Promoting sex
worker-led
research in

Namibia

Matthew Greenall and Abel Shinana

In late 2011 we (Matt Greenall, a
consultant, and Abel Shinana, a sex-
worker leader) tried out a new approach
to research on HIV and sex work in
Namibia, to test three ideas. First,

we believed that to be effective HIV
programming must understand and
address the specific contexts affecting
sex workers. Second, we thought that
simply asking sex workers questions
about HIV is not the best starting point.
Third, we believed that sex workers
themselves are in the best position

to describe their own social contexts.
We also wanted to show that research
can be about more than extracting
information and delivering it to donors
and policymakers. We involved sex
workers themselves in the research

so they could use the process and the
findings in their own communities.

Teamwork in
Community Research

With support from the UN Population
Fund and UNAIDS, we assembled
a team of 17 sex workers from five
different towns in Namibia. We selected
the team from members of sex-worker
associations or HIV-education projects.
Many of the 17 were HIV-positive,
and all felt AIDS was a major issue in
their lives.

When we started to discuss how
to talk to sex workers about AIDS,
the team decided that the best way
would be to talk about broader issues.
The team decided to focus on three
points: how sex workers are treated
in the community and by authorities,
safety at work and health. We worked
together to develop guidelines for topics
to discuss with sex workers and a plan
for conducting the research in each
town. We practiced how to facilitate
and document discussions. The team
then held 29 focus groups attended by

212 sex workers in the five
towns. Afterwards we got
together to interpret, critique
and draw conclusions from each
others’ work.

Themes from Our Research

Sex workers in all five towns identified
violence - rape, beatings and extortion
by law enforcement, security workers
and clients — as one of their main
problems and main fears. Moreover
they complained that the police abuse
their power and do not respond to

sex workers’ complaints: This is not
surprising given the quasi-illegal status
of sex work in Namibia.

The police will never help unless... they can
have sex with us first. Then they promise
that they will help us later.

(Sex worker in Oshikango)

But the profiles of sex workers varied
in each town, with big differences in
age, gender identities and proportions
of migrants from other countries. In
discussing health care, participants
often identified specific clinics or
health-care workers that were friendlier
or less friendly to sex workers.
Participants were well informed about
treatments for sexually-transmitted
infections (STIs) and HIV and knew
when cases were not being treated
appropriately. Participants also talked
about the limited impact that HIV and
vocational training or ‘rehabilitation’
programmes had on their lives. They
described these programmes as

being judgemental and ineffective at
providing alternatives to sex work.

Sex workers got rehabilitated by the
Ministry of Health but most of them went
back to sex work after the training.

(Sex worker in Windhoek)

Participants in the focus groups made
practical suggestions on what could be
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done about the problems they faced.
They recommended working with the
local authorities to influence how law-
enforcement officers were behaving.
For instance, in one town sex workers
had begun a dialogue with members
of the local council in order to increase
their awareness about the issues.
Many study participants said that sex
workers should gather information

on violence and on discrimination

by health-care workers. Our research
project illustrated how sex workers
already organise themselves to respond
to problems, although they seldom
receive any political or financial
support to do so, whether from AIDS
programmes, the government or
human-rights organisations.

How Our Research is Different

Research on HIV and sex work often
attempts to describe how sex workers
are affected, how this can be linked to
their knowledge about HIV, how often
they use condoms and whether they
use services for HIV testing and STI
treatment. These studies aim to produce
data that represent the overall situation
in a whole city or a whole country

and often aim to describe trends over
time. This approach assumes that sex
workers are an easily identifiable and
non-mobile group that can be counted
and monitored. Methods in these
studies make assumptions about how
and why sex workers have sex and rely
on self-reported data from sex workers
about their attitudes and safe-sex
behaviours. Such studies can give a
broad picture but are not practically
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useful to local sex-worker groups or
service providers, because they do not
describe the specifics of local contexts,
such as where and why violence occurs,
or which health-care workers provide
good quality and respectful services to
sex workers. They examine sex work
solely through the lens of HIV.

The approach we used is less about
getting generalisable data for a whole
country and more about supporting
local groups of sex workers to identify
problems affecting them and solutions
in their own neighbourhoods and towns.
We are convinced that if programmes
designed to support sex workers
are really going to be helpful, it is
essential that the abstract, generalised
pictures given by national HIV studies
are complemented by more detailed
information about local factors that
communities can act on directly.

Our aim was to show that
programming can take a more
qualitative, nuanced approach, focused
on specific local factors that affect sex
workers. Our approach was justified by
the results. As well as documenting the
realities of sex workers in the five towns
involved, the team showed that sex
workers can take the lead in research.
After the team presented their findings
to a national meeting on sex work and
HIV in Windhoek in November 2011,
the donors agreed to provide further
funding to sex-worker-led organisations,
particularly to systematically monitor
and document problems related to
violence and access to health care.
Members of the research team also
met with the UN Special Rapporteur on
Human Rights and Poverty Reduction,
who responded positively to their
arguments for the decriminalisation
of prostitution in Namibia.

The bigger question is whether
initiatives like these can influence and
therefore improve existing large-scale
HIV programmes. Will we convince
these programmes to reorient their
approaches? Three members of the
team of 17 facilitators died within
six months after our research project
ended, which shows how fragile the
community of sex-worker leaders is
in Namibia. This article is dedicated
to them: Abel, Annety and Priscillar.

About the authors

Matthew Greenall is a public-health consultant.
Abel Shinana was the coordinator of the African
Sex Worker Alliance Namibia. They worked
together to design, facilitate and write up the
work described in this article.

Contact: mgreenall@gmail.com for the full report
on this research
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Abel Shinana of African Sex Worker
Alliance and Anna Jonker plan how to
conduct the assessment in her home town,
Kalkrand. Photo Tomas Zapata
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