Living
with HIV

HOW I TREAT
MYSELF

Told by Diputo Lety
to Elsa Oliveira

I became infected with HIV as a result
of a rape. In 2004, I was coughing and
losing a lot of weight, so I decided to go
to the Sex Worker Project to get tested
for sexually-transmitted infections
(STIs). The Sex Worker Project is a
health clinic for sex workers run by Wits
Reproductive Health and HIV Institute,
located in Hillbrow, an inner-city suburb
of Johannesburg, South Africa. Since
the clinic started in 1997, sex workers
have had a safe place to go for health
treatments and preventive health
exams. It was during this particular visit
that I found out that I was HIV-positive.
When the nurse at the clinic told me
about my status she announced it to
me in the hallway, in front of everyone.
I felt angry and embarrassed that she
did this, and at the time I did not realise
that I could report her. Fortunately, my
experiences with health-care services
have improved after this!

I did not know anything about what
it meant to be HIV-positive. I did not
know what I needed to do to take care
of myself. All I remember was that I felt
a lot of fear and that I was reluctant to
start anti-retroviral (ARV) treatment.
When I look back, I can say that being
humiliated in front of people at the
clinic did not help me to want to learn
more about my treatment options.
Initially, I hesitated to start anti-
retroviral treatment because I heard
from friends that it made people very
sick, so instead I took vitamins and tried
to eat lots of fruits and vegetables.

In 2008, I became a peer educator
with Sisonke Sex Worker Movement,
an organisation located in Hillbrow. As
a peer educator, I helped educate other
sex workers about preventing STIs and
HIV and encouraged them to come to
Sisonke for support services. Sisonke is
a sex-worker led movement that aims
to unite and advocate for sex workers
and improve their living and working
conditions. During this time as a peer
educator, I began to learn more about
HIV and I realised that my life was not
over because of my health status. I
learned that I could be healthy and live
a long life.

In 2009, I began ARV treatment. I was
ready. Because of the support services
of Sisonke, the caring nursing staff at
the Sex Worker Project and my work
as a peer educator, the stigma of being
HIV-positive was replaced by my desire
to live a healthy life.

Although my family does not
know that I am a sex worker or how I
contracted HIV, they are very supportive
of me as a woman living with HIV. Both
of my parents are hospice workers
with people living with HIV, so they
understand what it means to be HIV-
positive better than a lot of people. They
really encourage me to stay healthy
and take my ARV treatment. In fact,
they call me everyday to remind me to
take my ARVs. This kind of support is
wonderful, and I feel blessed to have
them in my life. I think that it would
be much harder if my family were not
supportive. When I am not feeling well
I go back to my rural home located
outside of Pretoria, South Africa, so
that I can rest and recuperate, and this
makes a big difference in my life. My
spirits are high because of their love
and encouragement.

As a sex worker, [ make sure that I
am protected and protect my clients
by wearing condoms. After all, My Body
is My Business! When there are clients
that don’t want to wear a condom I use
a female condom. Many clients do not
know about STIs, so when I see that one
of them has an STI, I encourage him to
go to the clinic to get tested. Sometimes
they tell me that they are afraid, and
other times they tell me that they
don’t care about their health. I myself
have gone with clients to the clinic so
that they can get tested for HIV and
STIs. I support them by accompanying
them to the clinic because I know
from experience that it is not easy to
go alone.

I have been taking ARVs for two years
now, and while at times the side-effects

are hard to deal with, I take them
anyway. I know that they are helping me
to stay healthy and strong. I continue to
eat healthily and make sure that I get
enough rest because I know that all of
these efforts help me, my body, and my
treatment to work more effectively. I
continue to educate other sex workers
about health and human-rights issues
and why it is so important for sex work
to be decriminalised. Many sex workers
are afraid to get tested because the
stigma of being a sex worker is so high
and because they are scared that health-
care workers may discriminate against
them. As a peer educator, a sex worker
and a woman living with HIV [ have the
opportunity to challenge some of the
myths of HIV by sharing my personal
story and telling others, specifically sex
workers, that they should not be afraid
to test for HIV and to seek treatment.

It is my hope that my story serves as
an example of the ways in which sex
workers are supporting one another and
uniting. It is my wish that it positively
impacts social and political change for
sex workers and that more sensitive and
non-judgmental health services will be
rolled out in South Africa.
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Note

A slightly different version of this article
appeared in Equal Treatment, the magazine of
the Treatment Action Campaign in June 2011.
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