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INCLUDE SEX WORKERS IN THE COVID-19 RESPONSE
As the world has been shaken by COVID-19, those most marginalized, stigmatized, and criminalized have been pushed
further into poverty, to the grave detriment of their health and human rights. Sex workers have not only been seriously
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, but also by governments’ emergency responses that, in many contexts, have been
punitive, overbroad, and/or discriminatory.
Sex workers are among some of the most oppressed people in the world, facing multiple and intersecting forms of
discrimination and structural inequalities, including on the basis of their gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, race,
caste, ethnicity, Indigenous identity, migrant or other status. Those who lack adequate housing, live in poverty, use drugs
and/or lack continued access to healthcare, HIV treatment, as well as prevention and harm reduction measures,1 can be
at higher risk of contracting COVID-19 and of being negatively affected by it. For some, compliance with public health
regulations is increasingly difficult when they lack adequate housing, access to food and water, resources to manage their
personal hygiene and are excluded from government financial support schemes. In addition to serious physical and
mental health impacts, sex workers are also being subjected to increasing stigma, discrimination, police abuses and
criminalization during the pandemic.2
Amnesty International urges governments to take targeted action to address the disparate impact of COVID-19 on sex
workers and to protect their health and other human rights, including through tackling the key issues of concern that sex
workers have raised since the outbreak of COVID-19, such as their exclusion from social and economic support schemes,
increased criminalization and lack of protection from violence, and diminished access to health services.

EXCLUSION FROM SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC SUPPORT SCHEMES
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic saw government action to reduce and slow transmission, including by restricting
human rights and sometimes adopting emergency legislation. Some states have provided social and economic support
amidst job losses, rising gender-based violence3 and school closures. However, sex workers have largely been left out of
such support programmes, particularly in countries where sex work is criminalized.4
Many governments have resorted to policing and penalties as a way to enforce COVID-19 regulations, including by
criminalizing those who violate public health orders and/or criminalizing the exposure and transmission of the novel
coronavirus.5 Penalties for non-compliance with restrictive COVID-19 control measures are having a disproportionate
impact on marginalized groups.6 Sex workers and other criminalized populations, including people who use drugs, LGBTI
individuals and refugees and migrants, have suffered a compounded human rights impact under states’ punitive public
health orders.
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While governments are permitted to restrict human rights in some circumstances, including to protect public health, their
power is not unlimited. COVID-19-related restrictions must have a legitimate purpose and be strictly necessary and
proportionate to achieve that aim. They must also be limited in duration, reviewable by a court and non-discriminatory.7
Research from previous health emergencies has shown that criminalizing people who violate public health regulations
does more harm than good and can have a detrimental human rights impact. 8 Therefore, states should implement
measures that aim to empower and support people to comply with the restrictions, including by ensuring access to public
health information and by enabling people who are marginalised to satisfy their essential needs. 9
Many sex workers have attempted to comply with physical distancing and other public health orders and, when they have
been left out of government support programs, have engaged in advocacy and innovated varying forms of peer and
community support.10 However, many sex workers have been compelled to continue working in precarious conditions to
earn money to support themselves and their families, despite restrictions on movement, including lockdown and stay at
home orders, and the risks to their health, lives and safety. In some cases, sex workers have transitioned their work to
online platforms, which has brought new risks and challenges to their activities.11 Some sex workers have reported
evictions, police raids, and a lack of housing, putting them at risk of violence and penalties for violating lockdown
restrictions.12
Access to emergency funds often requires proof of citizenship or legal residency, formal employment and/or proof of lost
income, which automatically excludes the large majority of sex workers,13 particularly those who work in countries that
criminalize sex work or otherwise fail to legally recognize it. In other cases, there is an explicit exemption preventing
people involved in the sex industry from applying for federal disaster relief funding.14 By contrast, in countries where sex
work is decriminalized and treated as work, sex workers have been able to access emergency wage subsidies during the
pandemic (available to all by providing a national identity number and basic personal information) and are immediately
eligible for jobseekers’ benefits.15 Although some sex workers in these countries have reported needing help with
obtaining identity numbers and bank accounts, officials have provided assistance.16
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TO GOVERNMENTS:


Ensure that sex workers are not excluded or discriminated against amidst COVID-19 responses and recovery
efforts, in line with international obligations to ensure that all state action is non-discriminatory and to effectively
combat COVID-19 in line with human rights law and standards.



Include sex workers, as well as all self-employed and informal workers, without discrimination, in unemployment
assistance and other financial and social support programmes.



Urgently consider the implementation of regularization programmes and other measures to protect the human
rights of migrants, such as firewalls between service-providers and immigration authorities, and the extension of
visas during the global crisis triggered by COVID-19, as a means to protect human rights and public health.



Halt all evictions17 and ensure access to appropriate emergency housing for any who need it, including sex
workers.

INCREASING CRIMINALIZATION AND LACK OF PROTECTION FROM VIOLENCE
Sex workers were already facing multiple forms of policing and punishment in their daily lives before the outbreak of
COVID-19. Over-policing and criminalization deter sex workers and other marginalized people from obtaining COVID-19
testing and treatment, essential sexual and reproductive health care and/or harm reduction services. As an already overcriminalized population, sex workers may be more visible and targeted by officials enforcing COVID-19 control measures
(in the forms of fines and arrest), which can disparately impact those already living in poverty. Laws that criminalize the
buying of sex or general organizational aspects of sex work, such as laws regulating brothel-keeping or solicitation, often
force sex workers to work in ways that compromise their safety. Street-based sex workers are particularly subject to
violence and criminalization.18 The stigmatized and criminalized status that sex workers experience gives law enforcement
officials in many countries the scope to harass, extort and perpetrate physical and sexual violence against them, also with
impunity.
Widespread criminalization of sex work already magnifies sex workers’ precarious situations worldwide. However, amidst
the COVID-19 pandemic, sex workers are reporting increased discrimination, harassment, and punitive crackdowns,
resulting in violence, the raiding of their homes, compulsory COVID-19 testing, arrest and threatened deportation of
migrant sex workers.19 There have also been reports of increasing use of criminal penalties for HIV transmission, exposure
and non-disclosure and policing of sex workers, people who use drugs, people living with HIV and LGBTI people since the
outbreak began.20 In the context of COVID-19, groups that have historically been stigmatized and blamed for contagion
and disease are at increased risk of violence and intersecting forms of discrimination.21
The imposition of criminal and other regulatory penalties for failure to comply with COVID-19 orders should, therefore, be
a last resort after other alternatives have proven unsuccessful or if it becomes clear that the objective cannot be achieved
by those other means. Given that sex workers are largely being left out of government emergency support measures, thus
making it extremely difficult for them to comply with COVID-19 orders, states should rather ensure sex workers’ access to
healthcare, information and support, and empower them in a way that allows them to comply with the restrictions as
opposed to punitive measures.
States need to take sufficient steps to make sure the public is aware of the reasons for the restrictions and the need to
comply with them before resorting to punitive measures of enforcement. However, sex workers are reported to have been
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disproportionately impacted by coercive enforcement, including fines and enforced quarantines.22 People must be
sufficiently supported to comply, including by providing information on all restrictions imposed and the potential penalties
for non-compliance. Sex workers who are migrants face additional challenges accessing information.23 Along these lines,
states must implement measures to enable people to comply with any restrictions on rights, including by enabling them to
satisfy their essential needs, and take into account the situation of marginalized groups who may require support to be in
a position to comply with the restrictions.
Research conducted before COVID-19 has already shown that criminalization and policing triples sex workers’ chances of
experiencing sexual or physical violence.24 Sex workers have reported increased risk of violence, from clients attacking sex
workers, the police and other community members who blame them for spreading the coronavirus.25 The precarious
situation that many sex workers around the world face, which is only worsened by COVID-19 and governments’ responses
to it, are likely to increase these challenges. Despite this, the stigmatized and criminalized status of sex workers inhibits
their ability to report and seek protection from violence.26

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TO GOVERNMENTS:


Ensure that all restrictions on human rights for the specific aim of containing the COVID-19 pandemic are
provided by law, are necessary and proportionate to that aim or another legitimate purpose under international
human rights law, non-arbitrary, and evidence-informed. Such restrictions must also be non-discriminatory,
limited in duration and reviewable by a court.



Implement measures to enable people to comply with any restrictions on human rights, including by enabling
them to satisfy their essential needs, and take into account the situation of marginalized groups who may require
support to be in a position to comply with the restrictions.



Guarantee that the imposition of penalties as enforcement of COVID-19-related measures are the last resort. In
considering the application of penalties for violating the conditions of any restrictions imposed, authorities must
consider the circumstances of groups at risk who may be disproportionately affected and consider alternatives to
alleviate the disproportionate impact of these penalties.



Repeal existing laws and/or refrain from introducing new laws that criminalize or penalize directly or in practice
the consensual exchange of sexual services between adults for remuneration.



Refrain from enforcing laws that criminalize sex work and other forms of consensual sexual activity, gender
expression, use and possession of drugs for personal use, and HIV exposure, non-disclosure, and transmission,
as such punitive laws serve as a deterrent to seeking healthcare and protection from violence. Rather, law
enforcement measures should be refocused on ensuring public safety and promoting public health.



Ensure meaningful engagement with sex workers in the development and implementation of responses to COVID19, including by working in partnership with sex worker rights organizations and groups.
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DIMINISHED ACCESS TO HEALTH SERVICES
Sex workers often suffer compromised health due to poverty, criminalization, multiple and intersecting forms of
discrimination, stigma and discrimination within healthcare settings. The COVID-19 pandemic is further impacting sex
workers’ health and access to essential health information and services, including sexual and reproductive health
information and services, HIV prevention and treatment, harm reduction services, and gender-affirming healthcare for
transgender and gender non-conforming individuals.27 Many sex workers also lack access to COVID-19 prevention
information and supplies, as criminalization of sex work and high levels of stigma hinders sex workers from participating in
some community-level health information initiatives. Since the outbreak of COVID-19, sex worker rights networks have
independently collectivized to share COVID-19 prevention strategies and fill gaps where the state has been unable or
unwilling to act, sometimes providing food, money, and personal protective equipment to those in need. 28
The multiple layers of criminalization that sex workers face can further deter them from seeking critical healthcare
services.29 For those who may seek services, they may not share their full health and/or gender history due to the
stigmatization and fear of punishment, mistreatment and/or deportation. Disruptions in supply chains for anti-retroviral
treatment, condoms, contraception, and abortion medication is also impacting sex workers, impeding their ability to
protect their health, avoid unwanted pregnancies, and prevent and/or manage HIV and other STIs. Lack of contraception
combined with movement restrictions and clinic closures, can lead sex workers to undergo unsafe abortions and, in turn,
face preventable maternal mortality and morbidity.30

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TO GOVERNMENTS:


Provide COVID-19-related information, prevention, and healthcare for all people without discrimination, through
accessible means, giving particular attention to those most marginalized.



Explicitly prohibit discrimination and mistreatment by healthcare and law enforcement professionals, and refrain
from employing immigration detention and punishment against those who seek health services.



Prohibit providing law enforcement officials with individualized medical data collected as part of exceptional
public health measures. Medical data must generally be protected as confidential and private in order to ensure
that people can seek medical support and care without any fear of negative repercussions.



Make a targeted effort to reach out to those most marginalized, including sex workers, refugees and migrants,
people living with HIV, people experiencing homelessness and people who use drugs, who may have
compromised health and need specific treatment and protection from COVID-19.



Designate sexual and reproductive health care—including equal access to HIV and STI prevention, diagnosis and
treatment, such as condoms, PrEP, PEP, ART,31 safe abortion, contraception, maternal and new-born care, and
gender-affirming care as essential care for all people, and ensure ongoing access to such care during the
pandemic.

FURTHER INFORMATION
Amnesty International Body Politics: Criminalization of Sexuality and Reproduction Primer

ICRSE, http://redlightcovideurope.org/
See, e.g., Butterfly Asian and Migrant Sex Workers Support Network and Maggie's Toronto Sex Workers Action Project, Sex Work
and COVID-19: Guidelines for Sex Workers, Clients, Third Parties, and Allies, https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ymJ5motdh0zh453wFs1p4syL3koC2dD/view
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