Sex work

a new dispensation?

T he Gauteng Department of Safety and
Security has decided to deprioritise
the policing of sex work.A Tisk Team
appointed by the Department's Policy
Secretariat recently orpanised 2 workshop
with sex workers to allow them 10 share
their experiences. The Task Team report
emphasiscs the need ¢o extend human
rights and work benefits to sex workers.,

The Gauteng initiative is the first move in
decriminalising sex work. Provinces do not
have the right to change the jaw,and the
final decision will have to be taken at
national level. The ANC has thrown jts
weight behind Gauteng and has called on
the government to do away with legislation
which makes commercial sex illegal The
issue is clearly on the national agenda,

Sex work has always been illegal and a
fertile breeding ground for stereotyhes.
Apartheid South Africa, driven by Afrikaner
Calvinist perspectives, categorised Sex
workers as'prostitutes’, and stereotyped
them as immoral, degenerate, and spreaders
of disease.These views remain the norm,
More sympathetic views have themselves
produced stereotypes - for example, the scx
worker as passive victim, whether of
patriarchy or capitalism, or both. Even this,
more informed perspective, needs
qualification.

Interviews conducted with sex workers
in Johannesburg provide some insight as to
how sex workers perceive themselves and
their work and their needs with tegards to
working conditions and legal protection.

The Gauteng government as
taken the first steps towards
decriminalising sex work.Sasha
Gear strips é?tua_r some of the
stereatypes to take a look at the
lives and needs of sex workers.

The wé’rkplace

The twva sites of sex work most familiar to
South Africans arc the streets and escart
agencies. This article focuses on workers
working from upmarket houses and escort
agencies, The majority of warkers
interviewed are house workers The
conclusions drawn cannot be applied to the
industey as 2 whole,

The houses where sex work takes place
clearly distinguish themseives from escort
agencies and clubs, chiefly through the
environment they offer. They are fiterlly
houses, situated in Johannesburg's
wealthiest suburbs, and appear no duffeseny
from those surrounding them. They are
situated on large properties, which ensures
privacy. Ample parking space on the
property, inconspicuous from the street,
means that attention is not drawn to many
cars parked ouside for short pertods.

Tanya' says she Jikes working at a howse
“because it is so discreet... My parents
would freak [if they knew [ was doing this),
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My Dad's...very upstanding in the
community”

By contrast, escort agency warkers feel
very exposed Women who left the agency
briefly to go to a nearby cafe paused at the
door;*See, jts sa embarrassing You first weait
for the cars to drive past before you g0...just
now, my brother dropped me here. T said.
‘Just wait for the robot 1o change, then Tl
go inside. I don’t want everybody to see me!
Pcople stare at you swwhen you stand by that
door”

The escort agencies in the sample were
on busy raads in hlocks of shops and were
sipnposted as escort agencies.

Protection

Working from a house also means that the
only way clients can access the sex worker
is by telephone.Workers are able to screen
clients before the face-to-face encounter.

Tanya takes a call from n prospective
client who wants to find out if he could
have a session without a condomn, She says
no. She is able 1o scttle the issue over the
phone and deal with his complaints in a
brief and direct way, a situation which might
have been more difficult had she been
dealing with him in person,

While the telephone is an important part
of the operation of escart agencies, the fact

that an agency is visible as such from the
street means that clients often just walk in.

Where one works from also determines
hosv safe you are . All those interviewed
mentioned the danger involved in a'travel
booking’ (swhen the worker travels with or
to the client). The iliegal status of
prostitution has meant that waorkers have no
recourse in cases of harassment or rape.
Workers allege that members of the police
themselves rape or abuse workers,
demanding free sessions and threaten them
with arrest.

Working from 2 house or 2N Agency
provides a modicum of safety, although most
bookings through escort agencies involve
travel. There is also the *comfort’ of knoswing
that samebody clse is around. Mandy, who
works from g house, says:“They ask you ‘Are
you totally private? ASC you sure there's
nobody ‘else there. But its actually dangerous
to really be on your own, so yYou tell them
you are...but you know there’s somebody
around.”

Pay

At some of the houses, workers are allowed
to charge their own prices. Most, however,
follow standard rates which differ ncconlmg
to the service purchased.

The women earn between R200 and

survey

Prosttution is a hugely varled and strallhed
industry.

My own sample |s itself partial: |
approached my interviewges through The
Star classified columns, This immadiately
eliminated sex workers whe do not
advertise their sarvices in this way,

Workers who advertise in the classiheds
cperato from one of four maln locations:
escart agencies, clubs (wheve chents mix in
an anvirenment which offars othar facilities
such as drink, food, and shows with sexusl
services), houses {Iiteraily houses in

rasldantial areas), and private {individuals
working from homa).

The place of work significantly
influences work experience and pay. The
experisncas of someane working on the
street differ substantially from thosae
working from an upmarkst house which
serves a wealthy clientele.

Sex workers are also individuals. They
ara all vary diffarent people, coming from
different backgrounds and understanding
themsalves and thelr experionces in
different ways,
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R450 per session, depending
on the client's needs. Male
workers charge betwveen R150
and R250. If the worker is
required to travel to the clicnf,
a R50 travel fee is added.

The women in the survey
who work at an escort agency
charge R250 per session,

Women who operate from
houses report that they
somcetimes earn thousands of
rand per week. Business is not
as pood at the escort agencies.

Management

At both houses and escort
agencics, the agent/manager
takes a cut of the workers'
earnings. At a house where the
women charge R350 per
session, R100 has to be paid
overto the agent.

The agents also lay down
the rules,such as a ban on
drugs, and noting all sessions in
a central appointments book.

Relations between the
workers and the person in charge vary. In
some cases the workers expressed respect
for the manager and thought their demands
were reasonable, while others found their
work environment demeaning. One
interviewee said he was *mentally abused”
by the a2gent. House workers have the -
option to live in the house, in which case
they pay rent.

Motivation

Workers' reasons for becoming sex workers,
and the degree of choice they have, differ
substantizlly, For the majority of those
working in a house, their work constitutes a
chofce in that they are qualified to do other
work where jobs are presently available, Sex
work was a choice to improve their

-_

Sex workers operate from a variety of locations.

carnings Many plan to stay in the industry
only a short while and to leave once they
have achieved their financial goal.

Tanya:*After matric I did a two-year
course in beauty therapy... I was also doing a
bit of secretarial and computer work...my
husband and I were talking...he really wants
to start his own business The salary 1 was
carning was pathetic,..it was a murual
agreement that [ would do this for a few
months for him to get his business off the
ground.”

Karin, also working from a house, started
sex work when she was 15, She stopped for
eight years while she trained and worked as
a nursing sister. She decided to re-enter sex
work because her nursing salary was not
encugh for her to provide for her child in
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the way thar she wanted 10.

The key reason Simon stacted selllag sex
was to save money for an overseas trip, but
he also found the idea interesting in terms
of the problems he was having with his
relationships:“I'm 2 gay guy and with the
gay scene, the experiences that I have, people
are psychologically too infense or not intense
enough for me. So 1 was finding I was having
like moerse psychological revolutions in my
mind...but physicaily, they weren't satisfying
me ot the gther way around. So [ figured, if [
went and worked jn an industry like this, 1
would get sort of physical whatever, 'cas nat
all the clients are dispusting like everyone
thinks, and the psychological stimulation of
people who work in this industry tends to
be above average..."

ﬁ:;rulvaf

Many escoct-agency workers saw 5¢X work
as their only chance for survival. Rita has
been working as a sex worker since she was
22: “T've tried to get jobs...] left school in
Std 8...1 stopped doing this for two years
when 1 fell pregnant with my first
child ..{my mother was helping me out),,. 1
started doing it again because [ can't get a
jab and U've got @ child now... I'm just doing
this for my children... If there were mare
jobs, 2 lat of girls wouldn’t be sitting here.”
In ather cases, parents of boyfriends had
pushed women into the industry, Some
started sex work n order to sustain 2 drug
habit.

Clients

The clients of both male and female sex
workers are mainly married men, Workers
working from houses stressed the '
prominent social standing, power and
wealth of their clients.

Rights

All those interviewed tnsist on the use of
condoms (saylng that they are “offercd

fortunes™ to do otherwise). Workers also
place fimits on the types of sexual services
they are prepared to offer. The ability to
impose lirits is, however, influenced by
which sector of the marker the waotker is
sitvated in, and what their financial situation
allows.

Stereotypes

The dominant view of sex work {immoral,
dirty etc) was a particular target of
resentment, Workers continually defined
themselves against chis,

. Wotkers handle the stercotyping of their
work differently. A minority are completely
open to their friends and family about the
work they do. Mandy explains why she
chase to‘come out’about her profession:
“When 1 told my mothier she nearly had a
heart attack, She wouldn't 1alk to me for two
weeks.., She's never been too healthy...so
imagind something happening to me in this
business, blown up in the headlines ‘Escor!
dead’...and she sces my face. Imagine the
shock. At least now she knows what I'm
doing and If something like that happens,
they're prepared forjt.,. I don't have a
prablem with what U'py doing”

The majority of those interviewed only
fecl able to tell a select few of their friends
and family: Still others live in total secrecy.
This includes workers who claim they
entered the Industey of thelr own free will
and spoke of their wotk in positive terms, as
well as those who said they had been forced
into it due to the shortage af other options.
Even at this"relativcly privileged end of the
sex work market, thercfore, dominang social
prejudices impact very harmfully on the
everyday lives of warkers.

Decriminalization

Warkers who work at the houses are not

convinced that decriminalization will

change general atritudes about sex work.,
The Deputy Director for the Policy
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Secretariat for Safety and
Security in Gauteng,
Sylvester Rakgoadi, who
headed the Task Team on
sex work, disagrees, He is
sure that public debate will
encourage a rethinking of
the stereotypes attached to
people working in the sex
industry. _

After the first Task Team
Workshop, where sex
workers shared their
experiences, church
organisations who had heen
vehemently against
decriminalization were
prepared to rethink theirc
positions."Given the
opportunity pcop.l'c can tl
change their actitudes” says ‘
Rakgoad:. The Task Team
hopes to “eradicate the
stigmatisation (Inbelling)
and marginalisation effects
of criminalization that
allows for the exploitation
and harassment of sex

workers.” S
TheTask Team report
prioritizes the granting of

human rights and work benefits to sex
workers. Rakgoadi points ta a complex
situation, where working conditions are
hard to monitor, salaries vary and are not -.
constant and there is a lack of any job
security. Sex workers do not have access to
medical aid schemes and pension funds.
Many cannot even open a banking account.
He cites a case where a warker was carning
thousands of rands a week, but could not
buy a car. She had to do it through someone
clse. This is enormously risky as there is no
recourse for the worker if the agreement is
not honoured by the person in whose name
the purchase is made, *

Sex workers resent the stereotypes attached to their work.

Sex workers who work from houses
shrug off these difficulties. They say that as
long as they can show proof of income such
as 2 bank statement there is no problem, But
these workers had bank accounts which
they had acquired before becoming sex
workers

Most house workers sald that
decriminalization would not affect them.
They planncd to be out of the business
soon.They said, however, that it would
benefit street workers. Janey wondered if
decriminalization would not make business
decline because “men like a challenge®. Lee
disagreed. She noted that after newspaper
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articles discussing decriminalization,
business had been very good.

All the sex workers jnterviewed said that
decreased palicing had led ta improved
business. Certain hotels are now offering
their clients the service of calling a house
with which they have contact,The hotels
are doing this to stop their clients phoning
around randomly for sexual services -
thereby preventing sex workers who are
recognisable as such from being in their
hotels. There are certain advantages for tlic
workers. Janey reports: “The hotels are
getting so funny, Once of the guys didn't have
enough cash. So you know how you sign for
roam service, well the guy signed for it [his
scssion svith me) and the hotel paid me.
That was a first but it's definticly becoming
more acceptable.And thie hotel can't say ‘no’
because the next time the guy won't book
there... Thase are the sort of advantages.”

Workers at escort agencies were not
keen on giving their views on "
decriminalization, mainly because their
agent/manager forbade it.This suggests ald is

not svell at the agencies, Rakgoadi says that
some of the women he spoke with who
now work in houses had previously worked
in inner-city agencies and had referted ta
abusive work situations there.

It is precisely such abusive situations that
the Task Team is addressing. In consultation
with other government departments and
stakeholders, the Department of Safety and
Security is in the process of rescarching the
ways in which sex workers can be
empowered and protected from exploitation,
while at the same time, ensuring that laws
are in place to protect children from
prostitution; to prevent the exploitation of
women, and to guard against health risks. %

Footnote

1. The names of all the warkers tnteryiewed
bave been changed.

Sasba Gear Is a funfor resedarchor at the
Liectoral Institute of South Africa (EISA). This
article is based on the updated findings of a
thirdyear untversity research profect.
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