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SEX WORK AND WORKING CONDITIONS:

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

3

4

4

6

8

10

11

14

17

22

23

25

26



3

PROLOGUE
 
This report presents the outcomes of the Study on Working Conditions for Sex Work in 14 countries 
of Latin America and the Caribe produced by the Latin American and Caribbean Women Sex Workers' 
Network (RedTraSex) during 2015-2016.

This research was conducted with an aim to bridge the information gap on the working conditions of 
women sex workers (WSWs) in the region to clarify the reasons behind the need for and the urgency 
of regulating sex work and secure access to and protection of the rights of those of us engaged in it.

The report presents the daily work experience of WSWs in the region, paying special attention to 
workplaces and work routines, decision-making and the circulation of money, violence and discrimi-
nation, health and hygiene conditions, and how women sex workers organize every day to demand 
our rights.

It is essential that States, decision-makers and society as a whole become aware of the working condi-
tions, that are unequal, precarious, informal and clandestine, under which sex work is performed, 
with an aim to develop actions that will transform those conditions to benefit WSWs. 

Women sex workers want our right to work and our right to decide how to do it, to be valued. Also, 
we want the necessary conditions of work to be placed within a framework of protection and rights 
guarantees. This necessitates passing laws to regulate our activity without further delay. As workers, 
we are entitled to the same guarantees as any other person engaged in any other type of work and in 
the absence of these we suffer abuse, violence, precarious working conditions and discrimination, as 
the findings of this report illustrate.

We know what we do and we know how we want to do it. This is why we want to form labour unions 
and engage in dialogues to demand and defend our sectorial rights and be involved in developing, 
implementing and monitoring public laws and policies that are needed to secure rights for adult 
women who choose to engage in sex work in Latin America everyday.

We hope that by reading this report you will get a better you will get a better understanding of why 
we are struggling in Latin America and the Caribbean to advocate for WSWs' rights. We are convinced 
that success is the result of daily and collective efforts and that now, more than ever, we need to work 
together, women and men, to improve the working and living conditions in our region.

Elena Reynaga

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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INTRODUCTION
Prior research has showed that national legal and political contexts directly influence how and under which condi-
tions sex work is performed (RedTraSex, 2013). In spite of the differences across the region, all countries have legal 
norms and codes criminalizing actions related to sex work. This creates a framework for police repression, institutio-
nal violence, precarious working conditions, exploitation and obstacles to access basic health services, including HIV 
and AIDS treatment and care. This builds a 'cage of clandestinity' around sex work increasing stigma and vulnerability 
to HIV and AIDS for women sex workers (WSWs). 

The unregulated exercise of this occupation puts WSWS in a situation of vulnerability  and positions them in a space 
of marginality that forces them to agree to unsafe and even violent working conditions. Even when it is not directly 
punished by law, in most countries across the region sex work is practiced underground.
This research is aimed at bridging a knowledge gap by describing and systematizing the working conditions of women 
sex workers in the region. 

It is hoped that the research findings will shed more light on an activity that is conducted across the region while also 
providing knowledge, recommendations and tools for advocacy with public officials and legislators in order to impro-
ve WSWs' working conditions in the region.

Goals and methodology

Overall goal
• To describe and analyze the working conditions of women sex workers in 14 countries of Latin America.

Specific goals
• To understand the relation between working conditions and health conditions of women sex workers.
• To identify the strategies developed by women sex workers to change their conditions of work.
• To formulate recommendations to change or eliminate factors contributing to unfavorable working condi-
tions of WSWs.

Methodology
This research was conducted through a qualitative approach that allowed us to learn about the conditions under 
which sex work is performed in the region through the voices of WSWs themselves. To this end, RedTraSex's regional 
technical team conducted group interviews with WSWs from 14 RedTraSex member countries: Argentina, Belize, 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Paraguay and Peru. In these interviews, working conditions in the streets and in indoor spaces were explored 
following an intentional multi-stage sampling criteria. 
The groups interviewed included WSWs of different ages – 75% from the 18-30 years age group and 25% that were 
31 years and older; nationalities – 75% from the country in which they worked and 25% foreigners; seniority – 75% 
having worked 9 years or less and 25% having worked for more than 9 years; workplace – 50% in the streets and 50% 
in indoor spaces. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with national coordinators of our member organiza-
tions in each country to complement the information gathered through the group interviews.

LEGAL STATUS OF SEX WORK ACROSS THE REGION 

In this section we will summarize the legal norms related to sex work in the countries under study . These are indispensable 
for understanding and contextualizing the information gathered in this study because, as we will see, the conditions of 
work for WSWs are directly related to the legal frameworks in place in their countries.

Overall, it could be said that autonomous sex work is a licit activity in all countries of the region. However, there are 

different norms that affect the way it is performed because they impose restrictions.
The legal system in the countries under study involves a hierarchy of norms with the country’s Constitution being at the 
highest level. In some cases, international norms that the country adheres to are assigned an equal rank.

The hierarchy includes the national and the provincial or municipal regulations with the latter being at the lowest level. 
Within this system, no law is to be considered valid if it contradicts what a higher law mandates. This hierarchical ordering 
of norms is mentioned in the national Constitution of all the countries, and this must be read together with the articles of 
these Constitutions that say that nobody can be forced to do what the law does not require or be deprived of doing what 
the law does not forbid. This is also complemented by norms recognizing the right to work, to choose one's trade and to 
decent working conditions as well as by guarantees of equality and non-discrimination.

National laws include Penal Codes and their complementary laws (for instance, laws on trafficking) that while not forbidding 
practicing sex work, have an indirect impact on it as they punish the exploitation of sex work by third parties, or restrict 
related activities like advertising sex services.

And, finally, there are lower hierarchy local norms (Contraventional Codes, administrative or police regulations, according to 
the country) that are related to morals, good customs or the use of public spaces that security forces usually invoke to 
impose their moral views on sex work.

Overall, these lower hierarchy norms hold criminalizing and punitive views everywhere in the region and far from protecting 
WSWs rights set the stage for human rights violations against them.

Current norms regarding sex work in the region can be grouped in the following way:

• Laws related to activities considered to be crimes in the Penal Codes and in other national norms (Natio-
nal Constitutions and/or laws on women’s rights). In these cases, what is penalized or forbidden is exploi-
ting the prostitution of others – pimping, sexual exploitation of minors, and, in some cases, pornogra-
phy-related crimes or promoting prostitution through different channels. As we have said, these laws are 
often used to restrict autonomous sex work even when it is licit according to higher-ranked laws.

• Laws related to prevention and care for sexually transmitted infections (HIV/AIDS and STIs) that mention 
WSWs as vulnerable populations and in some cases as being in-charge of or replicating prevention 
policies. These laws prescribe testing – in most cases, voluntary and confidential at least as written in the 
law, but not necessarily in practice (see RedTraSex, 2013), and also prescribe health cards and controls 
issued by the health system and/or security forces.

• Laws on persecuting, punishing and preventing trafficking of persons and providing care for victims that 
can be found in most countries across the region since the mid-2000s  . Even though they never mention 
sex work, the ways in which the law is enforced through procedures and operations carried out by the 
judicial system and security forces constitute an obstacle for practicing autonomous sex work and often 
constitute a clear violation of WSWs rights. This is explained by the confusion among the actors involved 
(police and justice officers conducting raids in workplaces), born of misinformation or of political design, 
about which activities linked to the sex trade are crimes (pimping, prostitution and/or corruption of 
minors, pornography involving minors, trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation) and which ones are 
not according to the Penal Codes of the countries across the region, like sex work conducted by those of 
legal age.  

• Laws related to coexistence in public spaces and misdemeanours (Contraventional Codes, Misdemeanour 
Codes, municipal ordinances) that are typically enforced by local security forces and framed as regulating 
‘public morals’. In most cases, these Codes violate the rights of WSWs and allow for procedures to check their 
identity cards, stop their free movement, prohibit their offering sexual services in exchange for money in public 
spaces, or create 'tolerance areas' and set minimum distances from certain types of institutions, among others. 
They also grant significant power to security forces and enable a whole set of abusive and extortionist practices 
that will be described in this report.

• Laws on recognizing sex work, guaranteeing rights and protection for sex workers. In the region, there 
are only two local norms of this type: one in Asuncion, the Paraguayan capital, and another in the Callao 
district in Peru. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe and analyze in depth the current laws and how they are enforced in 
the 14 countries under study. However, we feel the need to point out some of their overall implications that have a 
direct impact on the working conditions of WSWs in the region.

• Sex work is not considered a crime in the current laws of the countries across the region. However, the 
overlap between national and local laws and the vagueness and ambiguity of some legal norms lead to their 
arbitrary interpretation and enforcement and to human rights violations against WSWs.

• Sex work, and its conditions of work, are not explicitly regulated in any of the countries under study. Thus, 
there are no specific norms guaranteeing the labour rights of WSWs.

• Sex work exists in a legal gap; it is not criminalized, nor explicitly acknowledged and regulated in terms of the 
recognition of WSWs rights. This gap enables the arbitrary interpretation of other norms, indirectly affecting 
the way in which sex work is practiced.

• Existing norms like those related to preventing and punishing human trafficking create confusion and contri-
bute to driving sex work underground. Criminalizing clients is also a legal way to attack the practice of autono-
mous sex work.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that historically, in the intervention systems to regulate the offer of commercial sex 
services, the region tends to be closer to the positions advocating for the elimination (abolitionism) or prohibition 
(prohibitionism) of prostitution. Adopting a view aimed at broadening and protecting WSWs' labour, social and 
human rights is an outstanding debt and a challenge in the region's political agendas. Translating this perspective into 
laws that protect rights will involve formulating laws and policies to regulate sex work in the spaces in which it is being 
performed, and, legally recognising WSWs’ labour unions.

WOMEN SEX WORKERS: Sex work from a gender and class perspective

This report will focus on describing the working conditions under which WSWs perform their activities, highlighting 
how WSWs are deeply affected by the lack of regulation that protects their occupation in a way that gives them the 
same protections and benefits of the labour institutions that other workers enjoy.

Our goal is to identify and analyze how this occupation that is WSWs’ daily livelihood is performed: sex work as a way 
to enter the labour market. A set of "classic" categories taken from Labour Studies will allow us to describe these 
conditions. Throughout this report we will use categories such as working conditions, risk and health factors, environ-
mental conditions, labour relationships, regulations, wages, working routines, and contracts, that will allow us to 
describe the realities of women sex workers as labourers.

By "working conditions" we mean the social and organizational factors influencing how women sex workers provide their 
services and the environmental risk factors (the infrastructure of the spaces in which they work, their access to hygiene and 
security elements, the state of the materials they use for their work, the length of their working hours) to which they are 
exposed while at work. For the purpose of this study, working conditions include environmental and infrastructural condi-

tions in workplaces, the conditions under which the work is performed, and risk as well as health factors.
Work is a key notion to understand how societies distribute wealth and power, and how they integrate or exclude 
different social groups. Access to work and participation in the labour market constitute the way in which women 
and men from different social classes, ethnic/racial groups and migratory status are involved in the distribution of 
assets and are able to access resources. Labour regulations allow for that distribution to be more or less fair and 
particularly guarantee access to workers' rights and obligations. So, participation in the labour market is the privile-
ged means to access those social and labour rights and duties, as well as to be included in the institutions regulating them.

However, many work situations are not regulated by a labour contract that establishes and guarantees workers' 
rights, obligations and protections. Many labour activities are performed outside those conditions, that is, with 
relationships that are not regulated by contracts and are not recognized as 'labour' by the State. These forms of 
labour exist outside any kind of labour institution and their workers are denied access to any labour-related rights. 
This is compounded by gender segregation that sets clear territories for men and for women within the occupational 
structure. This shows not only in the persistence of high salary gaps but also of gender stereotypes defining differen-
tiated roles, skills and expertise for men and for women. The persistence of these stereotypes explains why women 
are mainly involved in trade and service jobs, and, even within them, in activities considered to be ‘typically femini-
ne’, that is, those defined as an extension of the reproductive tasks socially attributed to women. These activities 
have the lowest salaries, the least occupational mobility and the most precarious employment conditions. If we 
examine them, we see that it is low-income women who have the least possibilities of entering the labour market, 
and when they do, it is under the most disadvantageous conditions.

That set of occupations includes those related to care that involve personal but asymmetrical relationships. Some 
examples are those of domestic workers, care-home assistants, nurses, manicurists, hairdressers, hair removal 
personnel, masseuses and also sex workers. Sex work can indeed also be placed in the category of service-related 
reproductive jobs. All these tasks linked to personal services in the labour market lack social prestige and recognition. 
As long as they are restricted to the 'private' sphere, to that of family and feeling, they are not negatively valued or 
judged. But when they move into the commercial sphere, they lose recognition, they are considered ‘low qualifica-
tion’ tasks, and in most cases, they are not even considered to properly be 'jobs' either by society or, and this is what 
concerns this report the most, by the State. As a result, these occupations are low-income, not regulated, scarcely 
protected by the law and with non-existent social protections. This lack of recognition and the consequent impossibi-
lity of accessing labour rights reinforce the exclusion that the women who perform them already experience, as they 
come from low-income social groups. This lack of social and legal recognition also makes these occupations more 
precarious, leaving the women who perform them unprotected when faced with different kinds of arbitrary actions 
and abuse that, as we will see in the report, range from poor conditions in workplaces to abuse by bar owners, mana-
gers and security forces. 

There is a whole body of research showing how for paid domestic workers, maquila workers, children’s and elders' 
caretakers, among others, the lack of rights and the absence of a State demanding and guaranteeing that they will be 
fulfilled, leaves women workers in a position of extreme vulnerability in which decent conditions of work and hiring 
are left to the goodwill of whoever hires them.

Indeed, performing any work requires conditions guaranteeing the safety and integrity of the workers. And this is 
possible only in the presence of a regulatory framework and with an active role by the State to guarantee its imple-
mentation. As we will expose in full detail in this report, when there are no regulatory frameworks setting out hiring 
and working conditions, everything – workers’ and employers' rights and obligations, their oversight, working condi-
tions and environment, salaries, access to health services, social security, paid leave – depends only on the worker's 
individual negotiation skills and the 'goodwill' of the employer.

In the following sections we will describe the conditions under which sex work is currently performed in the region 
in the hope that it will promote a deeper understanding of the need for its social and legal recognition, the regulation 
of its conditions of work, and for formalizing WSWs’ organizations as unions that can negotiate labour conditions. 
These actions will guarantee to a social group that is still excluded from the formal labour market, stigmatized on the 
basis of this lack of recognition and subjected to different forms of human rights violations, the access to their rights.

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.



INTRODUCTION
Prior research has showed that national legal and political contexts directly influence how and under which condi-
tions sex work is performed (RedTraSex, 2013). In spite of the differences across the region, all countries have legal 
norms and codes criminalizing actions related to sex work. This creates a framework for police repression, institutio-
nal violence, precarious working conditions, exploitation and obstacles to access basic health services, including HIV 
and AIDS treatment and care. This builds a 'cage of clandestinity' around sex work increasing stigma and vulnerability 
to HIV and AIDS for women sex workers (WSWs). 

The unregulated exercise of this occupation puts WSWS in a situation of vulnerability  and positions them in a space 
of marginality that forces them to agree to unsafe and even violent working conditions. Even when it is not directly 
punished by law, in most countries across the region sex work is practiced underground.
This research is aimed at bridging a knowledge gap by describing and systematizing the working conditions of women 
sex workers in the region. 

It is hoped that the research findings will shed more light on an activity that is conducted across the region while also 
providing knowledge, recommendations and tools for advocacy with public officials and legislators in order to impro-
ve WSWs' working conditions in the region.

Goals and methodology

Overall goal
• To describe and analyze the working conditions of women sex workers in 14 countries of Latin America.

Specific goals
• To understand the relation between working conditions and health conditions of women sex workers.
• To identify the strategies developed by women sex workers to change their conditions of work.
• To formulate recommendations to change or eliminate factors contributing to unfavorable working condi-
tions of WSWs.

Methodology
This research was conducted through a qualitative approach that allowed us to learn about the conditions under 
which sex work is performed in the region through the voices of WSWs themselves. To this end, RedTraSex's regional 
technical team conducted group interviews with WSWs from 14 RedTraSex member countries: Argentina, Belize, 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Paraguay and Peru. In these interviews, working conditions in the streets and in indoor spaces were explored 
following an intentional multi-stage sampling criteria. 
The groups interviewed included WSWs of different ages – 75% from the 18-30 years age group and 25% that were 
31 years and older; nationalities – 75% from the country in which they worked and 25% foreigners; seniority – 75% 
having worked 9 years or less and 25% having worked for more than 9 years; workplace – 50% in the streets and 50% 
in indoor spaces. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with national coordinators of our member organiza-
tions in each country to complement the information gathered through the group interviews.

LEGAL STATUS OF SEX WORK ACROSS THE REGION 

In this section we will summarize the legal norms related to sex work in the countries under study . These are indispensable 
for understanding and contextualizing the information gathered in this study because, as we will see, the conditions of 
work for WSWs are directly related to the legal frameworks in place in their countries.

Overall, it could be said that autonomous sex work is a licit activity in all countries of the region. However, there are 
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different norms that affect the way it is performed because they impose restrictions.
The legal system in the countries under study involves a hierarchy of norms with the country’s Constitution being at the 
highest level. In some cases, international norms that the country adheres to are assigned an equal rank.

The hierarchy includes the national and the provincial or municipal regulations with the latter being at the lowest level. 
Within this system, no law is to be considered valid if it contradicts what a higher law mandates. This hierarchical ordering 
of norms is mentioned in the national Constitution of all the countries, and this must be read together with the articles of 
these Constitutions that say that nobody can be forced to do what the law does not require or be deprived of doing what 
the law does not forbid. This is also complemented by norms recognizing the right to work, to choose one's trade and to 
decent working conditions as well as by guarantees of equality and non-discrimination.

National laws include Penal Codes and their complementary laws (for instance, laws on trafficking) that while not forbidding 
practicing sex work, have an indirect impact on it as they punish the exploitation of sex work by third parties, or restrict 
related activities like advertising sex services.

And, finally, there are lower hierarchy local norms (Contraventional Codes, administrative or police regulations, according to 
the country) that are related to morals, good customs or the use of public spaces that security forces usually invoke to 
impose their moral views on sex work.

Overall, these lower hierarchy norms hold criminalizing and punitive views everywhere in the region and far from protecting 
WSWs rights set the stage for human rights violations against them.

Current norms regarding sex work in the region can be grouped in the following way:

• Laws related to activities considered to be crimes in the Penal Codes and in other national norms (Natio-
nal Constitutions and/or laws on women’s rights). In these cases, what is penalized or forbidden is exploi-
ting the prostitution of others – pimping, sexual exploitation of minors, and, in some cases, pornogra-
phy-related crimes or promoting prostitution through different channels. As we have said, these laws are 
often used to restrict autonomous sex work even when it is licit according to higher-ranked laws.

• Laws related to prevention and care for sexually transmitted infections (HIV/AIDS and STIs) that mention 
WSWs as vulnerable populations and in some cases as being in-charge of or replicating prevention 
policies. These laws prescribe testing – in most cases, voluntary and confidential at least as written in the 
law, but not necessarily in practice (see RedTraSex, 2013), and also prescribe health cards and controls 
issued by the health system and/or security forces.

• Laws on persecuting, punishing and preventing trafficking of persons and providing care for victims that 
can be found in most countries across the region since the mid-2000s  . Even though they never mention 
sex work, the ways in which the law is enforced through procedures and operations carried out by the 
judicial system and security forces constitute an obstacle for practicing autonomous sex work and often 
constitute a clear violation of WSWs rights. This is explained by the confusion among the actors involved 
(police and justice officers conducting raids in workplaces), born of misinformation or of political design, 
about which activities linked to the sex trade are crimes (pimping, prostitution and/or corruption of 
minors, pornography involving minors, trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation) and which ones are 
not according to the Penal Codes of the countries across the region, like sex work conducted by those of 
legal age.  

• Laws related to coexistence in public spaces and misdemeanours (Contraventional Codes, Misdemeanour 
Codes, municipal ordinances) that are typically enforced by local security forces and framed as regulating 
‘public morals’. In most cases, these Codes violate the rights of WSWs and allow for procedures to check their 
identity cards, stop their free movement, prohibit their offering sexual services in exchange for money in public 
spaces, or create 'tolerance areas' and set minimum distances from certain types of institutions, among others. 
They also grant significant power to security forces and enable a whole set of abusive and extortionist practices 
that will be described in this report.

• Laws on recognizing sex work, guaranteeing rights and protection for sex workers. In the region, there 
are only two local norms of this type: one in Asuncion, the Paraguayan capital, and another in the Callao 
district in Peru. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe and analyze in depth the current laws and how they are enforced in 
the 14 countries under study. However, we feel the need to point out some of their overall implications that have a 
direct impact on the working conditions of WSWs in the region.

• Sex work is not considered a crime in the current laws of the countries across the region. However, the 
overlap between national and local laws and the vagueness and ambiguity of some legal norms lead to their 
arbitrary interpretation and enforcement and to human rights violations against WSWs.

• Sex work, and its conditions of work, are not explicitly regulated in any of the countries under study. Thus, 
there are no specific norms guaranteeing the labour rights of WSWs.

• Sex work exists in a legal gap; it is not criminalized, nor explicitly acknowledged and regulated in terms of the 
recognition of WSWs rights. This gap enables the arbitrary interpretation of other norms, indirectly affecting 
the way in which sex work is practiced.

• Existing norms like those related to preventing and punishing human trafficking create confusion and contri-
bute to driving sex work underground. Criminalizing clients is also a legal way to attack the practice of autono-
mous sex work.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that historically, in the intervention systems to regulate the offer of commercial sex 
services, the region tends to be closer to the positions advocating for the elimination (abolitionism) or prohibition 
(prohibitionism) of prostitution. Adopting a view aimed at broadening and protecting WSWs' labour, social and 
human rights is an outstanding debt and a challenge in the region's political agendas. Translating this perspective into 
laws that protect rights will involve formulating laws and policies to regulate sex work in the spaces in which it is being 
performed, and, legally recognising WSWs’ labour unions.

WOMEN SEX WORKERS: Sex work from a gender and class perspective

This report will focus on describing the working conditions under which WSWs perform their activities, highlighting 
how WSWs are deeply affected by the lack of regulation that protects their occupation in a way that gives them the 
same protections and benefits of the labour institutions that other workers enjoy.

Our goal is to identify and analyze how this occupation that is WSWs’ daily livelihood is performed: sex work as a way 
to enter the labour market. A set of "classic" categories taken from Labour Studies will allow us to describe these 
conditions. Throughout this report we will use categories such as working conditions, risk and health factors, environ-
mental conditions, labour relationships, regulations, wages, working routines, and contracts, that will allow us to 
describe the realities of women sex workers as labourers.

By "working conditions" we mean the social and organizational factors influencing how women sex workers provide their 
services and the environmental risk factors (the infrastructure of the spaces in which they work, their access to hygiene and 
security elements, the state of the materials they use for their work, the length of their working hours) to which they are 
exposed while at work. For the purpose of this study, working conditions include environmental and infrastructural condi-

1   An exhaustive description can be found (in Spanish) in “Estudio sobre la incidencia y la participación política de las mujeres trabajadoras sexuales 
en América Latina y el Caribe”, RedTraSex, 2013.

tions in workplaces, the conditions under which the work is performed, and risk as well as health factors.
Work is a key notion to understand how societies distribute wealth and power, and how they integrate or exclude 
different social groups. Access to work and participation in the labour market constitute the way in which women 
and men from different social classes, ethnic/racial groups and migratory status are involved in the distribution of 
assets and are able to access resources. Labour regulations allow for that distribution to be more or less fair and 
particularly guarantee access to workers' rights and obligations. So, participation in the labour market is the privile-
ged means to access those social and labour rights and duties, as well as to be included in the institutions regulating them.

However, many work situations are not regulated by a labour contract that establishes and guarantees workers' 
rights, obligations and protections. Many labour activities are performed outside those conditions, that is, with 
relationships that are not regulated by contracts and are not recognized as 'labour' by the State. These forms of 
labour exist outside any kind of labour institution and their workers are denied access to any labour-related rights. 
This is compounded by gender segregation that sets clear territories for men and for women within the occupational 
structure. This shows not only in the persistence of high salary gaps but also of gender stereotypes defining differen-
tiated roles, skills and expertise for men and for women. The persistence of these stereotypes explains why women 
are mainly involved in trade and service jobs, and, even within them, in activities considered to be ‘typically femini-
ne’, that is, those defined as an extension of the reproductive tasks socially attributed to women. These activities 
have the lowest salaries, the least occupational mobility and the most precarious employment conditions. If we 
examine them, we see that it is low-income women who have the least possibilities of entering the labour market, 
and when they do, it is under the most disadvantageous conditions.

That set of occupations includes those related to care that involve personal but asymmetrical relationships. Some 
examples are those of domestic workers, care-home assistants, nurses, manicurists, hairdressers, hair removal 
personnel, masseuses and also sex workers. Sex work can indeed also be placed in the category of service-related 
reproductive jobs. All these tasks linked to personal services in the labour market lack social prestige and recognition. 
As long as they are restricted to the 'private' sphere, to that of family and feeling, they are not negatively valued or 
judged. But when they move into the commercial sphere, they lose recognition, they are considered ‘low qualifica-
tion’ tasks, and in most cases, they are not even considered to properly be 'jobs' either by society or, and this is what 
concerns this report the most, by the State. As a result, these occupations are low-income, not regulated, scarcely 
protected by the law and with non-existent social protections. This lack of recognition and the consequent impossibi-
lity of accessing labour rights reinforce the exclusion that the women who perform them already experience, as they 
come from low-income social groups. This lack of social and legal recognition also makes these occupations more 
precarious, leaving the women who perform them unprotected when faced with different kinds of arbitrary actions 
and abuse that, as we will see in the report, range from poor conditions in workplaces to abuse by bar owners, mana-
gers and security forces. 

There is a whole body of research showing how for paid domestic workers, maquila workers, children’s and elders' 
caretakers, among others, the lack of rights and the absence of a State demanding and guaranteeing that they will be 
fulfilled, leaves women workers in a position of extreme vulnerability in which decent conditions of work and hiring 
are left to the goodwill of whoever hires them.

Indeed, performing any work requires conditions guaranteeing the safety and integrity of the workers. And this is 
possible only in the presence of a regulatory framework and with an active role by the State to guarantee its imple-
mentation. As we will expose in full detail in this report, when there are no regulatory frameworks setting out hiring 
and working conditions, everything – workers’ and employers' rights and obligations, their oversight, working condi-
tions and environment, salaries, access to health services, social security, paid leave – depends only on the worker's 
individual negotiation skills and the 'goodwill' of the employer.

In the following sections we will describe the conditions under which sex work is currently performed in the region 
in the hope that it will promote a deeper understanding of the need for its social and legal recognition, the regulation 
of its conditions of work, and for formalizing WSWs’ organizations as unions that can negotiate labour conditions. 
These actions will guarantee to a social group that is still excluded from the formal labour market, stigmatized on the 
basis of this lack of recognition and subjected to different forms of human rights violations, the access to their rights.

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.



INTRODUCTION
Prior research has showed that national legal and political contexts directly influence how and under which condi-
tions sex work is performed (RedTraSex, 2013). In spite of the differences across the region, all countries have legal 
norms and codes criminalizing actions related to sex work. This creates a framework for police repression, institutio-
nal violence, precarious working conditions, exploitation and obstacles to access basic health services, including HIV 
and AIDS treatment and care. This builds a 'cage of clandestinity' around sex work increasing stigma and vulnerability 
to HIV and AIDS for women sex workers (WSWs). 

The unregulated exercise of this occupation puts WSWS in a situation of vulnerability  and positions them in a space 
of marginality that forces them to agree to unsafe and even violent working conditions. Even when it is not directly 
punished by law, in most countries across the region sex work is practiced underground.
This research is aimed at bridging a knowledge gap by describing and systematizing the working conditions of women 
sex workers in the region. 

It is hoped that the research findings will shed more light on an activity that is conducted across the region while also 
providing knowledge, recommendations and tools for advocacy with public officials and legislators in order to impro-
ve WSWs' working conditions in the region.

Goals and methodology

Overall goal
• To describe and analyze the working conditions of women sex workers in 14 countries of Latin America.

Specific goals
• To understand the relation between working conditions and health conditions of women sex workers.
• To identify the strategies developed by women sex workers to change their conditions of work.
• To formulate recommendations to change or eliminate factors contributing to unfavorable working condi-
tions of WSWs.

Methodology
This research was conducted through a qualitative approach that allowed us to learn about the conditions under 
which sex work is performed in the region through the voices of WSWs themselves. To this end, RedTraSex's regional 
technical team conducted group interviews with WSWs from 14 RedTraSex member countries: Argentina, Belize, 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Paraguay and Peru. In these interviews, working conditions in the streets and in indoor spaces were explored 
following an intentional multi-stage sampling criteria. 
The groups interviewed included WSWs of different ages – 75% from the 18-30 years age group and 25% that were 
31 years and older; nationalities – 75% from the country in which they worked and 25% foreigners; seniority – 75% 
having worked 9 years or less and 25% having worked for more than 9 years; workplace – 50% in the streets and 50% 
in indoor spaces. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with national coordinators of our member organiza-
tions in each country to complement the information gathered through the group interviews.

LEGAL STATUS OF SEX WORK ACROSS THE REGION 

In this section we will summarize the legal norms related to sex work in the countries under study . These are indispensable 
for understanding and contextualizing the information gathered in this study because, as we will see, the conditions of 
work for WSWs are directly related to the legal frameworks in place in their countries.

Overall, it could be said that autonomous sex work is a licit activity in all countries of the region. However, there are 

different norms that affect the way it is performed because they impose restrictions.
The legal system in the countries under study involves a hierarchy of norms with the country’s Constitution being at the 
highest level. In some cases, international norms that the country adheres to are assigned an equal rank.

The hierarchy includes the national and the provincial or municipal regulations with the latter being at the lowest level. 
Within this system, no law is to be considered valid if it contradicts what a higher law mandates. This hierarchical ordering 
of norms is mentioned in the national Constitution of all the countries, and this must be read together with the articles of 
these Constitutions that say that nobody can be forced to do what the law does not require or be deprived of doing what 
the law does not forbid. This is also complemented by norms recognizing the right to work, to choose one's trade and to 
decent working conditions as well as by guarantees of equality and non-discrimination.

National laws include Penal Codes and their complementary laws (for instance, laws on trafficking) that while not forbidding 
practicing sex work, have an indirect impact on it as they punish the exploitation of sex work by third parties, or restrict 
related activities like advertising sex services.

And, finally, there are lower hierarchy local norms (Contraventional Codes, administrative or police regulations, according to 
the country) that are related to morals, good customs or the use of public spaces that security forces usually invoke to 
impose their moral views on sex work.

Overall, these lower hierarchy norms hold criminalizing and punitive views everywhere in the region and far from protecting 
WSWs rights set the stage for human rights violations against them.

Current norms regarding sex work in the region can be grouped in the following way:

• Laws related to activities considered to be crimes in the Penal Codes and in other national norms (Natio-
nal Constitutions and/or laws on women’s rights). In these cases, what is penalized or forbidden is exploi-
ting the prostitution of others – pimping, sexual exploitation of minors, and, in some cases, pornogra-
phy-related crimes or promoting prostitution through different channels. As we have said, these laws are 
often used to restrict autonomous sex work even when it is licit according to higher-ranked laws.

• Laws related to prevention and care for sexually transmitted infections (HIV/AIDS and STIs) that mention 
WSWs as vulnerable populations and in some cases as being in-charge of or replicating prevention 
policies. These laws prescribe testing – in most cases, voluntary and confidential at least as written in the 
law, but not necessarily in practice (see RedTraSex, 2013), and also prescribe health cards and controls 
issued by the health system and/or security forces.

• Laws on persecuting, punishing and preventing trafficking of persons and providing care for victims that 
can be found in most countries across the region since the mid-2000s  . Even though they never mention 
sex work, the ways in which the law is enforced through procedures and operations carried out by the 
judicial system and security forces constitute an obstacle for practicing autonomous sex work and often 
constitute a clear violation of WSWs rights. This is explained by the confusion among the actors involved 
(police and justice officers conducting raids in workplaces), born of misinformation or of political design, 
about which activities linked to the sex trade are crimes (pimping, prostitution and/or corruption of 
minors, pornography involving minors, trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation) and which ones are 
not according to the Penal Codes of the countries across the region, like sex work conducted by those of 
legal age.  

• Laws related to coexistence in public spaces and misdemeanours (Contraventional Codes, Misdemeanour 
Codes, municipal ordinances) that are typically enforced by local security forces and framed as regulating 
‘public morals’. In most cases, these Codes violate the rights of WSWs and allow for procedures to check their 
identity cards, stop their free movement, prohibit their offering sexual services in exchange for money in public 
spaces, or create 'tolerance areas' and set minimum distances from certain types of institutions, among others. 
They also grant significant power to security forces and enable a whole set of abusive and extortionist practices 
that will be described in this report.
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• Laws on recognizing sex work, guaranteeing rights and protection for sex workers. In the region, there 
are only two local norms of this type: one in Asuncion, the Paraguayan capital, and another in the Callao 
district in Peru. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe and analyze in depth the current laws and how they are enforced in 
the 14 countries under study. However, we feel the need to point out some of their overall implications that have a 
direct impact on the working conditions of WSWs in the region.

• Sex work is not considered a crime in the current laws of the countries across the region. However, the 
overlap between national and local laws and the vagueness and ambiguity of some legal norms lead to their 
arbitrary interpretation and enforcement and to human rights violations against WSWs.

• Sex work, and its conditions of work, are not explicitly regulated in any of the countries under study. Thus, 
there are no specific norms guaranteeing the labour rights of WSWs.

• Sex work exists in a legal gap; it is not criminalized, nor explicitly acknowledged and regulated in terms of the 
recognition of WSWs rights. This gap enables the arbitrary interpretation of other norms, indirectly affecting 
the way in which sex work is practiced.

• Existing norms like those related to preventing and punishing human trafficking create confusion and contri-
bute to driving sex work underground. Criminalizing clients is also a legal way to attack the practice of autono-
mous sex work.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that historically, in the intervention systems to regulate the offer of commercial sex 
services, the region tends to be closer to the positions advocating for the elimination (abolitionism) or prohibition 
(prohibitionism) of prostitution. Adopting a view aimed at broadening and protecting WSWs' labour, social and 
human rights is an outstanding debt and a challenge in the region's political agendas. Translating this perspective into 
laws that protect rights will involve formulating laws and policies to regulate sex work in the spaces in which it is being 
performed, and, legally recognising WSWs’ labour unions.

WOMEN SEX WORKERS: Sex work from a gender and class perspective

This report will focus on describing the working conditions under which WSWs perform their activities, highlighting 
how WSWs are deeply affected by the lack of regulation that protects their occupation in a way that gives them the 
same protections and benefits of the labour institutions that other workers enjoy.

Our goal is to identify and analyze how this occupation that is WSWs’ daily livelihood is performed: sex work as a way 
to enter the labour market. A set of "classic" categories taken from Labour Studies will allow us to describe these 
conditions. Throughout this report we will use categories such as working conditions, risk and health factors, environ-
mental conditions, labour relationships, regulations, wages, working routines, and contracts, that will allow us to 
describe the realities of women sex workers as labourers.

By "working conditions" we mean the social and organizational factors influencing how women sex workers provide their 
services and the environmental risk factors (the infrastructure of the spaces in which they work, their access to hygiene and 
security elements, the state of the materials they use for their work, the length of their working hours) to which they are 
exposed while at work. For the purpose of this study, working conditions include environmental and infrastructural condi-

2   Here it is important to differentiate between concepts. TRAFFICKING OF PERSONS is "the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or 
of a position of vulnerability" to force a person to provide services without her/his consent (Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. UN. 2003. Article 
3.a). Trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation is just one of the expressions of this crime. The distinctive element of trafficking is being held 
against one's will or having one's personal documents removed, being subjected to abuse or threats against one's life, being locked-up and forced 
to provide services, without one's expressed consent and against one's will. SEX WORK is the provision of sexual services for money, in which all 
parties consent out of their free will and decision. Women sex workers are adults who have decided to do this work in order to sustain our families 
and/or ourselves. 

tions in workplaces, the conditions under which the work is performed, and risk as well as health factors.
Work is a key notion to understand how societies distribute wealth and power, and how they integrate or exclude 
different social groups. Access to work and participation in the labour market constitute the way in which women 
and men from different social classes, ethnic/racial groups and migratory status are involved in the distribution of 
assets and are able to access resources. Labour regulations allow for that distribution to be more or less fair and 
particularly guarantee access to workers' rights and obligations. So, participation in the labour market is the privile-
ged means to access those social and labour rights and duties, as well as to be included in the institutions regulating them.

However, many work situations are not regulated by a labour contract that establishes and guarantees workers' 
rights, obligations and protections. Many labour activities are performed outside those conditions, that is, with 
relationships that are not regulated by contracts and are not recognized as 'labour' by the State. These forms of 
labour exist outside any kind of labour institution and their workers are denied access to any labour-related rights. 
This is compounded by gender segregation that sets clear territories for men and for women within the occupational 
structure. This shows not only in the persistence of high salary gaps but also of gender stereotypes defining differen-
tiated roles, skills and expertise for men and for women. The persistence of these stereotypes explains why women 
are mainly involved in trade and service jobs, and, even within them, in activities considered to be ‘typically femini-
ne’, that is, those defined as an extension of the reproductive tasks socially attributed to women. These activities 
have the lowest salaries, the least occupational mobility and the most precarious employment conditions. If we 
examine them, we see that it is low-income women who have the least possibilities of entering the labour market, 
and when they do, it is under the most disadvantageous conditions.

That set of occupations includes those related to care that involve personal but asymmetrical relationships. Some 
examples are those of domestic workers, care-home assistants, nurses, manicurists, hairdressers, hair removal 
personnel, masseuses and also sex workers. Sex work can indeed also be placed in the category of service-related 
reproductive jobs. All these tasks linked to personal services in the labour market lack social prestige and recognition. 
As long as they are restricted to the 'private' sphere, to that of family and feeling, they are not negatively valued or 
judged. But when they move into the commercial sphere, they lose recognition, they are considered ‘low qualifica-
tion’ tasks, and in most cases, they are not even considered to properly be 'jobs' either by society or, and this is what 
concerns this report the most, by the State. As a result, these occupations are low-income, not regulated, scarcely 
protected by the law and with non-existent social protections. This lack of recognition and the consequent impossibi-
lity of accessing labour rights reinforce the exclusion that the women who perform them already experience, as they 
come from low-income social groups. This lack of social and legal recognition also makes these occupations more 
precarious, leaving the women who perform them unprotected when faced with different kinds of arbitrary actions 
and abuse that, as we will see in the report, range from poor conditions in workplaces to abuse by bar owners, mana-
gers and security forces. 

There is a whole body of research showing how for paid domestic workers, maquila workers, children’s and elders' 
caretakers, among others, the lack of rights and the absence of a State demanding and guaranteeing that they will be 
fulfilled, leaves women workers in a position of extreme vulnerability in which decent conditions of work and hiring 
are left to the goodwill of whoever hires them.

Indeed, performing any work requires conditions guaranteeing the safety and integrity of the workers. And this is 
possible only in the presence of a regulatory framework and with an active role by the State to guarantee its imple-
mentation. As we will expose in full detail in this report, when there are no regulatory frameworks setting out hiring 
and working conditions, everything – workers’ and employers' rights and obligations, their oversight, working condi-
tions and environment, salaries, access to health services, social security, paid leave – depends only on the worker's 
individual negotiation skills and the 'goodwill' of the employer.

In the following sections we will describe the conditions under which sex work is currently performed in the region 
in the hope that it will promote a deeper understanding of the need for its social and legal recognition, the regulation 
of its conditions of work, and for formalizing WSWs’ organizations as unions that can negotiate labour conditions. 
These actions will guarantee to a social group that is still excluded from the formal labour market, stigmatized on the 
basis of this lack of recognition and subjected to different forms of human rights violations, the access to their rights.

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.



INTRODUCTION
Prior research has showed that national legal and political contexts directly influence how and under which condi-
tions sex work is performed (RedTraSex, 2013). In spite of the differences across the region, all countries have legal 
norms and codes criminalizing actions related to sex work. This creates a framework for police repression, institutio-
nal violence, precarious working conditions, exploitation and obstacles to access basic health services, including HIV 
and AIDS treatment and care. This builds a 'cage of clandestinity' around sex work increasing stigma and vulnerability 
to HIV and AIDS for women sex workers (WSWs). 

The unregulated exercise of this occupation puts WSWS in a situation of vulnerability  and positions them in a space 
of marginality that forces them to agree to unsafe and even violent working conditions. Even when it is not directly 
punished by law, in most countries across the region sex work is practiced underground.
This research is aimed at bridging a knowledge gap by describing and systematizing the working conditions of women 
sex workers in the region. 

It is hoped that the research findings will shed more light on an activity that is conducted across the region while also 
providing knowledge, recommendations and tools for advocacy with public officials and legislators in order to impro-
ve WSWs' working conditions in the region.

Goals and methodology

Overall goal
• To describe and analyze the working conditions of women sex workers in 14 countries of Latin America.

Specific goals
• To understand the relation between working conditions and health conditions of women sex workers.
• To identify the strategies developed by women sex workers to change their conditions of work.
• To formulate recommendations to change or eliminate factors contributing to unfavorable working condi-
tions of WSWs.

Methodology
This research was conducted through a qualitative approach that allowed us to learn about the conditions under 
which sex work is performed in the region through the voices of WSWs themselves. To this end, RedTraSex's regional 
technical team conducted group interviews with WSWs from 14 RedTraSex member countries: Argentina, Belize, 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Paraguay and Peru. In these interviews, working conditions in the streets and in indoor spaces were explored 
following an intentional multi-stage sampling criteria. 
The groups interviewed included WSWs of different ages – 75% from the 18-30 years age group and 25% that were 
31 years and older; nationalities – 75% from the country in which they worked and 25% foreigners; seniority – 75% 
having worked 9 years or less and 25% having worked for more than 9 years; workplace – 50% in the streets and 50% 
in indoor spaces. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with national coordinators of our member organiza-
tions in each country to complement the information gathered through the group interviews.

LEGAL STATUS OF SEX WORK ACROSS THE REGION 

In this section we will summarize the legal norms related to sex work in the countries under study . These are indispensable 
for understanding and contextualizing the information gathered in this study because, as we will see, the conditions of 
work for WSWs are directly related to the legal frameworks in place in their countries.

Overall, it could be said that autonomous sex work is a licit activity in all countries of the region. However, there are 

different norms that affect the way it is performed because they impose restrictions.
The legal system in the countries under study involves a hierarchy of norms with the country’s Constitution being at the 
highest level. In some cases, international norms that the country adheres to are assigned an equal rank.

The hierarchy includes the national and the provincial or municipal regulations with the latter being at the lowest level. 
Within this system, no law is to be considered valid if it contradicts what a higher law mandates. This hierarchical ordering 
of norms is mentioned in the national Constitution of all the countries, and this must be read together with the articles of 
these Constitutions that say that nobody can be forced to do what the law does not require or be deprived of doing what 
the law does not forbid. This is also complemented by norms recognizing the right to work, to choose one's trade and to 
decent working conditions as well as by guarantees of equality and non-discrimination.

National laws include Penal Codes and their complementary laws (for instance, laws on trafficking) that while not forbidding 
practicing sex work, have an indirect impact on it as they punish the exploitation of sex work by third parties, or restrict 
related activities like advertising sex services.

And, finally, there are lower hierarchy local norms (Contraventional Codes, administrative or police regulations, according to 
the country) that are related to morals, good customs or the use of public spaces that security forces usually invoke to 
impose their moral views on sex work.

Overall, these lower hierarchy norms hold criminalizing and punitive views everywhere in the region and far from protecting 
WSWs rights set the stage for human rights violations against them.

Current norms regarding sex work in the region can be grouped in the following way:

• Laws related to activities considered to be crimes in the Penal Codes and in other national norms (Natio-
nal Constitutions and/or laws on women’s rights). In these cases, what is penalized or forbidden is exploi-
ting the prostitution of others – pimping, sexual exploitation of minors, and, in some cases, pornogra-
phy-related crimes or promoting prostitution through different channels. As we have said, these laws are 
often used to restrict autonomous sex work even when it is licit according to higher-ranked laws.

• Laws related to prevention and care for sexually transmitted infections (HIV/AIDS and STIs) that mention 
WSWs as vulnerable populations and in some cases as being in-charge of or replicating prevention 
policies. These laws prescribe testing – in most cases, voluntary and confidential at least as written in the 
law, but not necessarily in practice (see RedTraSex, 2013), and also prescribe health cards and controls 
issued by the health system and/or security forces.

• Laws on persecuting, punishing and preventing trafficking of persons and providing care for victims that 
can be found in most countries across the region since the mid-2000s  . Even though they never mention 
sex work, the ways in which the law is enforced through procedures and operations carried out by the 
judicial system and security forces constitute an obstacle for practicing autonomous sex work and often 
constitute a clear violation of WSWs rights. This is explained by the confusion among the actors involved 
(police and justice officers conducting raids in workplaces), born of misinformation or of political design, 
about which activities linked to the sex trade are crimes (pimping, prostitution and/or corruption of 
minors, pornography involving minors, trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation) and which ones are 
not according to the Penal Codes of the countries across the region, like sex work conducted by those of 
legal age.  

• Laws related to coexistence in public spaces and misdemeanours (Contraventional Codes, Misdemeanour 
Codes, municipal ordinances) that are typically enforced by local security forces and framed as regulating 
‘public morals’. In most cases, these Codes violate the rights of WSWs and allow for procedures to check their 
identity cards, stop their free movement, prohibit their offering sexual services in exchange for money in public 
spaces, or create 'tolerance areas' and set minimum distances from certain types of institutions, among others. 
They also grant significant power to security forces and enable a whole set of abusive and extortionist practices 
that will be described in this report.

• Laws on recognizing sex work, guaranteeing rights and protection for sex workers. In the region, there 
are only two local norms of this type: one in Asuncion, the Paraguayan capital, and another in the Callao 
district in Peru. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe and analyze in depth the current laws and how they are enforced in 
the 14 countries under study. However, we feel the need to point out some of their overall implications that have a 
direct impact on the working conditions of WSWs in the region.

• Sex work is not considered a crime in the current laws of the countries across the region. However, the 
overlap between national and local laws and the vagueness and ambiguity of some legal norms lead to their 
arbitrary interpretation and enforcement and to human rights violations against WSWs.

• Sex work, and its conditions of work, are not explicitly regulated in any of the countries under study. Thus, 
there are no specific norms guaranteeing the labour rights of WSWs.

• Sex work exists in a legal gap; it is not criminalized, nor explicitly acknowledged and regulated in terms of the 
recognition of WSWs rights. This gap enables the arbitrary interpretation of other norms, indirectly affecting 
the way in which sex work is practiced.

• Existing norms like those related to preventing and punishing human trafficking create confusion and contri-
bute to driving sex work underground. Criminalizing clients is also a legal way to attack the practice of autono-
mous sex work.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that historically, in the intervention systems to regulate the offer of commercial sex 
services, the region tends to be closer to the positions advocating for the elimination (abolitionism) or prohibition 
(prohibitionism) of prostitution. Adopting a view aimed at broadening and protecting WSWs' labour, social and 
human rights is an outstanding debt and a challenge in the region's political agendas. Translating this perspective into 
laws that protect rights will involve formulating laws and policies to regulate sex work in the spaces in which it is being 
performed, and, legally recognising WSWs’ labour unions.

WOMEN SEX WORKERS: Sex work from a gender and class perspective

This report will focus on describing the working conditions under which WSWs perform their activities, highlighting 
how WSWs are deeply affected by the lack of regulation that protects their occupation in a way that gives them the 
same protections and benefits of the labour institutions that other workers enjoy.

Our goal is to identify and analyze how this occupation that is WSWs’ daily livelihood is performed: sex work as a way 
to enter the labour market. A set of "classic" categories taken from Labour Studies will allow us to describe these 
conditions. Throughout this report we will use categories such as working conditions, risk and health factors, environ-
mental conditions, labour relationships, regulations, wages, working routines, and contracts, that will allow us to 
describe the realities of women sex workers as labourers.

By "working conditions" we mean the social and organizational factors influencing how women sex workers provide their 
services and the environmental risk factors (the infrastructure of the spaces in which they work, their access to hygiene and 
security elements, the state of the materials they use for their work, the length of their working hours) to which they are 
exposed while at work. For the purpose of this study, working conditions include environmental and infrastructural condi-
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tions in workplaces, the conditions under which the work is performed, and risk as well as health factors.
Work is a key notion to understand how societies distribute wealth and power, and how they integrate or exclude 
different social groups. Access to work and participation in the labour market constitute the way in which women 
and men from different social classes, ethnic/racial groups and migratory status are involved in the distribution of 
assets and are able to access resources. Labour regulations allow for that distribution to be more or less fair and 
particularly guarantee access to workers' rights and obligations. So, participation in the labour market is the privile-
ged means to access those social and labour rights and duties, as well as to be included in the institutions regulating them.

However, many work situations are not regulated by a labour contract that establishes and guarantees workers' 
rights, obligations and protections. Many labour activities are performed outside those conditions, that is, with 
relationships that are not regulated by contracts and are not recognized as 'labour' by the State. These forms of 
labour exist outside any kind of labour institution and their workers are denied access to any labour-related rights. 
This is compounded by gender segregation that sets clear territories for men and for women within the occupational 
structure. This shows not only in the persistence of high salary gaps but also of gender stereotypes defining differen-
tiated roles, skills and expertise for men and for women. The persistence of these stereotypes explains why women 
are mainly involved in trade and service jobs, and, even within them, in activities considered to be ‘typically femini-
ne’, that is, those defined as an extension of the reproductive tasks socially attributed to women. These activities 
have the lowest salaries, the least occupational mobility and the most precarious employment conditions. If we 
examine them, we see that it is low-income women who have the least possibilities of entering the labour market, 
and when they do, it is under the most disadvantageous conditions.

That set of occupations includes those related to care that involve personal but asymmetrical relationships. Some 
examples are those of domestic workers, care-home assistants, nurses, manicurists, hairdressers, hair removal 
personnel, masseuses and also sex workers. Sex work can indeed also be placed in the category of service-related 
reproductive jobs. All these tasks linked to personal services in the labour market lack social prestige and recognition. 
As long as they are restricted to the 'private' sphere, to that of family and feeling, they are not negatively valued or 
judged. But when they move into the commercial sphere, they lose recognition, they are considered ‘low qualifica-
tion’ tasks, and in most cases, they are not even considered to properly be 'jobs' either by society or, and this is what 
concerns this report the most, by the State. As a result, these occupations are low-income, not regulated, scarcely 
protected by the law and with non-existent social protections. This lack of recognition and the consequent impossibi-
lity of accessing labour rights reinforce the exclusion that the women who perform them already experience, as they 
come from low-income social groups. This lack of social and legal recognition also makes these occupations more 
precarious, leaving the women who perform them unprotected when faced with different kinds of arbitrary actions 
and abuse that, as we will see in the report, range from poor conditions in workplaces to abuse by bar owners, mana-
gers and security forces. 

There is a whole body of research showing how for paid domestic workers, maquila workers, children’s and elders' 
caretakers, among others, the lack of rights and the absence of a State demanding and guaranteeing that they will be 
fulfilled, leaves women workers in a position of extreme vulnerability in which decent conditions of work and hiring 
are left to the goodwill of whoever hires them.

Indeed, performing any work requires conditions guaranteeing the safety and integrity of the workers. And this is 
possible only in the presence of a regulatory framework and with an active role by the State to guarantee its imple-
mentation. As we will expose in full detail in this report, when there are no regulatory frameworks setting out hiring 
and working conditions, everything – workers’ and employers' rights and obligations, their oversight, working condi-
tions and environment, salaries, access to health services, social security, paid leave – depends only on the worker's 
individual negotiation skills and the 'goodwill' of the employer.

In the following sections we will describe the conditions under which sex work is currently performed in the region 
in the hope that it will promote a deeper understanding of the need for its social and legal recognition, the regulation 
of its conditions of work, and for formalizing WSWs’ organizations as unions that can negotiate labour conditions. 
These actions will guarantee to a social group that is still excluded from the formal labour market, stigmatized on the 
basis of this lack of recognition and subjected to different forms of human rights violations, the access to their rights.

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

3 For further information on this issue, please check the report (in Spanish)  “Violencia institucional hacia trabajadoras sexuales en 14 países 
de América Latina”, RedTraSex, 2016.

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

4 To facilitate the reading of this section we are using ‘bar’ as an umbrella term for all these establishments. 

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

5 Booking (“fichar”) refers to what the client spends at the bar; each drink he orders corresponds to a ticket (“ficha”) and at the end of her working 
hours the WSW gets paid according to how many tickets she has made.  

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.
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6 hroughout this report, all monetary references have been converted into US dollars to simplify reading. In this case, the currency is Nicaraguan 
Córdobas and the exchange rate is NIO $1 = US$0.34.

BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

In the third circuit, circulation is mediated by the intervention of third parties (owner, teller) during the negotiation 
when the fee for the service is agreed between the owner and the client, without the involvement of the WSW. The 
client pays the teller or the owner in advance for the service. In this case, the circuit can be represented as C →O→ 
WSW (→O). The WSW receives her income indirectly and she still has to cover additional costs like those mentioned 
in the second circuit (room cleaning, condoms, sheets, electric bulbs, etc.) as well as being forced to consume 'tickets' 
(and pay for them).

“Well. The client comes, sits down, if he is a foreigner because most going to those places are foreigners, he 
orders a drink. He is always with somebody else. Then ... he chooses the girl he likes and spends some time with 
her in the establishment. And then, before going out, he has to pay in order to take our compañera and also 
leave with the teller the money that will be given to her later." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“There is an owner of the rooms. He negotiates with the compañera and she pays him every day. She always 
has to pay, even if she had no clients.” (WSW, Nicaragua)

“At the night club they assign you hours, you work and they pay you between US$ 3.60 and $5  to spend the 
whole day there, with or without clients. And you have to pay for the tickets, the drink.”  (WSW, Costa Rica)

“We are always at the establishment, 70% is for us and 30% is for the establishment".  (WSW, Colombia)

The money circuits we have described are clearly linked, particularly in the second and third circuits, to situations that 
WSWs perceive as economic exploitation and in which they are at the mercy of the owners of the establishments in 
which they work. They also reveal the WSWs' vulnerability and the precarious conditions of work. What WSWs 
challenge is not that they need to pay a percentage of their fee to the establishment, but that this percentage is not 
jointly agreed upon and does not proportionately reflect each party’s contribution.  Another dimension of these 
precarious working conditions is the additional expense that WSWs have to incur to be able to work and that they 
clearly perceive as abuse.  In some cases, they pay to be able to work, for the room they will use to provide their 
services, for keeping the establishment clean, for their appearance (hairdressing) and for work materials like condo-
ms that the establishment sells to WSWs. Once again, as this activity is not regulated, nothing specifies each party’s 
responsibilities in terms of obligations and overseeing and enforcement mechanisms in this labour relationship.

“You pay US$ 20 per week to the house owner to have the right to work. That is apart from what you pay every 
time you go to do your thing; in that case, you pay by the hour and the house gets US$ 5 but you still have to 
pay US$ 20 per week". (WSW, Panama).

“Every other day we are made-up and coiffed, even if you are looking like a queen they will still have you 
made-up and coiffed: they send us to the hairdresser, to be made up and to have the nails of our hands and 
feet painted. The manager has already agreed with some girls who do this and the cost is deducted from the 
money you make every day. Even if you don't want to do it, it's compulsory because they say that guarantees 
the reputation of the establishment. So after a while you understand those are the conditions and stop doing 
your own hair and make-up just to let them do it because anyway you will have to pay for it." (WSW, Colombia)

“If I work at the establishment, I have to pay for the room - it's US$ 1.70  and they give me a condom and used 
toilet paper. They are supposed to use that money to pay the lady who cleans everything." (WSW, Colombia)

“We also pay extra for the hair-dresser. If the owner, the manager, considers that your hair is not well done, 
they force you to go." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“Of course, because if all the condoms we got for that night or week are not used , the risk is that the manager 
or the owner of the establishment will take the condoms and resell them.” (WSW, Paraguay)

7 The original currency is Costa Rican Colones and the exchange rate is 1 CRC = US$ 0.0018.
8 It is interesting to think about this in relation to what happens with other women doing care work and their working conditions. For instance, 
manicurists working in hairdresser salons in Buenos Aires city also have to pay double because they give a fixed amount of their earnings to the salon 
owner and also have to buy their work tools and everything they need to do their job themselves. 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

In indoor spaces, WSWs are also fined by owners and managers when they don't perform services because they are 
menstruating, arrive late, miss work for personal reasons or when they leave the establishment with a client without 
having paid the percentage they are required to, among other reasons. These fines also constitute economic exploita-
tion, have an impact on the working conditions for sex work and add to the precariousness and rights violations 
involved in this occupation, as a result of the lack of regulations.

“I was in a place where when you were menstruating, you were charged for the three days you missed. If you 
did not go, you had to pay for those days on which you did not work.” (WSW, Costa Rica).

“There [at the bar] there are fines for everything. My shift starts at 6; I arrived at 6.30 and I got a fine of 
US$13.3  as it was half an hour; for more than half an hour, it's US$ 20. You also get fined for not using 
stockings, US$ 26.6, for missing work there is a fine of US$ 66.5 from Monday to Wednesday, and US$ 133 
from Thursday onwards.” (WSW, Guatemala)

“In Santa Cruz (the establishments) have signs saying for instance 'Any girl who does not take good care of the 
client, US$ 14.4  as a fine. Any girl the client complains about, US$ 21.7 as a fine’.” (WSW, Bolivia).

“For instance, if I have to leave at 3 and I am with someone right at that time, maybe another compañera will 
report 'See, Paty is taking a client out at 3 am'. Next day when I come, the owner will tell me 'Paty, you have to 
give me US$ 13.30, as a fee, because you left the establishment with a client'. So what I do is to go somewhere 
else. That's a loss for him and for the clientele I already have in that establishment. But I don't let him exploit 
me." (WSW, Guatemala)

If the ways in which sex work is performed are closely linked to the work spaces, it is also true that at the time of 
choosing a space to work in, WSWs will assess the presence of risk factors that are defined on the basis of the violen-
ce and abuse they might be exposed to at the hands of police officers, establishment owners, clients, and gangs, 
among others . However, these assessments result in decisions by which WSWs always lose: they are forced to choose 
between having more security or more power to decide about their own working conditions.

“He benefits more because I work at his salon where I have to drink alcohol and so on. And then when I go out 
with a client, the client has to pay him to go out with me. Sometimes they tell you that you have to reach a 
certain number every two weeks, for instance, go out five or six times. And sometimes if you don't reach that 
mark, they kick you out. I see this as a contradiction because, yes, they protect you but they also exploit you." 
(WSW, Dominican Republic)

“ [Working in the street] has its advantages because you don't depend on anybody. You just pay what you have 
to pay. But you have no security. No protection. If it rains or it's cold, well, you have to be there, you can't go 
elsewhere, you can't get cover." (WSW, Bolivia)

Rights violations are a common thread and a cross-cutting feature in the performance of sex work, affecting all 
WSWs, regardless of how and where they engage in their occupation. However, from the testimonies collected for 
this study, we can say that the election of modes and spaces to perform sex work is linked to how WSWs perceive 
their higher or lower exposure to the abuse of power and to (symbolic and physical) violence. Thus, the greater the 
possibility for decision-making and negotiation on the part of WSWs, the lesser rights violations they suffer. 

DANGER ZONE: Environmental conditions and health risks 

When referring to rights violations it is imperative to highlight the inextricable relationship between the workplaces 
already discussed and the environmental and health conditions under which sex work is performed. The description 
of workplaces provided earlier in this report show how harsh the working environments are for WSWs. Workplaces 
are precarious, lacking adequate conditions of sanitation and hygiene that should be compulsory for establishments. 
Some elements that are typical of those spaces, like the loud music in bars, are directly responsible for a series of 
illnesses affecting WSWs’ bodies and health and having an impact on their quality of life.

“The room has a bed made of concrete, a mattress, and that's it. And the same sheet stays there for the entire 
day, it's only changed the next morning. And the room is not used only by one girl, but by several. Some women 
come from the other bar, the one at the corner, that does not have rooms. Everything is dirty.” (WSW, Belize).

“Yes, there are problems where I work. First of all, the establishment owner. She does not care about cleanli-
ness. Often I go in with a client and find dirty rooms, stained sheets, used condoms, toilet paper on the floor, 
dirty bathrooms. And sometimes clients feel disgusted and leave. Nobody takes good care of that place.” 
(WSW, Colombia).

“You come out sick, with a headache, with earache. Because it's very, very loud music, not  music that would 
create a good environment.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Because the music is so loud, you tend not to hear well. And tend not to be heard. You might even damage 
your throat and your ears because you can't hear and whenever you speak, you practically have to shout to be 
heard. I think we, as workers, face risks when working in an establishment.” (WSW, El Salvador)

“Hotels are horrible here. There are bugs, cockroaches, bad smells. When you get off the car, sometimes you 
have to wait as they are still cleaning the room and then they leave it all wet, without condoms – and they 
should have them because there is a Health Plan. It's mandatory, they have to have condoms in the rooms 
where sex work is done. Same for where people just go to have sex. Not just sex workers. And they don't even 
provide that." (WSW, Panama)

The bad condition of the rooms in which WSWs conduct their occupation, the lack of properly kept work materials 
and decent sanitary conditions, added to the lack of bathrooms with running water, and the poor standards of cleanli-
ness not only of the rooms and salons but also of the beds and mattresses, put WSWs' health at on-going risk. Labour 
risks, often pointed out as intrinsic to this occupation, result directly from the lack of legal protection that has 
already been mentioned. The lack of protection with which WSWs live and work not only affects them while engaging 
in their occupation but also excludes them from any kind of health coverage and access to services that can provide 
them with adequate medical care, as they lack the entitlements and rights associated with legally recognized labour.

“So, you can get an infection. Not just from a client. You can get it from the floor itself. I want to address this 
issue. They can install a chemical bathroom for the weekend, from Friday to Sunday, and then remove it. 
Because you don't have a place to clean yourself, to urinate. It's impossible. What I do in Arica is that I go out 
with my little bottle of water, I carry it in my bag. I go out with my bag and it looks as if I am going on a trip." 
(WSW, Chile).

“What we do is that we often talk to compañeras and tell them that when they go to a space that does not 
offer them the minimum conditions, they should take their own sheets and make the bed with them so they can 
avoid getting sick. Now some of them are changing the sheets and carrying wet paper towels to clean themsel-
ves. Alcohol, you see? As a safety measure. Because it seems in many of those places the bed sheets are not 
changed. It looks clean but the sheets are not cleaned and you know somebody else has been right there." 
(WSW, Nicaragua)

“No, because I don't have resources. I have to work so I can pay for the medicines. The establishment will not 
cover those expenses for me. And I have to keep in mind that because of all that dirtiness there are insects, 
animals, rats, cockroaches and all that. And flies. Depending on the area, if it is cold or hot, you can develop 
illnesses." (WSW, Colombia)

By not being recognized as workers and by being excluded from the Conventions regulating and establishing workers' 
rights and obligations, WSWs are also excluded from the institutions that protect labour – social security; access to 
health; sick, menstruation and pregnancy leave. In this context it is important to point out that the different strate-
gies employed by WSWs while they are menstruating (using cotton, sponges, tampons or injections to delay the 
bleeding, etc.) have negative implications for their health and constitute risk factors for WSWs. They use these strate-
gies to be able to work and to avoid being fined in their workplaces or to lose the workday if they work in the street, 

all this in a framework of lack of regulations providing leave during menstruation. Many said that they are no longer 
using these strategies, partly because they are not being fined but also because having used them earlier, they had 
different illnesses or pathologies as a result, and simply could not do it any more.

“Where I work there are women who go even when they are menstruating, but they use cotton or the same 
sponge you use to wash dishes – they break it into pieces and put it inside. And that's how they can work. I 
know three of those who do it. All are older women. And they use sponges or cotton." (WSW, Belize).

“I have done it with the sponge. When I was menstruating, I still worked the entire week. I was in the street 
back then and wore a sponge. I had to pay for the rent, water, electricity, my kids' school. So, yes, I have done 
it with a sponge or cotton inside. When the man penetrates you, it pushes against it and then you feel pain in 
your ovaries but you just tell yourself 'it will pass'. When I used to do this, my period would last me about 8 or 
9 days, not just a week." (WSW, El Salvador) 

“Once I removed the sponge from inside a girl, I had to pull hard and then she had terrible pain because it was 
embedded." (WSW, Costa Rica)

Something to highlight about the modes of work is that in most indoor facilities the WSWs come into contact with 
their clients by consuming alcohol, something known as fichar in most of the countries under study. In some establi-
shments, WSWs are forced to consume alcohol while in others they can choose not to drink themselves, and make 
only the client drink, or to drink non-alcoholic beverages. When consuming alcohol is not only a demand from 
workplaces but also a way to earn an extra income, WSWs refer to the consequences of its excessive consumption as 
a problem. Those consequences include not only health problems but also the loss of the capacity to act and react 
when dealing with managers or clients in situations of violence or when there are conflicts around payment. So, 
fichar becomes a key element in the working conditions for sex work, as part of the work process and can also be 
understood as a labour risk factor.

Where I work the thing is the bar. Because each bar has up to 17 or 20 women. Men come in and choose. You 
are seated there and you go to them and ask, ‘Will you have something?', 'Would you invite me to a drink?'. 
That's how you make money and he falls for it, he takes like ten drinks, and then you go with him. That's how 
we work in my place.” (WSW, Belize).

“You arrange the daily pay at the end of the day, and every time there is a problem with the manager. Because 
at 4 am, when maybe you already have 20 beer tickets on you, how will you get your payment? So they always 
try to take advantage of you, they try to subtract tickets or clients, and you need to be wide-awake so they 
can't get their way. But the alcohol is dangerous not only for our health but also to be able to negotiate, so we 
can take what is due to us and get respect. If I am drunk, how can I argue about one ticket more or less?" 
(WSW, Guatemala)

 “There is a club with rooms inside; there are also brothels with bars inside. So if a beer costs 1000 for a client, 
for me it costs 2000 – half for the house and half for me. They can pay me in cash or with a ticket that at the 
end of the night or of the week, that depends on the establishment, I can change for money.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“To make tickets is to drink alcohol. If you have a drink, it costs US$ 3 for the client – 1 is for you and 2 for the 
house. The more he drinks, the more tickets you make, better for the house, more gain." (WSW, Panama)

“Where I work they require that we drink. They require us to drink, to make tickets. Alcohol deteriorates any 
organism." (WSW, Colombia)

“One day I said 'I don't want to drink anymore'. I was tired of waking up drunk, with a hangover, all that. So 
they offered me work at a beer bar, because there I could just drink juice and work from 4 pm to midnight and 
by 12.30 am I was already at home, in my bed.” (WSW, Chile).

“To be paid, before anything else, I have to drink. It's only then that I get a ticket. If you drink too much, they 
remove your ticket and tell you that the client already paid. Ah, and there are cameras. The cameras are 
supposed to show everything. But you go to check, they don't show the moment you are being paid." (WSW, 
Colombia)

Besides the narrow margins of choice that WSW have in each mode of work, the absence of labour regulations 
establishing the minimum conditions for negotiation that respect WSWs rights places them in a position of great 
inequality, not only in relation to establishment owners and managers but also with other actors in the market.

Finally, we need to address the implications of working in the street for WSWs' health. The work there is affected by 
the weather conditions they face daily. This is in addition to the illnesses they are exposed to in the unclean and unhy-
gienic hotel rooms where they provide sexual services. The hours they spend on their feet waiting for clients, wearing 
high-heeled shoes, cause circulatory and back problems that go untreated because of the already mentioned lack of 
medical insurance/protection, and often become severe. The lack of sick and/or pregnancy leave aggravates this 
situation because even when they are ill WSWs are forced to continue providing services to make an income. The 
same happens to older WSWs who, being excluded from retirement and pension schemes, continue working beyond 
the age at which ordinary workers retire.

“Yes. Often in the places where we work there is no hot water. Only cold water. So, after having been standing 
for eight, twelve, fifteen hours on huge heels when you go to work, you actually pay a lot because you start 
having varicose veins, bone problems, etc. This is a very common and very big problem." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Yes, it was a cold winter and because the bars had been closed down, almost all of us had health issues. We 
smoke and we are used to being in a warm place. It was the first time I had to work in the street. Now I have 
got used to it. I got used to being in the cold, and I should not have to get used to that. I could not even pay my 
rent, nothing, because I was sick. In all the years I have been working, it had never before happened to me that 
I was unable to pay my rent because I was not able to work." (WSW, Argentina)

“A friend asked me why I was working in the street. She got pneumonia, twice. They told her she has to stop 
working, because she works the entire night in the street. She goes in, spends half an hour or one hour inside 
and then goes back out, with very light clothes. Very light clothes.” (WSW, Peru)

The specific health risks WSWs are exposed to are combined with the overall precarious conditions of access to 
health systems in most countries. To the extent that WSWs' rights as workers are not recognized, they lack health 
coverage and cannot be integrated into a circuit of proper prevention and care. At the same time, those countries 
that still demand health cards to be able to engage in sex work only provide WSWs with gynaecological care and 
HIV/STI tests. That is, WSWs are still included in the health system from an epidemiological and genital-focussed 
health perspective instead of being recognized as workers with rights to access the same protections and benefits as 
other workers.

WHAT YOU DO IS WRONG: Discrimination and violence in the workplace 

WSWs taking part in this study identified different relevant actors in their workplaces: clients, security forces, neigh-
bours in the areas in which street WSWs are active, hotel managers, owners and managers of indoor establishments, 
tellers, health professionals and other healthcare staff, and other sex workers.

Overall, WSWs identify at least some level of conflict in their relationship with all these actors, usually linked to 
decision-making, the ability to negotiate and rights violations. It is worth mentioning that some actors are identified 
as those who systematically exert different kinds of violence – economic, physical and symbolic – on them.

For WSWs, the security forces are the main ones responsible for this violence that usually consists of harassment – 
insult and ill treatment; economic extortion – the demand for money to let them engage in sex work in public spaces 
or in apartments, or theft of their belongings and money; sexual extortion and abuse – the demand to have sex with 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

In indoor spaces, WSWs are also fined by owners and managers when they don't perform services because they are 
menstruating, arrive late, miss work for personal reasons or when they leave the establishment with a client without 
having paid the percentage they are required to, among other reasons. These fines also constitute economic exploita-
tion, have an impact on the working conditions for sex work and add to the precariousness and rights violations 
involved in this occupation, as a result of the lack of regulations.

“I was in a place where when you were menstruating, you were charged for the three days you missed. If you 
did not go, you had to pay for those days on which you did not work.” (WSW, Costa Rica).

“There [at the bar] there are fines for everything. My shift starts at 6; I arrived at 6.30 and I got a fine of 
US$13.3  as it was half an hour; for more than half an hour, it's US$ 20. You also get fined for not using 
stockings, US$ 26.6, for missing work there is a fine of US$ 66.5 from Monday to Wednesday, and US$ 133 
from Thursday onwards.” (WSW, Guatemala)

“In Santa Cruz (the establishments) have signs saying for instance 'Any girl who does not take good care of the 
client, US$ 14.4  as a fine. Any girl the client complains about, US$ 21.7 as a fine’.” (WSW, Bolivia).

“For instance, if I have to leave at 3 and I am with someone right at that time, maybe another compañera will 
report 'See, Paty is taking a client out at 3 am'. Next day when I come, the owner will tell me 'Paty, you have to 
give me US$ 13.30, as a fee, because you left the establishment with a client'. So what I do is to go somewhere 
else. That's a loss for him and for the clientele I already have in that establishment. But I don't let him exploit 
me." (WSW, Guatemala)

If the ways in which sex work is performed are closely linked to the work spaces, it is also true that at the time of 
choosing a space to work in, WSWs will assess the presence of risk factors that are defined on the basis of the violen-
ce and abuse they might be exposed to at the hands of police officers, establishment owners, clients, and gangs, 
among others . However, these assessments result in decisions by which WSWs always lose: they are forced to choose 
between having more security or more power to decide about their own working conditions.

“He benefits more because I work at his salon where I have to drink alcohol and so on. And then when I go out 
with a client, the client has to pay him to go out with me. Sometimes they tell you that you have to reach a 
certain number every two weeks, for instance, go out five or six times. And sometimes if you don't reach that 
mark, they kick you out. I see this as a contradiction because, yes, they protect you but they also exploit you." 
(WSW, Dominican Republic)

“ [Working in the street] has its advantages because you don't depend on anybody. You just pay what you have 
to pay. But you have no security. No protection. If it rains or it's cold, well, you have to be there, you can't go 
elsewhere, you can't get cover." (WSW, Bolivia)

Rights violations are a common thread and a cross-cutting feature in the performance of sex work, affecting all 
WSWs, regardless of how and where they engage in their occupation. However, from the testimonies collected for 
this study, we can say that the election of modes and spaces to perform sex work is linked to how WSWs perceive 
their higher or lower exposure to the abuse of power and to (symbolic and physical) violence. Thus, the greater the 
possibility for decision-making and negotiation on the part of WSWs, the lesser rights violations they suffer. 

DANGER ZONE: Environmental conditions and health risks 

When referring to rights violations it is imperative to highlight the inextricable relationship between the workplaces 
already discussed and the environmental and health conditions under which sex work is performed. The description 
of workplaces provided earlier in this report show how harsh the working environments are for WSWs. Workplaces 
are precarious, lacking adequate conditions of sanitation and hygiene that should be compulsory for establishments. 
Some elements that are typical of those spaces, like the loud music in bars, are directly responsible for a series of 
illnesses affecting WSWs’ bodies and health and having an impact on their quality of life.

“The room has a bed made of concrete, a mattress, and that's it. And the same sheet stays there for the entire 
day, it's only changed the next morning. And the room is not used only by one girl, but by several. Some women 
come from the other bar, the one at the corner, that does not have rooms. Everything is dirty.” (WSW, Belize).

“Yes, there are problems where I work. First of all, the establishment owner. She does not care about cleanli-
ness. Often I go in with a client and find dirty rooms, stained sheets, used condoms, toilet paper on the floor, 
dirty bathrooms. And sometimes clients feel disgusted and leave. Nobody takes good care of that place.” 
(WSW, Colombia).

“You come out sick, with a headache, with earache. Because it's very, very loud music, not  music that would 
create a good environment.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Because the music is so loud, you tend not to hear well. And tend not to be heard. You might even damage 
your throat and your ears because you can't hear and whenever you speak, you practically have to shout to be 
heard. I think we, as workers, face risks when working in an establishment.” (WSW, El Salvador)

“Hotels are horrible here. There are bugs, cockroaches, bad smells. When you get off the car, sometimes you 
have to wait as they are still cleaning the room and then they leave it all wet, without condoms – and they 
should have them because there is a Health Plan. It's mandatory, they have to have condoms in the rooms 
where sex work is done. Same for where people just go to have sex. Not just sex workers. And they don't even 
provide that." (WSW, Panama)

The bad condition of the rooms in which WSWs conduct their occupation, the lack of properly kept work materials 
and decent sanitary conditions, added to the lack of bathrooms with running water, and the poor standards of cleanli-
ness not only of the rooms and salons but also of the beds and mattresses, put WSWs' health at on-going risk. Labour 
risks, often pointed out as intrinsic to this occupation, result directly from the lack of legal protection that has 
already been mentioned. The lack of protection with which WSWs live and work not only affects them while engaging 
in their occupation but also excludes them from any kind of health coverage and access to services that can provide 
them with adequate medical care, as they lack the entitlements and rights associated with legally recognized labour.

“So, you can get an infection. Not just from a client. You can get it from the floor itself. I want to address this 
issue. They can install a chemical bathroom for the weekend, from Friday to Sunday, and then remove it. 
Because you don't have a place to clean yourself, to urinate. It's impossible. What I do in Arica is that I go out 
with my little bottle of water, I carry it in my bag. I go out with my bag and it looks as if I am going on a trip." 
(WSW, Chile).

“What we do is that we often talk to compañeras and tell them that when they go to a space that does not 
offer them the minimum conditions, they should take their own sheets and make the bed with them so they can 
avoid getting sick. Now some of them are changing the sheets and carrying wet paper towels to clean themsel-
ves. Alcohol, you see? As a safety measure. Because it seems in many of those places the bed sheets are not 
changed. It looks clean but the sheets are not cleaned and you know somebody else has been right there." 
(WSW, Nicaragua)

“No, because I don't have resources. I have to work so I can pay for the medicines. The establishment will not 
cover those expenses for me. And I have to keep in mind that because of all that dirtiness there are insects, 
animals, rats, cockroaches and all that. And flies. Depending on the area, if it is cold or hot, you can develop 
illnesses." (WSW, Colombia)

By not being recognized as workers and by being excluded from the Conventions regulating and establishing workers' 
rights and obligations, WSWs are also excluded from the institutions that protect labour – social security; access to 
health; sick, menstruation and pregnancy leave. In this context it is important to point out that the different strate-
gies employed by WSWs while they are menstruating (using cotton, sponges, tampons or injections to delay the 
bleeding, etc.) have negative implications for their health and constitute risk factors for WSWs. They use these strate-
gies to be able to work and to avoid being fined in their workplaces or to lose the workday if they work in the street, 

13 This abuse will be further discussed later but it also includes the forced payment of fees by WSWs to security forces, and to gangs, in countries where they 
exist. WSWs are charged daily, weekly or monthly. 

all this in a framework of lack of regulations providing leave during menstruation. Many said that they are no longer 
using these strategies, partly because they are not being fined but also because having used them earlier, they had 
different illnesses or pathologies as a result, and simply could not do it any more.

“Where I work there are women who go even when they are menstruating, but they use cotton or the same 
sponge you use to wash dishes – they break it into pieces and put it inside. And that's how they can work. I 
know three of those who do it. All are older women. And they use sponges or cotton." (WSW, Belize).

“I have done it with the sponge. When I was menstruating, I still worked the entire week. I was in the street 
back then and wore a sponge. I had to pay for the rent, water, electricity, my kids' school. So, yes, I have done 
it with a sponge or cotton inside. When the man penetrates you, it pushes against it and then you feel pain in 
your ovaries but you just tell yourself 'it will pass'. When I used to do this, my period would last me about 8 or 
9 days, not just a week." (WSW, El Salvador) 

“Once I removed the sponge from inside a girl, I had to pull hard and then she had terrible pain because it was 
embedded." (WSW, Costa Rica)

Something to highlight about the modes of work is that in most indoor facilities the WSWs come into contact with 
their clients by consuming alcohol, something known as fichar in most of the countries under study. In some establi-
shments, WSWs are forced to consume alcohol while in others they can choose not to drink themselves, and make 
only the client drink, or to drink non-alcoholic beverages. When consuming alcohol is not only a demand from 
workplaces but also a way to earn an extra income, WSWs refer to the consequences of its excessive consumption as 
a problem. Those consequences include not only health problems but also the loss of the capacity to act and react 
when dealing with managers or clients in situations of violence or when there are conflicts around payment. So, 
fichar becomes a key element in the working conditions for sex work, as part of the work process and can also be 
understood as a labour risk factor.

Where I work the thing is the bar. Because each bar has up to 17 or 20 women. Men come in and choose. You 
are seated there and you go to them and ask, ‘Will you have something?', 'Would you invite me to a drink?'. 
That's how you make money and he falls for it, he takes like ten drinks, and then you go with him. That's how 
we work in my place.” (WSW, Belize).

“You arrange the daily pay at the end of the day, and every time there is a problem with the manager. Because 
at 4 am, when maybe you already have 20 beer tickets on you, how will you get your payment? So they always 
try to take advantage of you, they try to subtract tickets or clients, and you need to be wide-awake so they 
can't get their way. But the alcohol is dangerous not only for our health but also to be able to negotiate, so we 
can take what is due to us and get respect. If I am drunk, how can I argue about one ticket more or less?" 
(WSW, Guatemala)

 “There is a club with rooms inside; there are also brothels with bars inside. So if a beer costs 1000 for a client, 
for me it costs 2000 – half for the house and half for me. They can pay me in cash or with a ticket that at the 
end of the night or of the week, that depends on the establishment, I can change for money.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“To make tickets is to drink alcohol. If you have a drink, it costs US$ 3 for the client – 1 is for you and 2 for the 
house. The more he drinks, the more tickets you make, better for the house, more gain." (WSW, Panama)

“Where I work they require that we drink. They require us to drink, to make tickets. Alcohol deteriorates any 
organism." (WSW, Colombia)

“One day I said 'I don't want to drink anymore'. I was tired of waking up drunk, with a hangover, all that. So 
they offered me work at a beer bar, because there I could just drink juice and work from 4 pm to midnight and 
by 12.30 am I was already at home, in my bed.” (WSW, Chile).

“To be paid, before anything else, I have to drink. It's only then that I get a ticket. If you drink too much, they 
remove your ticket and tell you that the client already paid. Ah, and there are cameras. The cameras are 
supposed to show everything. But you go to check, they don't show the moment you are being paid." (WSW, 
Colombia)

Besides the narrow margins of choice that WSW have in each mode of work, the absence of labour regulations 
establishing the minimum conditions for negotiation that respect WSWs rights places them in a position of great 
inequality, not only in relation to establishment owners and managers but also with other actors in the market.

Finally, we need to address the implications of working in the street for WSWs' health. The work there is affected by 
the weather conditions they face daily. This is in addition to the illnesses they are exposed to in the unclean and unhy-
gienic hotel rooms where they provide sexual services. The hours they spend on their feet waiting for clients, wearing 
high-heeled shoes, cause circulatory and back problems that go untreated because of the already mentioned lack of 
medical insurance/protection, and often become severe. The lack of sick and/or pregnancy leave aggravates this 
situation because even when they are ill WSWs are forced to continue providing services to make an income. The 
same happens to older WSWs who, being excluded from retirement and pension schemes, continue working beyond 
the age at which ordinary workers retire.

“Yes. Often in the places where we work there is no hot water. Only cold water. So, after having been standing 
for eight, twelve, fifteen hours on huge heels when you go to work, you actually pay a lot because you start 
having varicose veins, bone problems, etc. This is a very common and very big problem." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Yes, it was a cold winter and because the bars had been closed down, almost all of us had health issues. We 
smoke and we are used to being in a warm place. It was the first time I had to work in the street. Now I have 
got used to it. I got used to being in the cold, and I should not have to get used to that. I could not even pay my 
rent, nothing, because I was sick. In all the years I have been working, it had never before happened to me that 
I was unable to pay my rent because I was not able to work." (WSW, Argentina)

“A friend asked me why I was working in the street. She got pneumonia, twice. They told her she has to stop 
working, because she works the entire night in the street. She goes in, spends half an hour or one hour inside 
and then goes back out, with very light clothes. Very light clothes.” (WSW, Peru)

The specific health risks WSWs are exposed to are combined with the overall precarious conditions of access to 
health systems in most countries. To the extent that WSWs' rights as workers are not recognized, they lack health 
coverage and cannot be integrated into a circuit of proper prevention and care. At the same time, those countries 
that still demand health cards to be able to engage in sex work only provide WSWs with gynaecological care and 
HIV/STI tests. That is, WSWs are still included in the health system from an epidemiological and genital-focussed 
health perspective instead of being recognized as workers with rights to access the same protections and benefits as 
other workers.

WHAT YOU DO IS WRONG: Discrimination and violence in the workplace 

WSWs taking part in this study identified different relevant actors in their workplaces: clients, security forces, neigh-
bours in the areas in which street WSWs are active, hotel managers, owners and managers of indoor establishments, 
tellers, health professionals and other healthcare staff, and other sex workers.

Overall, WSWs identify at least some level of conflict in their relationship with all these actors, usually linked to 
decision-making, the ability to negotiate and rights violations. It is worth mentioning that some actors are identified 
as those who systematically exert different kinds of violence – economic, physical and symbolic – on them.

For WSWs, the security forces are the main ones responsible for this violence that usually consists of harassment – 
insult and ill treatment; economic extortion – the demand for money to let them engage in sex work in public spaces 
or in apartments, or theft of their belongings and money; sexual extortion and abuse – the demand to have sex with 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

In indoor spaces, WSWs are also fined by owners and managers when they don't perform services because they are 
menstruating, arrive late, miss work for personal reasons or when they leave the establishment with a client without 
having paid the percentage they are required to, among other reasons. These fines also constitute economic exploita-
tion, have an impact on the working conditions for sex work and add to the precariousness and rights violations 
involved in this occupation, as a result of the lack of regulations.

“I was in a place where when you were menstruating, you were charged for the three days you missed. If you 
did not go, you had to pay for those days on which you did not work.” (WSW, Costa Rica).

“There [at the bar] there are fines for everything. My shift starts at 6; I arrived at 6.30 and I got a fine of 
US$13.3  as it was half an hour; for more than half an hour, it's US$ 20. You also get fined for not using 
stockings, US$ 26.6, for missing work there is a fine of US$ 66.5 from Monday to Wednesday, and US$ 133 
from Thursday onwards.” (WSW, Guatemala)

“In Santa Cruz (the establishments) have signs saying for instance 'Any girl who does not take good care of the 
client, US$ 14.4  as a fine. Any girl the client complains about, US$ 21.7 as a fine’.” (WSW, Bolivia).

“For instance, if I have to leave at 3 and I am with someone right at that time, maybe another compañera will 
report 'See, Paty is taking a client out at 3 am'. Next day when I come, the owner will tell me 'Paty, you have to 
give me US$ 13.30, as a fee, because you left the establishment with a client'. So what I do is to go somewhere 
else. That's a loss for him and for the clientele I already have in that establishment. But I don't let him exploit 
me." (WSW, Guatemala)

If the ways in which sex work is performed are closely linked to the work spaces, it is also true that at the time of 
choosing a space to work in, WSWs will assess the presence of risk factors that are defined on the basis of the violen-
ce and abuse they might be exposed to at the hands of police officers, establishment owners, clients, and gangs, 
among others . However, these assessments result in decisions by which WSWs always lose: they are forced to choose 
between having more security or more power to decide about their own working conditions.

“He benefits more because I work at his salon where I have to drink alcohol and so on. And then when I go out 
with a client, the client has to pay him to go out with me. Sometimes they tell you that you have to reach a 
certain number every two weeks, for instance, go out five or six times. And sometimes if you don't reach that 
mark, they kick you out. I see this as a contradiction because, yes, they protect you but they also exploit you." 
(WSW, Dominican Republic)

“ [Working in the street] has its advantages because you don't depend on anybody. You just pay what you have 
to pay. But you have no security. No protection. If it rains or it's cold, well, you have to be there, you can't go 
elsewhere, you can't get cover." (WSW, Bolivia)

Rights violations are a common thread and a cross-cutting feature in the performance of sex work, affecting all 
WSWs, regardless of how and where they engage in their occupation. However, from the testimonies collected for 
this study, we can say that the election of modes and spaces to perform sex work is linked to how WSWs perceive 
their higher or lower exposure to the abuse of power and to (symbolic and physical) violence. Thus, the greater the 
possibility for decision-making and negotiation on the part of WSWs, the lesser rights violations they suffer. 

DANGER ZONE: Environmental conditions and health risks 

When referring to rights violations it is imperative to highlight the inextricable relationship between the workplaces 
already discussed and the environmental and health conditions under which sex work is performed. The description 
of workplaces provided earlier in this report show how harsh the working environments are for WSWs. Workplaces 
are precarious, lacking adequate conditions of sanitation and hygiene that should be compulsory for establishments. 
Some elements that are typical of those spaces, like the loud music in bars, are directly responsible for a series of 
illnesses affecting WSWs’ bodies and health and having an impact on their quality of life.

“The room has a bed made of concrete, a mattress, and that's it. And the same sheet stays there for the entire 
day, it's only changed the next morning. And the room is not used only by one girl, but by several. Some women 
come from the other bar, the one at the corner, that does not have rooms. Everything is dirty.” (WSW, Belize).

“Yes, there are problems where I work. First of all, the establishment owner. She does not care about cleanli-
ness. Often I go in with a client and find dirty rooms, stained sheets, used condoms, toilet paper on the floor, 
dirty bathrooms. And sometimes clients feel disgusted and leave. Nobody takes good care of that place.” 
(WSW, Colombia).

“You come out sick, with a headache, with earache. Because it's very, very loud music, not  music that would 
create a good environment.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Because the music is so loud, you tend not to hear well. And tend not to be heard. You might even damage 
your throat and your ears because you can't hear and whenever you speak, you practically have to shout to be 
heard. I think we, as workers, face risks when working in an establishment.” (WSW, El Salvador)

“Hotels are horrible here. There are bugs, cockroaches, bad smells. When you get off the car, sometimes you 
have to wait as they are still cleaning the room and then they leave it all wet, without condoms – and they 
should have them because there is a Health Plan. It's mandatory, they have to have condoms in the rooms 
where sex work is done. Same for where people just go to have sex. Not just sex workers. And they don't even 
provide that." (WSW, Panama)

The bad condition of the rooms in which WSWs conduct their occupation, the lack of properly kept work materials 
and decent sanitary conditions, added to the lack of bathrooms with running water, and the poor standards of cleanli-
ness not only of the rooms and salons but also of the beds and mattresses, put WSWs' health at on-going risk. Labour 
risks, often pointed out as intrinsic to this occupation, result directly from the lack of legal protection that has 
already been mentioned. The lack of protection with which WSWs live and work not only affects them while engaging 
in their occupation but also excludes them from any kind of health coverage and access to services that can provide 
them with adequate medical care, as they lack the entitlements and rights associated with legally recognized labour.

“So, you can get an infection. Not just from a client. You can get it from the floor itself. I want to address this 
issue. They can install a chemical bathroom for the weekend, from Friday to Sunday, and then remove it. 
Because you don't have a place to clean yourself, to urinate. It's impossible. What I do in Arica is that I go out 
with my little bottle of water, I carry it in my bag. I go out with my bag and it looks as if I am going on a trip." 
(WSW, Chile).

“What we do is that we often talk to compañeras and tell them that when they go to a space that does not 
offer them the minimum conditions, they should take their own sheets and make the bed with them so they can 
avoid getting sick. Now some of them are changing the sheets and carrying wet paper towels to clean themsel-
ves. Alcohol, you see? As a safety measure. Because it seems in many of those places the bed sheets are not 
changed. It looks clean but the sheets are not cleaned and you know somebody else has been right there." 
(WSW, Nicaragua)

“No, because I don't have resources. I have to work so I can pay for the medicines. The establishment will not 
cover those expenses for me. And I have to keep in mind that because of all that dirtiness there are insects, 
animals, rats, cockroaches and all that. And flies. Depending on the area, if it is cold or hot, you can develop 
illnesses." (WSW, Colombia)

By not being recognized as workers and by being excluded from the Conventions regulating and establishing workers' 
rights and obligations, WSWs are also excluded from the institutions that protect labour – social security; access to 
health; sick, menstruation and pregnancy leave. In this context it is important to point out that the different strate-
gies employed by WSWs while they are menstruating (using cotton, sponges, tampons or injections to delay the 
bleeding, etc.) have negative implications for their health and constitute risk factors for WSWs. They use these strate-
gies to be able to work and to avoid being fined in their workplaces or to lose the workday if they work in the street, 

all this in a framework of lack of regulations providing leave during menstruation. Many said that they are no longer 
using these strategies, partly because they are not being fined but also because having used them earlier, they had 
different illnesses or pathologies as a result, and simply could not do it any more.

“Where I work there are women who go even when they are menstruating, but they use cotton or the same 
sponge you use to wash dishes – they break it into pieces and put it inside. And that's how they can work. I 
know three of those who do it. All are older women. And they use sponges or cotton." (WSW, Belize).

“I have done it with the sponge. When I was menstruating, I still worked the entire week. I was in the street 
back then and wore a sponge. I had to pay for the rent, water, electricity, my kids' school. So, yes, I have done 
it with a sponge or cotton inside. When the man penetrates you, it pushes against it and then you feel pain in 
your ovaries but you just tell yourself 'it will pass'. When I used to do this, my period would last me about 8 or 
9 days, not just a week." (WSW, El Salvador) 

“Once I removed the sponge from inside a girl, I had to pull hard and then she had terrible pain because it was 
embedded." (WSW, Costa Rica)

Something to highlight about the modes of work is that in most indoor facilities the WSWs come into contact with 
their clients by consuming alcohol, something known as fichar in most of the countries under study. In some establi-
shments, WSWs are forced to consume alcohol while in others they can choose not to drink themselves, and make 
only the client drink, or to drink non-alcoholic beverages. When consuming alcohol is not only a demand from 
workplaces but also a way to earn an extra income, WSWs refer to the consequences of its excessive consumption as 
a problem. Those consequences include not only health problems but also the loss of the capacity to act and react 
when dealing with managers or clients in situations of violence or when there are conflicts around payment. So, 
fichar becomes a key element in the working conditions for sex work, as part of the work process and can also be 
understood as a labour risk factor.

Where I work the thing is the bar. Because each bar has up to 17 or 20 women. Men come in and choose. You 
are seated there and you go to them and ask, ‘Will you have something?', 'Would you invite me to a drink?'. 
That's how you make money and he falls for it, he takes like ten drinks, and then you go with him. That's how 
we work in my place.” (WSW, Belize).

“You arrange the daily pay at the end of the day, and every time there is a problem with the manager. Because 
at 4 am, when maybe you already have 20 beer tickets on you, how will you get your payment? So they always 
try to take advantage of you, they try to subtract tickets or clients, and you need to be wide-awake so they 
can't get their way. But the alcohol is dangerous not only for our health but also to be able to negotiate, so we 
can take what is due to us and get respect. If I am drunk, how can I argue about one ticket more or less?" 
(WSW, Guatemala)

 “There is a club with rooms inside; there are also brothels with bars inside. So if a beer costs 1000 for a client, 
for me it costs 2000 – half for the house and half for me. They can pay me in cash or with a ticket that at the 
end of the night or of the week, that depends on the establishment, I can change for money.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“To make tickets is to drink alcohol. If you have a drink, it costs US$ 3 for the client – 1 is for you and 2 for the 
house. The more he drinks, the more tickets you make, better for the house, more gain." (WSW, Panama)

“Where I work they require that we drink. They require us to drink, to make tickets. Alcohol deteriorates any 
organism." (WSW, Colombia)

“One day I said 'I don't want to drink anymore'. I was tired of waking up drunk, with a hangover, all that. So 
they offered me work at a beer bar, because there I could just drink juice and work from 4 pm to midnight and 
by 12.30 am I was already at home, in my bed.” (WSW, Chile).

“To be paid, before anything else, I have to drink. It's only then that I get a ticket. If you drink too much, they 
remove your ticket and tell you that the client already paid. Ah, and there are cameras. The cameras are 
supposed to show everything. But you go to check, they don't show the moment you are being paid." (WSW, 
Colombia)

Besides the narrow margins of choice that WSW have in each mode of work, the absence of labour regulations 
establishing the minimum conditions for negotiation that respect WSWs rights places them in a position of great 
inequality, not only in relation to establishment owners and managers but also with other actors in the market.

Finally, we need to address the implications of working in the street for WSWs' health. The work there is affected by 
the weather conditions they face daily. This is in addition to the illnesses they are exposed to in the unclean and unhy-
gienic hotel rooms where they provide sexual services. The hours they spend on their feet waiting for clients, wearing 
high-heeled shoes, cause circulatory and back problems that go untreated because of the already mentioned lack of 
medical insurance/protection, and often become severe. The lack of sick and/or pregnancy leave aggravates this 
situation because even when they are ill WSWs are forced to continue providing services to make an income. The 
same happens to older WSWs who, being excluded from retirement and pension schemes, continue working beyond 
the age at which ordinary workers retire.

“Yes. Often in the places where we work there is no hot water. Only cold water. So, after having been standing 
for eight, twelve, fifteen hours on huge heels when you go to work, you actually pay a lot because you start 
having varicose veins, bone problems, etc. This is a very common and very big problem." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Yes, it was a cold winter and because the bars had been closed down, almost all of us had health issues. We 
smoke and we are used to being in a warm place. It was the first time I had to work in the street. Now I have 
got used to it. I got used to being in the cold, and I should not have to get used to that. I could not even pay my 
rent, nothing, because I was sick. In all the years I have been working, it had never before happened to me that 
I was unable to pay my rent because I was not able to work." (WSW, Argentina)

“A friend asked me why I was working in the street. She got pneumonia, twice. They told her she has to stop 
working, because she works the entire night in the street. She goes in, spends half an hour or one hour inside 
and then goes back out, with very light clothes. Very light clothes.” (WSW, Peru)

The specific health risks WSWs are exposed to are combined with the overall precarious conditions of access to 
health systems in most countries. To the extent that WSWs' rights as workers are not recognized, they lack health 
coverage and cannot be integrated into a circuit of proper prevention and care. At the same time, those countries 
that still demand health cards to be able to engage in sex work only provide WSWs with gynaecological care and 
HIV/STI tests. That is, WSWs are still included in the health system from an epidemiological and genital-focussed 
health perspective instead of being recognized as workers with rights to access the same protections and benefits as 
other workers.

WHAT YOU DO IS WRONG: Discrimination and violence in the workplace 

WSWs taking part in this study identified different relevant actors in their workplaces: clients, security forces, neigh-
bours in the areas in which street WSWs are active, hotel managers, owners and managers of indoor establishments, 
tellers, health professionals and other healthcare staff, and other sex workers.

Overall, WSWs identify at least some level of conflict in their relationship with all these actors, usually linked to 
decision-making, the ability to negotiate and rights violations. It is worth mentioning that some actors are identified 
as those who systematically exert different kinds of violence – economic, physical and symbolic – on them.

For WSWs, the security forces are the main ones responsible for this violence that usually consists of harassment – 
insult and ill treatment; economic extortion – the demand for money to let them engage in sex work in public spaces 
or in apartments, or theft of their belongings and money; sexual extortion and abuse – the demand to have sex with 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

In indoor spaces, WSWs are also fined by owners and managers when they don't perform services because they are 
menstruating, arrive late, miss work for personal reasons or when they leave the establishment with a client without 
having paid the percentage they are required to, among other reasons. These fines also constitute economic exploita-
tion, have an impact on the working conditions for sex work and add to the precariousness and rights violations 
involved in this occupation, as a result of the lack of regulations.

“I was in a place where when you were menstruating, you were charged for the three days you missed. If you 
did not go, you had to pay for those days on which you did not work.” (WSW, Costa Rica).

“There [at the bar] there are fines for everything. My shift starts at 6; I arrived at 6.30 and I got a fine of 
US$13.3  as it was half an hour; for more than half an hour, it's US$ 20. You also get fined for not using 
stockings, US$ 26.6, for missing work there is a fine of US$ 66.5 from Monday to Wednesday, and US$ 133 
from Thursday onwards.” (WSW, Guatemala)

“In Santa Cruz (the establishments) have signs saying for instance 'Any girl who does not take good care of the 
client, US$ 14.4  as a fine. Any girl the client complains about, US$ 21.7 as a fine’.” (WSW, Bolivia).

“For instance, if I have to leave at 3 and I am with someone right at that time, maybe another compañera will 
report 'See, Paty is taking a client out at 3 am'. Next day when I come, the owner will tell me 'Paty, you have to 
give me US$ 13.30, as a fee, because you left the establishment with a client'. So what I do is to go somewhere 
else. That's a loss for him and for the clientele I already have in that establishment. But I don't let him exploit 
me." (WSW, Guatemala)

If the ways in which sex work is performed are closely linked to the work spaces, it is also true that at the time of 
choosing a space to work in, WSWs will assess the presence of risk factors that are defined on the basis of the violen-
ce and abuse they might be exposed to at the hands of police officers, establishment owners, clients, and gangs, 
among others . However, these assessments result in decisions by which WSWs always lose: they are forced to choose 
between having more security or more power to decide about their own working conditions.

“He benefits more because I work at his salon where I have to drink alcohol and so on. And then when I go out 
with a client, the client has to pay him to go out with me. Sometimes they tell you that you have to reach a 
certain number every two weeks, for instance, go out five or six times. And sometimes if you don't reach that 
mark, they kick you out. I see this as a contradiction because, yes, they protect you but they also exploit you." 
(WSW, Dominican Republic)

“ [Working in the street] has its advantages because you don't depend on anybody. You just pay what you have 
to pay. But you have no security. No protection. If it rains or it's cold, well, you have to be there, you can't go 
elsewhere, you can't get cover." (WSW, Bolivia)

Rights violations are a common thread and a cross-cutting feature in the performance of sex work, affecting all 
WSWs, regardless of how and where they engage in their occupation. However, from the testimonies collected for 
this study, we can say that the election of modes and spaces to perform sex work is linked to how WSWs perceive 
their higher or lower exposure to the abuse of power and to (symbolic and physical) violence. Thus, the greater the 
possibility for decision-making and negotiation on the part of WSWs, the lesser rights violations they suffer. 

DANGER ZONE: Environmental conditions and health risks 

When referring to rights violations it is imperative to highlight the inextricable relationship between the workplaces 
already discussed and the environmental and health conditions under which sex work is performed. The description 
of workplaces provided earlier in this report show how harsh the working environments are for WSWs. Workplaces 
are precarious, lacking adequate conditions of sanitation and hygiene that should be compulsory for establishments. 
Some elements that are typical of those spaces, like the loud music in bars, are directly responsible for a series of 
illnesses affecting WSWs’ bodies and health and having an impact on their quality of life.

“The room has a bed made of concrete, a mattress, and that's it. And the same sheet stays there for the entire 
day, it's only changed the next morning. And the room is not used only by one girl, but by several. Some women 
come from the other bar, the one at the corner, that does not have rooms. Everything is dirty.” (WSW, Belize).

“Yes, there are problems where I work. First of all, the establishment owner. She does not care about cleanli-
ness. Often I go in with a client and find dirty rooms, stained sheets, used condoms, toilet paper on the floor, 
dirty bathrooms. And sometimes clients feel disgusted and leave. Nobody takes good care of that place.” 
(WSW, Colombia).

“You come out sick, with a headache, with earache. Because it's very, very loud music, not  music that would 
create a good environment.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Because the music is so loud, you tend not to hear well. And tend not to be heard. You might even damage 
your throat and your ears because you can't hear and whenever you speak, you practically have to shout to be 
heard. I think we, as workers, face risks when working in an establishment.” (WSW, El Salvador)

“Hotels are horrible here. There are bugs, cockroaches, bad smells. When you get off the car, sometimes you 
have to wait as they are still cleaning the room and then they leave it all wet, without condoms – and they 
should have them because there is a Health Plan. It's mandatory, they have to have condoms in the rooms 
where sex work is done. Same for where people just go to have sex. Not just sex workers. And they don't even 
provide that." (WSW, Panama)

The bad condition of the rooms in which WSWs conduct their occupation, the lack of properly kept work materials 
and decent sanitary conditions, added to the lack of bathrooms with running water, and the poor standards of cleanli-
ness not only of the rooms and salons but also of the beds and mattresses, put WSWs' health at on-going risk. Labour 
risks, often pointed out as intrinsic to this occupation, result directly from the lack of legal protection that has 
already been mentioned. The lack of protection with which WSWs live and work not only affects them while engaging 
in their occupation but also excludes them from any kind of health coverage and access to services that can provide 
them with adequate medical care, as they lack the entitlements and rights associated with legally recognized labour.

“So, you can get an infection. Not just from a client. You can get it from the floor itself. I want to address this 
issue. They can install a chemical bathroom for the weekend, from Friday to Sunday, and then remove it. 
Because you don't have a place to clean yourself, to urinate. It's impossible. What I do in Arica is that I go out 
with my little bottle of water, I carry it in my bag. I go out with my bag and it looks as if I am going on a trip." 
(WSW, Chile).

“What we do is that we often talk to compañeras and tell them that when they go to a space that does not 
offer them the minimum conditions, they should take their own sheets and make the bed with them so they can 
avoid getting sick. Now some of them are changing the sheets and carrying wet paper towels to clean themsel-
ves. Alcohol, you see? As a safety measure. Because it seems in many of those places the bed sheets are not 
changed. It looks clean but the sheets are not cleaned and you know somebody else has been right there." 
(WSW, Nicaragua)

“No, because I don't have resources. I have to work so I can pay for the medicines. The establishment will not 
cover those expenses for me. And I have to keep in mind that because of all that dirtiness there are insects, 
animals, rats, cockroaches and all that. And flies. Depending on the area, if it is cold or hot, you can develop 
illnesses." (WSW, Colombia)

By not being recognized as workers and by being excluded from the Conventions regulating and establishing workers' 
rights and obligations, WSWs are also excluded from the institutions that protect labour – social security; access to 
health; sick, menstruation and pregnancy leave. In this context it is important to point out that the different strate-
gies employed by WSWs while they are menstruating (using cotton, sponges, tampons or injections to delay the 
bleeding, etc.) have negative implications for their health and constitute risk factors for WSWs. They use these strate-
gies to be able to work and to avoid being fined in their workplaces or to lose the workday if they work in the street, 

all this in a framework of lack of regulations providing leave during menstruation. Many said that they are no longer 
using these strategies, partly because they are not being fined but also because having used them earlier, they had 
different illnesses or pathologies as a result, and simply could not do it any more.

“Where I work there are women who go even when they are menstruating, but they use cotton or the same 
sponge you use to wash dishes – they break it into pieces and put it inside. And that's how they can work. I 
know three of those who do it. All are older women. And they use sponges or cotton." (WSW, Belize).

“I have done it with the sponge. When I was menstruating, I still worked the entire week. I was in the street 
back then and wore a sponge. I had to pay for the rent, water, electricity, my kids' school. So, yes, I have done 
it with a sponge or cotton inside. When the man penetrates you, it pushes against it and then you feel pain in 
your ovaries but you just tell yourself 'it will pass'. When I used to do this, my period would last me about 8 or 
9 days, not just a week." (WSW, El Salvador) 

“Once I removed the sponge from inside a girl, I had to pull hard and then she had terrible pain because it was 
embedded." (WSW, Costa Rica)

Something to highlight about the modes of work is that in most indoor facilities the WSWs come into contact with 
their clients by consuming alcohol, something known as fichar in most of the countries under study. In some establi-
shments, WSWs are forced to consume alcohol while in others they can choose not to drink themselves, and make 
only the client drink, or to drink non-alcoholic beverages. When consuming alcohol is not only a demand from 
workplaces but also a way to earn an extra income, WSWs refer to the consequences of its excessive consumption as 
a problem. Those consequences include not only health problems but also the loss of the capacity to act and react 
when dealing with managers or clients in situations of violence or when there are conflicts around payment. So, 
fichar becomes a key element in the working conditions for sex work, as part of the work process and can also be 
understood as a labour risk factor.

Where I work the thing is the bar. Because each bar has up to 17 or 20 women. Men come in and choose. You 
are seated there and you go to them and ask, ‘Will you have something?', 'Would you invite me to a drink?'. 
That's how you make money and he falls for it, he takes like ten drinks, and then you go with him. That's how 
we work in my place.” (WSW, Belize).

“You arrange the daily pay at the end of the day, and every time there is a problem with the manager. Because 
at 4 am, when maybe you already have 20 beer tickets on you, how will you get your payment? So they always 
try to take advantage of you, they try to subtract tickets or clients, and you need to be wide-awake so they 
can't get their way. But the alcohol is dangerous not only for our health but also to be able to negotiate, so we 
can take what is due to us and get respect. If I am drunk, how can I argue about one ticket more or less?" 
(WSW, Guatemala)

 “There is a club with rooms inside; there are also brothels with bars inside. So if a beer costs 1000 for a client, 
for me it costs 2000 – half for the house and half for me. They can pay me in cash or with a ticket that at the 
end of the night or of the week, that depends on the establishment, I can change for money.” (WSW, Costa Rica)

“To make tickets is to drink alcohol. If you have a drink, it costs US$ 3 for the client – 1 is for you and 2 for the 
house. The more he drinks, the more tickets you make, better for the house, more gain." (WSW, Panama)

“Where I work they require that we drink. They require us to drink, to make tickets. Alcohol deteriorates any 
organism." (WSW, Colombia)

“One day I said 'I don't want to drink anymore'. I was tired of waking up drunk, with a hangover, all that. So 
they offered me work at a beer bar, because there I could just drink juice and work from 4 pm to midnight and 
by 12.30 am I was already at home, in my bed.” (WSW, Chile).

“To be paid, before anything else, I have to drink. It's only then that I get a ticket. If you drink too much, they 
remove your ticket and tell you that the client already paid. Ah, and there are cameras. The cameras are 
supposed to show everything. But you go to check, they don't show the moment you are being paid." (WSW, 
Colombia)

Besides the narrow margins of choice that WSW have in each mode of work, the absence of labour regulations 
establishing the minimum conditions for negotiation that respect WSWs rights places them in a position of great 
inequality, not only in relation to establishment owners and managers but also with other actors in the market.

Finally, we need to address the implications of working in the street for WSWs' health. The work there is affected by 
the weather conditions they face daily. This is in addition to the illnesses they are exposed to in the unclean and unhy-
gienic hotel rooms where they provide sexual services. The hours they spend on their feet waiting for clients, wearing 
high-heeled shoes, cause circulatory and back problems that go untreated because of the already mentioned lack of 
medical insurance/protection, and often become severe. The lack of sick and/or pregnancy leave aggravates this 
situation because even when they are ill WSWs are forced to continue providing services to make an income. The 
same happens to older WSWs who, being excluded from retirement and pension schemes, continue working beyond 
the age at which ordinary workers retire.

“Yes. Often in the places where we work there is no hot water. Only cold water. So, after having been standing 
for eight, twelve, fifteen hours on huge heels when you go to work, you actually pay a lot because you start 
having varicose veins, bone problems, etc. This is a very common and very big problem." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Yes, it was a cold winter and because the bars had been closed down, almost all of us had health issues. We 
smoke and we are used to being in a warm place. It was the first time I had to work in the street. Now I have 
got used to it. I got used to being in the cold, and I should not have to get used to that. I could not even pay my 
rent, nothing, because I was sick. In all the years I have been working, it had never before happened to me that 
I was unable to pay my rent because I was not able to work." (WSW, Argentina)

“A friend asked me why I was working in the street. She got pneumonia, twice. They told her she has to stop 
working, because she works the entire night in the street. She goes in, spends half an hour or one hour inside 
and then goes back out, with very light clothes. Very light clothes.” (WSW, Peru)

The specific health risks WSWs are exposed to are combined with the overall precarious conditions of access to 
health systems in most countries. To the extent that WSWs' rights as workers are not recognized, they lack health 
coverage and cannot be integrated into a circuit of proper prevention and care. At the same time, those countries 
that still demand health cards to be able to engage in sex work only provide WSWs with gynaecological care and 
HIV/STI tests. That is, WSWs are still included in the health system from an epidemiological and genital-focussed 
health perspective instead of being recognized as workers with rights to access the same protections and benefits as 
other workers.

WHAT YOU DO IS WRONG: Discrimination and violence in the workplace 

WSWs taking part in this study identified different relevant actors in their workplaces: clients, security forces, neigh-
bours in the areas in which street WSWs are active, hotel managers, owners and managers of indoor establishments, 
tellers, health professionals and other healthcare staff, and other sex workers.

Overall, WSWs identify at least some level of conflict in their relationship with all these actors, usually linked to 
decision-making, the ability to negotiate and rights violations. It is worth mentioning that some actors are identified 
as those who systematically exert different kinds of violence – economic, physical and symbolic – on them.

For WSWs, the security forces are the main ones responsible for this violence that usually consists of harassment – 
insult and ill treatment; economic extortion – the demand for money to let them engage in sex work in public spaces 
or in apartments, or theft of their belongings and money; sexual extortion and abuse – the demand to have sex with 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“At least here we did have a lot of trouble with the police. This is not new and it has been going on for many 
years. Police just coming and takings us, suddenly they appeared where we were working and if we were busy 
with a client they would just grab us, even naked, and jail us. And clients too. Often they have wanted to close 
down the establishment, accusing us of bringing in minors or trafficked women. The police speaks of 'traffic-
king of persons' or of 'sexual exploitation'. Nowadays, it has relaxed a bit but the police never stop bothering 
us because they claim it is forbidden, we have no permission to work. Even if we fight and keep fighting, this 
will never end. We have always fought for the establishment, to keep it open, because we are single mothers, 
we need to work. And the police often say, 'These lazy ones, these whores, they don't look for a job, they don't 
look for something to do, only setting a bad example for youth coming here.’” (WSW, Nicaragua)

“Aggressive policemen, yes. I have had to deal with aggressive policemen. Before I knew of the cabarets, when 
I was working at a corner, I broke my foot running away from the police. They would arrest us all the time. And 
once in the police station they took us to a cell and locked us in.” (WSW, Argentina).

The lack of regulation of sex work and the overlapping of sometimes-contradictory norms with regard to its legal 
statutes leads, as we have already said, to its underground status. This allows security forces and third parties in the 
business to place themselves in a position of power and arbitrariness in relation to WSWs and to use extortion to let 
them do their work. The two main types of extortion are economic and sexual.

“Where we are, in Lampa, sometimes plainclothes policemen come. They come as clients. We start talking, 
agreeing on a price but then they just say 'more, more'. With the local police, when they come on their bikes, 
we can negotiate. We all put money and they let us work. But when they are in plainclothes, we have to collect 
all the money we have so they will not bother us. That's how they do it." (WSW, Peru)

“They want money or free services. They ask for it themselves." (WSW, Paraguay)

“When there are raids, they come and ask for your ID, your health card and if you don't have them, they arrest 
you. And if you don't want to be arrested then they say 'Give me something'. Or else they say, 'Fine, let's go 
inside for a while', without paying you. And on top of everything, they don't like you to wear a condom. All that 
you do, to stop being arrested." (WSW, Bolivia)

“On Saturday, when I was at the bar, the police came. They went to the clients: 'You, show your ID!' And they 
took bribes from them. Then a compañera came out and said, 'Go out, we just want to work'. And then the 
policemen reacted, 'You, leave. Because you are nobody here. All of you will be locked in. I will lock all of you 
in.' And then he rebuked us. Every night they form a barrier in front of the establishment and close it down. It's 
not one day – it's every day." (WSW, Paraguay)

“The local police conduct operations in the houses where we work, in the establishments too. They take you 
and at the minimum they get US$ 180 from you – arguing that it is because you were working." (WSW, 
Panama)

These practices of extortion are endorsed and often encouraged by the managers of indoor establishments that act 
as liaisons with the security forces. WSWs also say that those managers, and also those managing particular areas in 
public spaces, are often former sex workers themselves. This is related to the exclusion from retirement and pension 
schemes already mentioned that pushes those WSWs who are no longer able to provide sexual services, because of 
their advanced age or because they are at a disadvantage in the market with regard to younger women, to forge new 
labour relationships with the owners of indoor establishments or find new forms of livelihood in public spaces.

“I also had a bad experience because a friend took me to a brothel. I was younger. The owner was called Nelly 
and she made arrangements with the police: they could come, pick up any girl and have her for free. It was my 
first time, my first day. One chose me and I went with him to the room. He said 'Remove your clothes'. And I 
said, 'But you have to pay'. 'No,' he replied, 'I never pay here. Nelly does not charge me'. 'She might not charge 
you, but she has to pay me for my service'. 'No, I don't pay. Serve me, otherwise Nelly will be upset.' 'Then, have 
Nelly serve you,' I said, and left. Nelly was upset, 'How come you won't serve him? He is a policeman and he 

helps us!'. 'He does not help me, he helps you so your brothel is not closed down. And I am not serving him'. 
The policeman threatened me, saying, 'Don't you know I can lock you up?' And I replied, 'Really? For what? 
Take me if you want, but you know what will happen to you because what you are doing is wrong'. Nelly also 
threatened me, saying, 'Now you will see', and I responded, 'You will not touch me because, see, I am not 
exactly one-armed'. The policeman ended up taking another girl. She went like a little lamb, head down. I was 
so furious. It ended there. If they were all strong, these abuses would not happen. But it was only me." (WSW, Peru)

“In another establishment, called Paraíso, the man, the owner, is a former policeman. Sometimes when he brings in 
new girls, instead of paying the policemen with money, he pays them with girls. He orders 'You go with him, you with 
that other one, and you with the third'." (WSW, Belize).

“We believe that the police now takes money from us in a different way. They used a former sex worker as a cover, 
and tell her, 'You manage this area, charge X'. They take advantage of our vulnerability because they mainly get 
older compañeras to do this. The ones charging you are older women who already have one foot outside sex work. 
That is the reality. And by charging three or four other women US$ 13 , they make about US$ 40 just by being there, 
overseeing that the others work. I think the police has changed their ... the mechanism they had before that was 
more direct, to come and extort you". (WSW, Argentina)

We want to highlight how minimizing and delegitimizing the word of WSWs has a role in the rights violations and the 
acts of discrimination perpetrated against them. In the stories told by WSWs, the fact is that the complaints they 
bring to police stations or Prosecutors’ offices are ignored or not followed-up, and that their testimonies are disregar-
ded on the basis of moral assessments and/or psychological considerations . For us, the self-censorship developed by 
WSWs when they desist from submitting a complaint convinced that it makes no sense to do so as they will not be 
heard is another form of violence against them. Their status as rights-holders is thus disenabled.

“Because, as I said, they just pretend to be taking note. In the end, they don't do anything. They just tell you, 'We will 
see what we can do'". (WSW, Peru)

Likewise, what WSWs say and their demands in relation to labour rights violations will lack specific channels of 
expression to the extent that their occupation is not formalized or regulated. The State’s recognition of sex work will 
lead to the creation of judicial spaces to deal with arbitrariness and lack of compliance with labour regulations and 
the possibilities for WSW to access legal assistance and protection just like any other formal worker. 

We will later explore the processes by which WSWs can get unionized but it is important to point out that it was preci-
sely a labour rights claim by a Colombian WSW that set a precedent and led to the creation of the Women Sex 
Workers' Union (SINTRASEXCO in Spanish) in that country. She had sued the owner of the establishment in which she 
was working because he had stopped paying her from the moment she reported being pregnant. This case reached 
the Constitutional Court that not only ruled in favour of the WSW forcing the owner to pay her for the months he 
owed her and to provide her with the 12 weeks of pregnancy leave that she was entitled to as a worker, but also set 
a precedent that is key for the region in terms of recognizing her occupation as work by stating that "Women and 
men sex workers must be entitled to special protection as they are the weaker party in the contract and particularly 
due to the conditions of their occupation itself and the historical and current discrimination they are often subjected 
to because of the activities they perform" (Sentence T-629/10, Colombia Constitutional Court). This example again 
brings to the fore the intrinsic relation between sex work as formal work and WSWs' access to rights.

It is important to refer to the specific situation in countries like Argentina where the implementation of policies like 
those against trafficking of persons  have increased and expanded human rights violations against WSWs. A series of 
local and provincial norms have been passed prohibiting the existence of establishments offering commercial sexual 
services and locking down existing ones in which WSWs were performing their activities. Also, there have been many 
raids and judicial procedures conducted on the basis of alleged trafficking of persons in different indoor facilities – 
bars, massage parlours, apartments and WSWs' cooperatives – that have seriously restricted the possibilities of 
performing sex work. This kind of legal/police activity places WSWs under a permanent threat in labour contexts:

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“At least here we did have a lot of trouble with the police. This is not new and it has been going on for many 
years. Police just coming and takings us, suddenly they appeared where we were working and if we were busy 
with a client they would just grab us, even naked, and jail us. And clients too. Often they have wanted to close 
down the establishment, accusing us of bringing in minors or trafficked women. The police speaks of 'traffic-
king of persons' or of 'sexual exploitation'. Nowadays, it has relaxed a bit but the police never stop bothering 
us because they claim it is forbidden, we have no permission to work. Even if we fight and keep fighting, this 
will never end. We have always fought for the establishment, to keep it open, because we are single mothers, 
we need to work. And the police often say, 'These lazy ones, these whores, they don't look for a job, they don't 
look for something to do, only setting a bad example for youth coming here.’” (WSW, Nicaragua)

“Aggressive policemen, yes. I have had to deal with aggressive policemen. Before I knew of the cabarets, when 
I was working at a corner, I broke my foot running away from the police. They would arrest us all the time. And 
once in the police station they took us to a cell and locked us in.” (WSW, Argentina).

The lack of regulation of sex work and the overlapping of sometimes-contradictory norms with regard to its legal 
statutes leads, as we have already said, to its underground status. This allows security forces and third parties in the 
business to place themselves in a position of power and arbitrariness in relation to WSWs and to use extortion to let 
them do their work. The two main types of extortion are economic and sexual.

“Where we are, in Lampa, sometimes plainclothes policemen come. They come as clients. We start talking, 
agreeing on a price but then they just say 'more, more'. With the local police, when they come on their bikes, 
we can negotiate. We all put money and they let us work. But when they are in plainclothes, we have to collect 
all the money we have so they will not bother us. That's how they do it." (WSW, Peru)

“They want money or free services. They ask for it themselves." (WSW, Paraguay)

“When there are raids, they come and ask for your ID, your health card and if you don't have them, they arrest 
you. And if you don't want to be arrested then they say 'Give me something'. Or else they say, 'Fine, let's go 
inside for a while', without paying you. And on top of everything, they don't like you to wear a condom. All that 
you do, to stop being arrested." (WSW, Bolivia)

“On Saturday, when I was at the bar, the police came. They went to the clients: 'You, show your ID!' And they 
took bribes from them. Then a compañera came out and said, 'Go out, we just want to work'. And then the 
policemen reacted, 'You, leave. Because you are nobody here. All of you will be locked in. I will lock all of you 
in.' And then he rebuked us. Every night they form a barrier in front of the establishment and close it down. It's 
not one day – it's every day." (WSW, Paraguay)

“The local police conduct operations in the houses where we work, in the establishments too. They take you 
and at the minimum they get US$ 180 from you – arguing that it is because you were working." (WSW, 
Panama)

These practices of extortion are endorsed and often encouraged by the managers of indoor establishments that act 
as liaisons with the security forces. WSWs also say that those managers, and also those managing particular areas in 
public spaces, are often former sex workers themselves. This is related to the exclusion from retirement and pension 
schemes already mentioned that pushes those WSWs who are no longer able to provide sexual services, because of 
their advanced age or because they are at a disadvantage in the market with regard to younger women, to forge new 
labour relationships with the owners of indoor establishments or find new forms of livelihood in public spaces.

“I also had a bad experience because a friend took me to a brothel. I was younger. The owner was called Nelly 
and she made arrangements with the police: they could come, pick up any girl and have her for free. It was my 
first time, my first day. One chose me and I went with him to the room. He said 'Remove your clothes'. And I 
said, 'But you have to pay'. 'No,' he replied, 'I never pay here. Nelly does not charge me'. 'She might not charge 
you, but she has to pay me for my service'. 'No, I don't pay. Serve me, otherwise Nelly will be upset.' 'Then, have 
Nelly serve you,' I said, and left. Nelly was upset, 'How come you won't serve him? He is a policeman and he 

helps us!'. 'He does not help me, he helps you so your brothel is not closed down. And I am not serving him'. 
The policeman threatened me, saying, 'Don't you know I can lock you up?' And I replied, 'Really? For what? 
Take me if you want, but you know what will happen to you because what you are doing is wrong'. Nelly also 
threatened me, saying, 'Now you will see', and I responded, 'You will not touch me because, see, I am not 
exactly one-armed'. The policeman ended up taking another girl. She went like a little lamb, head down. I was 
so furious. It ended there. If they were all strong, these abuses would not happen. But it was only me." (WSW, Peru)

“In another establishment, called Paraíso, the man, the owner, is a former policeman. Sometimes when he brings in 
new girls, instead of paying the policemen with money, he pays them with girls. He orders 'You go with him, you with 
that other one, and you with the third'." (WSW, Belize).

“We believe that the police now takes money from us in a different way. They used a former sex worker as a cover, 
and tell her, 'You manage this area, charge X'. They take advantage of our vulnerability because they mainly get 
older compañeras to do this. The ones charging you are older women who already have one foot outside sex work. 
That is the reality. And by charging three or four other women US$ 13 , they make about US$ 40 just by being there, 
overseeing that the others work. I think the police has changed their ... the mechanism they had before that was 
more direct, to come and extort you". (WSW, Argentina)

We want to highlight how minimizing and delegitimizing the word of WSWs has a role in the rights violations and the 
acts of discrimination perpetrated against them. In the stories told by WSWs, the fact is that the complaints they 
bring to police stations or Prosecutors’ offices are ignored or not followed-up, and that their testimonies are disregar-
ded on the basis of moral assessments and/or psychological considerations . For us, the self-censorship developed by 
WSWs when they desist from submitting a complaint convinced that it makes no sense to do so as they will not be 
heard is another form of violence against them. Their status as rights-holders is thus disenabled.

“Because, as I said, they just pretend to be taking note. In the end, they don't do anything. They just tell you, 'We will 
see what we can do'". (WSW, Peru)

Likewise, what WSWs say and their demands in relation to labour rights violations will lack specific channels of 
expression to the extent that their occupation is not formalized or regulated. The State’s recognition of sex work will 
lead to the creation of judicial spaces to deal with arbitrariness and lack of compliance with labour regulations and 
the possibilities for WSW to access legal assistance and protection just like any other formal worker. 

We will later explore the processes by which WSWs can get unionized but it is important to point out that it was preci-
sely a labour rights claim by a Colombian WSW that set a precedent and led to the creation of the Women Sex 
Workers' Union (SINTRASEXCO in Spanish) in that country. She had sued the owner of the establishment in which she 
was working because he had stopped paying her from the moment she reported being pregnant. This case reached 
the Constitutional Court that not only ruled in favour of the WSW forcing the owner to pay her for the months he 
owed her and to provide her with the 12 weeks of pregnancy leave that she was entitled to as a worker, but also set 
a precedent that is key for the region in terms of recognizing her occupation as work by stating that "Women and 
men sex workers must be entitled to special protection as they are the weaker party in the contract and particularly 
due to the conditions of their occupation itself and the historical and current discrimination they are often subjected 
to because of the activities they perform" (Sentence T-629/10, Colombia Constitutional Court). This example again 
brings to the fore the intrinsic relation between sex work as formal work and WSWs' access to rights.

It is important to refer to the specific situation in countries like Argentina where the implementation of policies like 
those against trafficking of persons  have increased and expanded human rights violations against WSWs. A series of 
local and provincial norms have been passed prohibiting the existence of establishments offering commercial sexual 
services and locking down existing ones in which WSWs were performing their activities. Also, there have been many 
raids and judicial procedures conducted on the basis of alleged trafficking of persons in different indoor facilities – 
bars, massage parlours, apartments and WSWs' cooperatives – that have seriously restricted the possibilities of 
performing sex work. This kind of legal/police activity places WSWs under a permanent threat in labour contexts:

14 The original currency is Argentinean pesos, and the exchange rate is 1 ARS = 0.066 USD.
15 This is a very common occurence in operations and procedures carried out on allegations of trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation in which security forces 
as well as psychologists and social workers involved often disregard the testimonies of WSWs and particularly the ways in which they self-identify to reduce them to 
the category of "victims". We will explore this further as it applies to Argentina. 

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

16 For a comprehensive description of the situation in Argentina, see the AMMAR  Report on “Políticas anti-trata y vulneración de derechos de las trabajadoras 
sexuales”, Buenos Aires, 2015.

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

17 The original currency was Guatemalan Quetzal, the exchange rate was 1 GTQ = 0.133111 USD.17 

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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BETWEEN THE STREET AND THE BAR: How and where sex work is practiced 

In order to describe and examine the working conditions of  WSWs we need to first identify how sex work is practiced 
and where it takes place, as both are closely linked. In this report we will start by analyzing and describing in detail 
the different workplaces. According to where sex work is performed, they can be classified into two large categories: 
‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. Examining their infrastructure and environmental conditions, what emerges is that the lack 
of oversight and regulations (as these spaces are often illegal and clandestine) has a direct impact on the working and 
sanitary conditions for WSWs. The precarious and extremely vulnerable conditions in which WSWs work cannot be 
separated from the legal conditions in which they engage in their occupation. We will see how the lack of legal 
protections for WSWs is related to the material, sanitary and infrastructural conditions of their workplaces and this 
has a direct impact on WSWs' bodies and health.

The spaces in which sex work is performed vary in their names and in the ways in which they are organized across 
countries. To organize our analysis of the environmental conditions of these spaces, we will differentiate between 
indoor4  spaces where WSWs have a subordinate relationship (bars, night clubs, whisky bars, brothels, etc.); indoor 
spaces where WSWs work autonomously (apartments, hotels); the spaces that street WSWs use to actually perform 
their work (hotels, motels), and finally the street as a workplace. Even though these spaces are closely linked to how 
sex work is performed and to what we call ‘hiring conditions’, in this section we will only address their infrastructural 
features (available furniture, building materials, sanitation, running water, among others) and particularly their 
hygiene and sanitary conditions.

As we already mentioned, the first group of spaces, i.e. ‘bars’, is closely linked to a ‘subordinated’ type of labour in 
which WSWs have few options to negotiate how they will perform their work. These establishments offer different 
entertainment services (alcohol consumption, dance, performances, etc.) along with commercial sex services. They 
often have clearly marked sectors for serving alcoholic drinks, tables (where WSWs make contact with their clients), 
and a stage, if they also provide shows. Some also have rooms in which WSWs provide sexual services. Besides the 
WSWs, these establishments also have regular security staff, bar tenders, tellers, and sometimes also cleaning staff. 
WSWs interviewed agree about the poor infrastructure conditions in these establishments, that, as we will see in the 
coming sections, constitute environmental risk factors, that range from the conditions of furniture in the rooms 
(narrow beds, with poorly kept and thin mattresses, unclean and shoddy sheets or their complete absence, lack of 
heating and cooling, among others), their tiny size, the precarious buildings in which bars operate, to the lack of 
functioning toilets and showers for the exclusive use of WSWs. The lack of proper building materials used in these 
establishments leads to inadequate environmental conditions as they are very damp, cold or extremely hot, and this 
negatively affects WSWs' working and health conditions (as will be described in the next section). Throughout this 
report we will see how many of the testimonies quoted are similar even though they are from women living in 
different countries. Even though WSWs sometimes mention establishments that have better conditions and that are 
advertised as ‘VIP services’, WSWs mainly refer to establishments with the features we have just summarized: 

"There are different establishments. Some are divided only by pieces of wood. Others, by walls. Some are 
bigger and some are smaller. Regardless of how they are divided - by wood or by walls - none has a private 
bathroom. Most rooms have just a basin or a bucket, in both cases with cold water only.
Most have beds, but not top-quality beds. We have often found that the mattresses lack covers. And some play 
the music really loud ... Of course, as they have no ventilation, they are very damp. And being a closed space 
in which people smoke, air pollution is a serious concern." (WSW, Paraguay)

“Sometimes it's very damp. In some toilets, the floor has been badly done and it's soggy. You hurt your feet, 
you slip. They are also poorly cleaned, full of mould, slippery. You just can't be there. Springs come out of the 
bed. The mattresses are very old, full of mites." (WSW, Costa Rica)

“Lately they are making all the beds out of concrete and they just place a thin mattress on them. Others are 
what we call the 'moon beds', made of wood. But it varies. Some only have a thin mattress on a concrete 
platform." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“See, in El Trocadero the rooms are wide. You feel as if there is air, because they are large. But in the other 
brothels, El Mote and La Salvaje, they are very small. Just to fit one bed, a girl and a client. Of these three 
brothels, El Trocadero has large beds, La Salvaje has single beds and El Mote has no beds at all. It only has 
concrete platforms on which they place mattresses. In La Salvaje, beds are made of wood. And only El Trocade-
ro has double beds." (WSW, Peru)

As can be seen in the testimonies, the environmental and infrastructure conditions do not guarantee an adequate, 
healthy and dignified working environment for WSWs or their clients. As the features and conditions of bars providing 
this kind of service are not stipulated, and no State body is overseeing them, the infrastructure, sanitary conditions, 
existence of adequate working materials, and even the safety conditions are left to the will of the owners.

Sex work is also performed at hotels. Street WSWs and those hired on the phone use them. These hotels are located 
in areas that are near those in which street WSWs offer their services and only function as temporary lodging places 
– they do not include entertainment, dance services or shows. The WSW – or the client, as agreed – pays for the room 
to be used for a fixed period of time during which the sexual service will be provided. WSWs tend to have prior agree-
ments with concierges that are favourable to them. Some hotels offer a better infrastructure than others and this is 
related to how much the room costs. The cheapest ones are narrow, with small beds, dilapidated and/or thin mattres-
ses, and inadequate bed sheets (dirty or in poor condition). Some have private bathrooms, but in others, the 
bathrooms are shared and many do not provide safe water. It is usual the hotel management that is responsible for 
cleaning but there is no guarantee that the room will be clean and WSWs often have to provide their services on used 
and dirty sheets or in unclean rooms that provide no cleaning implements (towels, soap, etc.). These type of environ-
mental and infrastructural conditions are related to the absence of a legal framework to regulate the spaces in which 
sex work is performed, as a consequence of the unregulated nature of this occupation. This makes for workplaces in 
which there are numerous and on-going environmental and health risks for WSWs.

"At least I go to hotels and inside the hotels there are bathrooms and drinkable water. And I have gone to 
places where you just have a basin and you have to kneel down and splash water on your vagina. Others had 
terrible conditions: a tiny room where just two people fit, or a carpet that is completely wet, and the bathroom 
is made of tin, precarious, sunken, full of something that looks like slime – that is, you have to go in wearing 
your sandals so you don't get all the mud. They charge you a lot and it's useless. Those are ugly conditions to 
work in." (WSW, Costa Rica) 

“Each room has a basin with water, it's for clients to wash their penis once they are done. And you can't change 
the water because there are no taps; you have to rely on the manager who changes once a day. It's very risky 
working in those conditions. The beds are not normal, are not like those on which we all sleep. They are just 
platforms made of concrete with a mattress on top." (WSW Nicaragua)

“All rooms are made of concrete. The beds, the mattresses, are disgusting. They only give you one sink or may 
be not even that, just a jar. You have to carry a small glass in your bag so you can splash water on yourself." 
(WSW, Peru)

“The hotel stinks right from the entrance. They don't wash the toilets, and they don't change the bed sheets. 
There are no towels. No water either. Not even water they give you. The rooms are made of wood. They have 
little holes everywhere. Little holes everywhere." (WSW, Honduras)

In the case of the apartments used by WSWs working ‘indoors’, the environmental conditions are slightly better 
because often they are ‘independently’ managed by the WSWs themselves who keep the place in a good condition. 
They take on the cleaning and this leads to a reduction of risks.

Finally, ‘street sex work’ is conducted in public spaces that the WSWs themselves or local administrations define and 
demarcate. Even though sex services are often provided in hotels or motels, the street is where the client is contacted 
and where WSWs spend most of their working hours. There, the features of the workplace overlap with those of the 
larger urban space in which WSWs offer their services. Some WSWs have their own spots that they choose because 
of some particular feature – for instance, because there is proper lighting and they feel safer, or it is close to the hotel 

or motel in which they provide their sexual services, or there is a park nearby in case the client refuses to pay for the 
hotel, among others. In other cases, WSWs operate within the areas that local codes prescribe for sex work. Those 
'strategic positions' allow WSWs to easily identify each other:

“In the streets we have our street, our passage, our park. There are also bus stops, bus terminals... some strate-
gic places, some corners. That's how we describe our compañeras. We say 'The ones near the Ministry of 
Labour'. That's how we place them. Or 'The ones around Casablanca', that's a street. There is a place that is 
called the 'death passage', there is also the 'Mayoreo stop', or the bridge... That's how we identify those that 
are out there." (WSW, Nicaragua)

As we will see later, ‘street sex work’ is defined by WSWs as the one that offers the widest margins for negotiation and 
for deciding under which conditions sex work will be performed, but also the one that exposes them to more 
situations of insecurity and violence, and in itself constitutes a risk factor for this occupation.

BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND DEPENDENCY: Modes of exercising sex work

Overall we can identify two main modes based on the kind of working relationships WSWs enter into: those working 
independently and those working as subordinates. These two modes are defined on the basis of the possibilities that 
workers have to set the conditions under which they will perform sex work. As stated earlier, these modes of work 
are closely related to the spaces in which sex work is carried out, be they ‘indoors’ or ‘in the street’. In this section we 
will describe the different types, and the specific features and conditions for workers under each mode.

WSWs working independently decide their working hours, which space they will work in, and negotiate with clients 
themselves. That is, they have no employers; they are self-employed. This is why the negotiation with the client might 
shape where the service will be provided, including in the street (in an isolated spot or within the client's vehicle) or 
in a hotel. Some work through the phone, agreeing on a meeting place with the client that is usually a hotel the WSW 
is familiar with. The option of managing their own time and particularly the freedom to negotiate and not to have to 
share the money they get are all advantages that WSWs highly value. Some WSWs have fixed clients, besides the 
occasional ones, that often provide them with a more or less regular income and also with safer conditions to do their 
work. This kind of autonomous, self-employed mode of work is similar to how other care-service workers function, 
such as hairdressers, manicurists and masseuses that provide services in their clients' homes or rent their own work 
spaces instead of being employed by salons in which the hiring and pay conditions are extremely disadvantageous for 
workers. 

“See, I work in the street. I used to work at bars. But I got fed up of being managed by others so I decided to go 
into the street. My work is to stand at a corner, look beautiful for the cars, offer them my services – oral sex, 
vaginal sex. And for that I charge money. And I don't have working hours. I arrive at the time I want to and I 
leave when I want to. And if I don't like the client, if I feel uncomfortable with him, I refuse and I don't go with 
him. Nobody forces me to do anything. I got fed up being ordered about". (WSW, Chile).

“This is usually related to the hotels. You work out there, let's say in the street, in the avenue, right? And you 
have a specific spot. Here, for instance, it's at the train station, in front of where you now take the red cable 
car, that is the spot where girls work. Some go in the morning, others in the afternoon and still others go at 
night. They spend either the whole day or the whole night there. And usually they go to hotels in which they 
already have an agreement with the owner and they pay a fixed amount for each client they take." (WSW, 
Bolivia)

“No, not many keep fixed hours. Sometimes you go to a particular corner. Sometimes I change and go elsewhe-
re because if nothing is happening in one corner, I have to go to some other point. Sometimes there are others 
so I look at the time or I look for another corner and I go somewhere else, to another area." (WSW, Guatemala)

“We work by walking between some corners. And when we are asked to do a service we go to nearby hotels. And then, 
once we are done with the client, we come back to where we were, to where it is safe to be working." (WSW, Peru)

The ‘indoor’ modes of work include the places that, for the sake of this report, we call ‘bars’, that are typically where 
those working in a subordinate way can be found. There are different ways to perform sex work in these establish-
ments and they include selling and having alcohol, providing shows or providing massages (WSWs in the Dominican 
Republic and Argentina mention the existence of 'massage parlours'). The kind of work relationship established 
between WSWs and the owners of those establishments does not allow for the kind of negotiation we have seen 
done by the self-employed WSWs. Here, WSWs must stick to fixed hours decided by the managers, have previously 
defined tasks, and are paid fixed percentages (decided by the establishment owners) of what each client they book pays.  

“There are three spaces in this establishment. One is the jukebox, the other is escorting and you also have what 
is called the dance stage. On working days, there are 15-20 women in each, on average. And during weekends, 
an average of 45-50. In each space. Some only go and dance. Others only serve drinks and some of us provide 
the three services, that is, escorting clients to the rooms, dancing and serving drinks." (WSW, Colombia)

“Clients go to the massage parlour and there are girls providing massages. When the client asks for 'full massa-
ge', you know what it means. It's full massage. The money goes to the owner. She gets all the money, even the 
part that afterwards will be paid to the girl. As you go in, it looks like a family home, like a normal family home. 
And behind there are the massage tables, the beds and all that." (WSW, Dominican Republic)

“At the establishment, each girl is assigned entry and leaving hours. Before starting to work you sit down with 
the manager and agree on a percentage: x for vaginal, x for oral, etc.  It is then that it is decided how much 
time you can spend with a client, how much goes to you and how much goes to the owner." (WSW Honduras)

As the cited testimonies show, the routines and activities conducted during working hours vary according to the 
space and modes of sex work. However, what the WSWs say lets us identify some common features in the work 
process: making contact with the client; negotiating the type of service, duration, location and fee; providing the 
service; receiving the agreed fee. As we said earlier, the street and the apartments managed by WSWs appear to be 
the spaces that they themselves identify as granting them the greatest freedom to engage in sex work, while indoor 
spaces are considered to have the most precarious and risky working conditions, particularly as WSWs are not able 
to choose their clients and because of the poor conditions of hygiene in the rooms.

PAYING TO WORK: The money circuit

The poor infrastructure of the rooms, the lack of hygiene and the environmental conditions of the spaces in which sex 
work is performed not only result in WSWs being exposed to health risks (as we will see in the next section) but also 
to their being burdened with tasks that are not directly related to their work (for instance, by having to clean the 
rooms themselves), and having additional expenses (when they are charged a percentage of their fee for cleaning 
services, changing sheets, etc.). WSWs pay double for these services: first, the owners of the establishments take 
away a percentage of the fee charged for their services, and then the WSWs have to spend additional money for 
renting a room, and for the room's ‘maintenance and cleaning’,  etc.

“Yes, but if you work in the street you pay US$ 2.70  and in the room you have a bathroom to take a shower, a toilet 
that you can use if needed. We who work in bars pay US$ 0.70 for the room, but then we also have to pay US$ 1.70 
to have the sheets we use every day be cleaned, and US$ 0.35 for the garbage to be removed from the room. And if 
we don't have US$ 1.70 for washing and US$ 0.35 for the garbage, we have to do those jobs ourselves." (WSW, Nicaragua)

“In the bars, the sheets are rented out, everything is rented out." (WSW, Peru)

“I don't like being at a beer bar because you are forced to do the cleaning, to clean the bathrooms. And if you 
don't want to do it, you have to pay. You have to pay the teller to do it. " (WSW, El Salvador) 

As sex work is not recognized as work by labour institutions in the countries under study and thus lacks a regulatory 

framework setting out minimum wages, how to charge for the service provided and which work elements and tools 
the owner of a establishment must provide, all these features are left to the will of whoever manages an establish-
ment in which sex work is performed. This is why the testimonies show that in indoor spaces there are different ways 
of payment. As we will see below, these ways of payment do not only imply that money circulates in different ways 
from the client to the WSW, and from the negotiation to the actual payment, but also, according to the location and 
the conditions in which sex work is performed, include different types of expenses such as fines and work materials 
not provided in the work location (such as condoms and cleaning products).

Sex work is performed as informal work and, as happens everywhere in the informal economy, workers are exposed 
to a series of abuses that they find difficult to counteract in the absence of protection laws. ‘Paying to work’ is a 
common occurrence for workers whose activities are not regulated. Street sellers must pay security forces, among 
others, to be able to sell their merchandise in particular public spaces; urban recyclers are also forced by security 
forces to pay a fee to access specific areas in the city – these are only two examples of how non-regulated workers 
pay to work that help in understanding the situation of WSW in this regard. If WSWs are forced to pay not only a 
percentage of the fee they receive to the establishments in which they work but also additional money as rent and/or 
for materials needed for their work, it is because there is no regulatory framework to grant them rights and make it 
possible for them to resort to the Labour Courts to complain about their unsatisfactory working conditions. 

The different ways in which money circulates is closely linked to what was said earlier about the absence of regula-
tions. Because of this gap, it is the owners of the establishments who decide the WSWs' fees and the percentage they 
have to pay to the establishment and  are also able to demand other payments from the WSWs.

If we analyse how money circulates, we can see that each mode of work implies a particular way of monetary circula-
tion that can also vary depending on the space in which sex work is performed.

Even though there are variations from one country to another, and also between spaces and the specificities of 
working in each particular space, in order to structure this analysis we will identify three types of circuits: one for 
autonomous work (self-employed WSWs) and two for different modes of subordinated work in indoor spaces.

In the first circuit, the way in which money circulates can be represented as C → WSW, with the arrow standing for 
the fee that C (the client) pays to the WSW after negotiating with her.

Here there is a direct circulation, that is, the process starts with a first moment of negotiation in which C and WSW 
agree on the type of service, its duration and the fee to be paid. A second moment is the provision of the service that 
might imply additional expenses (for instance, paying for a hotel room), but these are usually negotiated in advance 
to decide if they will be included in the fee or if the client will cover them. And a third moment is when the client pays 
for the service. In this case, the entire fee paid is kept by the WSW herself.

The second circuit shows how a WSW obtains a monetary income by working in a subordinated way indoors. In this 
case, the first moment is when the client makes contact with the WSW; if drinks are consumed, the WSWs will gain 
‘tickets’ for which she will later be paid by the teller. A second moment is the negotiation between the client and 
WSW in relation to the sexual service and the fee. And a third moment is the actual provision of the service and the 
payment for it. In this case, the negotiation is between the client and the WSW without third parties being involved, 
but the WSW might be forced to pay some money in order to be able to work – as room cleaning fee, or an advance 
amount paid to the establishment's owner if the client prefers that the service be provided elsewhere, for buying 
condoms, etc. The graphic representation for this circuit is a mixed one:  (Tickets) C → O → WSW + (Service) C →WSW
→O. This mixed circulation is indirect in terms of the ‘tickets’ that the client pays for to the owner or teller, and direct 
in terms of the actual service, as no third parties are involved in this. Usually, the ‘direct’ component involves a 
previous agreement between the WSW and the owner in which she has to pay for the room or give a percentage to 
the establishment once the client has paid her.

“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.



“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.
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“Every night I go to this place we know about. Sometimes, a police van passes by and there I am, waiting. And the 
first thing I do is to stay near the door. The girls told me what they went through, it was torture, I don't want that to 
happen to me. So, what do I do? I stay by the door. When I see the police van and realize they are coming in, I run 
away. I am not going to allow them to lock me up until the next day to make a statement." (WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if  they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

During police operations, WSWs are exposed to the violence that security forces usually deploy (ill treatment, insults, 
physical violence) and, as stated earlier, also have their word delegitimized, and their personal belongings robbed or 
destroyed along with their spaces, amongst other such acts. These forms of violence are also exerted by the other 
actors present in these procedures such as psychologists and social workers that are included in 'rescue units'.

"They said we were victims of trafficking and ‘rescued’ us. And they claimed that during the raids we cried, that the 
psychologist interviewed us and we cried, that we claimed to have been kidnapped. It was all lies. They attributed 
to me, to us, things we never said. It's very invasive; the psychologists don't talk to us. It's as if they were manipula-
ting you. They start to attack you with questions and want to make you confused. That is what they want to do.” 
(WSW, Argentina)

They also highlight the role of mass communication media, and particularly TV, in deploying hidden cameras in 
workplaces or in filming police operations that are then aired during news or journalistic investigation shows with 
high ratings. This kind of media intervention leads not only to criminalization and stigmatization of sex work and 
WSWs but also puts their identities and livelihoods at risk.

“What I fear the most is that they use another hidden camera on me. Because I was already caught on one, and it 
ruined my life  (…) That night the men came, they pretended to be clients and I fell for it. And now I can't talk to a 
client and be relaxed because  all the time I'm thinking they have a camera. It ruined my life, because I have this 
neighbour, she has known me forever and then she looked at me in the face and said, 'You are a prostitute, I saw you 
on TV, it was your voice, I know it was you’. And the truth is that it hurt me a lot, because she was my neigh-
bour-friend and I had known her all my life. And it's my private life, I don't have to tell the world I am a prostitute. 
And then I am on TV, for everyone to hear. My father is old. He is old and sick. Imagine if he gets a heart attack 
because of those guys... It's like they robbed me of my privacy and exposed it for the whole country to see. Because 
the TV station that did it has national coverage. And they forced me, it was like an obligation. I feel used because 
they also said I was trafficked and I am not. They used my voice, my image, for their business. They are the real 
pimps, because they made a profit out of me." (WSW, Argentina) 

One rights violation perpetrated during these police operations and that WSWs constantly refer to is the robbery of 
their personal belongings and money.

“They took all the money from the teller. They came to take the money. 'We are helping you', they said. Helping 
how? They are stealing from us!" (WSW, Argentina)

“During a raid they took all my clothes, all the money I had made, everything. They took everything. They even took 
my hair straightener that I had bought that very same day. Some euros and dollars I had in my backpack. All the 
money I had made that night – we stayed in the establishment until 10 am and I don't know how they managed to 
get in. We had a locker room where we keep our things. I had left my bag there, to go to the bathroom, and as soon 

as they came in they took all the money from it. Imagine... I had to pay the rent, my mother was ill, I had a lot of 
problems that I was going to solve with that money. Who gave me my money back? Nobody. The psychologist 
should have given me my money back, as she pretended to be there to solve my problems..." (WSW, Argentina)

This criminal practice by the security forces was mentioned by WSWs across the region:

“In the police station, policemen are very abusive. What do they do? They have a room that they use specially for us. 
It's not that they have a table where they take our claims. No. Rather the opposite. What they do there is to use the 
table to open the bags of all the girls they have arrested. And everything they find inside, they keep. Even our 
toiletries.” (WSW, Peru)

Another regional feature to be highlighted is the existence of maras in what is called the Central American Northern 
Triangle that includes El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. These gangs are relevant actors that influence how 
WSWs can exercise their occupation and, as we see, constitute a permanent threat for them. They have different 
practices of extortion and violence towards WSWs working either in the streets or indoors. For those working 
indoors, it's not only the WSWs but also the establishment owners that pay the mareros.

“I am seated in the park and the mareros come and tell me that to work there I have to give them US$ 6.65 . I 
wonder, where can I stand? You cannot report them because they are even able to beat you to death. So, what can 
you do? Shut your mouth. To avoid that, I prefer to stand elsewhere. I do my work and say nothing. That's it." (WSW, 
Guatemala).

“In that equation, I feel that those in the establishments are doubly exploited even when they don't want to see it 
themselves. Because they owner takes out a percentage, but remember that - as my compañera said earlier - there 
are better and worse owners, and they never want to lose money. Of course, if the maras demand 100 from him as 
'rent', he agrees, but that money he takes from one of the women, by raising the percentage he cuts. So, the most 
exploited would be the ones working in establishments (...) because the owner practically charges her for the 'rent' 
he has to pay. Add to that that the women also pay directly to the mareros so they won't hurt them." (WSW, El Salvador).

In the case of those working in the street, they also refer to situations of discrimination and stigmatization on the part 
of neighbours and others with whom they share work spaces – those selling and using illegal substances, those living 
in the streets. In these cases, violence is expressed through insults and the robbing of money or cellphones.

“When people pass by you, they insult you, throw water or things at you. Sometimes they grab you or even throw 
stones at you. So I am just seated in the park. If I go to my spot, I have to be clever to escape when needed so they 
don't get me. Sometimes I also go to a cafeteria where the police also goes, they know me there so clients can call 
me and I go.” (WSW, Nicaragua).

 “You are more exposed to everything, to criminals extorting you, to the police harassing you ... and to being more 
visible in the street. Some of us who don't want to be recognized, well, we are also exposed to that. When you work 
indoors, at a place where they have to knock at the door and you can see who is coming in, you can cover your face 
if it's someone you know ... That's the greatest disadvantage of working in the street where anybody goes by, right?" 
(WSW, Bolivia)

WSW surveyed for this study speak in good terms about their relationship with clients. They often describe relations-
hips of friendship and solidarity between WSWs and fixed or regular clients. The cases in which there are conflicts or 
those leading to violence are usually linked to clients refusing to pay or expressing their dissatisfaction with the 
service (the most common complaint is that they could not reach orgasm in the agreed time). In a few cases, clients 
become violent when they refuse to use condoms.

“At the establishment I had a fight with a guy in the room. He broke the wall. We fought because he did not want to 
use a condom. But it was also my fault, because I lied. I told him he did not need to use it. So we went in and I put the 
condom on him. He did not realize it. But then, he did. Once I had put it, he realized it. Then he grabbed me and threw me 
against the wall. There were showers in the room so I took the shower rod and started beating him up." (WSW, Paraguay)

It´s important to point out that WSWs use different strategies to relate to clients – in terms of self-care, providing the 
service so the client will feel comfortable, generating empathy through a manner that creates a positive climate, 
among others – that amount to a professional management of the exchange.

At the same time, and as we see later, WSWs develop collective safety strategies in relation to clients both indoors 
and in the streets. At the establishments, the loud music is considered a problem by many WSWs, as it makes it 
difficult or next to impossible for them to hear if a compañera is crying for help because she is suffering violence 
inside a room. In those cases, WSWs estimate how long the service should last and if one of them is unduly late in 
returning, they knock at the door or call for assistance. A similar strategy is deployed by WSWs working in the streets:

“Another security strategy I have in my area of work, in the street, is not to work alone. At least with one more girl. 
Three are a multitude in the street. The client won't stop if he sees three. But for two, yes. We Whatsapp each other. 
And if I go out, I write, 'It's not oral in the car, I'm going to the hotel, see you in half-an-hour'. And the other one does 
the same.” (WSW, Argentina)

The stories about how WSWs relate to their peers on the same street or in establishments don't show a significant 
degree of discrimination or violence among them. In some cases, conflicts arise in relation to managing the street 
spaces or the cleanliness indoors. But, as we will see in the last section, WSWs highlight their different grouping and 
organizing strategies that involve solidarity and mutual care. Those that isolate themselves are a concern for their peers.

“We are always at risk, because sometimes the client does not want to pay. We have to be united, and we are. If a 
client does not want to pay, we tell him 'Pay or we slap you and call the police'. And then he pays, because we are 
empowered and we defend each other.” (WSW, Nicaragua). 

WE ARE NOT ALONE: Organizing strategies in workplaces 

In relation to WSWs' organizing strategies, two types of collective actions can be identified. Firstly, they organize in 
their workplaces, be it the street or indoor establishments, to protect each other. In these cases, organizing is a safety 
strategy to deploy when faced with situations of violence or abuse like those mentioned in the previous section. 
Some of those tactics for collective care and safety include paying attention to how much time a WSW spends with a 
client, informing each other about where they are going and with whom, and, collectively solving arguments about 
the payment for sex services and reacting to insults or abuse by neighbours and others with whom they share a public 
workspace.

“My compañera and I support each other. When she goes off in a car, I look at the number plates; when I go, she 
looks. That's how we do it, that's how we take care of each other. Sometimes she goes first, sometimes I do.” (WSW, 
Honduras).

Unlike when they work under third parties and the decisions about fees and the percentage that the WSW will retain 
for herself are often in the hands of the establishment owner, in the street and in indoor spaces in which they enjoy 
at least a relative autonomy, WSWs collectively set the fees.

“I stopped working for a while. I met a compañera from my street and she told me to go back to work. I said I did not 
want to, because the guys were only paying us US$ 6 . I said, 'How is it possible that those in the establishments are 
pushing up their fees and we have been charging US$ 6 for the last 20 years? With US$ 3 more, we are done. After 
doing three, you have US$ 27 and if you make some nice face to the client, US$ 3 more and that's US$ 30. That 
improves your quality of life. Charging US$ 6 one has to work a lot to make US$ 30. It's not fair'. I thought she just 
listened to me, but because she was still working she thought I was right. So she got together with 4 or 5 others and 
imposed a US$ 9 fee." (WSW, Peru)

“We set the fee together with others. We decide the basic fee to charge that is usually the same that the spa charges. 
The spa charges US$ 3919  that's the basic for ... I don't know, oral-vaginal. Then we decided to do one more service 
and charge, for instance, US$ 49. And we all charge US$ 49. Otherwise it's a mess. And the girls themselves lose. For 
instance, if I charge more today, let's say US$ 59, because that's what I need. Tomorrow the client will not come here 
any more. He will go to those charging the normal fee or whatever he can afford. So, we organized it. Among oursel-
ves we agreed on a minimum and a maximum. Some do only one kind of service, others have more variety. That is 
up to each one.” (WSW, Argentina)

The solidarity links between WSWs make their workplaces spaces where they feel recognized and develop ties of 
affection. They also consider it important to share knowledge about their trade and those work strategies that have 
already been described in this report.

WSWs’ stories show a trajectory going from these incipient forms of organizing in the job to their involvement in 
and/or creation of organizations to advocate for their rights. These peer-group and shared commitment relationships 
that WSWs have are used to make their collective involvement and political action possible and an experience they 
can relate to.

In short, it is important to insist on the multiplicity of situations in which WSWs are exposed to discrimination and 
violence in the course of their work and that, because of their seriousness and systemic nature, have been formally 
brought to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights to demand that States are urged to guarantee WSWs' 
rights to life, equality before the law, freedom from arbitrary arrests, torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and discrimination in access to health, among their other fundamental rights that are violated on a daily 
basis . These situations of violence and discrimination cannot be understood outside the working conditions 
described in this report. The lack of recognition of sex work as a formal activity that is regulated by the State leads to 
the occupation being performed as an informal one, underground, in precarious sanitary conditions, with scarce or 
null capacity to negotiate terms of employment and with no access to labour rights or to those benefits related to the 
status of workers, such as house loans, pensions and others.

WE ARE ORGANIZED: Political organizing and rights claims

Those involved in WSWs’ organizations have a very positive view of participation and advocacy as ways to achieve 
their recognition as (labour and social) rights-holders.

“Well, in Sonsonate, I believe Orquídeas has done a lot, has made progress and has worked well with the police and 
the CAN  because it was only last year that Orquídeas came to sensitize the CAN agents. And they have sensitized 
both students and police staff, right? Last year we had a problem with some CAN agents but because one has 
already learned, so one knows how to defend oneself and in the en,d nothing serious happened. Today I can speak 
about Sonsonate because it's there that I work and it's from where I come; right now we don't have problems. The 
PND (National Police) are actually allies; this year we organized a Mother's Day celebration for the entire popula-
tion; we met with the PND and they took gifts to the WSWs." (WSW, El Salvador).

WSWs also value the organizations as spaces where they can learn about their rights. Many of them have been able 
to see themselves as rights-holders through meeting with their peers and collectively discussing the situations they 
have been through and their lived experiences, and also through the workshops and gatherings convened by those 
organizations. They also recognize the commitment to circulating knowledge among their peers as a mechanism for 
personal and collective strengthening.

“You have to take what you learned here to the compañeras. You have to tell each one of them that the policemen 
are not entitled to mistreat them, you have to tell them everything." (WSW, Paraguay).

In relation to the need to regulate how sex work is performed, WSWs find the development of public norms and 
policies to address the precarious and unequal conditions under which they do their work necessary, as well as recog-

nise their role in eradicating the forms of violence and discrimination they suffer daily. WSWs not only acknowledge 
the impact that legalizing sex work would have on the recognition of their labour and social rights and also in the fight 
against abuse and arbitrary treatment, but particularly value how it will contribute to challenge stigma and discrimi-
nation. Freedom and recognition are two of the terms that are most used to refer to the consequences of regulating 
sex work.

“I think, why should our work be legalized? Because may be not now but with time, years from now, people will start 
seeing it as a job, so it will not be so discriminated against, so stigmatized. Not any more. The way in which we are 
discriminated against will start to disappear. It's a job. It's a personal decision. Many parents will not agree with their 
children working on this, but there will be less pressure." (WSW, Peru)

“Nobody will be able to tell us anything because there will be a law. Because we go on, but I do it with fear; I am 
afraid of the police, of the people, of the hidden cameras. But if there is a law: 'Yes, it's my job. And so what? What's 
the problem?'" (WSW, Argentina)

“I will be able to go and sit wherever I want. Not as it happens to us in Recoleta [a posh neigbourhood] in which we 
are discriminated against.” (WSW, Argentina)

“There will also be more safety. Social security for us, because as citizens we also have to contribute to IPS . As 
citizens. The day it becomes legal we will also have to contribute to IPS, as it's our right to have social security and 
we want medical insurance. The freedom to circulate, to have coffee at a shopping mall, to have a drink anywhere... 
(...) To go to a bank, ask for a loan and say 'I am a sex worker'. I don't want to have to write 'Housewife' any more. If 
I go to report something, I want to be able to say proudly 'Sex worker.'" (WSW, Paraguay)

Advocacy actions developed by WSWs’ organizations have resulted in concrete changes in the lives of WSWs, particu-
larly in areas like health care, their relationship with security forces and their position when faced with daily abuse in 
the context of their work. At the same time, organizing is seen as a path for personal development not only through 
recognizing oneself as a rights-holder, but also through collectively dealing with social stigma, accessing education 
(many WSWs manage to complete different school levels thanks to their organizations), receiving political and union 
training or being involved in research teams organized by RedTraSex, local organizations, research or State institutions.

Research and State institutions are interesting as they express two key ways of understanding the complex and, to a 
great extent, paradoxical situation faced by WSWs in the region. Both WSWs organizations and the women involved 
in them, fight to be considered valid interlocutors to draft, design and implement sectorial policies because at the 
moment they are included in policies in which they don't belong (like anti-trafficking polices) or affected by policies 
that are not properly informed about how sex work is conducted. An emblematic case of the latter is the prohibition 
on advertising sexual services in the written media with the argument of combatting the trafficking of persons for 
sexual exploitation and the circulation of denigrating images of women. This eliminated a tool that self-employed sex 
workers had to publicize their services. Organized WSWs are also recognized by national States and international 
organizations as implementing agents for their policies – one example is the historical involvement of WSWs’ organi-
zations in the implementation of health programmes, campaigns against discrimination and institutional violence, 
and for the promotion or rights. There are two leading cases in the region –Paraguay and Nicaragua – where WSWs 
have been playing the roles of 'judicial enablers' (that is, community leaders supporting their peers to access the 
judicial system and mediate between them) since 2015. In both countries, the respective Supreme Court of Justices 
are running programmes at the national level that are recognized and supported by the Organization of American 
States (OAS).

What we are trying to point out is that the same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated as such by 
the State, who are harassed and have their rights violated by State agents like security forces, are also the key actors 
required to implement public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States 
across the region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous 
(self-employed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law.

Lastly, and as we have already said, this full recognition of WSWs as labour rights-holders implies the legal recognition 
of their unions as such, so they can sign labour agreements and other legal instruments pertaining to their occupa-
tion, with an aim to protect the rights of their members. Two recent precedents in the region, the Sindicato de Traba-
jadoras Sexuales de Colombia (SINTRASEXCO, Women Sex Workers' Union of Colombia) and Sindicato de Trabajado-
ras Sexuales de Guatemala (SINTRASEXGUA, Women Sex Workers' Union of Guatemala), mark out a path that must 
be taken further in order to ensure more rights for WSWs in Latin America and the Caribbean.

CONCLUSIONS

» The overlapping of norms restricting, penalizing and/or criminalizing the practice of sex work in different 
ways and of the lack of labour norms and regulations for it, force sex work to be practiced as an illegal, clandes-
tine activity. In turn, this leads to precarious working conditions, human rights violations for WSWs, the annul-
ment of their decision-making and negotiation capacities, and their exposure to harassment and violence on 
a daily basis.

» To select how and where they will engage in sex work, WSWs assess the degree to which they will be 
exposed to power abuse and violence (symbolic and physical). The more the decision-making and negotiation 
capacities that WSWs develop the lesser the chances of their rights being violated. 

» The lack of legal recognition of sex work and its related labour rights exposes WSWs to a set of health risks 
resulting from the precarious conditions under which they work – compulsory alcohol consumption, lack of 
hygiene and precarious infrastructure in workplaces, exposure to adverse climatic conditions – and that often 
also mean that WSWs engage in practices damaging to their health because they don't have access to paid 
leave (i.e. using sponges or taking medications to stop menstruation, lack of rest when they are ill, etc.)

» Rights violations resulting from precarious working conditions under which sex work is performed because 
it is not recognized or regulated include economic exploitation of WSWs and the fact that they need to pay 
several third parties in order to work. What this study calls 'the money circuits' identifies how the existence of 
intermediaries that arbitrarily define the terms under which sex work is practiced results in economic damage 
for WSWs who, directly or indirectly, lose a percentage of the money that they earned providing sexual 
services, through extra payments, fines, bribes to the police, etc.

» The security forces are identified by WSWs as the actor that systematically violates their rights and subjects 
them to psychological, physical and also economic violence.

» WSWs develop modes of collective organizing in their workplaces, both in the street and indoors, as a strate-
gy for personal protection and safety.

» WSWs acknowledge specific changes in how sex work is practiced thanks to the advocacy carried out by 
WSWs' advocacy organizations particularly in relation to the security forces, a greater control over working 
conditions in indoor establishments, access to friendly health-care spaces and sensitization of professional staff.

»WSWs value their involvement in and political actions through organizations that advocate for their rights as 
ways to push for their recognition as labour and social rights-holders. They see organizing as the platform to 
transform the conditions under which they work and live.

» In order to bring the conditions under which sex work is practiced in line with a greater recognition of WSWs' 
rights, requires that the State guarantees their labour and social rights.

»The same women whose work is neither recognized nor regulated by the State, who are also harassed and 
see their rights violated by State agents like the security forces, also constitute a key actor required to imple-
ment public policies for their sector and for the community as a whole. This places before the States across the 

region an enduring contradiction that needs to be resolved by passing laws recognizing autonomous (self-em-
ployed) sex work done by persons of legal age as work while also regulating it and establishing oversight 
mechanisms so it can be done according to the law. 

This study shows how State recognition of WSWs’ labour laws through passing laws legalizing it and regulating its 
practice is the necessary step to guarantee that WSWs will be able to live fully as citizens, to put an end to the rights 
violations and forms of violence to which they are exposed at the hands of security forces and other actors in the 
labour market, and to allow them to develop a sustainable life project in a global scenario of increasingly precarious 
working conditions and feminization of poverty. The different experiences of exclusion that the women surveyed for 
this study have on a daily basis, are aggravated by the stigma and violence that result from the lack of social and State 
recognition of sex work. The recommendations we present below are aimed to contribute to improving the labour 
and life conditions of WSWs. To guarantee more rights and more rights protection to them is a outstanding debt for 
States across the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the analysis of the data collected for this study, we formulate the following recommendations:
To national and local States, policy makers and decision makers with regard to public laws and policies:

 To become aware of the working conditions for sex workers in the region – that are unequal, precarious, 
informal and clandestine – with an aim to transform them in favour of WSWs.

To establish and/or continue to implement spaces for joint dialogue and work with WSWs’ organizations 
with an aim to formalize sex work as a legally recognized activity and to draft polices to serve the needs of this 
sector.

 To promote a distinction between sex work and trafficking for sexual exploitation in the law and particularly 
in drafting and implementing public policies and legal interventions in order to protect WSWs’ rights.

 To develop and implement effective mechanisms to prevent, fight and punish discrimination and all forms 
of violence against WSWs in general and particularly in their work spaces.

 To repeal Misdemeanour Codes, Contraventional Codes and all other minor regulations that prohibit 
offering sexual services and violate WSWs’ rights.

 To promote recognition, respect and guarantees for WSWs' rights by establishing regulated, decent and 
safe conditions for engaging in sex work.

 To recognize WSWs’ labour rights through passing laws and drafting public policies to guarantee that those 
of legal age can engage in sex work and enjoy decent, equitable conditions, free from violence and discrimina-
tion.

 To grant WSWs’ organizations legal recognition as unions .

 To promote actions to make the rights of WSWs known among labour market actors with an aim to guaran-
tee that those rights will be respected, that workplaces will be regulated and that terms will be set for this 
occupation to be pursued in safety and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights.

 To establish State oversight mechanisms to guarantee that decent and safe conditions, freedom from 
violence, and guaranteeing equality in the enjoyment of rights will prevail in WSWs’ workplaces so they can 
effectively engage in their occupation

For wsws’ organizations: 

• To discuss the outcomes of this study within WSWs’ organizations with an aim to develop strategies to 
circulate them and develop action plans according to their respective contexts.

• To promote actions that are likely to have an impact towards the recognition of WSWs’ labour rights, taking 
into account how this study shows that the absence of such recognition hinders the exercise of their labour 
and social rights on the part of WSWs.

• To do outreach around the working conditions for WSWs in the region as described in this study in order to 
promote the need to regulate sex work among law-makers, government officers and those responsible for 
drafting public policies.

• To expose the different situations of institutional and labour violence that WSWs suffer on a daily basis.

• To broaden strategic alliances with other social actors – unions, informal workers' organizations, the media 
– to make the working conditions under which sex work is performed in the region better known along with 
the need for its recognition and regulation by the State.

• To continue strengthening WSWs’ organizations in order to increase their capacity to advocate for the 
passing of laws and public policies favouring WSWs’ access to labour and social laws improving their living 
conditions.

• To demand from States that they recognize the status of WSWs’ organizations as unions and as interlocutors 
to demand and protect the labour rights of WSWs.

www.redtrasex.org facebook.com/redtrasextwitter.com/redtrasex


