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A Zimbabwean
sex worker-led success for
human rights and health

This case study was conducted by the Sexual
Rights Centre (SRC), a community based human
rights advocacy organisation that aims to
protect, defend and advance the sexual rights
of key population groups.
The Hands Off programme and the Bridging the
Gaps Alliance facilitated the work outlined in
this case study, based on Aidsfonds’ extensive
experience in participatory intervention
development and research for and with sex
workers, and the experience of the Global
Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP)
in global advocacy, community empowerment
and supporting South-South learning and
capacity building.

Facts and figures
• Zimbabwe has a HIV prevalence rate
of 13,5%, with 1.3 million people living
with HIV
• Among key populations this is even
higher
• According to UNAIDS data, there is
a HIV prevalence of 57.1% among sex
workers

Background

Legal, social and economic factors have a strong
adverse effect on the health and safety of
sex workers in Zimbabwe. While selling sex is
officially not a crime, it is illegal to solicit clients,
live on the earnings of sex work, and to facilitate
and procure sex work. Sex workers in Zimbabwe
face unacceptable levels of violence, stigma,
discrimination and other human rights violations.
They are considerably more vulnerable to HIV/
AIDS. Modelling estimates show a reduction of
almost 25% in HIV infections among sex workers
when physical or sexual violence is reduced.
In 2016, SRC and Aidsfonds conducted a
participatory study among 453 sex workers
in Zimbabwe, which revealed that 63% of sex
workers in Zimbabwe experienced violence in
the previous year. In total, 32% of the cases were
perpetrated by police. To address the challenges
raised by the study, and to achieve sustainable
results, a number of key steps were taken by SRC
en Aidsfonds.
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Who are the perpetrators of violence
against sex workers?

Step 1: Mobilise and Empower Sex Workers.
In 2014, a group of Zimbabwean sex workers
participated in the Sex Worker Academy Africa,
a ground-breaking learning programme for
community empowerment and capacity building,
led by and for sex workers. On returning home,
they started a national sex worker movement
called Pow Wow, to empower sex workers in
realising their human and health rights and to be
a vehicle for the collective voice of Zimbabwe sex
workers. Pow Wow has since built a partnership
with the SRC to provide support for their
activities and a safe place to meet, and has been
successful in mobilising the sex work community;
reaching over 3,000 sex workers through human
rights literacy activities.

Step 2: Improve access to quality health and
legal services.
As part of another, complementary, programme
HandsOff!, Aidsfonds built the capacity of
its partner, North Star Alliance, to develop a
comprehensive HIV programme in Zimbabwe,
together with the local sex worker communities.
21,000 sex workers have accessed psychosocial,
medical and legal services. In addition, between
2016 and 2018, the SRC’s trained paralegals and
peer-educators have provided legal support to
more than 500 sex workers who experienced
cases of violence and other human rights
violations.
Step 3: Improve community systems to gather
evidence and hold the government to account.
Since the beginning of Hands Off, the SRC
has documented human rights violations
systematically through trained paralegals
and peer educators. Building on this, the SRC
decided to start using the Martus system, an
innovative case management database for
storing human rights cases, analysing trends,
and providing them with the essential data to
lobby parliamentarians, law enforcement agents
and health care workers on the importance of
the rights of sex workers.

Results
A 2018 SRC study revealed that sex workers
are receiving better treatment by police
officers when reporting a case experiencing
less violence from police, and are no
longer arrested on the grounds of carrying
condoms or soliciting for clients. However,
police officers no longer patrol areas where
sex work takes place; most likely because
there is no longer an economic incentive
to be gained through bribes or fines. This
has unfortunately resulted in sex workers
becoming more vulnerable to violence
perpetrated by clients, other sex workers,
and community members. To address this,
the SRC has strengthened its partnership
with the police and the Police Homicide
Department gives workshops to sex workers
at the SRC’s office on how to prevent
violence at work.

Step 4: Engage in strategic litigation to realise
sex worker rights and end arbitrary arrests.
In 2014 and 2016, the SRC was involved in two
cases where women were arrested for solicitation
and subsequently convicted. Zimbabwe Lawyers
for Human Rights (ZLHR) took the first case to
the Constitutional Court, successfully arguing
that the women’s conviction was in violation of
the right to personal liberty and the provision
equality of the newly ratified 2013 Constitution.
The SRC collaborated with ZLHR on mobilizing
and supporting the nine sex workers with
paralegal support, while Pow Wow and ZIMSWA
mobilized the sex worker community to
demonstrate at the court hearings. In 2016, the
decision was confirmed in a court in Bulawayo.
As a result of these strategic litigation efforts,
sex workers can now await their day in court
(although they are often released before then),
rather than pay a bribe.

Recommendations
1. Strengthen sex worker movements to
protect and defend sex workers’ rights.
Comprehensive, protective support systems
– such as community-led and rapid responses
– are needed to care for victims of violence,
but can also prevent violence from happening.
When working together, sex workers can
protect each other from violent clients and
provide medical care, as well as defend sex
workers’ rights through legal support to claim
justice and change laws through strategic
litigation.
2. Raise awareness of the rights of sex workers
by involving law enforcement authorities.
Awareness of sex workers’ rights and equal
protection before the law are needed to
address the climate of impunity around
violence and discrimination against sex
workers. The involvement of law enforcement
authorities in programme development is
challenging, but critical.

“The SRC has taught me that I have rights
as a sex worker 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 sex worker, 35, Bulawayo
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For more information visit www.aidsfonds.org

