\@ COVID 19 SEXPERIENCES

A Collection
of Stories

by Sri Lankan
Sex Workers




COVID 19 SEXPERIENCES: A Collection of Stories by Sri Lankan Sex Workers
2021

In partnership with SWASA Sri Lanka



Background

The COVID 19 pandemic had a devastating global impact on the daily wage economy. Sex workers were one of the groups most affected. In Sri
Lanka, due to the criminalization of sex work, those who engage in transactional sex were already marginalized and subject to exploitation and
violence by clients and also law enforcement. During the ensuing COVID 19 related lockdowns in 2020, these hardships further exacerbated, and
sex workers struggled to meet their basic economic needs. An EconomyNext article in June 2020, after the initial lockdown period, reported on the
challenges faced by sex workers at the lower end of the sex work spectrum; those individuals and families dependent on daily wages.

“Kumari is a 45-year-old mother of four living in Puttalam, Sri Lanka. She is a sex worker by trade. Today, with life brought to a virtual standstill
by a global pandemic and with strict social distancing rules still in place in the absence of a verified vaccine, sex work has become prohibitively
impractical and Kumari has no choice but to look for alternative avenues of income. COVID-19 has forced her to find temporary work in a coconut
estate, tending to coconut saplings and clearing out the undergrowth, just to survive. Her meagre earnings — a far cry from what she made on the
streets, pre-pandemic — buy her a couple of bowls of kola kenda (a local herbal porridge) a day. A full meal has proved a luxury, new clothes a
distant dream.”

The EconomyNext report goes on to discuss the lack of government support; sex workers were ignored during relief efforts made available to daily
wage earners across the country.

“sex workers did not receive the Rs 5,000 allowance paid by the government to daily wage earners as they did not have permanent addresses nor
had their names in the electoral register.”

The majority of sex workers depended on non-government organizations they were connected with as key stakeholders of the HIV response in Sri
Lanka for food assistance during this period. In addition, human rights activists mobilized relief packages - food and personal care items, including
sanitary napkins for sex worker groups. Support, while well intentioned, was sporadic.

The Grassrooted Trust was one of the organizations that mobilized support for sex workers from Colombo, Puttalam and Katunayake during the
pandemic. During this period sex workers shared anecdotal accounts of the challenges they faced: Economic hardships, violence perpetrated by
intimate partners and clients, police brutality, drug use, risk taking all appeared to have escalated during the pandemic, bringing into focus the lack
of family support/estrangement from families, and the inability to further their children’s education — a common reality for most daily wage earners
in Sri Lanka and across the world. All of this had a detrimental effect of the general health and wellbeing of sex workers, and also contributed to the
loss of independence and agency that some sex workers had strived for in their chosen profession.



Grassrooted, together with sex workers and allies, decided to document COVID19 stories; a process led by sex worker peers in order to ensure that
history will not overlook the experiences of these marginalized and much maligned essential service providers during a global pandemic.

This English summary of COVID 19 SEXPERIENCES will be accompanied by transcribed stories in Sinhala, and selected audio interviews, all
which will be shared on the SWASA and bakamoono.lk online platforms.



Methodology:

Grassrooted worked with three sex worker groups to form the core team of peer interviewers:

1. Trans Equality Trust, Colombo
2. Stand Up Movement, Katunayake
3. Praja Diriya Padanama, Puttalam

Grassrooted conducted three training programmes, two in Puttalam and one in Colombo in January 2021 to help sex workers understand and
implement interview techniques with their peers. One of the key focus areas of the training was ‘originality’ — ensuring that peers looked for
different and divergent experiences during COVID 19; and another focus of the training session was to help interviewers ‘probe and question’ the
narratives offered by their peers so as to ensure veracity.

Grassrooted, together with sex workers developed a basic questionnaire/set of questions to provide a starting point for the peer interviewers that
covered the following:

1. What is your experience during the first lockdown?
e Did you face any acts of harassment or violence by the law enforcement?
e How was the situation at home? Did you face any violence from your partner?
e If you faced any domestic violence, do you feel that it was less before covid?

2. Tell us about your current income?
¢ How did you manage during the first lockdown?

¢ How much did you earn before covid19? How many people did you support? How
many people are there in your family?

¢ How much do you make now daily? If that enough to support your family?

e What is your worse experience due to loss of income?

3. What is your experience like in accessing health services during and after lockdown?



e Do yougo to STD clinics?

¢ Do you have condoms? Do you have access to condoms?

e What is your access like to contraceptives and pregnancy termination services?

¢ Do you have access to general midi care from the government?

e Have you experience any negative/ positive experiences in a government setting?

4, Children’s education and nutrition of dependents

¢ How did covid19 affect your children’s education? Apart from general shut down of
schools, is there anything they experienced because of your work

e Who are your dependents? How do you support them during covid19? How do you
maintain their general health?

Additional information

How many clients did you have since March 2020? Can you compare that with pre
covidl9 time?

Have you done a PCR for Covid19?
Have you been sent to a quarantine center?

Have you been tested positive for covid19?

Any additional experiences that you want to share with us?



At the completion of the training sessions, Grassrooted identified 18 peer interviewers:

10 in Colombo

4 in Puttalam

3 in Anuradhapura
1 in Katunayake

These 18 peer interviewers submitted 60 stories over the period of February and March 2021.

Respondents were identified by peer interviewers and consisted of sex workers working locally in the area. Peer interviewers first met with
respondents, explained the objectives of the COVID 19 SEXPERIENCES project, obtained recorded verbal consent, and conducted the interviews at
an agreed location and time. Interviewers indicated that story collections also took place before, after and in between service provision to clients. In
the event names are mentioned, sex workers provided consent.

Mobile phones were used to record stories; and were submitted via social media platforms — primarily IMO and WHATSAPP to Grassrooted. The
optimum time was set at 10 to 15 minutes per interview with the view of transcribing the stories in the vernacular. Duration of the collected stories
ranged from 7 minutes to 20 minutes. Grassrooted successfully transcribed all 60 stories that were submitted.

A key objective of COVID19 SEXPERIENCES was to provide sex workers an alternative source of income. Peer Researchers were paid LKR 4000
per successful submission, and respondents received LKR 1500 per interview to compensate for their time.

Limitations:

Sex workers, especially in Puttalam, struggled to express their hardships, and some found it difficult to articulate violations of bodily integrity,
consent and violence. In fact, intimate partner violence, client perpetrated violence and police brutality appeared to be implicitly accepted by some
as their lived reality. Self-stigma stemmed from their perception that sex work was immoral, illegal, and that in selling sex, clients, intimate partners
and law enforcement somehow had ownership of their bodies thereby justifying the violence they faced. Some sex workers, especially in Puttalam,
struggled to perceive violent, degrading, humiliating experiences as anything out of the ordinary.



Key Findings:

The collected stories covered multiple violations and hardships that resulted from the loss of regular income. Key findings below are listed under
eight separate categories:

Loss of Income
Government Welfare
Agency & Risk Taking
Health

Drug Use

Violence

Family

COVID 19 Realities
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Due to aforementioned complexity, however, stories include aspects of each category.

1. Loss of Income:

The common consequence faced by sex workers across the country was loss of income. During the first lock down in March 2020 there were no
opportunities for sex workers to earn an income. Only when the first lockdown was partially lifted were sex workers able to venture out to service
clients, and by June 2020 some sex workers revealed that they began to earn a fraction of their previous income. All sex workers - except two who
had saved sufficient funds to survive on — spoke of lock down as an extremely difficult period economically, despite the sporadic support received
by NGOs, Human Rights activists, clients, and in limited instances families and neighbours.

Sex workers in rural settings were able to subsist on home plots of fruit and vegetables. One sex worker from Puttalam reported that she and her
child lived off coconut for three days. Another from Puttalam spoke of how their jack tree fed her and her feeble parents for days on end. One sex
worker from Anuradhapura reported that she returned to migratory sex work with essential goods lorry drivers — who had been issued government
curfew/lockdown passes - as she was sick of eating curried melons (kekiri) growing in her parent’s garden. This was also a grim example of how
loss of income led to increased risk taking.



“I started getting into food and vegetable lorries and travel with them. Usually they at least have three men in a lorry. Once three men had sex with
me more than 10 times and dropped me in Dambulla which is about 50 kilo meters away from home. I had to walk back as there were no vehicles
due to curfew, and I had to avoid the main roads because of police and military patrols. It took me over half a day to complete this journey. They
each gave me 100 rupees'.” - Female sex worker from Colombo who returned to live with her parents in Anuradhapura during lockdown

Trans sex workers living in high density communities in urbanized Colombo had no recourse to home gardens. Some were persona non grata with
their families due to their identity, while others had not revealed their identity to families and were therefore unable to return home during this
period. One Trans sex worker, who had informed her infirm parents that she worked in a shop in Colombo expressed deep regret about not being
able to support her parents during this time.

“I only send my parents money. There are old and unwell. I send the money for food and medicine and for everything. Before Covid I sent them
money every month. After corona came, even I don’t have money to eat so how can I send them money. My parents have taken loans from many
people to get their medicine.” — Madu, Trans sex worker in Colombo

Some sex workers said that COVID 19 related detention centres, or even police detention was preferable to the hunger and deprivation they
experienced. In fact, some sex workers from Colombo deliberately breached COVID 19 quarantine rules by standing on roadsides so that law
enforcement and military personnel who enforced the quarantine picked them up [beggars, homeless, sex workers] and transported them to
government run centres situated across the country. Trans Equality Trust leaders stated that some Trans sex workers picked up in this manner have
not been in contact since.

One female sex worker from Colombo stated that she would like to live long term in the quarantine center until the country return to normalcy, and
she could return to work.

“I had a headache for few weeks, and I was sent to a quarantine center. But I didn’t test positive so they told me that I can go home. I went there
with my 9-year-old son. When we were at the quarantine center, we had food and water and a place to sleep. When they said I can go home, I didn’t
want to. Because I had no money and I had no food. I could not think, I could not breath. I didn’t want to leave the quarantine center.” - Indrani,
Female sex worker in Colombo

After lockdown periods were lifted, sex workers in Colombo spoke of relative return to normalcy, even though income was still a fraction of pre-
lockdown periods.
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“Customers who came for 1000 rupees earlier, now offer only 400, 500 rupees. So it is very difficult to earn enough money for boarding, food and
everything else.” — Madushani, Female sex worker in Colombo

In more rural and provincial settings clients were more difficult to come by, and sex workers resorted to begging.

“I didn’t have a way to feed my children. So, I went to Munneshewaram Kovil and I started to beg. I pretended to be a homeless, so the police
wouldn’t hurt me. I could only find 100 — 150 rupees from begging, because there were not many people. I could only by rice and kerosene oil from
that money. Some days I didn’t even get 100 rupees.” - Kumari, Female sex worker in Puttalam

One homebased sex worker from Puttalam explained that she couldn’t afford her son’s preschool fees, and so had to keep him at home. This proved
to compound her economic distress as she was no longer able to operate freely from home with her clients.

“There were days that I earned 8000 rupees a day. But now because of corona, customers don’t come. Some days I earn about 2000 but most days
there is no income at all. I had to stop my son’s preschool because I can’t afford it. I can only work in the night now because my son is with me all
the time.” Shani, Female sex worker in Puttalam

Similarly, a sex worker from Colombo spoke of the impact of school closures on her income, and the consequent hardships she had to endure.

“Even after lock down was lifted schools didn’t start. So, I couldn’t work with a nine-year-old son at home. All I can do now is go for a quick
blowjob for 200 or 300 rupees and return home as soon as possible. Last December, one customer offered me only 100 rupees and I said that’s not
enough even to buy rice and dhal. He kicked me and left. What do to? I went home with no money, and managed to get a packet of Maggie noodles
on credit from the shop nearby.” — Indrani, Female sex worker in Colombo



The Government of Sri Lanka provided LKR 5000 as an economic relief scheme for low income families, twice during the lockdown period. Daily
wage earners impacted by the lockdown were included in this scheme. As news reports indicated during this period, there appeared to be no clear
criteria on how this relief was being disbursed. The point of delivery for this relief were grassroots government officials such Grama
Niladaris/Grama Sevakas, who appeared to determine who should receive the funds. Some, who had previously been identified as sex workers in the
area, were discriminated against during this process. Those female sex workers who were not openly identified as sex workers managed to secure
the funds.

“Villagers know that I am a sex worker. So they spoke against me. They said I should not get money. And because the villagers were against it, the
GS didn’t give me money.” — Leela, Female sex workers in Puttalam

“GS knows that I do deals [sex work]. I get Samurdhi also [government welfare scheme]. But my name wasn’t there in the 5000 rupee list. [ went to
ask why and he said there is no money for whores!” — Anusha, Female sex worker in Puttalam

Trans sex workers were uniformly rejected as applicants for this relief scheme. Some spoke of how some government officials had made marriage
and family (children) a key criterion for relief.

“Even if we were standing in a line they chase us away saying that we are not on the list. They asked us for a marriage certificate knowing full well
that we are not married.” — Wasana, Trans sex worker in Colombo

“They said only the head of the house hold is eligible to receive it and if we want the money we have to submit out marriage certificate. We can’t get
married! How can we produce something like that? — Tekla, Trans sex worker in Colombo



3. Agency & Risk Taking

During COVID 19 lockdown periods, sex workers were forced to compromise their agency and agree to more vulnerable situations and increased
risk behaviour in order to subsist.

Numerous respondents spoke of sex acts which they did not perform or agree to with clients prior to COVID 19, but now in a post COVID 19 world
have become a regular occurrence.

“Many expect from the back side [anal sex]. What to do now? We have to do it, otherwise we will lose the customer.” - Pooja, Female sex worker in
Colombo

“Now everyone wants from the back side [anal sex]. I don’t like to do it, but I have to do it now because I need the money.” - Sara, Female sex
worker in Colombo

Dhammika, a female sex worker in Colombo revealed that she does not like to engage in oral sex, but post COVID 19 has no choice. Dhammika is
one of the participants the peer interviewer spent most time with because she was not able to clearly articulate her experiences. Being forced to
engage in oral sex was not understood as a violation of her agency, and as the peer interviewer got closer to her, Dhammika very reluctantly
admitted:

“ Katata ganna aasa na, eeth dan eekamai illanne, mona karannada? Gedara awith kochchara kata heduwath appiriyayi.”

[I don’t like to give blow jobs but that’s all they come for now. What to do? No matter how much I wash my mouth after getting home, it still feels
disgusting.]

One sex worker from Anuradhapura who used to service local tourists explained how she was manipulated by a customer and forced into having sex
with six of his friends.

“A known customer contacted me in December and asked me to come to a hotel in Sigiriya. He offered me 25000 for the night. I used to charge
20000 — 25000 per night before Corona came and I had serviced this customer for that amount earlier too. Usually the customer books one room for
both of us, but that day he had booked a separate room for me. As the night progressed, I realized that I will have to service more than one. Six of
his friends and him kept coming to my room and had sex with me. Once three of them had sex at the same time. In the morning they let me go, the



customer who contacted me earlier gave me 10000 not 25000 even though we agreed on that. When I left the hotel, I count not even walk, I took a
three-wheeler and went home.” — Indika, Female sex worker in Anuradhapura

Sex workers not being paid the agreed fee appeared to be a common experience post COVID 19. What they would have fought for earlier, was
accepted due to COVID 19. A sex worker in Puttalam who had gone to meet a regular client tells a similar story of having to service multiple men.
In the end, she leaves only being compensated with food and drink for four days.

“There is a big coconut estate owned by a police officer whom I have had sex with before. During the curfew, he called and ask me to come to help
out the estate so he can pay me some money. We had no food to eat so I decided to go. I rode my push bicycle to the estate, I had to avoid main
roads and used walking paths to get there. There, his friends came every evening and had parties, they used alcohol and drugs and had sex with me
many, many times. They asked me to cook for them, clean after them. They had sex with me for hours, I stayed there for four days and left. They
didn’t pay me a cent.” — Nadeeka, Female sex worker in Puttalam

Trans sex workers from Colombo reported that she has given up asking clients to wear a condom, because there are plenty of sex workers who agree
to have sex without a condom post COVID 19 on the request of clients.

“I don’t want to lose customers, so I don’t even carry a condom now. What’s the point? But I take gel, so at least I get some protection.” Nithu,
Trans sex worker in Colombo

Trans sex workers like Nithu, who have been at the forefront of the HIV and STI response in Sri Lanka, reportedly struggled with the decision not to
insist on condoms with clients. They did so in order to subsist. “What to do?” was a common lament. There were, however, some sex workers that
refused to give in to condom-less sex. The result: No income. No food. No means to support their families.

“A customer came and asked to have sex without a condom. I said no! Refused! Then he kicked me, called me a ponnaya [derogatory term
commonly used on those who appear effeminate] and left.” — Mala, Trans sex worker in Colombo



4. Health

The health impact of COVID 19 lockdown varied among Trans and female sex worker respondents. Female sex workers mainly reported lack of
access to general medication including pain killers, diabetic medicine and pressure tablets, while Trans sex workers spoke mainly of their hormone
treatment. Both Trans and female sex workers also spoke of difficulties related to ongoing STI treatment. The health implications and fallout from
the violence they experienced will be discussed in the violence section below.

“I take hormones, and it cost me about rupees 6000 — 8000 per month. That is not a big deal earlier because I could work and earn money. After
Corona came I had about 5000 saved in my till, I used it for food. I had no money to get my medicine. After I stopped the hormones I couldn’t even
go to the toilet. I also lost my appetite.” — Sakuni, Trans sex worker in Colombo

Similarly, a female sex worker in Colombo revealed that she did not have access to diabetic and pressure medicine during the lock down and her
sugar rose to 275 during that period. [Normal range is between 80-100 fasting blood sugar]

“After locked down was lifted I went to the diabetic clinic at the general hospital and the doctor prescribed a special pair of shoes for me. Its 3500
rupees and I can’t afford it because I don’t have much work now.” Indrani, Female sex worker in Colombo

During the first lock down the government used Sri Lanka postal service to deliver essential medicine to patients registers with government clinics.
Numerous sex workers revealed that they did not receive ongoing treatment for sexually transmitted infections which they used to pick up in person.
Often, this was due to frequently moving from rented space to rented space.

“I can’t even remember which address I gave when I first went to the clinic. After the lockdown I went to the clinic and they said they have sent my
medicine for three months and they can’t issue any more until next month.” Kalyani, Female sex worker in Colombo

Sex workers also spoke about how clinic visits related to sexually transmitted infections have reduced, even post lockdown, thereby compromising
the health seeking behaviour that the National HIV and STI response stakeholders have sought to inculcate in key populations such as sex workers.

“l used to go every month, but now I don’t have money, and also don’t want to lose time by going to the clinic. After lockdown was lifted I went once
last year, and this year I've been once.” - Padma, Female sex worker in Colombo



Padma went on to state that their health was under risk from high risk behaviour demanded by clients.

“Customers want sex without condoms now, and that is not good for our health. They want back side [anal sex], and we can’t say anything to
them.”

Unintended pregnancies are another health consequences that many sex workers spoke of during lockdown, related to the lack of condom use
demanded by clients. One sex worker from Puttalam claimed that she was unaware of becoming pregnant.

“I had a regular customer. He lives nearby, so I had sex with him, but not always for money. We had a kind of an affair. He brought food including

fish and dry fish for me. After that I didn’t get my periods. I thought it had stopped [menopause]. If I had visited the STD clinic at least I could have
found out earlier. Now what to do, I am 8 months pregnant.” - Madushika, Female sex worker in Puttalam

Two other sex worker respondents - one from Puttalam and the other from Katunayake — also reported that they got pregnant during lockdown. Both
pregnancies resulted in still births.

Numerous female sex worker respondents also complained about the lack of abortion services. Trans Equality Trust leaders told of three street based

female sex workers who operated under the Peliyagoda bridge that got pregnant during lockdown. One of them delivered the child while living on
the street and lived with her infant there until she was removed to a government run sex worker rehabilitation centre.

In general access to contraceptives was extremely limited during this period. Clients preferring condom-less sex was compounded by lack of funds
to purchase or access alternative contraceptives. Most female sex workers also had no access to period products.

“My daughter is 14 and I couldn’t buy her pads during the lock down. I taught her how to use cloth instead of pads. I sat with her and tore up one of

my old skirts to make folded cloth napkins. One packet is 120 rupees, and some days that’s all I earn. So I can’t afford things like that.” - Kumari,
Female sex worker in Puttalam



Sex worker respondents were generally reluctant to discuss drug use. That said, during the interviews some sex workers spoke of how vulnerability
increased due to their drug use.

“I had absolutely no income during lock down, and because I use drugs, I got sick [experienced withdrawal symptoms]. I had to find some money to
get drugs, so I went to the main road to try and find a customer. The police saw me and started to beat me up. I managed to escape, but while
running across the railway track fell and broke my leg.” - Dilshan, Trans sex workers in Colombo

“I started to beg because I needed to buy drugs. I covered my face and begged like a woman, and used any money I got for drugs. During lockdown [
had fever and a body ache that I couldn’t tolerate [withdrawal symptoms] so I kept going to the road to catch a client.” — Tekla, Trans sex worker in
Colombo

Some female sex worker respondents also reported that they were forced to take risks to earn money because of their partner’s drug use. In one
instance a sex worker was forced to sell sex for drugs.

“Everything my husband earns he uses for heroin. During lockdown he didn’t have any income, so he got his friends to have sex with me in
exchange of drugs. But [ wanted to earn money for myself so that I can look after my children. But even now I have to give him money for heroin.” —
Malathi, Sex worker in Colombo

Sex worker respondents also spoke of being manipulated by clients to have sex with them in exchange for drugs, but never received the agreed
payment.

“If I don’t use drugs I can’t even get out of bed. My body hurts a lot. Because of this I become very helpless sometimes. Some men come with drugs.
They show me heroin, ICE [crystal methamphetamine] - they have everything. They say if I have sex with them they will give me what I want... but after
having sex multiple times they just leave us on the road and go.” — Sandya, Female sex worker in Colombo

Sex worker respondents also spoke of challenges when clients forced them to use licit drugs, such as alcohol.



“I said I don’t want to drink, but he [the client] forced me to drink. And then I don’t know what happened. I woke up in the hotel room and he wasn’t
there. He had left without paying. The hotel people wanted me to pay. I explained the situation and left quickly. Luckily the hotel knew who I was
and about the work I do. I was promised 10,000 rupees by that client, but I didn’t get anything.” — Sara, Female sex worker in Colombo

During the discussions on drug use, Trans peer interviewers showed an excellent understanding of HIV. For instance, when Dilshan, a Trans sex
worker in Colombo explained how he used drugs - “We draw the blood into the syringe, mix it with the drug and inject it.” The peer interviewer
raised her concerns about HIV transmission through injecting drugs and went on to conduct an extremely educational discussion on how HIV is
preventable and manageable. At the end she offered to take him for a test.



Violence faced by sex workers during lockdown can be broadly categorized under police brutality, intimate partner violence and violence by clients.
The violence faced by female sex workers from clients and intimate partners has been previously detailed in the sections above. In this section we
therefore focus on Trans sex worker respondents in Colombo who reported more incidents of police brutality than sex worker respondents from
other parts of the country. These incidents were dehumanizing, humiliating and resulted in serious physical injuries.

“The Police beat me and one of my friends recently. They ripped off our clothes and made us stand naked on the road. Then they scolded us in filth
and took the money I had in my bag. I had about 300 rupees. Finally, they hooted at us [in ridicule] and left. We dragged ourselves to our boarding,
and only then managed to put on some cloths.” - Wasana, Trans sex worker in Colombo

“I got caught twice to the police during lockdown, and the third time they hit me with police batons. I couldn’t even walk, I returned to my boarding
with great difficulty.” - Lalani, Trans sex worker in Colombo

“I was looking to find a customer on the road when a three-wheeler came and stopped by me. There were police inside it. They asked what I was
doing at night on the road. Before I even answered they said ‘Ponnaya! thota huttak na neda?’ [Derogatory term! You don’t have a vagina do you? |
and hit me. They hit me with police batons. I fell and waited until they finished hitting me. I didn’t want to go to a hospital in female cloths, so I
dragged myself to the boarding.” — Ahimsa, Trans sex worker in Colombo

In one instance a Trans sex worker and client were detained without food or water. An indicator of the powers exercised by law enforcement and
military personnel during the lockdown periods.

“A regular customer called me and asked me to come to a nearby restaurant. It was closed, but he could get us a room open. I made it there
discreetly, but while we were having sex, the police came and knocked on the door. When we opened the door, they shouted at us in filth and said 1
am spreading diseases. The police then said that they are putting us in quarantine, locked the door from outside and left us. We were locked in there
without food or water for two days, until one of my friends managed to get us some food through the window. On the third day they let us go. They
threatened me saying that if they find me again they will send me to a rehabilitation centre” — Sanju, Trans sex worker in Colombo



7. Family

Female sex workers who have children of school going age all reported lack of regular access to the internet — primarily due to the lack of funds -
and the inability to continue online education during lockdown periods. In fact schools remained closed in most parts of the country until 2021, with
schools in the Western Province opening in April 2021.

“Children were told to learn online. I can’t even afford a phone. So my children couldn’t take part in online lessons, and because they didn’t attend
these online classes, this year they have to remain in the same class.” - Nadeeka, Female sex worker in Colombo

Even those who had SMART phones couldn’t afford the internet charges.
“I can’t afford the data cards. For one class at least 49 rupees is required.” - Indrani, Female sex worker in Colombo
Sex workers who had enrolled their children in private fee-paying schools were additionally burdened.

“They don’t care if its Corona or anything, we have to pay. I had to take a loan to pay school fees on 20% interest.” — Pooja, Sex worker in
Colombo

As previously indicated, there emerged a clear difference in available family support between Trans sex workers and Female sex workers, i.e. Some
migrant female sex workers respondents received free shelter and basic sustenance from their families to whom they returned during lockdown
periods. Trans sex workers were restricted to their boarding rooms in the city, as reflected in the previous section on violence — they always made it
back to their boarding refuge.

“My parents live in Kandy. I have two brothers. They removed me from the family a long time ago. Even if I starve to death they don’t care.” — Ishu,
Trans sex worker in Colombo

“They removed me from family when I was 14. They consider me dead now” — Tekla, Trans sex worker in Colombo

“My parents are alive. They know where I live, but they didn’t even call me. Only nachchi [Trans] friends helped me get through this [lockdown]
period” - Mumtaz, Trans sex worker in Colombo



An interesting narrative that emerged from these lockdown accounts was the relationship between female sex workers and the temple. Sex workers
in Puttalam had previously reported handing over children to temples due to their inability to care for them. This practice continued during COVID
19 lockdown periods.

“My younger son wanted to get into robes, and I allowed it, Tomorrow he is coming home, I have to prepare alms for him” — Kumari, Female sex
worker in Puttalam

Similarly, Leela, a female sex worker from Puttalam revealed that one of her sons got into robes during the lockdown and as a result was able to
provide them with food from the temple.

“If not for him I didn’t know how we would have survived. I have three more children at home”

As indicated at the outset, the economic fallout from COVID 19 had a significant impact on the ability for sex workers to care for their dependents;
mainly children and infirm parents. One sex worker spoke of the extra care she took when dealing with clients as she returned home to a feeble and
aged grandmother.

“My grand mother is 95 years old. She needs medicines, and constant care. She also takes insulin. I am scared to go to work because they say that
old people get COVID easily. If I get it, she will get it, and if she gets it, she will probably die. Then, I won’t have anyone left in the world” — Sanya,
Female sex worker in Colombo



8. COVID 19 Realities

As highlighted in this COVID 19 SEXPERIENCES summary, Trans and female sex workers in Sri Lanka have had their lives and livelihoods
transformed by COVID 19. They have become even more vulnerable and marginalized in a society that continues to criminalize, ridicule, and
humiliate them juxtaposed against the ravenous consumption of the services they offer. While this hypocrisy is well understood by sex workers in
Sri Lanka, the challenges posed by the COVID 19 pandemic has forced sex workers to reevaluate their approach. Pre-COVID 19 concerns of health
[e.g. condom use and mitigating sexually transmitted infections] and safety [e.g. prevention of intimate partner violence, client violence and police
brutality] have been augmented by COVID 19 health and safety measures. For example, sex workers and allies have looked at alternative models of
income that include online and phone sex options. Yet, with sex workers at the low end of the economic spectrum these options remain a bridge too
far currently, and more needs to be done to explore safe and economically viable alternatives. In the meantime, masks, sanitizers, social distancing
and the challenges they bring prevail.

“I put on the mask, take my sanitizer, and stand on the road. But customers can’t recognize us, and we can’t recognize them. I am scared to even
talk to a potential customer because who knows who they are... it could be police, a drug dealer, or even a thief.” — Sakuni, Trans sex worker in
Colombo

“Some days I don’t make enough to buy a mask for the next day. And sanitizer is very expensive” — Madushani, Trans sex worker in Colombo

“After I go with a customer, I wash my hands, and take a bath if possible. If not, I go home and take a hot water bath with salt outside of the house. |
wash my cloths outside, who knows who has it?” — Lalani, Female sex worker in Colombo

If only COVID 19 also forced the government of Sri Lanka to reevaluate their approach to sex work and the archaic laws that
continue to persecute and discriminate those who engage in transactional sex. The reality is that sex workers have been
maligned further as vectors now of COVID 19, not just sexually transmitted infections including HIV. Documenting the
experiences of sex workers during this period is therefore crucial, and could prove to be integral to an ongoing advocacy
process to ensure that those within government may - one day in the not too distant future we hope - understand that sex
workers are citizens that deserve the same freedoms and protections as other citizens of Sri Lanka. If that is not yet possible in
this current perfidious political climate, perhaps these stories can help the government of Sri Lanka accept that sex workers are
above all human, all too human.
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The woods are lovely, dark and deep,
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.




