‘The space which
is not mine’

SEX WORKERS LIVING
WITH HIV/AIDS IN VENICE
AND EDINBURGH

Nicoletta Policek

Despite great achievements by sex
workers’ collectives and support
organisations to make sex workers’
voices heard, those living with HIV/
AIDS continue to experience stigma and
discrimination. This is my conclusion
after observing the outdoor sex industry
in Italy and Scotland since 1992 as an
HIV/AIDS activist and academic.

The data I discuss here comes from
open-ended interviews with 282 women
involved in outdoor sex markets in
Edinburgh and 102 women in Venice
conducted between 1992 and 2010.
Edinburgh and Venice are quite different
in many ways, but they have a similar
approach to regulating the outdoor sex
industry: they fine outdoor sex workers
for soliciting their clients, and they fine
clients for approaching sex workers on
the street.

The women I interviewed in both
countries ranged from 18 to 52 years
old, the average age 25 in Edinburgh
and 22 in Venice. In Edinburgh the
majority of women (201) were British
nationals, and 79 were from Eastern
Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa and North
Africa. In Venice only seven were Italian
nationals, and all the rest were from
Eastern Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa,
North Africa and Latin America. It is
interesting to notice how countries of
origins of outdoor sex workers I met
are indicative of migration policies and
trends in both countries.

Focus on Places

My study deals with the spaces where
sex workers work and live: the place

of work (the street), the place called
home and the place of care (hospital

or HIV clinic). When discussing their
place of work, sex workers had similar
experiences in both countries. In both
cities outdoor sex workers conduct
their business in industrial areas

far removed from the city centre.

They overwhelmingly said working
conditions have deteriorated. In
Edinburgh, a non-harassment zone that
had offered relative safety was closed
in 2001, contributing to an environment
in which violence against sex workers

is now tolerated. In Venice, the policing
of undocumented migrants became
a priority after the Bossi-Fini law
regulating migration was passed in 2002.
When discussing the place called
home, nearly all women in Venice
stated that housing was a real problem
because affordable places are almost
impossible to find. Most women
were either homeless or lived in vans
illegally parked near their place of work.
Women in Edinburgh could get housing
subsidies to pay their rent. Child care
for women in both countries was a
major problem.

The Place of Care for Sex Workers
Living with HIV/AIDS

Fourteen per cent of sex workers I
interviewed in Scotland and 38 per cent
in Italy are living with HIV/AIDS. I asked
them to talk about their experience of
the HIV clinic, where [ had assumed
they would feel most welcome. I was
wrong. For example, Tracy, a sex worker
in Edinburgh, described, about the HIV
clinic she regularly attends, what it
feels like

not to be welcomed, to feel that we should
not be here, as workers, as positive women,
as human beings. This is a place which is
not mine.

Maria, who comes from the West of
Scotland and worked outdoors in
Liverpool before coming to Edinburgh,
echoed Tracy’s feelings of isolation when
she said

Other positive women do not want
prostitutes here at the hospital, at the
support group... I think it is sad as we are
all sharing the same virus, the same effects
on our body, we take the same medications
and we share the same fear about

our future.

Tanya, a sex worker from Romania

who moved to Italy to work several
years ago, said she was open about her
intravenous drug use with other HIV-
positive women but found it difficult to
attend a local support group for women
living with HIV/AIDS because
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They ignore me and often say it is because

I prostitute myself that I have HIV. They say
it was my choice. It’s true, I always reply, my
choice is to work, but it was not my choice
to have HIV, to become ill, to feel tired.

Silvana, who has lived and worked
near Venice all her life, pointed to a
clear disparity between the way both
health-care workers and women living
with HIV/AIDS relate to HIV-positive
sex workers:

Positive women here at the hospital have
always treated me like a piece of shit, and
it doesn’t matter how many times I have
talked about how I feel about it with the
nurses and my doctor, nothing seems to
change except that they tend to group sex
workers in the same slot of appointments
so that we do not get abused by other
positive women.

Sex workers in Venice and in Edinburgh
unanimously reported that they felt
supported and welcomed by the medical
staff at HIV clinics they regularly attend
but said HIV-positive women not
involved in the sex industry were often
judgemental and patronising. It was
depressing to realise that other women
living with HIV/AIDS contribute to
perpetuating stigma against sex workers
by blaming them for spreading the virus.
Living with HIV/AIDS is a lifelong battle
even when access to treatment and
health care are of a high standard, as in
both Italy and Scotland. But sex workers
in outdoor markets are discriminated
against and penalised simply for being
sex workers.
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