that the well-trained FSW employees of HARC are now respected enough to
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overcome stigma and discrimination against sex workers.
In Indonesia, OPSI has conducted joint activities, such as advocating the impact of closing
localization and assisting violence services together with government agencies through the
Integrated Service Center for Women and Children Empowerment (P2TP2A). OPSI has helped
FSW obtain national ID cards, which are required to access many government agencies. OPSI
has functioned as a liaison for sex workers attempting to use government and NGO services, and
sex workers have pursued
secondary education,
accessed national health
insurance, accessed health
care and SRHR services,
benefitted from services for
victims of VAW, and more,
through OPSI’s collaborations
with many other agencies
and organizations in Jambi.

In Myanmar, since the beginning of this project, AMA has set up formal collaborations with
14 sex workers groups/organizations. New groups/organizations are increasingly interested in
being involved with Safety First because of its success challenging VASW.
In Nepal, JMMS strengthened relationships with all 27 JMMS member CBOs in Nepal and
encouraged them to include VASW in their national agenda. This advocacy led to a grant from
the Red Umbrella Fund. Additionally, JMMS worked with feminist movements and co-ordinated
with national level rights-based organizations to promote meaningful participation on different
meetings and workshops, and interactive programs organized by the Forum for Women, Law and
Development (FWLD), Women’s Rehabilitation Center (WOREC), South Asian Sex Worker Network
(SWASA) Nepal and others. JMMS worked with these allies and they submitted a shadow report
as a group on the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW).

3.4. Other major changes, including national-level advocacy
and policy reforms
The most significant change is the realization that VASW can be combatted successfully Sex
workers, their organizations, and other NGOs had been resigned to addressing violence after
the fact rather than working to reduce or end VASW. However, Safety First has changed this
perception. Now most of sex workers organizations/groups believe that it is possible to reduce
violence and they have become involved in violence reduction activities. While this may not be
structural or comprehensive, sex workers and organization are discussing advocacy and activities
to end violence. The belief that progress can be made fighting VASW has galvanized Safety First
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implementers, while other organizations have become more supportive of Safety First and more
involved, for example through referrals to Safety First. In this way Safety First has contributed to a
more favorable environment for SWs.
Advocacy addressing law enforcement has been effective, but is very different from
advocacy addressing the actual laws. JMMS’ work with Nepal’s feminist community on CEDAW
has had remarkable results laying the groundwork for a national campaign for legal reform. In
Bangladesh, during the national sex workers’ conference, great strides were also made toward
law reform: Dr. Meghna Guhathakurta, a member of the National Human Rights Commission
of Bangladesh, spoke about working with the Government of Bangladesh to reform the law on
discrimination to prevent stigma and discrimination based on occupation, race, gender, class and
or color. Dr. Meghna also informed the conference that sex workers are welcome at the human
rights commission if their rights are violated in Bangladesh.
Of the four countries, Myanmar is farthest along in addressing policy. Sex workers have
been working for law reform in Myanmar since 2012, through informal discussions among key
population leaders and members of parliament (MP). Through this advocacy effort, challenges and
issues faced by the sex workers were compiled and brought to parliament as questions to discuss
further. In 2013, a positive change was started and the issue was handled by a special committee
for reforming the laws.
In the same year, one of the MPs called for prostitution to be decriminalized; unfortunately,
this was rejected by the government. Starting in 2016, a series of meetings were held in the
capital city, Nay Pyi Taw, toward the process of law reform. At first, an agreement was reached
to modify the sex worker law from 1949. At that time, the focal ministry was the Ministry of Home
Affairs. However, in 2017, it was decided to formulate a new law for sex workers and the focal
ministry became the Ministry of Social Welfare, Release and Resettlement, under the mandate of
State Counselor. The ministry is taking responsibility to make amendments to the law in order to
protect sex workers. All the stakeholders involved in the reform process actively participated in
the meetings and gave their comments on the issues. A large number of stakeholders are included
in the process, including relevant government ministries such as the Ministry of Social Welfare,
Release and Resettlement; the Ministry of Home Affairs (police force, general administration
department, prisons department); the Ministry of Health and Sports (National AIDS Program,
Department of Public Health); the office of the Attorney General; the Supreme Court; legal experts,
community representatives from Sex Workers in Myanmar (SWiM), AMA, and Phoenix Association;
and UNAIDS and UNFPA.
After lengthy discussion, a consensus of all the stakeholders was reached and changes
were made to the law addressing sex work. Although decriminalization was not agreed upon, if the
revised law is confirmed by parliament, there will be less punishment of sex workers. Under the
new law, instead of imprisonment following immediately after a first arrest and conviction, there
will be three distinct stages. The draft law was submitted to Parliament for discussion at the end of
2017. The process is currently pending -- Myanmar’s move toward reforming sex work law is part of
a larger social, economic and legal reform process – but success is anticipated in the near future.
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4. Visibility of Safety First
The Global Network of Sex Work Projects
(NSWP) included Bangladesh’s HARC’s work
in a best practice document. HARC has also
presented project findings in many meetings
and workshops in-country and at the regional
level. In Bangladesh, whenever issues of
violence against sex workers arise, HARC
speaks out about Safety First. The project
was presented during Bangladesh’s first
national conference of sex workers in 2017,
which had the theme of “ending violence
against sex workers.” All the participants described violence as their
main problem and agreed that everybody should work to end this violence.
AMA also speaks about Safety First at relevant meetings; AMA spoke about violence in the
lives of sex workers during two high level meetings in Myanmar, where several Ministers, UN, local
and international NGOs, key population leaders, human rights groups, and women rights groups
attended.
Additionally, HARC and AMA have engaged in media sensitization and stigma reduction
campaigns. These APNSW Safety First partners work with media to protect the human rights of
sex workers and promote positive reporting, because a great deal of coverage of sex work is
negative and stigmatizing. HARC organized a daylong workshop with journalists during which
HARC paralegals presented some cases to the journalists and also analyzed how some of the
cases were presented in local newspapers. They also spoke about Safety First. In Myanmar, the
workshop for journalists was held in Mandalay; after the workshop, Mandalay TV conducted an
18-minute interview from Kaythi Win about Safety First (in Burmese). The interview was shared
through Facebook. As of May 2019, this video has been watched more than 18,000 times and
shared more than 150 times, with over 450 ‘likes’, and comments from 14 viewers. All comments
were positive and supportive.
In Indonesia, on Wednesday, April 18, 2018, Safety First was featured during a local
Indonesian radio (RRI) broadcast about the introduction of Jambi Indonesia social change
organizations and programs they have implemented, including responding to violence against sex
workers. Additionally, Jambipro Media interviewed the Jambi OPSI regarding the activities and
positive movements of the Jambi OPSI Members.
In Nepal, JMMS and Safety First staff continue to promote the project with national and
international level stakeholders including allies and donors during meetings, workshops, and
programmatic interactions. The greatest Safety First collaboration has been the submission of a
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report on CEDAW with the local feminist movement. In fact, networking with feminists and CBOs
has been a great asset for the visibility of Safety First in Nepal, including reaching:
•

Human rights groups in Kathmandu,

•

Legal support groups,

•

Forum for Women, Law and Development (FWLD),

•

Loom Nepal – women’s rights advocacy, and

•

South Asia Sex Workers Network (SWASA) Nepal.

See http://www.nswp.org/resource/smart-guide-advocacy-tools-and-resources-used-sex-worker-led-organisations-combat-violence
See https://apnsw.info/2017/08/04/bangladesh-national-conference/
https://www.facebook.com/cm.tv555/videos/280002429276772/
UzpfSTEwMDAwMjQ5Njg2OTIzMjoyMTEwMDUzNDY5MDg3ODYx/?id=100002496869232
See http://kilasjambi.com/lokalisasi-ditutup-prostitusi-di-jambi-tak-juga-redup/ (Bahasa Indonesian)
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5. Challenges and lessons learned
Challenges
There are many challenges to ending violence against sex workers. Violence can be
reduced, but it will be difficult to completely eliminate it, so the violence response system must be
maintained and strengthened as an integral component of sex worker programming. The greatest
challenge to addressing VASW is the response of local law enforcement and the government.
Hostility and dismissiveness from police and
government can severely constrain the
effectiveness of programs responding to
VASW; in contrast, a supportive government
can create an enabling environment for
reducing violence. The less-than-legal
status of sex work also presents challenges.
For example, in Indonesia, local policy
(Regional Regulation) concerning the
prohibition of prostitution can threaten
the existence of sex workers; closures of
workplaces under the policy lead to sex
workers losing their livelihood, being forced to move to new locations or to become less visible.
This can affect their access to outreach programs, putting them at risk. Unfortunately, law and
policy reform is a longer process than most donors are willing to consider.
Funding is a constant challenge. The lack of secure funding threatens the continuity of Safety
First project and the progress made through awareness building, advocacy and legal support.
Without continued support, these positive changes will very likely roll back.
The mobility of sex workers presents challenges and opportunities. Sex workers are mobile
and frequently move from one city to another. This mobility represents a challenge, in that projects
may lose strong staff and participants. However, it also offers an opportunity to scale up and move
Safety First with them to their new locations.
The challenges of mobility are not limited to sex workers. Potential allies may move. Police
officers who have become very supportive of the efforts of the Safety First program may be
transferred at any time, meaning the loss of a supportive officer. However, as the program expands
there may be opportunities to work with these supportive officers in their new locations.
Another challenge lies in mobilizing sex workers for collective actions. While collective action
is essential for success, it can sometimes be difficult to motivate sex workers to work together, in
part because sex workers are often in competition with each other for clients.
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Lessons Learned
Lessons learned include:
• Community empowerment strategies and collective actions are key to ending violence
against sex workers.
• Group discussions including FGD have proven to be a potent tool in the long process of
community empowerment.
• Hotlines work well, in part because nearly all sex workers and all outreach workers now
have mobile telephones.
• Learning-by-doing in the field is an effective method to transfer skills.
• Documentation of human rights violations have successfully been undertaken by trained
sex workers, and this can be expanded.
• Documentation of violence, case studies, and personal stories are important advocacy tools
to address human rights violations of FSW.
• Partnerships produce results that would be unattainable without allies.
• Media sensitization and stigma reduction campaigns are helpful.
• Legal education is a key aspect of empowerment for victims of violence and vulnerable
groups.
• Access to legal services can change the results of sex workers’ court cases.
• Advocacy with police and judges can be transformative.
• Organizations can learn from each crisis.
As violence is a multi-dimensional issue, multiple partnerships are important to end violence.
During the project period APNSW partners built meaningful partnerships with sex workers
groups, NGOs, government Ministries, and the police department. Partnerships with government
departments including for example in Myanmar the Ministry of Health and National Aids Program
have been productive. In the past, sex workers would have been scared to request help from the
government due to fear of violence from the police. Now, however, advocacy is being undertaken
with the police.
Documentation of cases is essential for evidence-based advocacy. Before the
implementation of Safety First, there was little good data on violence to use in advocacy.
Documentation of human rights violations includes qualitative information that APNSW partners
have analyzed and now use in their advocacy for advocacy purposes. These are the data
presented to police during advocacy, they are the data used in Nepal’s CEDAW review, and the
information shared with journalists and other NGOs.
Legal education, legal support and free legal counseling for FSW has been a great success.
Sex workers’ uptake of legal services was very strong across different venues and locations,
especially after a few successful cases. Legal literacy and access to legal services have had a
direct effect on community empowerment, confidence building and overall violence reduction.
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In conclusion, the success of Safety First programming demonstrates that within an enabling
environment, the Safety First method relying on community empowerment has the power to
reduce violence against sex workers and, potentially, the knock-on effects of violence including
HIV. Violence can be reduced but will be difficult to completely eliminate, so the violence response
system must be maintained and strengthened as an integral component of HIV programming.
However, this documentation also demonstrates the need to influence not only sex workers but
governments, NGOs and law enforcement in order to create an enabling environment in which sex
workers can be part of the solution to violence against sex workers.

\
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6. Recommendations
6.1. Recommendations for donors
• Fund anti-violence programming for sex workers, including responding to violence against
sex workers.
• Safety First has demonstrated successful outcomes and should be scaled up.
• Align funding priorities with the needs identified by target populations.
• Involve sex workers in funding decisions for programming with sex workers.
• Fund sex worker organizations.
• Fund long-term advocacy campaigns; policy change may require more than five years.
• Adopt and implement anti-discrimination policies that include and recognize sex workers of
all genders.

6.2. Recommendations for sex worker organizations, CBOs and NGOs
• Meet with sex workers to identify the needs of sex workers. Use these priorities when setting
up programs with and for sex workers.
• Conduct anti-violence programming including responding to violence against sex workers.
• This is especially relevant for HIV programming.
• Strengthen the capacity of sex workers and their organizations, regarding legal processes,
and advice for dealing with raids and law enforcement.
• Advocate for decriminalization of sex work and against the use of condoms as evidence or,
in some places, advocate against efforts to criminalize condoms.
• Expand Safety First coverage areas in countries where the program has been implemented.
• Sex workers in places where Safety First has not been implemented could benefit from
learning about Safety First in order to consider adapting it for their location.
• Learn about international instruments like CEDAW and the 2030 Agenda (Sustainable
Development Goals) in order to use them in advocacy with governments and donors.
• Engage in advocacy to change policies and laws that adversely affect sex workers; use
personal stories and case studies in advocacy.
• Human rights training is needed by many sex workers and CBOs. This may include visiting
other countries and cities where anti-violence projects have been undertaken.
• Engage with the media to promote positive coverage of sex workers, in order to change
negative opinions with information about the conditions of sex workers.
• Empower sex workers with information about their rights
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• Improve sex workers’ access to sexual and reproductive health, HIV and gender-based
violence services
• Adopt and implement anti-discrimination policies that include and recognize sex workers of
all genders.
• Advocate with sex workers when they meet with law enforcement; the presence of
supporters may be helpful and improve the treatment of sex workers by police.

6.3. Recommendations for Safety First implementers
• More legal service providers including trained paralegals should be hired. Hiring legal
service providers will enable expansion and scale up of Safety First.
• Increase interactions with police and law enforcement in order to monitor VASW and insist
on their investigating VASW.
• Develop and implement strategies to advocate for the decriminalization of sex work; use
personal stories and case studies in advocacy campaigns.
• Empower sex workers with information about their rights.
• Continue to use information shared in discussions to change and adapt Safety First and
other programming to the needs identified by sex workers themselves.

6.4. Recommendations for governments and law enforcement
• End impunity of perpetrators of violence against sex workers. Enforce laws against violence
when sex workers are victimized.
• Reform laws, policies, and law enforcement practices to promote the public health and
safety of sex workers in accordance with recommendations from Amnesty and UN agencies
including UNAIDS, UNDP, UNFPA, and WHO, rather than criminalizing sex work.
• Recognize and enforce the human rights of sex workers, including migrants, transgender
people, and MSM.
• Strengthen sex workers’ access to justice, and empower sex workers with information about
their rights.
• Recognize sex work as legitimate work and ensure that sex workers have legally
enforceable rights to occupational health and safety protection.
• Improve sex workers’ access to sexual and reproductive health, HIV and gender-based
violence services.
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