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This project was made possible by the AIDS Foundation of
South Africa and the Global Fund.
This qualitative research complemented by a 4-part podcast
series on how sex workers were affected by the COVID-19
lockdown in South Africa.
For more information on the podcast, go to:
https://www.sweat.org.za/podcast/
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PART I: COVID-19
It came to us like a dream
Struck at us like a tornado, a whirlwind of confusion struck at us
Little did we know it was the beginning of what was to be our new normal
I said COVID-19.
A pandemic that caused pandemonium
Fearful to even touch somebody
Isolated and needing comfort
Confused about the new regulations
Prisoners in our own homes
Resorting to sex work, as I got retrenched

PART II: THE SUMMARY OF COVID-19
COVID came and stayed, the fluctuating levels of statistics
Waiting to hear if the ban on alcohol or cigarettes was to be lifted or implemented
Harassed by the police
Shot with rubber bullets for loitering, the things one had to go through during COVID-19
It hit us at our core
It affected facets in our lives we didn’t even know existed
Providing services in dodgy areas
Putting my life at risk, to just put food on the table
Resorting to clients that were volatile, as regulars disappeared
I said COVID-19.
A period in society that many will never forget
COVID-19.
Our new normal.
-Eric, Research Participant
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VOICES FROM THE PANDEMIC:
Diva*. 29.
Eric. 26.
Glynis. 63.
Gulam, 49.
Josephine. 30.
Kgalisho. 23.
Laurine. 29.
Lerato. 42.
Neo. 40.
Nomsa. 47.
Norma*. 53.
Portia. 38.
Rachel*, 36.
Romeo*, 23.
Sally*, 37.
Sipho*, 30.
Thembi*. 32.
Zelda, 37.

Non-binary. Sex worker in Johannesburg, Gauteng.
Cisgender homosexual man. Sisonke peer educator and sex work in Johannesburg, Gauteng.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. SWEAT Human Rights Defender (HRD) in Cape Town, Western Cape.
Transgender woman. Sex worker in Cape Town, Western Cape.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. SWEAT HRD in Polokwane, Limpopo.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. Centre for Positive Care Peer Educator in Polokwane, Limpopo.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. Sex worker in Middleburg, Mpumalanga.
Cisgender heterosexual man. Sipho Sihle Home of Hope Project Manager in Johannesburg, Gauteng.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. Sex worker in Mafikeng, North West.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. SWEAT Helpline Coordinator in Cape Town, Western Cape.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. SWEAT HRD in Durban, KwaZulu Natal.
Cisgender lesbian woman. SWEAT HRD in Cape Town, Western Cape.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. Sex worker in Potchefstroom, North West.
Transgender woman. Sex worker in Johannesburg, Gauteng.
Cisgender heterosexual woman. Sex worker in Durban, KwaZulu Natal.
Cisgender homosexual man. SWEAT HRD in Johannesburg, Gauteng.
Cisgender bisexual woman. Sex worker in Butterworth, Eastern Cape.
Cisgender lesbian woman. SWEAT HRD in Johannesburg, Gauteng.

All 18 people have one thing in common.
Every one of them provides financially for themselves, and their families. Putting food on the table, paying school fees, covering
rent, making sure there is transport money, buying clothing, medication and treatments…
But this ability to provide came to a sudden and sharp stop.
* indicates pseudonyms
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ABOUT THIS PROJECT
SWEAT spent a month engaging 18 sex workers from different cities
and provinces in South Africa. Using WhatsApp as a multimedia
platform, two facilitators supported the participants to share their
experiences and stories during COVID-19, in their own voices.
The facilitators used an ethical storytelling framework that looks
to create a human-centred approach to storytelling, where the
participants’ needs and desires are at the centre of how the story is
shared.

Through the process, the 18 sex workers shared and listened to one
anothers experiences – which allowed for connection, awareness,
learning and a process to enrich and liberate in order to create a
sense of social wellness for participants.
SWEAT embraces the concept of wellness, active participation, and
uses an evidence informed, human rights based approach with the
vision of a South Africa where people who choose to sell sex are able
to enjoy freedom, rights and human dignity.

This project looks to complement the statistical data and factual
reports that have been researched and produced by organisations
such as UNFPA, Sonke Gender Justice, SALC and NSWP on the
impact of the pandemic on sex workers. This report prioritises sex
workers’ memories and experiences as essential carriers of personal
and collective messages that point to the nature of their given
realities.
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WHEN COVID-19 HIT

Ever since COVID started my life has just been a mess and I mostly
had to do this on my own, at first. But now I have people around
me that show me love, like my family and friends, even though I’ve
lost a lot of friends because I didn’t have the money that I had, and
moved back home where I have to be controlled again. And it’s
really a mess. I’m still trying to pick myself up from that. It’s been very
challenging.”

On the 15th of March 2020 President Cyril Ramaphosa declared the
COVID-19 pandemic a national disaster. 12 days later, on the 27th
of March 2020 the South African government implemented a 21-day
stay-at-home lockdown. Only essential services and businesses were
allowed to operate. A banning of alcohol and cigarette sales was
implemented, there were policed curfews, and no one could travel or
attend any gatherings.

Even though Sally and Diva found the experience of the sudden
lockdown very challenging –Sally as the breadwinner of her family
and Diva as a non-binary individual that relied on their income for
their freedom – both saw themselves as the lucky ones, they both
had a place to go, a family home to return to.

Sally, 37 years old and based in Durban (KwaZulu Natal),
remembers the day clearly. On the 27th of March the brothel she
worked and lived at suddenly closed, informing all sex workers
that they needed to leave the premises, “When they closed the
brothel, that was the week where we usually work, so I didn’t have
much money. It was so challenging, ‘cause at home they knew that
each and every time I could give them money, I could buy food,
but things got tough when I went home.” After losing her mother
and grandmother, Sally became the breadwinner of her family; she
couldn’t afford to look after her sister on her hairdressing salary and
decided to make money as a sex worker.

When the first lock down hit, SWEAT Human Rights Defenders (HRD)
were inundated with calls from sex workers desperate for help.
Zelda, a SWEAT HRD, describes the work she does as her duty, a
duty to ensure sexworkers rights are upheld. She remembers feeling
helpless as lockdown prohibited her from being able to go outside
and see what the needs of sex workers were and how she could
support them, especially on a provincial level, “I had sex workers that
called in telling me of the situations. Some had no money to pay rent.
Some had no money for food. Some didn’t even have money to travel
back home, so they can get something, ‘cause in Johannesburg
people are here to work. And when everything was closed, people
were thinking of going back home because that’s where they would
get food, at least.”

Diva, 29 years old and based in Johannesburg (Gauteng), found
themselves losing their job and a significant portion of their sex
work income, which gave them the freedom to express their gender
identity and the protection to live as a non-binary person. The
lockdown had a detrimental effect on their life, “I didn’t have a job, I
didn’t have clients. I couldn’t bring them anywhere because I moved
back home. I’m also a drag queen, so I couldn’t perform. I had debts
to pay, which some of them I haven’t paid even now…
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SWEAT Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) work on the ground to
support and protect sex workers’ rights.
The HRDs respond to human rights violations by recording
incidences of violation for advocacy purposes, offering support
to the sex workers, and referring them to the relevant services
that they may need.
Putting food on the table requires income. Many sex workers ran
out of money suddenly and without any time to plan. The mandated
COVID-19 protocols lead to dusk-to-dawn curfews, stay-at-home
orders, border closures, and a halt to the tourism and entertainment
industry. These government mandated procedures cut sex workers
financial lifeline, which had a huge impact on their livelihoods.
Thembi, a sex worker based in the Eastern Cape, shares how having
less clients was extremely difficult for her and her family, as the
breadwinner she found herself taking out a loan from the mashonisa
(loan shark) just to ensure that her family had food at home, “It’s
very hard. To go to bed, sometimes without food. Ja, it affected me
and my family a lot. Because they look up to me. So, I’d go to work
raining or not, because I needed to pay my bills. But it was hard, very
hard. Where it got to the point that I, I couldn’t pay... for my account,
I couldn’t pay for the school fees.
It was very hard nje, and my family was involved in all of this ‘cause
I couldn’t provide. You know, and they depend on me. So all of that
made me feel like I’m useless. I felt so small.”
Neo, a mother of three, wasn’t always a sex worker, but after two
years of being a single mother she was desperate to be able to
financially support her children. During COVID-19 it got more
difficult to provide for them, “I remember that time I was working at
Lichtenberg, that day I was alone. Working. There is this guy coming
from nowhere. Asking me, “How much do you selling it?” I tell him for

R100 for a short time. He says, “Why so expensive?” Oh my God, I
tell that guy, “Do you know where I am coming from? From Mafikeng
to Lichtenberg.” I’m working for those three babies, tomorrow
morning they want to go to school, after school they want to eat. I’m
alone. I’m doing it for my kids. That guy took me. I remember what he
did to me. I can’t forget. He treated me so badly asking me,”Why are
you selling your body?”
Nomsa, SWEAT Helpline Coordinator based in Cape Town, was
granted a permit during lockdown to go out and support sex workers
and check-in on what their needs were. She vividly remembers
what she heard and witnessed when COVID-19 hit, Some were
even crying their lungs out, saying, “What are we going to do now?
Because as you know sex workers, some of them they do save
money, some they don’t, because their monies is from hand-tomouth. Now it’s people caught without anything. Without anything in
their cupboards. And it was so difficult, so painful… it was really bad
during COVID-19, when Level 5 started.”
Like all crises, COVID-19 magnified existing inequalities,
compounding the vulnerabilities of people who already hold multiple,
intersecting identities that leave them at the margins of society - sex
workers find themselves at these very margins, and even closer to
the edge are sex workers from the LGBTIQ community, as well as
migrant and homeless sex workers.
SWEAT HRDs and the Helpline were quickly able to report and
assess the needs of sex workers and responded with a call for the
public to donate money that could be urgently distributed to sex
workers.
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54%
of the respondents
reflected that they were
not able to operate during
the lockdown.1

80%

54%

of sex workers identified
loss of income as the
greatest challenge to
livelihood.2

of sex workers linked
loss of income to food
insecurity for themselves
and their dependents.3

Sex Workers needing assistance can contact SWEAT/Sisonke on the 24-hour Helpline:
0800 606060 or send a ‘Please call me’ to 071 357 7632. The line is monitored by trained
counsellors and relief administrators who will assess requests and/ needs as they come in.
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On Sunday the 5th of April the Cape Town Municipality moved hundreds
of homeless people to the City’s temporary site at the Strandfontein Sports
Grounds, as part of the City’s response to the national disaster . Glynnis,
the SWEAT HRD Coordinator, is based in Cape Town and has dedicated
herself to helping the homeless, especially sex workers.

DISPLACED
The Southern African Litigation Centre (SALC), in its mapping exercise of
the impact of COVID-19 on SADC sex workers, details how sex workers
lived in shared, rented accommodation4 – many also worked and lived
in brothels. These spaces are usually cramped and with COVID-19 rules
against overcrowding, sex workers were forced to leave – many with
nowhere to go and no money to pay rent.

She remembers the day when the City was trying to move homeless people
and sex workers to the camp, “I came the morning and I saw this bus
standing there, the Metro Police and, you know, security guards also there,
and everybody standing around at the foot of the bridge in Mowbray. And
I come pass, I say, “What is going on here?”. “No, they say, we must get in
the bus, they taking us to a safe place in Strandfontein, and they’re going to
give us methadone,” you know, those that are drug users, if they should get
sick, they catered for them and they’re going to give them money, so say
for instance they have to leave there or their stay is finished there, they will
be able to come back to Mowbray or to Observatory.”

No one was safe from the possibility of ending up homeless during
COVID-19. Zelda found herself having to ask for help from the very sex
workers she had provided food parcels for. When the lockdown was
announced, Zelda had to urgently find affordable accommodation for her
and her daughter. Just as the lockdown started, the landlord informed them
that he needed to paint the rooms, and they’d be allowed to move back in
a short while, “I took my stuff out so they can paint nice and everything. I
left to visit a friend, when I came back I was told to take my stuff and leave
because I’m dealing with sex workers, so it won’t happen in their yard, they
would never tolerate my behaviour and I will be teaching their kids wrong
things. I had to leave the premises with my child immediately. Remember,
lines were too long. I didn’t even have time to go and complain to the police
station. I had a crying baby on my back.”

Glynnis, having not heard of the temporary site and wanting to first
investigate it, advised them not to get on the bus, several of the homeless
sex workers she has been supporting listened to her and were spared
from the abuses reported from the camp, “And at the end of the day, that
was the beginning of COVID, and if I think about it now, you know, thinking
back, the things that happened there, how they were laying like fish in a
row, you know how they contracted the disease in the sense of not having
distance, not having a mask, you know, and getting raped and all these
things that happened there.”

Sex workers already living on the streets, found themselves in even further
situations of harassment or abuse. Norma, a SWEAT HRD in KZN, recalls
how after sex workers were arrested and explained that they had no money
to pay for food and rent, the magistrate ordered the police to take the sex
workers to a shelter, “When they come there, the owner of the shelter said
this is not a charity. This is not a place for the government, it’s only a place
for the people who can pay the money. They can sleep one day. But after
that they must see what they can do. So that forced the sex workers to
going out on the street where they get police.” This created an unending
cycle of sex workers without housing ending up back on the streets to be
arrested again and again.

On April the 11th 2020, The South African Human Rights Commission
released an independent report exposing the violations that were taking
place in the camp, the first recommendation read, “The immediate phased
closure of Strandfontein Site as a COVID-19 shelter and stoppage of any
further admissions”.7

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on sex workers in Southern Africa, pg 2
COVID-19: Police use rubber bullets to stop homeless people leaving camp | GroundUp
7
Human Rights Commission report flays Cape Town’s Strandfontein relocation site
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Some sex workers, even though they had rented housing,
experienced a different level of accommodation challenges, Nomsa,
SWEAT Helpline Coordinator explains, “There are sex workers who
work from their apartments, who pay rent through doing sex work,
for example, some of these ladies, they pay about rands up to eight
thousand, ten thousand, or even twelve thousand, because they work
in like spacious apartments. They couldn’t afford to do that, so they
had to negotiate with their clients.
And if you ask them about moving, they will tell you no we cannot
move, our clients are so much comfortable with these places. So
those are the challenges that they’re facing, it’s like, very serious.
Even now, if things are better with COVID but the prices [charged to
clients], some the prices have gone down. It’s no longer the same
like before…”

I remember when it took two months, I didn’t even pay the rent.
My landlord wanted to chase me out, but I spoke to him. He
understands. I tell him my situation, he understands.
I was so angry, crying, saying, “Maybe I can leave this sex worker,
I must go to find a job.” When you go to find a job, there is no job. It
was not good at all, for us.”
Being a homeless sex worker, as well as the constant threat
of ending up on the streets, left many sex workers extremely
vulnerable, especially as the lockdown made isolating at home one
of the main defences against the virus.

Rachel, a sex worker based in Potchefstroom, is the sole provider in
her home. When the lockdown hit she couldn’t afford to pay rent, let
alone put food on the table, “Problem was limited time when we are
going to the streets. The police, they are coming to us to see, telling
us about the time, “Go home” and then we must go home. Some
other people, they don’t have a home around the town, they are
travelling.

I remember when it took two months, I didn’t
even pay the rent. My landlord wanted to
chase me out...
14

52%
of sex workers cited loss of
housing as having the biggest
impact on their livelihood.5
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POLICE ACT OUT
The desperation of suddenly no longer having a steady flow of income lead
many sex workers to take greater risks, which lead them to experiencing
even higher and more extreme acts of police and client violence (including
murder, assault, rape, harassment and extortion) during lockdown8. Sex
workers needed to provide for themselves and their families, and some had
to make the choice of working in certain areas, at certain times, with certain
clients they otherwise would not have. They had to put themselves at risk to
pay the rent, to buy groceries, to cover school fees.

Gulam and the clients ran off, leaving their belongings behind, as they
turned the corner another police van tried to stop them. “Oooh, huah, this is
not the night, a good night to pick to work but because we really need the
money. You know, money was running out of our pockets and to make it for
another day. There must be a way of getting out there to work and make it
another day to survive.”
Once Gulam and her friend had completed their business they decided
to leave the clients’ home, on their way back to where they stayed another
police van pulled up and stopped them, “But you know what happened?
We chat, we do all the things they want us to. And then they want to see our
breasts! But have you seen two trans women who run like hell?! And we ran
and we were scared, and we thought they’re going to chase, and we had
to jump over two fences, and we just hid ourselves behind the tree, laying
down, and watching. Thinking, “Maybe they are coming around. Maybe
they are coming after us?” But no, nobody came.”

Gulam, a homeless transgender sex worker based in Cape Town, has
always felt unsafe and targeted by police enforcement. One night during
lockdown, Gulam and her friend (a fellow transgender sex worker) met
up with two clients. As they walked to the clients’ house – just a few steps
away from where they had met – a police van pulled up. It was just past
twelve o’clock, the two policemen questioned them on why they were still
out. Gulam explained that they were on their way home, and literally only
had a few steps until they reached the house. What followed was pure
unlawfulness, “So, this man and this woman [the police], they decided now
to take us for a fool. The man talked to us and said yes, “Open up your
pockets and take out your things in your pockets!” and yoh, my heart starts
beating fast.

When asked to share an experience during COVID-19 that she would never
forget, Laurine a sex worker based in Middleburg, remembers when she
was arrested for loitering, “It was already curfew time in the night. So this
police officer found me with a client, then he asked for bribery from the guy,
and the client paid 500 rand.

And um this lady [the police] is just on it, “And who are you, and what are
you?” And as much as I explained to her that I’m a trans woman. The man
asked, “Do you want to be searched by him or by her?” And I thought,
“How silly is this question? Doesn’t he know what a trans woman is?”
So these two guys [the clients], you can say all four of us, was very very
nervous.

And as for me, I was blackmailed that I would be sleeping in the cells and
I would go to court, so I was very scared. So, he asked me to give him the
business in exchange for my freedom. Then I agreed.
We went to a bush, a deserted place, where he fucked me for almost
an hour. It was a police officer, just for 50 rand. I did not complain about
anything because I was very scared. He was in uniform.

And they [the police] put on their gloves, but they don’t get out of the van.
And suddenly, they just said, “Get on, get on, and leave all the things on
the floor.”
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He fucked me there for almost an hour, not releasing and I was very
tired. I did not complain because I was begging for him not to arrest me.
After he finished, he took me to my place and he dropped me to where I
stayed and I was not arrested that day.
I will never forget that day.”

Many of the sex workers shared similar experiences, being bribed by police
– given the choice to either do business with them for free or be arrested –
some police would even demand to have sex without a condom, and sex
workers would find themselves begging policemen to protect themselves
from contracting STDs or HIV.
8,9,10,
UNFPA ESARO | A Rapid Scoping Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 on Sex Worker Programmes in East and
Southern Africa, pg 4
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It was already curfew time in the night. So this
police officer found me with a client, then he
asked for bribery from the guy, and the client
paid 500 rand.
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49%

45.1%

of sex workers
reported having
been a victim of
police violence.9

37%

of the responders
expressed that they
did not feel safe as
they were now more
than ever an easy
target for the police10

83.7%
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increase in arrests,
including arbitrary or
unlawful arrest.10

of sex workers
felt that they were
targeted by law
enforcement during
the lockdown.11
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life. Her voice shook as she explained how hard it was for her to share this
story, “So we do the business. I didn’t notice that after I came out of the
bedroom, the guy was smoking. I don’t know what he was smoking, but I
could see this white thing, like a powder and there’s a card next to it and
there’s an injection next to it also.

CLIENTS - A BLESSING AND
A CURSE
Law enforcement officers were not the only one’s exacerbating their abuse
and targeting of sex workers, clients were too. The desperation for income
forced many sex workers into even more dangerous situations, and clients
knew this – asking to pay less, taking sex workers to places they were not
comfortable with, and abusing them.

I didn’t want to say much. So, I asked him, “What is that?” He said, “No, it’s
fine. It’s nothing.” And back in my mind, I was like, I’m not a child. I can see
that you’re smoking. After that, he said, “ OK, fine we must do the last thing,
last one.” I said, “OK no it’s fine.” He was okay all the time. But yay! The last
thing, he was very rough on me, and then when I tried to complain, he’d
just beat me. He started klaping [hitting] me, and then I asked him, “What
are you doing?” And then he klapped me again. And then after that, while I
tried to fight with him, OK, I told myself, “Be calm.” And then I was calm. He
was so rough sexually. And the condom broke, he didn’t want to stop either
way.

Eric, a Peer Educator and sex worker based in Johannesburg, had to
return to sex work during COVID-19 when he lost his job. He explained
how difficult it was to find clients because of the lockdown, “If I had to
be honest, COVID has affected me in numerous ways because even my
clientele, my data base of the people that I actually had, was affected
due to not being able to make my hookups the way I used to and where
we used to meet, everywhere was closed, people were stuck indoors and
hence now, my side business was affected to the point that my normal
clientele moved away. Everyone that I used to have started distancing
themselves, and that was the period of this hard, harsh lockdown.

When I realised, while I was trying to fight with him, I was bleeding. I started
to cry and then I screamed for people because we were in the BnB. I
started to cry. And then there was a lady who was passing by. She heard
us. And then after that, he just beat the wardrobe, this guy doesn’t even
stop. Even if I try to cry, he’ll just put his hand in my mouth. All Of a sudden,
the wardrobe is broken and I am bleeding. I was so scared they had to
push the door and force the door to be opened. Ay, I cried. The other lady
called the police.

With regards to having less clients, we all understand that less clients
means less money, and that affects how we pay for the necessary things
that we need to do. Like, for example, food, toiletries, treatments, all that
gets affected.

I was tested. I was not. Yeah, I was fine, but I have to be cleaned. And then
they asked me if they can call one of my family, I said, “Listen, what am I
going to explain to the family what I was doing with this guy? And second
of all, I’m a lesbian. So they’re not expecting me to be with that guy. They
don’t know what I am doing. They don’t know me as a sex worker.”
I was so scared. I said, “No it’s fine. You can take me home, but you don’t
go inside. I’ll just make up some story.” And then I went home and there
was no one at home. So that’s where I found the chance to lie down and I
was OK. And thank God we have the counsellor here in the office. I came,
I went to SWEAT and spoke to Sis Nomsa and then it was a bit OK. Even
though it is not easy for me, at least now... I have people to talk to.”

And then the dangers, because if you cannot access maybe your clients,
you’re working maybe in the streets or hotspot areas, maybe resort to your
dating apps. And these are now strangers, people that you don’t know.
And there’s, sometimes there’s harsh times where you can find a client who
actually is out to kill sex workers you understand.”
Portia, a sex worker based in Cape Town, shared an experience of when
she put herself in a situation with a client out of desperation. The payment
for business was good and upfront, and she needed the money – she
thought of how she could buy food and clothing for her child. Portia
describes this experience as the worst and most painful moment in her
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Public
Health,
for some
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PUBLIC HEALTH, FOR SOME
Access to healthcare has always been a challenge for sex workers,
because of continued stigma they face from healthcare workers, during
COVID-19 many sex workers experienced further blockages, especially
those who could not access facilities or mobile clinics specifically servicing
sex workers. 13

So hence now sex workers find themselves not being able to take out
their IUDs because of maybe them having to travel from one province
to another. Because we know we have migratory sex workers, sex
workers sometimes do not stay in one place.

Some of the challenges to gaining access stemmed from the new
system put in place by healthcare facilities to prioritise COVID-19
infections. A certain number of people per day were allowed entry
into healthcare facilities, to be treated for healthcare issues outside
of COVID-19, and many times sex workers reported how they weren’t
always able to make it on time to gain access.16

So maybe you put your IUD somewhere in KZN, or your three year
family planning method. Now the thing is that we lose our transfer
cards, because of all this migration that we have to keep on doing.
So now clinics are not sensitized to the needs of sex workers.
That’s an issue that I’ve really seen happen first-hand.”
Compounding the lack of access to healthcare services as a sex
worker is the constantly experienced existing stigma against sex
workers. Gulam recalls one night during lockdown when she decided
to try and work. Her friend Celine joined her, a fellow transgender sex
worker. That night luck was on their side and shortly after they met on
the street two clients pulled up and requested business for the entire
night.

As a HRD, Sipho knows the difficulties of migrant sex workers
in Johannesburg. Many sex workers come from different areas,
complicating access to healthcare services, “So when it came
COVID and lockdown, then people were locked where they were in
that particular time, and then lockdown was extended and people
that had to go to the clinics for health facilities, either for treatment,
any treatment that they wanted to get access to, they couldn’t go.
When you must go to other clinics, you need a transfer letter from
another clinic.”

The money was good, they quickly agreed and took the job, “Around
six a.m., one of them drops us in town, Cape Town, suddenly I see
that Celine is walking so differently. I asked, “What’s wrong?” She
told me that her client had sex with her without a condom. She was
terrified that she might contract some illness.

Eric shared a similar experience to what Sipho described, as a
Peer Educator he tried to support sex workers in getting the health
services they needed, “I had to escort one sex worker to a clinic
because they were refusing to give health services to the sex
worker, already the stigma within the community, as well as the
work which sex workers do, now elevates or increases them to have
unwillingness to help sex workers.
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We went to the closest Health Care Community Service clinic, I told
the sister what happened, she laughed and said, “Who said that HE
must be a prostitute, and now we’re seeking their help?” As flames
stood up in me, I prayed to God to keep me cool, so that there is
someone who can help us. I asked where is the Sister in charge.
The other nurse said, “Don’t worry. Well, she’s going to be late.” I
check my phone, I still have two-rand fifty airtime. I started to call
Health for Men, then they decided to assist us, she got her injection,
and some pills.

49%

of sex workers
stated that access
to health care
for non-COVID
conditions proved
the biggest
challenge.14

42%

of sex workers
expressed that
they were not
able to access
any healthcare
services during
the lockdown.15

We found out that she got an STI, and as soon as possible, she got
treated for it.”
With the support of SWEAT HRDs, Sisonke and other institutions
such as WITS RHI and Men’s Health, sex workers were able to
ensure they were granted their right to healthcare services, such as
family planning and access to ARVs and other treatments. But what
happens to sex workers who do not have access to mobile clinics or
institutes such as SWEAT for support, to those who don’t know Sipho,
Eric or Gulam?
Side-lined: Experiences of sex workers throughout the lockdown, pg 16
UNFPA ESARO | A Rapid Scoping Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 on Sex Worker Programmes in East and
Southern Africa, pg 4
15,16
Side-lined: Experiences of sex workers throughout the lockdown, pg 17
17,18,19
UNFPA ESARO | A Rapid Scoping Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 on Sex Worker Programmes in East and
Southern Africa, pg 4
13
14
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52%
of sex workers stated
a lack of access to
HIV treatment services
during COVID.17

22%
of sex workers stated
a lack of access to HIV
prevention services
during COVID.18
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22%
of sex workers stated a
lack of access to sexual
and reproductive health
services during COVID.19

THE TREMORS
OF COVID-19
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As the impacts of COVID-19 lulled towards the end of 2021, the 18 sex
workers who had been sharing their experiences and stories with SWEAT
reflected on what they had learned from all they had gone through. What
helped them survive, and what they need to be more financially stable and
protected.

During COVID-19, things are not well. It really, really impacted a lot of
people. Some of the children [of sex workers] stopped going to school for
ever, because parents couldn’t afford the backlog, and people have to
move houses even if they didn’t want to because of the situation. Anyway,
things were very tough and I hope like this kind of thing will come and go
and we get live our normal life again.”

Many shared how sticking to preventative measures like wearing masks
and sanitising kept them safe from contracting COVID-19. The need to
save money was one of the biggest lessons mentioned, to ensure that in
the future they wouldn’t have to rely on having access to a steady stream
of clients. Sex workers are still grappling with how to maintain a consistent
income and figuring out how to substitute sex work with other lines of work.
Another key reflection was on government support or the lack of it, as sex
work is still criminalised in South Africa and not recognised as a form of
employment. Rachel shares how she wishes government would recognise
sex workers, “I wish our president can hear us, can hear our voice,
especially the sex worker, because we’re trying to help our families. It’s our
job. I wish they can do something about sex work during COVID.”

In Zelda’s reflection she intimately shared her feelings and concerns about
what still reverberates through her, and many other sex workers she knows,
“And today we are seated, and we are wondering, “How many more people
that would die? How many more people will suffer of hunger? How many
more people that will be raped, killed during this COVID-19?” Because it
created a lot of havoc, left a lot of scars on people. And even today, people
are emotionally drained, emotionally challenged and physically challenged
too.
And in South Africa, we all know that it’s very, very, very sad that we have a
high rate of killings made up of sex workers. Police harassment, rapes. All
sorts of human rights violations are pointed to sex workers - this vulnerable
community trying to make end means, to help the children, to get them
education, put food on the table. But due to this law that criminalizes us as
sex workers we have suffered a lot.

Laurine echoes Rachel’s call on government, sharing how she wishes
government did not stop sex workers from continuing with business, like
other service industries, “It seemed unfair to us. There are people who
continued to work and offered the permits for them to walk around the
streets any time, their lives were moving on. While we were still stuck in
poverty, it really seemed unfair to us.”

And how do I wish things could have happened differently during
COVID-19? I wish people didn’t lose their jobs. Or people still had their
jobs. Children are still going to school. There’s food on the table. Sex
workers can work without being arrested. And for our cases, as sex
workers, to be reviewed. And also, we would love to be treated with dignity
and respect.

Even though the effects of the pandemic have eased, the impact is still
felt by sex workers, and what’s become painfully apparent is the urgent
necessity of better support systems and institutions for sex workers.
Nomsa, who coordinates the SWEAT Helpline, still feels and witnesses the
tremors of COVID-19 in the lives of sex workers, “There’s a time by when
they lose hope and they need to be assisted in finding that hope or in
finding their feet again, to stand up and move on…

As South Africans, we’ve got a beautiful, beautiful constitution with a
beautiful bill of rights. Where we don’t see how it works for us as sex
workers. We need one another to advocate for change, to help each other,
to assist each other, to be there for each other, to listen to one another. To
assist one another. Be it sharing food. Be it sharing the thoughts of how one
can change their situations.
This is me.”
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Sex Workers needing assistance can contact SWEAT/Sisonke on the 24-hour Helpline:
0800 606060 or send a ‘Please call me’ to 071 357 7632. The line is monitored by trained
counsellors and relief administrators who will assess requests and/ needs as they come in.
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