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“ The police have stopped arresting us. They just pass us and sometimes ask us how 
much we charge short time. They don’t arrest us anymore. ” 

– Street-based sex worker in Bulawayo
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This story of change describes how the Zimbabwean sex worker community unified 
their voices and were listened to all the way up in the High Court. It is about sex 
workers ending arbitrary arrests by the police in Zimbabwe. The sex worker 
organisations Pow Wow and the Zimbabwe Sex Workers Association (ZIMSWA), 
as well as the Sexual Rights Centre (SRC) are partners of Aidsfonds, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and the Embassy of the Netherlands in Mozambique. They are 
financed through three programmes: Bridging the Gaps, Hands Off! and Partnership 
to Inspire, Transform and Connect the HIV response (PITCH). Pow Wow and 
ZIMSWA are members of the Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP).

Introduction

Grant by Aidsfonds 2016-2020

SRC (host of Pow Wow and ZIMSWA) € 1,344,180

Table 1: Grant by Aidsfonds
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The challenges that sex workers in Zimbabwe face include high HIV 
prevalence rates, criminalisation of sex work, violence, and brutality 
and exploitation of power by the police.

1. Challenges

In Zimbabwe, over 50 per cent of 
sex workers are HIV-positive
Zimbabwe has an HIV prevalence rate of 13.5 per 
cent, with 1.3 million people living with HIV in 
2016. Among key populations, the rates are even 
higher. Most recent data (from 2017 shows more 
than half of sex workers in Zimbabwe are living 
with HIV – 57.1 per cent.1

This is even more alarming in a society where 
condoms are used as evidence to prosecute sex 
workers. Moreover, gender inequality makes 
condom negotiation difficult.3 Sex workers in 
Zimbabwe face unacceptable levels of violence, 
stigmatisation, discrimination and other human 
rights violations (see graphic 2). As a result, 
they are considerably more vulnerable to HIV 
and AIDS than others.

Graphic 2: Types of violence experienced by 
sex workers in Zimbabwe4 
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Graphic 1: HIV infection rates among  
sex workers in Zimbabwe2

The criminalisation of sex work is 
a threat to sex workers’ health and 
safety
Legal, social and economic factors have a strong 
adverse effect on the health and safety of sex 
workers in Zimbabwe. Sex work is illegal and 
morally condemned. The criminalisation of 
activities associated with sex work is enforced 
by means of different sections of the Criminal 
Law (Codification and Reform) Act. Laws 
targeting lesbian gay bisexual and transgender 
(LGBT) people also regulate sex workers. While 
selling sex is not officially a crime in Zimbabwe, 
it is illegal to solicit clients (section 61), live on 
the earnings of sex work (section 82) and 
facilitate and procure sex work (section 83). 
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When arrested, sex workers are often denied 
access to antiretroviral therapy (ART), and 
condoms are confiscated as evidence.5 There is 
proof that uptake of HIV/AIDS services is lower 
among sex workers who are arrested or harassed 
by police than among other Zimbabweans.6, 7 
Furthermore, sex workers have limited time and 
space to negotiate for condom use and to assess 
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1 UNAIDS (2017) 2017 Data Book. Available online.

2 Bridging the Gaps (2016) Inception Report Zimbabwe.  
Available upon request

3 Bridging the Gaps (2016) Inception Report Zimbabwe, available upon 
request.

4 Aidsfonds, SRC, VU Amsterdam (2016b) Sex Work & Violence in Zimbabwe. 
Needs Assessment report. Hands Off! programme

5 Hargreaves, Busza, Mushati, Fearon, Cowan (2013) Overlapping HIV and 
sex-work stigma among female sex workers recruited to 14 respondent-
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6 Busza J., S. Mtetwa, E. Fearon et al. (2017) Good news for sex workers 
in Zimbabwe: how a court order improved safety in the absence of 
decriminalization. Journal of the International AIDS Society. 
2017;20(1):21860. doi:10.7448/IAS.20.1.21860.

7 Platt L., P. Grenfell, C. Bonell, S. Creighton, K. Wellings, J. Parry et al. (2011) 
Risk of sexually transmitted infections and violence among indoor-working 
female sex workers in London: the effect of migration from Eastern 
Europe. Sex Transm Infect. 2011;87(5):377–84. [PubMed]

8 Shannon K., S.A. Strathdee, J. Shoveller, M. Rusch, T. Kerr and M.M. 
Tyndall (2009) Structural and environmental barriers to condom use 
negotiation with clients among female sex workers: implications for 
HIV-prevention strategies and policy. Am J Public Health. 2009;99(4): 
659–65. [PMC free article] [PubMed]

9 Aidsfonds (2016a) Facts about sex work & violence in Zimbabwe.  
Hands Off! programme. Available upon request.

10 Shannon K., S.A. Strathdee, S.M. Goldenberg, P. Duff, P. Mwangi, M. 
Rusakova et al. (2014) Global epidemiology of HIV among female sex 
workers: influence of structural determinants. Lancet.

11 Aidsfonds, SRC, VU Amsterdam (2016b) Sex work & violence in Zimbabwe. 
Needs Assessment report. Hands Off! programme. Available upon request.

12 Aidsfonds, SRC, VU Amsterdam (2016b) Sex work & violence in Zimbabwe. 
Needs Assessment report. Hands Off! programme

13 Aidsfonds, SRC, VU Amsterdam (2016b) Sex work & violence in Zimbabwe. 
Needs Assessment report. Hands Off! programme. Available upon request.

14 Aidsfonds, SRC, VU Amsterdam (2016b) Sex work & violence in Zimbabwe. 
Needs Assessment report. Hands Off! programme. Available upon request.

their safety during work when they are fearful 
of police interventions.8 In addition, studies 
show that a reduction of almost 25 per cent in 
HIV infection prevalence among sex workers 
may be achieved when physical and sexual 
violence are reduced. Supportive laws and 
protective services, as well as care and support, 
are needed to secure the safety and wellbeing 
of sex workers in Zimbabwe.9, 10

Sex workers experience violence
In 2016, Aidsfonds, in collaboration with SRC 
and VU Amsterdam conducted a participatory 
study about HIV transmission and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) needs 
among sex workers in Zimbabwe. The study 
included 453 surveys, eleven in-depth interviews 
and twelve focus group discussions with 78 
participants in Bulawayo, Forbes, Plumtree and 
Victoria Falls.11

Who are the perpetrators?
Other 10%

Community
members

14%

Police 32%

Clients 39%

Health 
workers
5%

Graphic 3: Perpetrators of violence  
against sex workers12 

The study results reveal that, in the past year 
(in 2016), 63 per cent of sex workers in Zimbabwe 
experienced violence. In total, 32 per cent of the 
perpetrators were police.13 The study findings 
also show that key risk factors associated with 
higher levels of violence experienced by sex 
workers are: the level of alcohol and drug use; 
the number of working days; the geographical 
area. Sex workers working in Bulawayo, Forbes 
and Plumtree face more violence than sex 
workers in Victoria Falls.

Sex workers face police brutality 
and exploitation of power 
Maltreatment of sex workers by police is common 
when sex workers want to report cases to the 
police. Police often use their power to harass and 
arrest sex workers and to violate their rights 
(see graphic 4).

Graphic 4: Types of violence by law enforcers 
against sex workers in Zimbabwe14
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19 World Health Organization, United Nations Population Fund, Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, Global Network of Sex Work Projects, 
World Bank (2013) Implementing comprehensive HIV/STI programmes with 
sex workers: practical approaches from collaborative interventions. Geneva, 
World Health Organization.

20 Government of Zimbabwe (2015) Extended Zimbabwe national HIV and AIDS 
strategic plan (ZNASP) 2015–2020. Commitment towards fast tracking 90 
90 90 targets by 2020 and Ending AIDS by 2030. Available online.

The study findings reveal that, to prevent arrest, 
27 per cent of the Zimbabwean sex workers have 
had sex with a police officer and 58 per cent have 
paid bribes to the police. In 2016, 58 per cent of 
sex workers were arrested in total. On average, 
they were arrested twelve times, and most of 
them were detained for twelve hours per arrest.15 
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Reasons for arrest
The majority of these arrests were arbitrary 
(without evidence), on the grounds of soliciting 
and carrying condoms (see graphic 5). Fear of 
being arrested hinders sex workers from practicing 
safe sex and accessing health services, which 
increases their vulnerability to contracting HIV.16

Sex workers’ rights need to be 
defended
The 2016 study concluded that, to secure the 
safety and wellbeing of sex workers in Zimbabwe, 
the government needs to decriminalise sex 
work, strengthen sex worker movements to 
protect and defend sex workers’ rights and 
raise awareness of sex workers’ legal rights. In 
addition, specialised training and sensitisation 
of police officers and improved police 
accountability are required.17 Evidence shows 
that effective HIV prevention packages for 
sex workers should include combinations of 
tailored biomedical, behavioural and structural 
interventions, and be led and implemented 
by sex worker communities.18 Prior to 2015, 
Zimbabwe did not have a sex workers’ rights 
movement. Zimbabwe has developed a National 
HIV and AIDS Strategic Plan that recognises 
the necessity of prioritising the needs of sex 
workers and other key populations. However, 
the guidelines do not include any specific 
activities or recommendations to reduce 
violence or empower sex workers to claim their 
sexual and reproductive and human rights.19

Graphic 5: Reasons for arresting sex workers  
in Zimbabwe1
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Based on a needs assessment and an actor analysis done at the inception of 
the second phase of the Bridging the Gaps programme, a multi-stakeholder 
strategy was developed to conduct litigation, build the sex worker movement 
and provide access to legal and health services (see graphic 6).

To address the high level of violence against sex 
workers and to facilitate greater meaningful 
involvement of sex workers in the national AIDS 
response, Aidsfonds, NSWP and the African 
Sex Workers Alliance (ASWA) cooperated with 
four important stakeholders:20

1. Sex worker organisations including Pow Wow 
(national network), ZIMSWA (local network) 
and their host organisation SRC (advocacy 
specialist).

2. Human rights advocates and lawyers including 
Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights (ZLHR) 
for the case at the Constitutional Court and 
Abammeli Lawyers for Human Rights (ALHR) 
for the court case in the Bulawayo region.

3. Police officers in the metropolitan province 
of Bulawayo.

4. North Star Alliance, a service provider 
established through a cooperate social 
responsibility initiative by TNT and the World 
Food Programme. North Star Alliance provides 
basic health services at hotspot areas along 
the trucking corridors in east and southern 
Africa. It is funded by Aidsfonds through the 
Hands Off! programme.

Sex worker communities are stronger
To achieve sustainable results, first of all, the 
Bridging the Gaps Alliance focused on creating 
strong sex worker-led organisations to lead and 
implement the programme. Secondly, the 
Alliance worked to achieve structural change 
through the process of litigation, in order to end 
arbitrary arrests. In the meantime, North Star 
Alliance gave sex workers the urgently needed 
access to healthcare, while SRC gave them legal 

support. To ensure a resilient movement, the sex 
worker organisations ZIMSWA and Pow Wow 
were formed and strengthened. The Bridging 
the Gaps Alliance facilitated this process, which 
was fueled by Aidsfonds’ extensive experience 
with participatory intervention development 
and research for and with sex workers, as well 
as by NSWP’s experiences with global advocacy, 
community empowerment and supporting 
South-South learning and capacity building. 

Sex workers are mobilised and 
empowered
In this initial phase, there was a lack of sex 
worker-led organisations in Zimbabwe. Sex 
workers and sex workers’ rights organisations 
operated in isolation without being linked to the 
broader sex workers’ rights movement. Policies 
and programmes were implemented without 
consulting the sex worker community, which is 
why they were ineffective and sometimes even 
harmful.21 Evidence shows that sex worker-led 
organisations are critical in understanding and 
addressing the needs and realities of sex worker 
communities.22 In 2014, a group of Zimbabwean 
sex workers participated in the Sex Worker 
Academy Africa (SWAA). The SWAA is a ground-
breaking learning programme for community 
empowerment and capacity building, led by and 
for sex workers. Prior to the Academy, Zimbabwe 

2. The turning point

21 Bridging the Gaps (2016) Inception Report Zimbabwe.  
Available upon request.

22 NSWP (2016) Sex Worker Academy Africa (SWAA). Case study.  
Available online.

23 World Health Organization, United Nations Population Fund, Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, Global Network of Sex Work Projects, 
World Bank (2013) Implementing comprehensive HIV/STI programmes  
with sex workers: practical approaches from collaborative interventions. 
Geneva, World Health Organization, 2013.
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did not have a sex workers’ rights movement. 
On returning home, the team from Zimbabwe 
started a national sex worker movement, called 
Pow Wow. Pow Wow is a sex worker-led 
collective formed to empower sex workers in 
realising their human and health rights and is a 
vehicle for the collective voice of Zimbabwean sex 
workers.23 Pow Wow has built a partnership with 
SRC to provide support for their activities and a 
safe place to meet, and the Pow Wow network 
coordinators are mentored by SRC. Pow Wow 
has mobilised the sex worker community and 
conducted multiple activities to increase health 
and rights literacy. Between 2015 and 2018, 
Pow Wow and ZIMSWA reached over 3,000 sex 
workers through human rights literacy activities. 
With the support of SRC, both Pow Wow and 
ZIMSWA were registered as legal organisations 
in 2017. Their registration helps better-position 
the organisations for advocacy. It will grant 
ZIMSWA and Pow Wow access to meetings 

with government officials and will have a positive 
impact on future contact with funders. The 
number of members of the two organisations 
has grown considerably, with 19 Pow Wow 
members and xx ZIMSWA members in 2018.

Sex workers have better access to 
quality health and legal services
Aidsfonds also worked on building the capacity 
of the North Star Alliance to develop a 
comprehensive HIV programme together with 
the local sex worker communities (as part of 
the Hands Off! programme). The collaboration 
between North Star Alliance and SRC was very 
successful. North Star Alliance could easily 
reach sex workers whom SRC had never been 
able to access in Victoria Falls and surrounding 
areas. They decided to strengthen their work 
relations and support each other in outreach 
initiatives. As a result, SRC reached a greater 
number of sex workers in Victoria Falls, while 

Multi-stakeholder programme
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Graphic 6: Multi-stakeholder programme
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the programming for sex workers also improved. 
During outreach work, SRC closely worked 
with North Star Alliance. North Star Alliance 
successfully gained police clearance for Aidsfonds, 
and one of their healthcare workers facilitated 
health and rights training sessions. Moreover, 
their peer educators gave support in mobilising 
sex workers.

The training sessions on health and safety, in 
which both sex workers and North Star Alliance 
staff participated, helped to foster more open 
attitudes towards each other. Eight training 
sessions were held for a total of 160 sex workers 
from local communities. In addition, seventeen 
peer educators were trained to mobilise and 
educate sex workers to get better access to 
services. As a result, 21,206 sex workers have 
accessed psychosocial, medical and legal services, 
including community-led crisis response and 
warning systems.24 In addition, SRC worked with 
over 80 healthcare workers in the Serve Proudly 
campaign. This campaign focuses on sensitising 
healthcare providers in the public sector to 
ensure they provide accessible, friendly and 
affirming services for sex workers.

“ SRC has taught me that, as a 
sex worker, I have rights and no 
one can take those rights away from 
me. I know that I have the right to 
report a case at the police station and 
be treated like any other citizen in 
Zimbabwe when doing so.”  
– Female (35), Bulawayo

Furthermore, SRC provided legal support to over 
500 sex workers who experienced violence and 
other human rights violations between 2016 and 
2018. Trained paralegals and peer educators 
provide legal support during outreach work and 
at SRC’s legal clinic. Legal support ranges from 
advice on dealing with a troublesome landlord to 
reporting a case to the police and support during 
court cases. Legal support was widely used when 
the number of arbitrary arrests reached a peak in 
2014 and 2015.

Evidence is collected to hold the 
government accountable
Since 2015, trained paralegals and peer educators 
at SRC, Pow Wow and ZIMSWA document 
human rights violations systematically. Over the 
years, SRC identified the richness of the data it 
was collecting through its paralegal programme. 
So, it decided to look for an innovative system 
that would allow them to safely store the cases, 
analyse trends and conduct data-informed 
advocacy. Since 2015, SRC has been documenting 
human rights violations using an electronic 
system. They have also trained partners and 
stakeholders to use tools to document human 
rights violation cases. This system allows 
partners to document individual cases, manage 
cases and analyse trends for the purpose of 
advocacy. Human rights violation documentation 
ensures an evidence-based source from which 
information can be drawn for advocacy purposes, 
to lobby parliamentarians, law enforcement 
agents and healthcare workers on the importance 
of sex worker rights.

Sex workers no longer face arbitrary 
arrests
In 2014, nine women from Harare were arrested 
for solicitation and subsequently convicted. 
The law stipulates, however, that the conduct 
of solicitation must be specified, i.e. evidence 
should be given of a proactive attempt to 
procure a client rather than base a conviction 
on the person’s location and/or clothing. 
Moreover, the person who was being solicited 
must be present in court. Based on the absence 
of these requirements, Zimbabwe Lawyers for 
Human Rights (ZLHR) took the case to the 
Constitutional Court and successfully argued 
that the women’s conviction was a violation of 
the newly ratified 2013 Constitution’s Sections 
49(1)(b) and 56(1), respectively.

24 NSWP (2016) Sex Worker Academy Africa (SWAA). Case study.  
Available online. 

25 Hands Off! (2017) 2017 final report. Available upon request.
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2013 Constitution’s 
Sections 49(1)(b) and 56(1)
- Right to Personal Liberty … which includes 

the right … not to be deprived of their liberty 
arbitrarily or without just cause.

- All persons are equal before the law and have 
the right to equal opportunities in political, 
economic, cultural and social sphere.

A court order in favour of the sex workers’ case 
was issued and widely reported in Zimbabwe’s 
media as signifying that the police were no 
longer allowed to arrest sex workers.25, 26, 27, 28 
SRC collaborated with ZLHR on mobilising and 
supporting the nine sex workers and preparing 
them for court. Pow Wow and ZIMSWA mobilised 
the sex worker community to demonstrate at the 
court hearings. In addition, SRC – through its 
paralegal programme – offered legal support to 
the arrested sex workers. Now, more sex workers 
than ever before await their day in court (often 
they are released earlier) instead of paying bribes.

26 Sibanda M. Is Zim ready to legalise prostitution? Weekend Post.  
[cited 2015 Jun 26]. Available from: https://www.weekendpost.co.zw/
articles/2015/ 06/26/is-zim-ready-to-legalise-prostitution

27 Jera. Zimbabwe prostitution law: a landmark ruling. Waza Online.  
[cited 2015 Jun 23]. Available from: https://wazaonline.com/en/sex/
zimbabweprostitution-law-landmark-ruling

28 Mushava E. Go for sex workers: Grace Mugabe. News Day. [cited 2015  
Aug 14]. Available from: https://www.newsday.co.zw/2015/08/14/
go-for-sex -workers-grace-mugabe/

29 Tariro T. Unpacking law on prostitution: women have the same right 
to freedom of movement as men. The Herald. [cited 2015 Sep 15].  
Available from: http://www.herald.co.zw/unpacking-law-on-prostitution-
women-havethe-same-right-to-freedom-of-movement-as-men/

In March 2016, SRC, Pow Wow and ZIMSWA, in 
collaboration with Abammeli Lawyers for Human 
Rights (Bulawayo-based Human Rights Lawyers), 
filed another court case. This case was the 
application of the Constitutional Court’s findings 
in the area of Bulawayo. It involved three women 
from Bulawayo who were arrested for solicitation 
and subsequently convicted. Again, the court 
ordered in favour of the sex workers. This resulted 
in the application of this ruling in Bulawayo and 
regionally beyond Harare.
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The number of arrests has dropped 
significantly
The court rulings in both Harare and Bulawayo 
have resulted in significant changes in the 
relations between sex workers and the police. The 
number of sex worker arrests reported to ZLHR 
has dropped to the extent that they have not yet 

Thanks to the efforts of the sex worker movement in Zimbabwe, the 
number of sex worker arrests has dropped significantly and sex workers 
experience less harassment by the police. However, fewer police patrols 
take place, and violence against sex workers by clients has increased.

3. Changes

been able to find a new case with which to test 
the order. The study of Busza et al., comparing 
data from 2013 and 2016, has the following 
preliminary results: at baseline, 50.4 per cent of 
2,722 female sex workers reported that they were 
arrested by the police in the past year, while by 
2016, this number had dropped to 29.6 per cent 
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of 2,883 female sex workers.29 This case shows 
that the recent legal reinterpretation of the 
solicitation law has led to changes in police 
practices.

“ The problem is that they have also 
stopped arresting the street kids who 
trouble us and chase us from 
the streets. One day, a group 
of policemen patrolling told us 
to report the street kids at 
the Supreme Court.”  

– Street-based sex worker in Bulawayo

Sex workers experience less 
harassment by the police
Police harassment is no longer a principle challenge 
experienced by sex workers in Zimbabwe. In 2018, 
SRC conducted four focus group discussions 
involving 40 sex workers to identify the effects of 
the court rulings in Bulawayo.30 The study findings 
demonstrate that sex workers are treated better 
by police officers when reporting a case.

“ I went to report a case of a client who 
had refused to pay me for my services. 
Actually, I had taken the client’s 
cellphone when he refused to pay me, 
so I went to report and bring his 
phone to the police station. The police 
tracked the client and eventually 
found him after three days. He agreed 
to pay me, and they gave him his 
phone.”  

– Bar-based sex worker in Bulawayo

The study also validated previous findings of 
Buzsa et al. (2017), viz. that sex workers are no 
longer arrested on the grounds of carrying 
condoms or soliciting clients. Yet, some sex 
workers reported being arrested on the grounds 
of city council by-laws or environmental laws, 
for example for pavement blocking or starting 
illegal fires. The findings further show that 
sex workers experience less violence by police, 
including stealing condoms, being forced to pay 
bribes or fines and physical violence (see graphic 
7). However, female sex workers still experience 
violence by police officers, especially economic 
violence. Police officers threaten sex workers 

Graphic 7: Perpetrators of violence against 
sex workers in Zimbabwe, in 2016 and 201832,33

Who are the perpetrators in 2018?
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30 Busza J., S. Mtetwa, E. Fearon et al. (2017) Good news for sex workers 
in Zimbabwe: how a court order improved safety in the absence of 
decriminalization. Journal of the International AIDS Society. 
2017;20(1):21860. doi:10.7448/IAS.20.1.21860.

31 Sexual Rights Center (2018) Study on the effects of the court ruling that 
end arbitrary arrest among sex workers Available upon request.

32 SRC (2018) Study on the effects of the court ruling that end arbitrary 
arrest among sex workers. Available upon request

33 Hands Off! (2017) 2017 final report. Available upon request.

34 SRC (2018) Study on the effects of the court ruling that end arbitrary 
arrest among sex workers. Available upon request

35 Hands Off! (2017) 2017 final report. Available upon request.
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with unlawful arrests or fines if they do not 
pay bribes or provide free services. However 
the number of such cases has significantly 
decreased.

Fewer police patrols take place, and 
violence by clients has increased
Since the court case ruling in Zimbabwe, sex 
workers have not been experiencing positive 
changes only. They face some unintended and 
negative developments:

1.  Sex workers and police officers have 
incorrectly interpreted the court ruling as 
decriminalisation of sex work. Most likely, 
this happened because the country’s former 
first lady reported this in multiple news 
outlets. As a consequence, people might 
assume that sex worker-led organisations 
have achieved decriminalisation of sex 
work, whereas in fact there is still work to 
be done before we can celebrate the 
decriminalisation of sex work in Zimbabwe. 
The misinterpretation can lead to false 
expectations and disappointments.

2.  Since the ruling, police officers are less likely 
to patrol areas where sex work takes place. 
One reason is that nowadays police officers 
have fewer economic incentives. The income 
of police officers in Zimbabwe is relatively low, 
and they used to generate alternative income 
by forcing sex workers to pay bribes and fines 
to avoid being arrested and detained. As a 
result, sex workers are more vulnerable to 
violence perpetrated by clients and other 
sex workers than before (see graphic 7).

3.  Although the number of incidences of violence 
against sex workers has decreased, the cases 
reported to SRC are more gruesome than 
before, with a number of them being fatal. 
One of the reasons mentioned during the 
focus group discussions with sex workers 
was that police officers are less present at 
the places where sex work takes places and, 
therefore, do not intervene in cases of 
violence. Also, there are changes in the 
types of violence against sex workers when 
comparing data from 2016 and 2018. Over 
these two years, sexual violence against 
sex workers particularly has increased 
(see graphic 8). No significant change was 
measured in the overall experienced violence 
in the past year comparing 2016 and 2018, 
still being 68 per cent, compared to 2016.

“ Recently, a sex worker was attacked 
with an axe by another sex worker. 
And when she tried to report it, the 
police officers refused to take her 
case, on the grounds that we had won 
the court case banning police from 
arresting us.”  

– Female, Bulawayo

Graphic 8: Types and rates of violence against 
sex workers in Zimbabwe, in 2016 and 201834,35
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Monitoring of human rights violations
SRC will continue to monitor human rights 
violations through ONA, a mobile data collection 
tool. In addition, SRC will support more test case 
litigations of sex workers. By using successful 
court cases as an example, in the future it will be 
easier for sex workers to dispute their rights. 
During outreach work and self-help group 
meetings, SRC will inform sex workers about the 
ins and outs of the court ruling. Monitoring 
human rights violations will make it easier to 
address specific challenges that sex workers 
encounter.

Strengthening the sex worker 
movement
SRC will continue to strengthen the sex worker 
movement by supporting the sex worker-led 
organisations ZIMSWA and Pow Wow. On a 
structural level, SRC will support ZIMSWA and 
Pow Wow in developing policies, such as a financial 
and a human resources policy. Furthermore, 
SRC will strengthen existing networks with 
regard to policies and governance, but will also 
train individual sex workers in advocating for 
their rights. This includes sex workers gaining 
access to psychosocial, legal and health services 
when their rights have been violated.

In addition, SRC will support the maintenance of 
a strong sex worker community, for example by 
offering participation in solidarity circles, access 
to treatment and contact with support buddies. 
To raise public awareness about the needs of 
sex workers, SRC will lobby the government 
and policy makers to decriminalise sex work. 
The ultimate goal is to change laws and policies 
in favour of sex workers.

SRC, in collaboration with the Zimbabwe National Aids Council, plans 
to implement the following activities in Zimbabwe, in 2019: monitoring 
of human rights violations, strengthening the sex worker movement 
and offering training programmes to the police.

4. What’s next?

Offering training programmes to 
the police
One of the priorities for 2019 is to further 
develop the Training Manual on Sensitisation 
of Law Enforcement Officers, as well as use it 
during training sessions. The National Aids 
Council (NAC) will spearhead the implementation 
of the sensitisation training programmes with 
national trainers. Law enforcement officers will 
be trained on sensitisation for working with key 
populations in Zimbabwe.

Furthermore, SRC, NAC and COC will design 
and facilitate an additional training programme 
that focuses on addressing and preventing 
specific violence against Zimbabwean sex 
workers. They will train 45 police officers in 
Bulawayo and Victoria Falls, given the existing 
contacts with the police. During the training 
programme, four police champions will be 
selected who will support the implementation 
of the police sensitisation in Bulawayo and 
Victoria Falls, which will be led by SRC. In 
Bulawayo and Victoria Falls, regional follow-up 
training days will be held for police officers at 
stations where the highest number of sex worker 
cases are handled. During regular refresher 
meetings, the participants will discuss the 
training subjects once more and refresh their 
knowledge. This way, the trainers will ensure the 
sustainability of the training sessions’ impact.

In 2019, SRC will continue to strengthen their 
partnership with the Zimbabwe Republic Police 
and the Police Homicide Department and 
engage them in workshops and training sessions 
for sex workers. In the past, sex workers received 
training on the prevention of violence at work, 
facilitated by the Police Homicide Department 
of Bulawayo.
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1. Strengthen sex worker movements to protect 
and defend sex workers’ rights. 
The building and maintenance of the sex worker 
movement is crucial to the decriminalisation 
of sex work in Zimbabwe. The strength and 
competencies of sex workers need to be 
acknowledged. Protective support systems, 
such as community-led and rapid responses, 
are needed to care for victims of violence, but 
they are also crucial to preventing violence 
from happening. When working together, sex 
workers can protect each other from violent 
clients, and they can assist each other when 
being arrested by the police. In both cases, 
rapid responses can be mitigation strategies 
to prevent violence from happening. Responses 
should include medical support such as 
provision of post-exposure prophylaxes, legal 
support to claim justice, and strategic 
litigation to revise existing laws and policies.

2. Raise awareness of the legal rights of sex 
workers by involving law enforcement 
authorities in programme development. 
Awareness of sex workers’ rights and equal 
protection of the law are needed to address 
the climate of impunity around violence and 
discrimination against sex workers. An 
empowering legal and policy environment that 
protects sex workers’ human rights is required. 
Involvement of law enforcement authorities is 
key in developing such an environment. So far, 
this has proven to be difficult in Zimbabwe. 
SRC and North Star Alliance will continue to 
strengthen their partnership with the police. 
Police behaviour is often shaped by moral 
judgements and personal standards. 
Therefore, to shift police attitudes towards 
sex workers, it is critical to sensitise and train 
police. Training programmes should focus on 
the universal application of human rights, 
which are guaranteed to all persons including 
sex workers, as well as on specific know-how 

SRC, Pow Wow and ZIMSWA recommend other organisations that aim 
to achieve similar results, to learn from these key lessons:

5. Recommendations

on human rights issues faced by sex workers. 
Guidelines should be developed, focusing on 
how to handle arrests related to violence 
against sex workers, how to register complaints 
by stigmatised people and, above all, how to 
handle cases with sensitivity and accountability. 
 
To reinforce changing attitudes, it is important 
to involve police leadership. Interventions 
to reduce violence need to include reform 
of current police practices to improve 
accountability in the reduction of violence 
against sex workers and in the prevention of 
HIV transmission. Moreover, higher salaries 
and the removal of incentives such as quotas 
for sex workers’ arrests are needed.31

3. Decriminalise sex work. 
Criminalisation of sex work in Zimbabwe 
has created a climate of stigmatisation, 
discrimination and violence. It compromises 
not only sex workers’ personal safety but 
also their right to equal legal protection. 
Moreover, criminalisation of sex work leads 
to a ‘climate of impunity’. This enables police 
and other actors to perpetrate physical and 
sexual violence against sex workers without 
the threat of consequences whilst sex workers 
lack access to justice, legal aid and assistance. 
To reduce this violence, it will be essential to 
remove laws that target the sex work industry. 
In a decriminalised setting, sex workers will 
be able to report crimes to the authorities, 
receive protection from the police and have 
better access to healthcare. This will result in 
a greater scope of the protection of sex 
workers’ rights and the enhanced ability of 
sex workers to organise themselves and work 
together for improved safety and security.

31 Aidsfonds (2018) Sex work and violence in Southern Africa.  
A participatory research. Available online.
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Charmaine became an activist
In Zimbabwe, sex workers and other key 
populations are extremely vulnerable to violence, 
stigmatisation and abuse. On many occasions, 
Charmaine has experienced how sex workers 
have to face injustices every day. She saw the 
violence sex workers experience and also the 
need for advocacy to change the situation. 
One day, Charmaine realised the importance of 
giving sex workers a voice, and so, in 2012, she 
became a sex workers’ rights activist.

“ I am a sex worker, and I know   
first-hand the challenges that 
the community faces. That is why 
I fight for my rights and the 
rights of my fellow sex workers. 
My belief that my activism is not 
in vain keeps my fire burning.”  
– Charmaine

Charmaine became an outreach worker for sex 
workers in Bulayawo. She was also elected to the 
sex worker advisory panel of the Sexual Rights 
Centre (SRC), which is a national human rights 
organisation based in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. SRC 
promotes and encourages openness and 
tolerance, and addresses stigmatisation and 
discrimination affecting vulnerable and 
marginalised people. SRC develops projects and 
activities that are aligned with the needs of sex 
workers to address the challenges they face.

During her time as a volunteer at SRC, Charmaine 
learned different competencies, such as leadership 
and community mobilisation skills. She has used 

these to start Pow Wow, a sex worker 
organisation based in Bulawayo.

Sex worker organisations are united 
to fight discrimination
Pow Wow works with sex workers in Bulawayo 
and throughout the country. They also 
collaborate with organisations outside 
Zimbabwe, because Pow Wow believes in sharing 
best practices. Pow Wow uses the information 
and contacts of regional and international forums 
to strengthen the capacity of the organisation. 
Pow Wow is hosted at SRC and operates in a 
network of sex worker organisations:

- Sexual Rights Centre (SRC) 
-  Zimbabwe Sex Workers Association (ZIMSWA)
- African Sex Workers Alliance (ASWA)
- Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) 
-   Sex Workers Education & Advocacy Taskforce 

(SWEAT)

Charmaine believes in the power of the sex 
worker communities to bring the discrimination 
of sex workers to an end.

“ My message to sex worker 
movements is: Change begins with us, 
so let us stand together and continue 
the fight. Aluta Continua!”  

– Charmaine

However, not only sex workers themselves should 
care about sex workers’ rights.

6. Charmaine’s story

This is the story of change for Charmaine. Charmaine is 20 years old, and she 
lives in Bulawayo. She works as a sex worker and coordinates Pow Wow, the sex 
worker group. Charmaine successfully advocates for sex workers’ rights.



A story of change: Zimbabwean sex workers advocate successfully for a law protecting their rights and health 17

In November 2018, Pow Wow achieved a major 
success: the Supreme Court of Zimbabwe 
decided to let sex workers hold a peaceful 
procession on the 17th of December. This is a 
great advocacy victory for Pow Wow, and it is 
also a clear message that sex workers have 
rights that should be respected.

Another huge triumph for Pow Wow is their 
official registration. They are now a legal entity, 
which gives the organisation more credibility.

“ We would like to see change in policies 
and laws that criminalise sex work. 
We want an environment where we 
are not discriminated against or 
subjected to stigmatisation.”  

– Charmaine

Pow Wow wants to continue their work to end 
violence and discrimination against sex workers. 
Discrimination perpetrated by the state remains 
an especially huge challenge, as it makes sex 
workers vulnerable to violence by society.

“ To those outside the movement 
I would like to say that there is power 
in numbers, and every single voice 
matters. Everyone should join the call 
for decriminalisation of sex 
work, because human rights 
are universal.”  

– Charmaine

Actions to end discrimination of sex 
workers
In 2015, Pow Wow held a march to highlight issues 
of discrimination, stigmatisation and violence 
against sex workers, during the annual International 
Day to End Violence Against Sex Workers, on the 
17th of December. However, the march was 
banned because the Police Commissioner of 
Bulawayo obtained orders from the High Court of 
Zimbabwe. It refused to grant Pow Wow and SRC 
a permit to hold a march. The High Court said that 
the march was in violation of the country’s law, 
since sex work is illegal. However, Pow Wow filed a 
case challenging the decision at the Constitutional 
Court.
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For more information, visit www.aidsfonds.org or contact 
us via e‐mail at programmasekswerk@soaaids.nl




