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Author’s note

Sex workers are one of the most marginalised groups of people in South Africa. 
Female, male and transgender sex workers face stigma, harassment and 

even violence at the hands of clients, law enforcement and the general public. 
Organisations such as Sex Workers Education and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT) 
argue that one of the major contributing factors to the discrimination against 
sex workers in South Africa is the law. 

South Africa claims to have one of the most liberal constitutions in the 
world, but for many sex workers our constitution means very little when they 
are faced with violence, rape or murder. This project attempts to explore what 
the decriminalisation of sex work would mean for sex workers in South Africa. In 
doing this, the current state of criminalisation is examined from various angles—
attempting to illustrate the lived experiences of sex workers. 

This project would not have been possible without the help of the sex 
workers whom I interviewed. Sex workers face numerous challenges every day 
and it is often these challenges that lead them to SWEAT. I came into SWEAT as 
an outsider, far removed from their lived realities, but many of these men and 
women gave up their time and energy to speak to me. Maybe to have their story 
heard, maybe to contribute to the larger call for decriminalisation. Regardless of 
their reasons for helping me, I am forever grateful and have been inspired by the 
strength and resilience I witnessed at SWEAT. 

Asheigh Furlong

The red umbrella is an 
international symbol of sex 

workers’ resistance to abuse 
and discrimination, as well as 

a symbol of their strength

All names of sex workers in this magazine have been changed to protect their identities. 
Some of the photographs in this publication are of sex workers but many are of activists 

advocating for decriminalisation—the captions distinguish between the two. 
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MODELLING SEX WORK: 
Comparing different legal 
approaches to sex work around 
the globe

As a sex worker your location is of 
the utmost importance, and this 

has nothing to do with whether the 
area is popular with clients or not. A 
sex worker standing on a street cor-
ner in Accra or waiting in a brothel 
in Pretoria faces very different lived 
experiences than a sex worker in 
New Zealand. Culture, religion and 
economics are important factors, 
but perhaps most fundamental is 
the legal model by which sex work 
is understood. Criminalisation, par-
tial criminalisation, regulation and 
decriminalisation are the four mod-
els that usually govern and ultimately 
determine the lives of sex workers 
around the globe. Despite this, the 
models are by no means “cut and 
paste”, with laws varying from coun-
try to country even if the same model 
is followed.

If you look at a map of the world 
and colour it red wherever sex work 
is criminalised, you would proba-
bly think your colouring in task was 
complete. Most of Asia, North Amer-
ica and Africa, including South Afri-
ca, prohibit sex work. Now if you co-
lour your map blue where sex work 
is technically legal, but activities re-
lating to sex work are illegal, mean-
ing sex work is partially criminal-
ised, your red would be blotted with 

patches of blue. Then if you colour 
your map green where sex work is 
legal and regulated you would have 
just a small splattering of green on 
your map. What you would be left 
with is just one tiny area of Austra-
lia and the not so large New Zealand. 
This white area is where sex work is 
completely decriminalised. 

Total criminalisation is when 
all the participants involved in sex 
work are punished under the law. 
This would mean that the sex worker, 
their client and any third party is seen 
as a criminal. South Africa follows the 
total criminalisation model but pros-
ecution of sex workers for selling sex 
is relatively uncommon. Sex workers 
are usually fined for violating bylaws 
such as creating a public nuisance or 
loitering. Before the Sexual Offences 
Amendment Act of 2007 it was almost 
impossible to prosecute someone for 
selling sex because it would involve 
an elaborate process of entrapment 
of the sex worker, whereby they were 
“caught in the act”. Since the advent 
of the Amendment Act, it is now also 
illegal to solicit sex. This means that a 
policeman can arrest a sex worker or 
their client for engaging in the ser-
vices of a sex worker even if they are 
not caught in a sexual act. Important 
to note is that in South Africa it is not 

“We (SWEAT) have met with the ministry of police and have tried 
to address some of the issues there but it is a foot soldier problem. 
It is an attitudinal problem; I think it has its roots in attitudes about 
women. And a fixed gender belief.” —Sally Shackelton 

justice delayed is justice denied: Activists 
from SWEAT protest outside Zwelethu 
Mthethwa’s murder trial. Mthethwa, an 
acclaimed artist,  is on trial for allegedly 
beating a sex worker to death. 
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illegal to be a sex worker, rather it is 
the sale of sex that is illegal. What this 
means is that a sex worker cannot be 
arrested for being a sex worker, they 
would need to be caught selling sex 
for it to be a criminal offense.  

Despite the broader criteria with 
which sex workers can be prosecut-
ed, police action is personnel inten-
sive and most often happens follow-
ing complaints from residents in an 
area. The extent of police surveil-
lance and prosecution of sex work is 
also often left up to station level. 

Naledi, a female sex worker, says 
that when she worked outdoors she 
worked at a truck stop near her house 
in Elsies Rivier in Cape Town. “The po-
lice from Elsies River were not harsh, 
they were very helpful towards cli-
ents who did not want to pay service 
users and were sex worker friendly,” 
says Naledi. This is very different from 
the experiences of sex workers in Sea 
Point for example, who report routine 
harassment from the police.

The South African Law Commis-
sion has worked on its Discussion Pa-
per on Prostitution for many years and 
in 2009 detailed its extensive research 
into sex work. They found that the ef-
fects of the South African law mean 
that sex workers are very often arrest-
ed and held for 48 hours without being 
charged. After this time they are often 
released without any criminal charges 
being brought against them. Sex work-
ers can do little about this violation of 
their human rights as the work in which 
they are engaging is illegal and to report 
the officer responsible often results in 
further abuses. This was challenged in 
2009 when the Cape Town High Court 
ruled that the police in Cape Town are 
not allowed to arrest sex workers with-
out the intention of charging them but 
the evidence suggests that this has not 
eliminated arbitrary arrests. 

 “We have met with the minis-
try of police and have tried to ad-
dress some of the issues there, but 
it is a foot soldier problem. It is an 
attitudinal problem; I think it has 
its roots in attitudes about women. 
And a fixed gender belief,” says Sally 
Shackelton, the executive director 
of Sex Workers Education and Advo-
cacy Taskforce (SWEAT).

She says that the law enables the 
kind of police behaviour that cracks 
down on so-called promiscuity and 
individuals who are disregarding what 
are perceived as the “rules” of a gen-
der normative individual. 

Partial criminalisation is when sex 
work is not explicitly seen as illegal but 
usually third parties and clients are 
seen as breaking the law though their 
involvement in sex work. Partial crim-
inalisation is viewed by many as the 
answer to the reduction of sex work 
without the criminalisation of the sex 
worker. This model is also often sup-
ported by women’s rights groups such 
as Embrace Dignity, as well as Chris-
tian focused organisations such as the 
Family Policy Institute, both based in 
South Africa.  

The partial criminalisation ap-
proach has been adopted in Sweden 
whereby the government sees sex 
work as a violence done by men to 
women, and therefore the selling of 
sex is legal but all other aspects relat-
ing to it are not. Research by renowned 
scholars such as Swede Petra Öster-
gre into the effects of Sweden’s model 
of partial criminalisation, has shown 
less than positive results. One of the 
main problems related to the Swedish 
model is that sex workers are in fact 
less protected, as they are forced to 
work in more remote areas to protect 
their clients, thus making them more 
vulnerable to violence. Furthermore, 
the number of sex workers does not 
appear to have been reduced since the 
adoption of the new model; instead 
the number of clients has decreased, 
giving sex workers less ability to veto 
undesirable clients. Östergre believes 
that Sweden is rejecting all those who 
do not conform to Sweden’s idealised 
image of their citizens. “There is no 
room for drug addicts, prostitution or 
men who buy sex. It’s an undercurrent 
of wanting to be a superior nation,” 
Östergre told The Guardian. 

The final two models are the two 
models that are the most globally 
contested due to their foundation in 

Sex workers can do little 
about this violation of their 
human rights.

“From a feminist 
perspective we believe 
that there shouldn’t 
be state control over 
women’s bodies, and what 
we have seen here with 
criminalisation is that at 
the moment there is state 
control over women’s 
bodies, which opens up 
spaces for police brutality 
and rights violations.”

the belief that sex work is work. One 
of them is regulation, which is when 
sex work is permitted but under strict 
controls. Under this model sex work 
is not treated in the same manner 
that any other work is treated. In-
stead the laws that govern sex work 
are very often stringent and restrict-
ing. They translate into strict controls 
relating to when, where and how sex 
workers can carry out their work. 
This may be in the form of red light 
districts such those in Amsterdam or 
the carrying of health cards in some 
Mexican cities, proving that the sex 
worker is free from any STDs. While 
the countries where sex work is legal 
but regulated are certainly granting 
sex workers a larger array of rights, 
sex workers still remain “the other”. 
The often excessive regulations that 
require invasion of a sex worker’s pri-
vacy are also problematic.

The other model, and the least 
common one, is decriminalisation. 
Total decriminalisation requires 
a repeal of all laws relating to sex 
work. Under this model sex work is 
mainly controlled by the usual laws 
regulating work and public health. 
Decriminalisation in New Zealand 
has created a space whereby sex 
workers need to abide by certain 
guidelines but these guidelines are 
used to ensure that sex workers are 
as protected and empowered as pos-
sible. Elaine Mossman and Pat May-
hew conducted interviews with sex 
workers in New Zealand and found 
that they “were no longer consid-
ered criminals and they could earn 
a living as a sex worker without fear 
of being prosecuted and having to 
live with the stigma associated with 
criminal convictions”. 

SWEAT is calling for decriminal-
isation in South Africa, as are many 
of their partner organisations around 
the world. Attempts to advocate for 
decriminalisation take place through 
both litigation and advocacy. 

Important in this fight is the 
newly formed campaign called Asiji-
ki, which is a movement campaigning 
for the decriminalisation of sex work 
in South Africa that  brings together 
all organisations and individuals who 
are against the criminalisation of sex 

work. The campaign is a coordinat-
ed attempt to change the legal model 
controlling sex work in South Africa. 

Stacey-Leigh Manoek, who is an 
attorney at the Women’s Legal Cen-
tre (WLC), also believes that sex work 
should be decriminalised. 

“From a feminist perspective we 
believe that there should not be state 
control over women’s bodies, and 
what we have seen with criminali-
sation is that at the moment there is 
state control over women’s bodies, 
which opens up spaces for police bru-
tality and rights violations. So for that 
reason and purely based on a human 
rights approach we have been sup-
porting decriminalisation,” she says.

She says that the Law Reform 
Commission’s report that is due to be 
released soon will outline the Commis-
sion’s recommendations for the legal 
status of sex work. The WLC has also 
taken numerous cases to court against 
the Minister of Safety and Security for 
unlawful arrest, but so far they have 
only settled one case. “We have been 
able to get criminal charges laid against 
police officers and disciplinary hear-
ings held against them,” says Manoek. 

Through their work with SWEAT 
and Sisonke Sex Workers Movement, 
the WLC was able to create a standard 
operating procedure for police officers 
in the Western Cape, which lists stand-
ing orders of regulations on how police 
officers should engage with sex work-
ers. “They are very small wins here and 
there but I think that it means some-
thing in the broader fight for decrim,” 
says Manoek.

Naledi says that she thinks that de-
criminalisation would mean that sex 
workers will be treated differently. “De-
criminalisation will enable sex workers 
to work free from stigmatisation. They 
will also be able to report crime and 
also clients will find it difficult to mis-
use or mistreat sex workers,” she says.

Manoek and Shackelton share the 
hope for decriminalisation. Shackelton 
has particularly opimistic hopes in that 
she believes that it is possible to have 
sex work decriminalised in South Afri-
ca by the end of 2016. 

“We have to have a goal because 
we are getting very discouraged after 
twenty years,” she says.

saving lives: (above, top) Sally Shackelton, 
the executive director at SWEAT.
(above, bottom) Stacey-Leigh Manoek, an 
attorney at WLC. 
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Prostitute or sex worker? The 
choice is one that has a profound 

effect on perceptions of those who 
sell sex, but it is a decision very often 
made in a newsroom where consider-
ations on sensitive and nuanced lan-
guage comes after newspaper sales. 
Many newspapers around the country 
still use the term “prostitute”, despite 
repeated requests by activist organi-
sations for the term “sex worker” to be 
used instead. The term prostitute is 
seen to not only imply a moral stance 
being taken towards sex work, but 
also to be inaccurate.

The United Nations Programme 
on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) defines sex 
workers as, “Female, male and trans-
gender adults aged over 18 years who 
sell consensual sexual services in re-
turn for cash or payment in kind, and 
who may sell sex formally or infor-
mally, regularly or occasionally.”

While the term sex work is 
sometimes presumed to cover all 
activities in the sex industry, such 
as stripping, porn and phone sex, le-
gally it does not cover the whole sex 

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

“Words are, of course, the most powerful drug used by mankind.” These 
were Rudyard Kipling’s words in a speech to the Royal College of Surgeons 
in 1923 when describing the drug like effect of words. He explained that 
words not only “infect, egotize, narcotize, and paralyze, but they enter into 
and colour the minutest cells of the brain”.

industry; rather it just refers to sex-
for-reward. 

The term “sex worker” is the 
term sex worker rights advocacy 
groups favour to describe an indi-
vidual who sells sex. Despite this, 
the term “prostitute” is still, for 
many people, the chosen term used 
to describe sex workers. The prob-
lems that sex worker rights advoca-
cy groups have with the term “pros-
titute” are numerous.  

To begin with, prostitute is a lim-
ited term as it has gendered conno-
tations.  “Male prostitute” will often 
be used when trying to distinguish 
between male and female sex work-
ers, indicating the decidedly female 
connections that “prostitute” has. 

The word prostitute also has 
thousands of years of negative as-
sociations, with the word first being 
used in the 16th Century as a verb 
meaning “to expose” and “to offer 
sex publicly or indiscriminately”. For 
many gender activist groups, the 
term “prostitute” is also seen as stig-
matising and othering. 

The accuracy of the term “prosti-
tute” has also been brought into ques-
tion, with some sex workers not identi-
fying with the term. This could be due 
to them not actually offering sexual 
intercourse as a service; instead they 
may just offer oral sex or masturbation.   

In Sex Workers and Sex Work in 
South Africa: A Guide for Journalists 
and Writers composed by SWEAT, the 
Women’s Legal Centre, Sonke Gen-
der Justice and Sisonke Sex Workers 
Movement, the preferred term is ex-
plicitly “sex worker” as it is seen to 
avoid moral judgement and points to 
the selling and buying of sexual ser-
vices as work, with implications for 
labour law and occupational health 
and safety rights. 

“Calling sex work, sex work is a 
significant way forward.  There are 

very few media people or stories that 
are in the public sphere that don’t ac-
knowledge that sex work is the pre-
ferred term to prostitution,” says Sal-
ly Shackelton, who is the executive 
director of SWEAT. 

There is the argument that 

“prostitute” implies that someone is 
for sale, that they are an object. The 
use of the term sex worker therefore 
counters this interpretation, instead 
foregrounding the selling of a ser-
vice, instead of the selling of oneself. 
Thus many of the negative connota-
tions are removed. 

Arguments against the use of the 
term sex work stem from two camps, 
namely those who see sex work as a 
form of violence against women and 
those who see the term as too euphe-
mistic or vague. The first camp consists 

The term “sex worker” is the term sex worker rights 
advocacy groups favour to describe an individual who sells 

sex. Despite this, the term “prostitute” is still, for many 
people, the chosen term used to describe sex workers. 

Debating the terms we use
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of the radical feminists, such as Cath-
erine Mackinnon. Mackinnon says, “In 
prostitution, women have sex with men 
they would never otherwise have sex 
with. The money thus acts as a form of 
force, not as a measure of consent. It 
acts like physical force does in rape.”

The second camp consists of 
those who see the term sex work 
as an attempt to evade what they 
think is a more accurate term for 
the reality of selling sex. They see 
the open-endedness of the term sex 
workz as an attempt to sugar coat 
harsh reality. These supporters of the 
term “prostitution” may also feel that 
“sex work” encompasses all those in-
volved in the sex industry including 
actors in pornography, phone sex 
operators and “web cam girls”, and 
that to place all these players in one 
category is inaccurate. 

This last concern is legitimate 
because there is still much debate, 
even amongst sex workers them-
selves, as to what constitutes sex 
work. Does being a porn star make 
one a sex worker? The guide for 
journalists and writers makes it 
clear that sexual acts where there is 
no exchange of sex or indecent acts 
(these include things such as oral 
sex or masturbation) for money can-
not be called sex work. 

“While the ‘sex industry’ could 
include work such as stripping, por-
nography, phone sex, erotic mas-
sages and other services relating to 
sex or erotica, sex work, from a legal 
standpoint, refers to the selling of 
sexual intercourse or indecent acts 
for reward,” writes the guide.

While sex workers may be ad-
vocating for the use of the term sex 
worker over prostitute, they very of-
ten experience much more deroga-
tory insults. Whore, hooker, ho, slut 
– these are all terms that sex work-
ers are called on a regular basis. 

Female sex worker, Lila, says that 
when she has gone to the police sta-
tion to report abuse she has been 

met with, “You fuck off, you whore, 
you were all fucking together now 
you want to come and complain?” 

Another sex worker, Naledi, says 
that often friends and neighbours are 
worried that she will steal their men. 
“They are always discriminating, 
stigmatising and labelling you names. 
You must always watch your back 
as they have a tendency [to think] 
that you have money, in the morning 
when you come back from work they 
are asking you for money and if you 
don’t give, they start to swear at you,” 
says Naledi. 

Gina, who is a transgender sex 
worker, also says that the police can 
mentally abuse sex workers through 
slurs. “We [transgender sex work-
ers] have had a few interactions, not 
physically, it is more mentally. You sit 
in the vans and they shout names at 
you like, ‘Moffie [A derogatory Afri-
kaans term for a gay man], go home! 
Do you want to be locked up?’ You 
have to move from one corner [of the 
street] to another corner just to keep 
the peace,” she says. 

She explains how going to some 
areas in Cape Town such as Clare-
mont can result in a sex worker ex-
periencing discrimination from the 
public. “The discrimination never 
breaks me down, in a way it builds 
me stronger, because this is me, this 
is the way I present myself, and it is 
for you to accept me,” says Gina.

But Gina’s strength is not some-
thing that many sex workers can 
muster. For many, their work must 
take place in isolation, in dark alley-
ways and dingy streets of derelict 
neighbourhoods. Far from the cat-
calls and slurs, but all too often far 
from safety as well.

“You have to move from one 
corner to another corner 
just to keep the peace.” 

sex at the spexxs (previous page, right): 
Activists from Sisonke and SWEAT 
demonstrate against the violation of sex 
workers’ rights.

ask a sex worker (right): Activists from 
Sisonke and SWEAT answer questions from 
passersby about sex work.

memorial(previous page, left): Balloons 
hang from balustrades in Sea Point in 
remembrance of murdered sex workers.
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PROTECTING THE 
STATUS QUO: 

The van trundles up alongside the 
women and before they can make 

a quick getaway two policemen leap 
out of the vehicle and grab the wom-
en roughly. They bundle them into 
the van informing them that they are 
being arrested for soliciting.  The van 
begins its usual drive. A drive that 
seems endless. Up hills, down hills, 
past flashing lights and silent houses. 
The minutes tick by into hours and it 
seems as if the drive will never end. 
Perhaps it will not. Perhaps this is the 
end for them. Finally the van comes 
to a bumpy halt in a vacant parking 
lot in the centre of a now empty busi-
ness district.  One by one the women 
are made to clamber out of the van 
and are faced with a choice – have 
sex with the officers or spend the 
night (maybe two) in jail. If they do 
have sex with the officers the van will  
probably roar off into the night, leav-
ing them alone, kilometres away from 
where they were picked up. If they 
refuse they will most likely be pushed 
back into the van and dumped at the 
police station. 

This is the oft repeated experi-
ence of many sex workers in South 
Africa. Some officers may be more 
violent, others less. Sometimes the 
treatment will include a beating, at 
other times, rape. Perhaps the of-
ficers will drive the sex workers 

straight to the station. The events 
and their sequence may vary, but if a 
sex worker is picked up by the police 
it is never good news for them.

In a female creative space at Sex 
Workers Education and Advocacy 
Taskforce (SWEAT), a paralegal from 
the Women’s Legal Centre (WLC) ex-
plained to the sex workers that local 
law enforcement, the metro police 
and SAPS are the culprits in the giv-
ing of fines to sex workers. Culprits. A 
term used to describe those who have 
perpetrated a crime. A strange word 
to choose to describe law enforce-
ment but an accurate one neverthe-
less in the eyes of many sex workers. 
Law enforcement pose a threat to 
sex workers not only because of the 
fact that they are the ones who can 
enforce the laws against sex work but 
because they are also the ones who 
can at best, arbitrarily exert their 

powers to make the lives of sex work-
ers even more difficult or, at worst, 
physically assault sex workers. 

Routine harassment of sex work-
ers by the police can occur in the 
form of using municipal by-laws 
such as those relating to loitering 
and public nuisance in order to exact 
fines on sex workers that they cannot 
afford. Very often sex workers will 
throw these fines away, which makes 
it more likely that the court will issue 
a warrant of arrest. The paralegals 
explain this to the sex workers at the 
creative space and emphasize the 
importance of handing in their fines 
at SWEAT and appearing in court, 
which mostly results in a reduction 
of the fine or even a complete re-
moval of it from the record. This is 
because it is not straightforward or 
easy to prove that someone was loi-
tering or creating a public nuisance.

Nadia has been a sex worker for 
24 years and works in Koeberg Road, 
Voortrekker Road and the City Cen-
tre in Cape Town. 

“I have been arrested; I’ve been 
sitting there [in jail] for three months. 
They just left me there. They kept me 
in prison for nothing and then after 
that they told me that the case is 
withdrawn,” says Nadia. 

In South Africa it is legal to ar-
rest someone and detain them for 

The relationship between sex 
workers and law enforcement

“I have been arrested; I’ve 
been sitting there [in jail] for 
three months. They just left 
me there. They kept me in 
prison for nothing and then 
after that they told me that 
the case is withdrawn.”

One of the biggest threats to sex workers’ safety and ability to do 
their job without interference, is law enforcement. Arbitrary arrests,  
harassment, violence and bribery are some of the accusations 
levelled against law enforcement by sex workers. When did the men 
and women in blue stop protecting and start harming?  
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48 hours before bringing them be-
fore court to be charged. What this 
often translates into in the case of 
sex workers, is a gross abuse of this 
aspect of the law, with them being 
arrested and then released within 48 
hours, never actually being charged 
or appearing in court. 

Male sex worker David explains 
what happens, “They will just lock 
you up, keep you for 48 hours, I don’t 
think they will charge you, they can 
harm you, they can traumatise you 
and once you get back on the street 
you are going to go through the 
same experience with a different 
police officer, with a different unit, 
with a different department.” 

Sometimes the alternative to an 
arrest is a bribe or free sex.

“So they lock me up because 
I am not going to give them a free 
handjob, because tomorrow they 
want to come again, tomorrow they 
are going to lock me up, they forget 
about the favour I did for them, they 
don’t even look at the favour. I can’t 
do that,” says Ally, a female sex work-
er in Cape Town. 

To catch a sex worker soliciting, 
a police officer needs to go under-
cover and pose as a client. Patricia, a 
transgender sex worker who is origi-
nally from Kenya, was caught in such 
a manner. A policeman, posing as a 
client, approached Patricia and dis-
cussed a price for her services. After 
the money had been exchanged, the 
scam was unveiled and Patricia end-
ed up in Pollsmoor for six months. 
Cases such as these do occur but 
they are personnel intensive and 
involve manpower that the police 
doesn’t have, as well as placing police 
officers in what are often very com-
promising positions. 

What is more common than ar-
rest is routine harassment of sex 
workers. Patricia says that she reg-
ularly experiences harassment at 
the hands of law enforcement. Just 
the previous night she was working 
in Sea Point and says that the police 
came up to her and demanded to see 
her bag. 

“I say why do you want to check 
my bag? They say because you are 
standing on the street. I say it’s not a 

problem because I am not a criminal, 
why do you want to search my bag?” 
says Patricia.

 Once the search was conduct-
ed and the offending condom found, 
the policeman told Patricia that her 
continual presence was eliciting 
complaints from residents. Patri-
cia told the policeman that she was 
not making any noise and that she 
was just standing on the corner try-
ing to make money. This was to no 
avail and Patricia says that she was 
chased away. 

Sally Shackleton, the executive 
director of SWEAT, believes that the 
police have employed a “tighten-
ing and stigma inducing response”. 
SWEAT has met with the ministry 
of police but the has not resulted in 
substantial changes for sex workers, 
with Shackleton believing that it is a 
“foot soldier problem”. 

“It is an attitudinal problem; I 
think it has its roots in attitudes 
about women. And a fixed gender 
belief.  The narrative is that sex 
workers are bad women and bad 
women deserve to be punished,” 
says Shackleton.

Leigh, a transgender sex worker, 
explains how she was recently paid 
out R25 000 from the Bellville police 
in a settlement, after they “tortured” 
her for many years. 

“They knew that I was scared of 
the graveyard, so when they would 
arrest me they wouldn’t take me to 
the police station, they would drop 
me in the middle of the graveyard. 
The graveyard is not even big, it is 
like ten minutes’ walk and it would 
take me two hours to get out of 

there. I would stand and cry first and 
I would be scared to turn here and 
scared to turn there and they would 
just stand and laugh.”

Stories such as these are com-
mon; it seems that almost every sex 
worker has experienced run-ins with 
the police that have resulted in some 
sort of abuse. Reporting police vio-
lence to the police is challenging be-
cause very often police stations in-
sist that the crime be reported at the 
station in the area in which the crime 
occurred. This means that many sex 
workers are forced to file a report at 
the same station where the offend-
ing officer works. 

Stacey-Leigh Manoek who is an 
attorney at the Women’s Legal Cen-
tre (WLC) says that sometimes the 
police may refuse outright to assist 
the sex worker. If this is the case, the 
WLC will have a lawyer intervene and 
draft a letter of complaint, following 
which a paralegal will accompany 
the sex worker to a different police 
station to report the crime. Manoek 
says that sex workers are targeted by 
both the police and clients but that 
“it is often police officers who per-
petrate extreme cases”. 

Manoek says that the willingness 
of a sex worker to report the crime 
depends on the extent of the assault. 
“If it was assault and it wasn’t griev-
ous bodily harm, and it is not a severe 
assault, I find that people are more 
willing. But I find that where people 
have experienced severe pain or se-
vere injuries they are more reluctant 
to go ahead.  Because what they have 
already experienced is quite trau-
matic,” she says. 

“They will just lock you up, keep you for 48 hours, I don’t 
think they will charge you, they can harm you, they can 
traumatise you and once you get back on the street 
you are going to go through the same experience with 
a different police officer, with a different unit, with a 
different department.” 
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Manoek explains how in one case 
a married homeless sex worker was 
raped and then was refused assis-
tance by the police. The woman went 
to WLC who wanted to send some-
one with her to the police station, 
as well as escalate the complaint 
against the station. 

“But the client said straight, I 
don’t want to go, I don’t want to do 
anything, I have experienced severe 
trauma. I just want this behind me, 
and also my husband wants me to 
forget about it,” Manoek explains.

Shackelton says that it is difficult 
to ensure that sex workers follow up 
on their cases as they are often very 
mobile.

She believes that if there is 
enough evidence of systemic abuse 
of sex workers by the police it should 
be addressed. 

“We should be able to deal with 
that systemic problem, and we have 
enough evidence that this is the case. 
We don’t need people to expose them-
selves to potential violence and to a 
very alienating criminal justice system 
to be able to address it,” she says.

dying for a living (first page, right): An 
activist from SWEAT poses on the ground, 
protesting the deaths of sex workers. The 
spot where she is lying is very near to 
the spot where a sex worker was found 
murdered in 2014. 

a crime most foul (right): Activists from 
SWEAT at the launch of Asijiki, a campaign 
for the decriminalisation of sex work in 
South Africa, re-enact a scene that occurs 
all too often.

female creative space (previous page, 
bottom left): Female sex workers attending 
a creative space where they are able to 
share ideas and provide support for one 
another. 

an assertive woman (previous page, top 
left): A transgender sex worker sits outside 
SWEAT’s offices.

“It is often police officers 
who perpetrate extreme 
cases [of violence].”
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TRAFFICKED: 

fore reporting their trafficked state is 
often a difficult task. 

Taking this into account, Chan-
dre Gould, a researcher at the In-
stitute for Security Studies (ISS) in 
South Africa, says that the numbers 
contained in reports by two an-
ti-trafficking groups, Molo Songololo 
and the International Organisation 
for Migration, “were not based on 

rigorous quantitative research” and 
are “almost certainly inflated based 
largely on anecdotal evidence.” 

In Gould’s book Selling sex in Cape 
Town, she set out to gain quantitative 
and qualitative evidence of human 
trafficking in Cape Town. What she 
found was scant sign of trafficking, 
which meant her study instead be-
came an investigation into sex work 
in Cape Town. 

There were only five children 
whom she encountered working as 
sex workers and she did not count  

In the police station in Macassar 
there is a poster explaining what 

human trafficking is and how it to 
identify it. Posters such as these are 
pinned up in stations all over the 
country, warning police officers to 
be on the lookout for cases of traf-
ficking. Statistics vary greatly about 
the extent of human trafficking and it 
is almost impossible to reach a con-
sensus on how many individuals are 
trafficked in South Africa each year. 
Numbers such as 30 000 children 
being trafficked in South Africa have 
been emblazoned across local news-
papers. Other horrific statistics such 
as the “45 000 prostituted children” 
figure quoted by Margaret Stafford of 
the Salvation Army in The Star news-
paper in 2013 lead almost to a moral 
panic in the country. 

This was the same year that the 
Prevention and Combating of Traf-
ficking in Persons Bill was signed into 
law by President Jacob Zuma, a year 
when the possibility of trafficking 
seemed to be around every corner. In 
the bill, human trafficking is defined 
as: The delivering, recruiting, trans-
porting, transferring, harbouring, 
selling, exchanging, leasing or receiv-
ing of another person within or across 

the borders of South Africa by means 
of threat or use of force, coercion, 
abuse of vulnerability or power, fraud, 
deception, abduction, kidnapping, di-
rect or indirect giving or receiving of 
payment in order to exploit the indi-
vidual. This exploitation could be in 
the form of slavery, sexual exploita-
tion, servitude, forced labour, child 
labour or the removal of body parts. 

In the midst of this panic an Af-
rica Check article investigated the 
claims of enormous numbers of peo-
ple being trafficked in South Africa 
every year and asserted that in most 
cases the figures were actually gross-
ly unsubstantiated and over inflated 
estimates. Granted, human traffick-
ing is a tricky beast as its victims are 
difficult to access and identify. This 
is compounded by the fact that hu-
man trafficking victims are by their 
very nature isolated victims without 
access to support networks; there-

When the statistics mislead

What she found was scant sign of trafficking, which 
meant her study instead became an investigation 
into sex work in Cape Town.

Grossly overinflated statistics of the trafficking of women and children into sex work 
are regularly featured as shocking headlines in newspapers. The reality behind many 
of them is inadequate research and estimates that have been extrapolated to produce 
unrealistic figures. What is more, trafficking itself is often conflated with sex work, with 
some countries’ laws even supporting this idea.  
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any of them as trafficked, according 
to her definitions. 

An important part of the study 
was to determine whether entry into 
sex work was voluntary or not. Gould 
found that 93% of sex workers knew 
what they were getting themselves 
into, 4% thought that the work they 
had been offered was to be a masseur 
or lingerie model, 2% thought that 
they would be entering into stripping 

and only 1% thought they were get-
ting themselves into a completely dif-
ferent line of work. All who were not 
aware that the job offer required sex 
work, decided to stay on, even after 
they were made aware of the reality.

Only eight women of the 164 can-
vassed could possibly be considered 
as having ever been trafficked, with 

two of the eight not having been traf-
ficked in South Africa but rather back 
in China. One of these eight women 
was trapped and raped in Parow, an-
other was taken to Witbank and es-
caped. There were also four Eastern 
European women who worked at a 
now defunct brothel who could also 
possibly be considered to have been 
trafficked or involved in a traffick-
ing-like situation. 

One of the reasons for the con-
flation of sex work with human 
trafficking is that the definition for 
human trafficking is so broad. Ex-
ploitation is required for a case to be 
classified as human trafficking and 
this is also when it gets a bit confus-
ing. According to the 2013 Preven-
tion and Combating of Trafficking 

in Persons Act, sexual exploitation 
is “the commission of any sexual of-
fence referred to in the Criminal Law 
(Sexual Offences and Related Mat-
ters) Amendment Act or any offence 
of a sexual nature in any other law”.  
Sex work is seen as a sexual offence 
in South Africa but despite this, it is 
not viewed as sexual exploitation. 

Migrant sex workers are the in-
dividuals that media reports very of-
ten portray as victims of trafficking 
despite there being little evidence 
to show that these sex workers were 
trafficked. What this does is elimi-
nate the agency of sex workers who 
are selling sex as a means to gener-
ate an income. For these individuals 
sex work is voluntary and not done 
under coercion from an outside 
source, and to assume that it isn’t 
voluntary does a disservice to these 
individuals’ agency.

Despite this strong movement 
against gross over inflation of traf-
ficking figures, there is indeed a pres-
ence of sex trafficking in South Afri-
ca. In the chapter “Emerging Issues 

Only eight women of the 164 canvassed could 
possibly be considered as having ever been trafficked, 

with two of the eight not having been trafficked in 
South Africa but rather back in China.

in the Trafficking of African Women 
for Prostitution” in the book The Hu-
man Cost of African Migrations au-
thor Victor Nnamdi Opara writes that 
socio-economic hardship is one of 
the most significant reasons why Af-
rican women are trafficked. He also 
asserts that longstanding gender re-
lations in Africa whereby women are 
sometimes, although not in all African 
societies, viewed as relatively insig-
nificant in comparison to their male 
counterparts, is another important 
factor in the trafficking of women. 

Radical feminists assert that 
sex work is by its very nature an in-
teraction of coercion, violation and 
degradation of the female body, 
whereby patriarchal structural in-
equality is perpetuated. Often re-
ferred to as “feminist abolitionists” 
they have formed a strange ally with 
the religious right and conservative 
groups, in an attempt to abolish sex 
work altogether.  

Abolitionist feminists very of-
ten support the “Nordic model” of 

criminalisation whereby the client is 
criminalised. This particular brand 
of feminism sees a strong connec-
tion between sex work and human 
trafficking. In this sense sex work is 
inextricably linked to sex trafficking 
as Catherine Mackinon, the famous 
feminist asserts. 

“Prostitution here is observed to 
be a product of lack of choice, the re-
sort of those with the fewest choices, 
or none at all when all else fails. The 
coercion behind it, physical and oth-
erwise, produces an economic sec-

tor of sexual abuse, the lion’s share of 
the profits of which goes to others,” 
says Mackinon.

For many of the women and men 
at SWEAT, their decision to enter 
into sex work was just that, a deci-
sion, that while influenced by many 
external factors, was one made by 
the individual themselves. The sexual 
abuse that many sex workers expe-
rience can be seen as a result of the 
criminalised state of sex work rather 
than an indication of trafficking.

everybody is equal before the law (left): 
Activists from SWEAT protest outside 
Zwelethu Mthethwa’s murder trial. 
Mthethwa has been accused of murdering a 
sex worker.

asijiki! (below): Activists from SWEAT 
and Sisonke sing at the launch of Asijiki, a 
campaign for the decriminalisation of sex 
work in South Africa. 

activism (page 21): Activists from SWEAT 
and Sisonke campaign in Sea Point.

What this does is eliminate 
the agency of sex workers 
who are selling sex as 
a means to generate 
an income. For these 
individuals sex work is 
voluntary and not done 
under coercion.
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SWEAT

The idea of a sex work education 
and advocacy group is a com-

pletely foreign concept to many. 
“Isn’t sex work illegal?” is a common 
response upon hearing about the Sex 
Workers Education and Advocacy 
Taskforce (SWEAT). SWEAT’s answer 
to this question would most likely be, 
“At the moment, yes, it is illegal, but 
not for long.” SWEAT is a non-prof-
it organisation that provides safer 
sex education, crisis counselling, le-
gal advice and skills training to sex 
workers. One of SWEAT’s main ob-
jectives is also to advocate for the de-
criminalisation of sex work. SWEAT’s 
premise is that sex work is just that, 
work and that sex workers should 
therefore have the same rights as ev-
eryone else in the country. 

Sally Shackelton, who has been 
the executive director of SWEAT 
since 2012, says that SWEAT’s focus is 
to take care of the health and wellbe-
ing of sex workers and to ensure that 
they have access to rights and justice.  
Shackelton says that SWEAT wants 
to ensure that sex workers are “able 
to be well, in all senses of the word”. 
She also believes that public opinion 
towards sex work is changing. “Call-
ing sex work, sex work is a significant 
way forward. There is an increasing 
recognition of the unworkability of 
the current system,” she says.  

One branch of SWEAT’s work is 
the Outreach and Development Pro-
gramme that works directly with sex 
workers in an attempt to address 
health and human rights issues that 

Sex workers Education and 
Advocacy Taskforce:  A force 
to be reckoned with in their 
fight for sex workers’ rights
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affect sex workers. Every second 
week SWEAT holds separate creative 
spaces for female, male and trans-
gender sex workers, which are times 
when sex workers can come togeth-
er and discuss their work with one 
another in a safe and open space. 
These creative spaces are filled with 
singing and sometimes spontaneous 
dancing and are seen by many at-
tendees as educational, supportive 
and empowering. Sex workers who 
attend these creative spaces also 
receive a hot meal and R40, in an 
attempt by SWEAT to cover travel 
costs and time lost from work.

SWEAT’s advocacy for the de-
criminalisation of sex work is pres-
ent in every arena of their work. 
The Women’s Legal Centre (WLC) is 
their legal partner and they provide 
paralegal support directly to the sex 
workers. Many of WLC’s paralegals 
were, or are still, sex workers them-
selves and so are able to understand 
and identify with the issues facing 
sex workers. 

“We decided to train sex work-
ers as paralegals, which enhanced 
our access to sex workers as well as 
building a trust relationship,” explains 
Stacey-Leigh Manoek, an advocate at 
the WLC. 

The paralegals are present during 
many of SWEAT’s outreach activities 
as well as their creative spaces, in or-
der to increase the WLC’s reach. The 
paralegals also provide court support 
to sex workers if they are charged 
with violating a by law. If a sex worker 
wishes to lay a charge against a client 
or a policeman, the WLC will send a 
paralegal with the sex worker in order 
to assist them and ensure that further 
rights violations do not take place.

Naledi, a paralegal at the WLC 
and a sex worker, says that being a 
paralegal allows her to help sex work-

ers report human rights violations. 
Some of the most rewarding parts of 
her job are when she is able to aid in 
a sex worker’s bail application to en-
sure that a sex worker is not kept in 
jail over the weekend or when a sex 
worker’s by-law fine is withdrawn. 
Naledi is currently studying towards 
becoming an accredited paralegal. 

“I’m hoping to pass and go for a 
law degree to be lawyer who assists 
particularly in NGO’s and works with 
marginalised communities,” she says. 

SWEAT is actively involved in 
many efforts to push the government 
to decriminalise sex work. Current-
ly, SWEAT’s Advocacy and Network-
ing Programme is attempting to shift 
public attitudes towards sex work in 
favour of decriminalisation through 
various means. These include ad-
dressing the media whenever possi-
ble, campaigning outside court cases 
that involve sex workers, as well as 
being present at any rally or event 
that might be associated, however 
remotely, to sex work.

SWEAT also works alongside or-
ganisations that conduct research 
and are attempting to understand the 
sex work industry. This forms part of 
their Innovations, Knowledge Devel-
opment and Research Programme 
that seeks to develop and draw on 
different models created to under-
stand the sex industry in addressing 
the challenges that come with sex 
work in South Africa. 

This is what SWEAT does on pa-
per. But for many of the sex workers 
that work with SWEAT, the oranisa-
tion is much more than a group ad-
vocating for their rights. The organ-
isation is, for many, their family. Lila, 
a female sex worker, says, “Outside 
we don’t have family, this is our only 
family.” David, a male sex worker, says 
that one way in which sex workers 
can protect themselves is to con-
nect with other sex workers so that 
they are not alone on the streets. He 
explains that many people come to 
SWEAT in order to form these con-
nections. “We are all like one big fam-
ily,” he says. 

When asked how SWEAT has 
helped them, sex workers consis-
tently respond positively. “Wow, 

SWEAT helped me a lot, because of 
SWEAT, it empowered me to speak 
openly, because I am a shy person, 
the real me, but not now,” says Zola, a 
male sex worker. “SWEAT helps you a 
lot, anything, any problem you have, 
we have good lawyers here, we have 
good doctors, you can’t ask for any-
thing better. I am very happy to come 
here to SWEAT,” he says.

Nadia, a transgender sex worker, 
says that when she first began work-
ing as a sex worker 24 years ago she 
did not use condoms. Nadia believes 
that SWEAT has helped educate many 
sex workers about health and in her 
16 years of working with SWEAT she 
has developed a support system. 

“They [the police] are careful of 
me now because they know that I 
have people behind me that I can go 
to,” she says. 

Leigh, another transgender sex 
worker, also says that SWEAT has 
helped in educating her about her 
rights. “And if I needed legal assis-
tance I would get it,” Leigh says. 

SWEAT currently has offices in 
Cape Town, Johannesburg, Klerks-
dorp, Polokwane and East London. 
Their partner organisation Sison-
ke Sex Workers Movement also has 
branches around the country but 
there are many places in South Afri-
ca where sex workers sell sex with-
out any support from an outside 
organisations and they often have 
to face abuse, discrimination and 
violence alone. 

“We decided to train sex 
workers as paralegals, 
which enhanced our 
access to sex workers as 
well as building a trust 
relationship.”

the gates to home (previous page): The 
entrance to SWEAT on 19 Anson Street in 
Observatory.

dancing for rights (previous page): 
Activists from SWEAT dance outside 
Zwelethu Mthethwa’s murder trial. He is on  
trial for allegedly murdering a sex worker in 
Woodstock. 

moving forward (top right): The van that 
is used for outreach as well as transport for 
events.

in remembrance (bottom right): Flowers 
are tied to a tree in Kenilworth near the 
spot where a sex worker was murdered in 
2014 .
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LILA’S JOURNEY

Lila wears a black figure hugging 
dress that clings to every curve on 

her tiny body. Her black heels draw 
your eyes to her thin legs that look 
like they have walked a long way to 
get to where she is today. She speaks 
in a voice that is so soft it is difficult 
to hear what she is saying and you 
need to edge closer on your chair to 
hear her. When she speaks in front of 
the group of woman in the Sex Work-
ers Education and Advocacy Task-
force (SWEAT) offices they call for 
her to “speak up” as her voice comes 
out as barely a whisper. Despite this, 
she holds herself upright and looks 
the audience straight on, unwavering 
despite the faintness of her voice. 

Lila grew up in Plettenberg Bay, 
a small town up the Garden Route of 
the Western Cape, where many Cape 
Town holiday makers like to spend 
their vacation – sun tanning, eating 
gourmet food and playing the occa-
sional round of golf. For Lila, Plett (as 
it is affectionately known to tourists), 
was not a place of rest and relaxation, 
nor was it truly home for her. At the 
first chance that she got, she left Plett 
for Cape Town and moved in with her 
sister and her sister’s boyfriend. 

“When I got to them things were 
not the way that I expected them to 
be… then he started… you know he 
wanted to have sexual relations with 
me,” says Lila.

Home was nowhere to be found, 
not in her mother’s house in Plett nor 
in Cape Town with her sister. To es-
cape her sister’s boyfriend’s advances 
Lila would go into town. It was here 
that she “started mixing with the 
wrong crowd” she says. 

It was this “wrong crowd” who 
first introduced Lila to drugs and 
soon these drugs became a central 
feature of her life. To keep up with 
her drug habit, Lila needed a way to 

make money, and fast. Selling sex was 
an easy way to do exactly this. 

Finding employment for a drug 
addicted young woman is no easy 
task and without a supportive family, 
Lila did not have a way of getting off 
of the drugs. 

“I’ve been to Joburg, Pretoria, I’ve 
been everywhere,” says Lila. Home 
for Lila is a remote concept exempli-
fied by her minimal communication 
with her family. Lila hasn’t spoken to 
her mother in seventeen years and 
her communication with her sister is 
sporadic, perhaps owing to her sister 
having married the man who tried to 
have sex with Lila.

Lila believes that she has finally 
found a home at SWEAT. “Outside we 
don’t have a family, this is our only 
family,” says Lila nodding towards the 
women sitting inside the SWEAT cre-
ative space. 

Lila lives on the street now, like 
many of the sex workers at SWEAT, 
but she has also worked in a broth-
el before. In the brothel her payment 
was in drugs and this was all that she 
cared about.

“Once you do it on your own and 
you start staying on your own, you 
learn how to become responsible. 
I would rather work for myself,” as-
serts Lila when she talks about her 
experiences in a brothel. 

Lila appears to hold little faith in 
the police – the so-called protectors 
of society. This is echoed by many 
sex workers who have often at best 
experienced scorn from the police 
and at worst, physical violence. Lila 
has tried to go to the police to report 
violence from a client but she expe-
rienced  complete and utter disdain. 

“They won’t even sit there and 
listen to you… it is mostly painful,” 
she says. 

She has also experienced abuse 

at the hands of the police. She has 
been picked up by police officers who 
put her and her fellow sex workers in 
their van and then drove them up and 
down the streets for hours.  She says 
that when this happens, if she refus-
es to have sex with the police officers 
she could be locked up for up to 48 
hours. If she does have sex with them 
they will just drop her on the side of 
the road, often in the middle of no-
where. Sometimes a beating will be 
added in for good measure Lila says.

She describes how clients can 
be just as dangerous. As a female 
sex worker you are constantly put-
ting yourself at risk by the mere fact 
that you are alone with a man who 
is relatively unknown to you. Like 
many other services that require the 
service provider to be alone with an 
unknown client, the sex worker is ex-
tremely vulnerable to violence from 
the client. The fact that the sex work-
er needs to be in a state of undress 
only raises the bar of vulnerability. 

Lila describes how she once en-
tered a car which had a large pile of 
laundry in the back. 

“I thought it was washing in the 
back because it was full of clothes in 
the back seat. I didn’t know that his two 
friends were lying under the clothes. 
And when we get to this spot I just hear 
him say ‘You guys can start first’ and I 
am like ‘Wow what is happening?’ ”

Tears begin to run down Lila’s 
cheeks as she remembers the horror 
of that night. 

Despite the violence that Lila has 
experienced, she remains hopeful 
that one day it will be better for sex 
workers. She says that she believes 
that sex work will be decriminalised. 
In the meantime she has those at 
SWEAT to support her. 

“As long as we all stick together 
everything will be alright,” says Lila.
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“I thought it was washing in 
the back because it was full of 

clothes in the back seat. I didn’t 
know that his two friends were 

lying under the clothes. And 
when we get to this spot I just 

hear him say ‘You guys can start 
first’ and I am like ‘Wow what is 

happening?’ ”

Life as a female sex worker in South Africa
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“The narrative is that sex 
workers are bad women and 

bad women deserve to be 
punished.”

“The police are almost 
gender police. Even as far 

as transgender women are 
concerned, police gender, 

so they make sure that 
transgender people know 

that they are not women and 
that they must be told this 

and that they must be faced 
with sanction because they 
are contravening the sort of 

‘rules’ of gender.”
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“Calling sex work, sex work 
is a significant way forward.  

There are very few media 
people or stories that are in 
the public sphere that don’t 
acknowledge that sex work 

is the preferred term to 
prostitution.”

“Wow, SWEAT helped me 
a lot, it empowered me to 

speak openly, because I am a 
shy person, the real me, but 
not now. SWEAT helps you 
a lot, anything, any problem 

you have, we have good 
lawyers here, we have good 

doctors. You can’t ask for 
anything better.”



THE 
UNSUSPECTING 
SEX WORKER

Thando wears a light grey jacket 
that looks as if it has been around 

for his full 47 years and is a size or 
two too big. Perhaps in another life it 
fit a larger man. He has a gentle way 
of moving through a room, unobtru-
sively and softly, elegant even in his 
jacket that has seen better days. 

His voice, like his movements, is 
gentle and has a rhythmical quality as 
if he were a storyteller embarking on 
the telling of an epic tale. 

Before Thando begins to speak 
he apologises for his face that looks 
raw and swollen around his eye. He 
was recently in a taxi accident and is 
embarrassed by his wounded face. 

His first experience of sex work 
was in Port Elizabeth, his hometown. 
The Summerstrand beach was one of 
Thando’s favourite places to escape 
from the routine of his everyday life. 
On his weekly walks along the beach 
he would notice that men would 
sometimes follow him and strike up 
a conversation, offering to buy him a 
drink and wanting to chat. 

“I will find out that after that 
maybe they are coming from oth-
er countries, they ask me to come 
to their hotel rooms or their guest 
houses where they are staying and 
then we will have sex,” says Thando, 
“And after that, sometimes not even 
knowing that I was involved in the 
sex industry, I would ask maybe for 
transport money, although I’ve got 
my own. At that time you can even 
laugh, they will give me R20, that was 

the 80s, that was too much for me at 
the time. And then I would just go, 
I would keep quiet about this R20, I 
would not say anything to anyone.”

This continued and he soon be-
gan to understand that there were 
other men who also slept with the 
foreign tourists who walked along 
the beachfront in Summerstrand. 

Sometimes these men would chat 
with Thando and ask him how much 
money he had made that day. Than-
do was confused; he thought that he 
was just having fun in Summerstrand. 
No, they said, this was a way to make 
money. This opened Thando’s eyes 
to a new world of possibilities, one 
where money could be made from 
engaging in casual sex. 

Shortly after Thando’s official en-
trance into sex work he met William, 
a “beautiful, handsome guy.” 

During the relationship Thando 
continued to work at Summerstrand 
and also began to pick up better 
paying clients at St George’s Park in 
central Port Elizabeth. William was 
none the wiser to Thando’s work that 

brought in a steady trickle of income 
on the side because Thando always 
told William where he was going.
Thando would just leave out the fact 
that he was engaging in sex work.

For fifteen years Thando and Wil-
liam were together but William was 
an intensely jealous man and now 
Thando can say that the relationship 
was an abusive one. 

In 2002 they broke up and Than-
do came to Cape Town, moving in 
with his father’s family. 

“I came and I stayed with them 
for about a year but things were not 
good to stay with my father’s family, 
because I didn’t know them as well as 
my mum’s family,” he says.

When he moved out he needed a 
way to support himself, and quickly. 
“In Cape Town it was worse than in 
PE to be a sex worker,” says Thando. 
He was alone is a strange city, without 
a support system and no knowledge 
of the Cape Town sex work industry.  

“At that time there was Bronx, the 
club; it was my first time to go to a 
popular gay club. And it was normal-
ly only white people who went there. 
Even the security, there was a bounc-
er, and he would look at me but he 
didn’t say a word because I was just 
confident to be there,” says Thando.

His vivaciousness and lust for life 
made it easy for him to be the only 
black man in a sea of white faces and 
still be able to feel comfortable and 
confident. At Bronx, Thando would 
meet new and interesting people 

“And after that, sometimes 
not even knowing that I was 
involved in the sex industry, 
I would ask maybe for trans-
port money, although I’ve got 
my own.”

who would take him to their hotels 
or homes and he would have sex 
with them, for a price. “I never stand 
on the street. They call that in Cape 
Town ‘you are an outdoor’, I always 
do indoors, even now at my age, I am 
still doing it indoors,” he says.

But it is getting harder to sell sex 
as Thando gets older. He also ex-
plains how working indoors is also 
not always as simple as being an out-
door sex worker. 

“It is quite difficult, a person will 
approach you and will ask you what 
kind of business you are in. Maybe 
you are selling drugs, maybe you are 
selling something funny, but if you 
say that you are a sex worker, that 
you are selling sex, that person has 
got the right to report you to the 
owner, the waiter, the supervisor, 
or whatever, and they will chase you 
out, they will throw you out immedi-
ately,” he says.

He explains how one has to find 
ways to get around the difficulties of 
selling sex. “So you will have ways, 
maybe you will say, ‘You know what, 
I enjoy your company but maybe I 
don’t have enough transport money 
to go home, or maybe I didn’t have 
enough food when I came here this 
morning,’ and you will find out most 
of the clients, they know what you 
are talking about. You don’t just want 
to cough it out and say you know that 
I am a sex worker. And some of them 
will say, ‘Ok I know what you are do-
ing, feel free, feel comfortable to talk 
to me.’ ”

Thando says that apart from 
these small difficulties he is incred-
ibly lucky to have been able to work 
indoors, because it has meant that 
he has not had to experience harass-
ment from the police and the general 
public that so many other outdoor 
sex workers face on a daily basis. 
“They are in quite a danger. There 
is police harassment, the pimps, and 
the people on the street, they will 
call them names,” says Thando of the 
hazards facing sex workers. 

He isn’t able to tell his family that 
he is a sex worker but is able to tell 
them that he is gay. “But in my fami-
ly I wouldn’t say that they accept me 
100%,” Thando says, “But they know 
that I won’t take any shit from any-
one.  It’s me, and that’s it.” 

“It is quite difficult, a person will approach you 
and will ask you what kind of business you 
are in. Maybe you are selling drugs, maybe 
you are selling something funny, but if you say 
that you are a sex worker, that you are selling 
sex, that person has got the right to report 
you to the owner, the waiter, the supervisor, 
or whatever, and they will chase you out, they 
will throw you out immediately.”

Life as a male sex worker in South Africa
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Prostitute. Hooker. Call girl. Lady 
of the night. Working girl. Whore. 

These are all words used to describe 
sex workers. More specifically, they 
are all words that are undeniably re-
ferring to female sex workers. Pop-
ular culture has taught society that 
the individual standing on the street 
corner selling sex, is a female. Gen-
der stereotypes and cultural percep-
tions of sexuality have fuelled these 
images, but the statistics point to a 
different story. 

Approximately 5% of all sex 
workers in South Africa are male and 
4% are transgender. This translates 
into about 7000 male sex workers 

and 6000 transgender sex workers 
in the country. These figures were 
produced following a 2013 study on 
sex workers in South Africa pub-
lished by the South African National 
Aids Council (SANAC). SANAC’s data 
has solidified the claims that sex 
workers who are not female are a 
marginalised group, and a group that 
is faced with very specific prejudices 
and risks.

Sex workers, both male, female 
and transgender, are very often tar-
geted for their eschewing of typical 
gender constructions. Sally Shack-
elton, the executive director of Sex 
Workers Education and Advocacy 

Taskforce (SWEAT), explains that the 
police are very often representative 
of a fixed gender belief. 

 “The police are almost gender 
police. Even as far as transgender 
women are concerned, police gen-
der, so they make sure that trans-
gender women know that they are 
not women and that they must be 
told this and that they must be faced 
with sanction because they are con-
travening the sort of ‘rules’ of gen-
der,” says Shackelton. 

Matthew Clayton works with the 
Triangle Project an oganisation that  
focusses on offering services to fully 
realise the constitutional and human 

ESCHEWING GENDER 
TRADITIONS: 
Male and transgender 
sex workers

Sex workers are already a marginalised group, but male and transgender sex workers 
often live on the very fringes of society. Breaking away from many conceptions of cultural 
and religious norms, male and transgender sex workers are both significant groups of 
people who are rarely thought of when the topic of sex work arises. 

rights of LGBTQI people. Clayton 
says that they frequently work with 
instances of hate crime or target-
ed violence against LGBTQI people. 
“For sex workers, the vulnerabilities 
that they have link with the vulnera-
bilities they have in relation to their 
sexual orientation or gender identi-
ty,” he says.

This is reflective of the larger is-
sue of not being gender normative 
in society. A transgender individual 
is one whose gender identity does 
not conform with what is typically 
associated with the sex they were 
assigned at birth. Many transgender 
individuals dress as the gender with 
which they identify and some make 
the hormonal and surgical transition 
to their desired sex, although this 
very often reserved for those who 
have the money and resources to 
enable this. 

If one looks at the numbers of 
transgender sex workers (around 
6000) they seem disproportionately 
high for the relatively small group of 
transgender people in South Africa. 
This follows international trends that 
reveal the extreme levels of discrim-
ination in both the workplace and 
social circles that transgender men 
and women face, making it often 
very difficult, and sometimes impos-
sible, for transgender people to have 
a family, job or respected position in 
their community. 

Busisiwe Deyi is a legal research-
er at Gender DynamiX, an organisa-
tion that focusses on issues facing 
transgender people in South Africa. 
Deyi says that often transgender peo-
ple will not have a “home base” and 
that this can lead to them living on 
the street. For sex workers, access-
ing shelter is often difficult due to the 
bureaucracy that comes with this. 

“So if you are a trans woman sex 
worker you are going to be put in 
a male shelter because your ID will 
identify you,” says Deyi, “Also sex 
workers often work through  the 
night, so the hours that they [home-
less shelters] impose on people mean 
that sex workers are not able to 
access shelter.”

Clayton says that integration into 
the economy is a huge issue for many 

transgender people. “It is a stigma 
based on how this person looks and is 
also a stigma based on the ideas some 
people have that transgender peo-
ple are in some way ‘mentally ill’, ” he 
says. Clayton says that this then acts 
as a driver for transgender people to 
engage in activities such as sex work 
in order to put food on the table. 

The creative space at SWEAT for 
transgender sex workers is more in-
timate than the ones for female and 
male sex workers and involves ses-
sions for one-on-one counselling. 
The transgender sex workers who 
attend the creative space seem clos-
er and the hint of aggression and ri-
valry seen between the members of 
the male creative space is complete-
ly absent here. Many of the trans-
gender females in the group live to-
gether on the street and this sense of 
being a family is evident.  

Patricia is from Kenya and has 
been a sex worker for eleven years. 
She began working as a sex worker 
in Kenya but in 2007 she moved to 
Cape Town and continued her work. 
Patricia says that people judge trans-
gender sex workers. 

“People are judging us, espe-
cially in the area where I am work-
ing. The people phone the police. 
It’s not someone robbing people, 
it’s not someone making a noise, it’s 
just people standing there. This is a 
problem that I have,” says Patricia.

Clayton explains how transgen-
der people disrupt societal concep-
tions of what is normal and taken 
for granted, they unsettle the notion 
that gender is clear cut and straight-
forward. “Because transgender peo-
ple straddle that line, they blur that 
line; they throw binaries to the wind. 
That, for a lot of people, is very hard 
to reconcile,” says Clayton.

Gina, another transgender sex 
worker, who has been in the indus-
try for 24 years, says that where she 
works now in Observatory people do 

not judge transgender sex workers 
but Gina says that when she goes to 
“mostly white areas”  that is where 
she experiences discrimination. 

“You don’t know that I am a sex 
worker; you think that I am just an 
ordinary community member. You 
have to accept me like I accept you,” 
says Gina. 

She explains how being a trans-
gender sex worker can be especially 
difficult due to “the discovery”. “The 
discovery” is when your client finds 
out that the woman they just picked 
up was not assigned the female gen-
der at birth.

“It could lead up to a lot of dif-
ferent things like killing, getting 
dumped or getting squat by ten 
men,” she says.

She says that going to a hospital 
can be a difficult process whereby 
transgender females are subjected 
to particularly harsh judgment.

“Words don’t say anything, the 
facial expression, the body language, 
this is a big push back for transgen-
der females because you are used 
to your dress, you are used to your 
stockings, you are used to your skin-
ny jeans because you are a female 
only trapped in a male’s body,” she 
says.

 “We are mostly women with a 
difference. We like to do some things 
with style and elegance,” says Gina as 
a smile plays over her lips. 

The other group of sex workers 
who sit on the margins of what are 
popularly conceived as “sex work-
ers” are male sex workers. Academ-
ic literature on male sex workers is 
limited to say the least, therefore 
making them an understudied, and 
often little understood group of 
people. In Male Sex Work and Soci-
ety the minimal academic literature 
on male sex work is attributed to, “A 
range of factors, including the com-
bination of two marginalities (ho-
mosexuality and sex work), a lack of 

“We are mostly women with a 
difference. We like to do some things 
with style and elegance.” 
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funding and the difficulty studying 
clandestine communities. As well as 
the difficulty in finding compelling 
theoretical framework on which to 
base research into male sex work, 
and the perception amongst some 
scholars that the topic is sensation-
alist and that research would only 
serve to conceal social activism or 
some other agenda”. 

Siyasebenza is the name of the 
male sex worker creative space that 
is held biweekly at SWEAT’s offices 
in Observatory in Cape Town. The 
room in which the men meet is large 
and airy, with doors that open onto 
the yard outside. Black plastic chairs 
are lined up in a semicircle facing a 
white board with the words “Siyase-
benza creative space” written on it.  If 
you look out of the doors at the back, 
you can see the train tracks that 
edge the property and every once in 
a while a train comes trundling past, 
drowning out the voices of those 
talking inside. 

The men who are seated in the 
chairs are young and old, white, co-
loured and black, speaking Xhosa, Af-
rikaans and English. If you saw any of 
the men outside of SWEAT’s doors you 
would most likely be none the wiser as 
to how they support themselves. Many, 
but not all, of the men who attend the 
Siyasebenza creative space are gay. For 
a large number of the men, especially 
those that come from conservative or 
religious backgrounds, their sexuality 

has been a point of contention within 
their families.

Thando, a soft-spoken black 
Xhosa male sex worker, says that in 
his culture it is very rare to discover 
that a black person is gay. “They will 
just tell you it is ‘unculture’, it is ‘un-
African’, it is all that stuff, and maybe 
sometimes you need to go to sango-
ma, they need to treat you to become 
straight.  [They say that] you are not 
well, you are abnormal, all that stuff,” 
says Thando pragmatically. 

Despite this, Thando says that he 
is not afraid to tell people that he is 
gay. “But to be gay is not about choos-
ing to be, you are born a gay person,” 
he says in a matter of fact tone. He 
says that he won’t take shit from any-
one. “That’s me, that’s it,” he says.

Issues of “culture” and “religion” 
are often used to justify discrimina-
tion Clayton says. 

“Where either it is religion or 
culture it becomes very slippery be-
cause these things are left up to peo-
ple’s own interpretation. You can go 
back and look at religious texts and 
find very little condemnation for 
LGBTQI people, and the same thing 
with South African culture,” he says.

Thando’s refusal to tell his family 
about his job but his openness about 
his sexuality is also seen in Zola who 
says that he told his family about his 
sexuality because being gay is legal 
in South Africa. If sex work were to 
be decriminalised Zola says that he 

“Where either it is religion or culture it 
becomes very slippery because these things 
are left up to people’s own interpretation. 
You can go back and look at religious texts 
and find very little condemnation for 
LGBTQI people, and the same thing with 
South African culture.” 

life as a trans sex worker (page 36 and 
left): a transgender woman  sex worker. 

would go the same route as he has 
with making known his sexuality. “It 
would allow me to tell anyone, be-
cause I would know it is respectful 
and is considered the same as any 
other work. Even my family, I wouldn’t 
mind what they say because it is legal 
so I would be free,” says Zola. 

Zola has been lucky in that he has 
had minimal exposure to violence in 
his line of work. Neither Thando nor 
Zola operates from the street, which 
appears to greatly minimise their 
chance of experiencing violence or 
abuse. What Thando does say is that he 
is fearful of clients wanting more than 
he is willing to give, but he battles to 
explain what exactly he means by this. 

His voice becomes barely audible 
as he explains what happened with a 
client who wanted more than he was 
offering. “Sometimes you have to do 
things which are unpleasant,” he says, 
his stutter almost overcoming him. 
He says that after the experience he 
“felt like vomiting”. 

The difficulties facing male and 
transgender sex workers in South 
Africa are numerous and appear on 
almost every street corner. Despite 
this, many of these sex workers main-
tain their hope. 

“We have got to do the best that 
we can to live the life where we are 
happy,” says Gina. 
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PLAYING 
RUSSIAN 

ROULETTE?

According to the South African Na-
tional Aids Council (SANAC) the Ational Aids Council (SANAC) the A

number of HIV positive sex workers 
in South Africa sits at around 60%. 

The estimation is not based on 
national surveys as none exist; rather 
it uses small scale studies often done 
many years ago, which makes the es-
timation not as reliable as it could be.  
More recent studies are currently be-
ing undertaken that should provide 
more accurate information but what 
is certain is that sex workers form an 
incredibly at-risk population when it 
comes to contracting the virus.

One of the main reasons for sex 
workers being more vulnerable to 
HIV infection is due to the number 
of sexual partners that they have, 
as the sheer number increases, so 
does the possibility of coming into 
sexual contact with an infected in-
dividual. But this is just one facet of 
what is a multifaceted problem fac-
ing sex workers around the globe. 
Other factors that increase the risk 
of HIV transmission are inconsis-
tent condom use, social and legal 
factors, as well as drug use. 

Inconsistent condom usage by 
sex workers has been reported in 
numerous studies, with many cli-
ents paying more for sex without a 
condom or refusing to have sex if a 
condom is used. These forms of co-
ercion can be incredibly powerful for 
a sex worker that may be battling to 
support themselves and very often a 
family as well. 

Social factors such as the stig-
matising and marginalising of sex 
workers can increase sex workers’ 
vulnerability to HIV. This stigma and 
marginalisation makes it more chal-
lenging for sex workers to negotiate 
condom usage amongst their clients 

and access prevention services. It 
also makes it more difficult for a sex 
worker, particularly a street based 
sex worker, to be able to veto clients 
as the act of engaging with the client 
in public needs to occur quickly to 
minimise the potential for exposure 
to the police. 

In many countries, including South 
Africa, the criminalisation of sex work 
places sex workers in a vulnerable 
position, as it is often difficult for sex 
workers to report an assault, rape, or 
harassment as their work itself is ille-
gal and by reporting it they often ex-
pose themselves to further abuse from 
the police. This can then prevent sex 
workers from being directed to health-
care services after a rape. 

The police’s use of the posses-
sion of condoms as evidence of an 
individual being a sex worker can 
also lead to sex workers not carry-
ing condoms with them. This means 
that condom use is inconsistent 
and the likelihood of being infect-
ed with HIV is increased. Using the 
possession of condoms as an indi-
cation of an individual being a sex 
worker is a tactic that police have 
adopted in numerous countries 
that can have dire consequences 
on safe sex. 

Patricia, a transgender sex work-
er, says that the police will often ha-

rass her on the street and insist on 
searching her bag for condoms in 
order to use this as evidence of her 
being a sex worker. 

Another risk factor that is of-
ten associated with sex workers in-
creased vulnerability to HIV is drug 
use. Injecting drug users who share 
needles are an incredibly at-risk 
population for becoming infected 
with HIV. Being intoxicated or using 
drugs can also lead to sex workers 
engaging in more risky sexual be-
haviour and being less likely to use 
a condom.

Migration and mobility are also 
important contributing factors to 
HIV risk. Many migrant workers, liv-
ing away from a permanent partner, 
turn to sex workers for sex. Examples 
include truck drivers, mine workers 
and seasonal labourers. 

Individuals who have migrated 
and struggle to find employment in 
their new home sometimes also turn 
to sex work to make a living. The mar-
ginalised and excluded status of many 
migrants can also make it difficult to 
access healthcare, legal and social 
services, thus exacerbating the risk of 
HIV that migrant sex workers face.

Prevention strategies that are 
currently being used to reduce HIV 
risk include condom provision, con-
trol of STIs, as STIs can increase the 
chance of HIV transmission, gen-
der-based violence interventions, 
community empowerment and 
earlier treatment. 

SWEAT works with sex workers 
to educate them about their health 
as well as distributing goodie bags 
containing condoms, lubrication 
and health and safety information 
through their outreach programmes. 
Free government issued condoms are 

HIV has plagued South Africa since the 80s and it still does with an estimated 16,6% of adults aged 15-49 
living with HIV according to Statistics South Africa. Sex workers are one of the most vulnerable groups 
when it comes to HIV infection but access to condoms and lubricants is not always easily and freely 
available to them. What is more, the criminalised environment can push sex workers into dangerous 
situations where HIV infection is more likely. 

The police will often harass 
her on the street and insist 

on searching her bag for 
condoms in order to use this 

as evidence of her being a 
sex worker.

Sex workers in South Africa and the HIV burden 
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also widely available at clinics, univer-
sities and in public bathrooms. 

Sisonke Sex Worker Movement is 
an example of a group that focusses 
on community empowerment-based 
responses to HIV. Sisonke attempts 
to mobilise local communities of 
sex workers to take charge of their 
health and their lives. Through doing 
this they attempt to reduce the risk 
of HIV infection. 

In a 2014 paper by research-
ers from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health in the Unit-
ed States, a community empower-
ment-based response to HIV was 
found to be one of the most effective 
ways of combating HIV risk. Through 
this response, sex workers take own-
ership of the various programmes and 
services needed to achieve effective 
HIV prevention, as well as focussing 
on the barriers to their realisation of 
good healthcare and human rights.  

A little known factor contributing 
to effective HIV prevention is access 
to personal lubrication. Lubrication 
helps to prevent friction between the 
skin and the condom, thus decreasing 
the risk of the condom breaking. The 
use of lubricants, especially in men 
who have sex with men (MSM) is es-
sential as the anus isn’t self-lubricat-
ing like the vagina is. 

But not all that slides is safe. Oil 
based lubricants such as those made 

from petroleum, which include Vase-
line, hand lotion and cooking oil, can 
weaken latex condoms and cause 
them to break during sexual inter-
course. Water and silicone based lu-
bricants are the safest for use with 
condoms but, in the absence of con-
doms, water-based lubricants have 
been shown to increase the chance of 
HIV transmission during anal sex. 

This is problematic as water-based 
lubricants are the most commonly 
available and if a sex worker is unable 
to negotiate condom use and is engag-
ing in anal sex, the use of a lubricant is 
often essential to prevent discomfort 
and pain. In these cases, silicone based 
lubricants are the most effective.

While free condoms are widely 
available all over the globe via large 
scale governmental distribution cam-
paigns, most of these programmes 
fail to provide free lubrication, which 
is essential in the fight against HIV.  

One important group that has 
also been overlooked in HIV pre-
vention drives are the clients of sex 
workers. In a study conducted in In-
dia, the sexual behavior of the male 

clients of female sex workers was 
analysed with the conclusion be-
ing that more HIV prevention pro-
grammes need to target this demo-
graphic as they form an important 
bridge group. This is due to their 
high volume of different sexual part-
ners and low condom usage. 

In the study, 57% of clients were 
married and 64% had a consistent 
sexual partner. Of these clients, 61% 
had sex with more than one female 
sex worker in the past month and 
inconsistent condom usage was pos-
itively associated with having differ-
ent female sex worker partners in the 
past month. The prevalence of HIV 
ranged from 2% to 10.9%. 

Studies such as the latter are es-
sential in understanding patterns of 
HIV infection but they remain rela-
tively sporadic and funding for them 
is limited. The criminalisation of sex 
work also plays a large role in the rela-
tively small number of studies focussed 
on sex workers and HIV in South Afri-
ca. In a country where about 60% of 
sex workers are HIV positive, this can 
only be seen as deeply problematic and  
reflective of larger issues of marginali-
sation and exclusion; issues that are all 
too familiar to sex workers. 

A little known factor 
contributing to effective 
HIV prevention is access to 
personal lubrication.

danicing for a cause (above): Activists 
from SWEAT protest in Kenilworth against 
violence against sex workers. 
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“SEX WORKERS 
HAVE THE RIGHT 

TO BE FREE FROM 
VIOLENCE.”

singing songs of defiance: 
Activists from SWEAT protest 
in Kenilworth, Cape Town
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 “Drug dealers are one of the biggest people who 
are running the sex industry. Where there are drugs, 
there are a lot of sex workers as well... Drug lords 
also own certain areas, certain turfs, so if you do sex 
work in those turfs you have to pay them as well, 
because if you don’t pay them they are going to send 
people out to come harass you and to come hurt 
you.”—David

“So I was dealing drugs by a drug house. I wasn’t 
smoking drugs at the time, I was 16 and so after a 
year or two someone introduced me to crack and 
then our big boss found out I was smoking crack… 
the crack was so nice I had to maintain the habit, so 
one of my friends told me, to make money—come to 
the road, it’s an easy way to make money. So I said 
okay, let’s try it out. So I was entertaining my habits 
by standing on the road. Just for drugs. I was stupid 
at that time, I was only 18.”—Ally

It is a chicken and egg situation. 
Drug use or sex work, which came 

first when both are present? The 
connection between drugs and sex 
work is long standing but there is lit-
tle consensus as to whether sex work 
is most often used to support a drug 
habit or if a drug habit develops once 
an individual enters into sex work. 

Sally Shackelton, the executive 
director of Sex Workers Eduction 
and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT), 
says that both cases are true. “There 
are certainly many sex workers who 
get in to sex work to support a drug 
habit. Sex work can sometimes be 
very fast money and quite a bit of 
money, so if you do have an addic-
tion it is one of the ways that you can 
support your addiction. On the other 
hand, sex work often takes place in 
contexts that include drugs and alco-
hol.  So the chances are that you will 
be exposed to those things and that 
you may very well start using as a sex 
worker,” says Shackelton.

“It is very difficult for us to make 
sure that venues where sex work 
happens are places where sex work-
ers have access to rehabilitation. [For 
us to ensure that] the owners of those 
establishments should face sanctions 
should they distribute drugs or al-
low drugs onto their premises, or if 
they are properly licensed for alco-
hol. With decriminalisation we be-
lieve that there would be far more 
spaces where the conditions that we 
believe are best for sex workers are 
observed,” she says.

Shackelton also says that sex 
workers often live isolated from the 
rest of society and stigmatised due to 
the work in which they engage. This 
can lead to an increase in stress levels 

and can result in sex workers using 
drugs to cope. She adds that SWEAT 
is doing a lot to help support addict-
ed sex workers. Service users (sex 
workers who come to SWEAT) re-
ceive a service regardless of whether 
they are using drugs or not, some-
thing that Shackelton believes is es-
sential if one wants to provide help to 
sex workers.

She believes that the current 
state of the rehabilitation space 
needs a transformation. At many re-
habilitation centres there are long 
waiting lists and sometimes they also 
require patients to test clean before 
they are given assistance, which she 
believes is counterproductive “be-
cause obviously you are using” if you 
are entering a rehabilitation facility.

“You are not allowed to use 
(drugs) on our premises, that is the 
one rule we do have, but if you are 
high and you come into our space, as 
long as you are not disruptive, you 
can snooze on a couch and when you 
are ready to, you can have a cup of 
coffee and we can see how you are 
doing. If you are disruptive then you 
need to leave and obviously we will 
ask you to leave. Given the challenges 
that our service users face, we don’t 
believe that you should be clean to 
come here, that would defeat the 
purposes of our space,” she says.

One sex worker in the female 
creative space says that drugs are 
part and parcel of many sex workers’ 
lives. “Most of us are drug users in 
order to do what we do,” she says.

Selling sex while intoxicated or 
under the influence of drugs has 
been shown to lead to increased risk 
of contracting HIV or another STI. 
This is due to impaired judgment 

while under the influence of alcohol 
or drugs, leading to sex workers be-
ing more likely to have sex without 
a condom or with clients that they 
may usually avoid. It can also result 
in sex workers exposing themselves 
to more potentially violent situa-
tions and being less able to remove 
themselves quickly and safely from 
these situations.

Sex workers’ use of drugs is not 
always clear cut, very often patterns 
of drug use and sex work can emerge 
where the two are linked but are not 
necessarily co-dependent.   

Factors such as homelessness, 
domestic violence and isolation from 
family can lead to drug use. These is-
sues themselves can also lead to sex 
work, so there is usually no straight-
forward cause and effect situation 
when it comes to how sex work and 
drugs correlate. 

Every sex worker who uses drugs 
seems to have a different story as to 
how they began using and while it 
may be connected to sex work; often 
it is not a simple causal relationship. 
Sometimes it is getting involved with 
the wrong crowd, the need to escape 
life’s harsh realities or a teenage ex-
periment that escalated.

There is no one size fits all rem-
edy to aid sex workers taking drugs. 
Despite this, decriminalisation could 
provide the best chance in address-
ing what is a life threatening problem 
and possibly save lives.

Factors such as 
homelessness, domestic 
violence and isolation from 
family can lead to drug use. 

High on the job
Drugs and sex work are a combination that is seen too often. Is it the 
stress and vulnerability of sex work that causes sex workers to turn 
to drugs? Or is sex work a way to support a drug habit? The reality is 
often more complex than an “either or” scenario. 
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flowers for the dead: An activist from 
SWEAT ties ribbons and flowers to a tree 
on the site where a sex worker was killed.
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Final note



This project is dedicated to those sex workers who are unable to have 
their voices heard because they died trying to earn a living




