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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the inequality of social support systems worldwide, 
revealing the gaps that further marginalize vulnerable people. Despite the fact that sex workers 
are adversely affected by the pandemic, they are excluded from government relief and protection 
programmes as well as health services. Sex worker communities have developed rapid response 
strategies to support their peers in overcoming these challenges. Sex worker organizations all 
over the world have been working alongside other groups and communities to advocate for 
income and health support for all, and an end to repressive policing and state-sanctioned violence.
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Sex workers are being left behind

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the inequality of social support systems worldwide, reveal-
ing the gaps that further marginalize vulnerable people. Racialized and criminalized migrants and 
precarious workers are adversely affected by the pandemic, but are excluded from government 
relief and protection programmes as well as health services – this includes sex workers.

The ability of sex workers to protect themselves depends on their ‘work environment, the avail-
ability of community support, access to health and social services, and broader aspects of the legal 
and economic environment’ (Platt et al., 2020: 9).

However, sex workers, particularly migrant sex workers, have to put their health and safety at 
risk because they are excluded from accessing social and health services, and may not be able to 
stay at home, physically distance, or stop work in order to survive. Migrant sex workers face extra 
layers of exclusion and oppression, including xenophobia, racism, language barriers and precari-
ous immigration status as well as the risk of deportation. As one of the most marginalized 
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communities, sex workers are being left behind (Global Network of Sex Work Projects [NSWP], 
2020; Abji et al., 2020 ; Jozaghi and Bird, 2020; Lam, 2020; Langille, 2020;  Liem et al., 2020; 
Platt et al., 2020).

Sex worker-led organizations all over the world report that sex workers are experiencing hard-
ship, loss of income and increased discrimination and harassment due to the criminalization of sex 
work (NSWP, 2020). As a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, governments have developed 
public health strategies, emergency legislation and economic relief to support their citizens. Most 
sex workers are excluded from this economic relief because ‘the criminalization of sex work in 
most countries poses particular challenges for accessing government support’ (Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS [UNAIDS], 2020). In addition, sex work is not recognized as work and 
the sex industry is not recognized as a form of small business ownership. As a result, sex workers 
are also not able to access labour protection or economic support that would otherwise aid small 
businesses (Lam, 2020; Platt et al., 2020).

While being denied support and protection, sex workers are also experiencing punitive crack-
downs such as raids on their homes and workplaces and increased surveillance, arrests, fines and 
violence (NSWP, 2020; Platt et al., 2020). Many countries have increased policing and surveillance 
through emergency orders that relate to social distancing, lockdowns, identification requirements, 
accessing the personal information of those who test positive (Lam et al., 2020; Rocca, 2020), 
forced COVID-19 testing, and restricted freedom of movement across borders. These policies 
directly target people who are racialized, homeless, criminalized, trans, migrant and work in the 
sex industry (Amnesty International, 2020a; Perez-Brumer and Silva-Santisteban, 2020). At the 
same time, the pandemic is intensifying stigma, racism, discrimination and repressive policing all 
over the world (Butterfly, 2020; Lam and Fudge, 2020; Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network 
[SWAN], 2020; UNAIDS, 2020).

Resilience of sex workers

Sex workers are marginalized, stigmatized and criminalized – they are also brilliant, resilient and 
resourceful. Sex worker communities have developed rapid response strategies to support their 
peers in overcoming these challenges. Sex worker organizations all over the world have set up 
emergency and mutual aid funds and developed resources, programmes and campaigns. They have 
also been working alongside other groups and communities to advocate for income and health sup-
port for all and an end to repressive policing and state-sanctioned violence.

The NSWP and UNAIDS have issued a joint statement to call for immediate and critical action to 
protect the rights of all sex workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Sex workers and sex worker 
organizations everywhere ‘are calling for equal protection under the law and access to income support 
and health care’ (UNAIDS, 2020). Their demands include access to national protection, income and 
emergency financial support; ending information sharing between health services and immigration 
authorities; increasing emergency housing and ending evictions; halting raids on sex workers’ work-
places and homes; halting arrests and prosecutions; ending the use of criminal law to enforce COVID-
19-related restrictions; extending visas and support for detainees; and including sex worker-led 
organizations in the planning of emergency public health responses (NSWP & UNAIDS, 2020). 
Toronto-based Butterfly (Asian and Migrant Sex Workers Support Network) has started a campaign to 
stop raids and racial profiling of workers in holistic centres (Butterfly, 2020).

In support of these recommendations, SWAN in Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
has released a statement to urge all governments to take action to counter the devastating effects of 
COVID-19 on sex workers. In Canada, the Canadian Alliance of Sex Workers Law Reform is 
working with Amnesty International and others to advocate for income support, and Butterfly is 
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working with Migrant Rights Network and other migrant organizations to advocate for income, 
status and health for all (Amnesty International, 2020b; Lam, 2020; Migrant Rights Network, 
2020). Sex workers’ organizations have also set up emergency funds to provide income support for 
sex workers including Sex Worker Advocacy and Resistance Movement (SWARM) Collective in 
the United Kingdom, STAR in Republic of North Macedonia, Red Edition in Austria, BesD in 
Germany, Ugly Mugs in Ireland, Scarlet Alliance in Australia, National Network of Sex Workers 
in India, SWOP Behind Bars and Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics (Coyote RI) in the United States, 
and Providing Advocacy Counselling & Education (PACE) Society, Power, Sex Workers’ Action 
Program (SWAP) Hamilton, Maggie’s and Butterfly in Canada (NSWP, 2020).

Many sex workers’ organizations have developed resources to support their community members: 
pan-African ASWA (African Sex Workers Alliance) and Maggie’s and Butterfly in Canada have 
developed guides for working during COVID-19; Project X in Singapore has published information 
on how to deal with stress; Smash in Japan has released a guide on working safely during COVID-19 
and Scarlet Alliance in Australia has developed a guide on working online (NSWP, 2020).

Sex workers’ groups argue that sex workers should be included and protected in the COVID-19 
response, and in line with principles of social justice (Platt et al., 2020). In tandem with these com-
munity efforts, long-term social and policy changes are necessary in order to create an equal and 
just society. This includes decriminalization of sex work, elimination of racism and xenophobia, 
and income, health care and status for all. These changes will ensure that no one is left behind as 
we struggle with a crisis of global magnitude.

Implementation in social work practice

Social workers can be change-makers – supporting marginalized people towards self-determina-
tion and empowerment and facilitating a more socially just society for us all. However, when it 
comes to sex work, social work practitioners often adopt the ‘rescue model’. The rescue model 
comes from the concept of a ‘fallen woman’, steeped in outdated religious and moral values, which 
continues to inform contemporary social work practice (Wahab, 2002: 54). In this model, sex 
workers are framed as trafficked victims or victims who need to be protected and rescued by social 
workers and law enforcement officers (Lam, 2019). The rescue approach unfortunately conflates 
sex work and trafficking, and it also undermines the agency and autonomy of sex workers, increases 
vulnerability and results in arrest and deportation (Rose, 2020). Because of the aggressive enforce-
ment of laws against sex work and trafficking, collaboration between social workers and police can 
cause significant harm to sex workers and prevent them from accessing support and asserting their 
human rights (Lam, 2019; Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform [CASWLR], 2017; 
NSWP, 2019).

Instead of adopting the rescue model, which is disempowering and further oppresses sex work-
ers, social workers should look to a social justice and human rights approach that recognizes the 
agency of sex workers and promotes their rights as people. The response of sex worker communi-
ties to the pandemic demonstrates their power and ability to support their own communities. Social 
workers can act as allies and work alongside sex worker communities to end the conflation of sex 
work with trafficking; decriminalize sex work; support self-organizing of sex workers; and increase 
sex workers’ access to sex worker-led organizations, as these organizations are in the best position 
to support sex workers (Lam, 2019; Lam and Santini, 2017; NSWP, 2019).
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