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Working with the Global Fund
to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis
and Malaria

Empower Foundation Thailand

In 2009 Empower was excited to be
invited by the Global Fund to Fight
AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria to

help design a new HIV-prevention
programme for female sex workers in
Thailand. We were proud to be part of a
new initiative to improve sex workers’
chances of being safe from HIV. We
hoped increased resources would

allow us to strengthen the skills and
capacities of our leaders and develop
our community’s knowledge. We also
hoped to be able to share the decades
of experience and lessons learned from
both our successes and failures with
non-sex-worker partner organisations,
both government and non-government,
in Thailand. This new Global Fund HIV
Programme for Female Sex Workers
was managed by Planned Parenthood
Association of Thailand.

Empower is the oldest and strongest
sex-worker organisation in Southeast
Asia. Our main goal is to promote
the human rights of sex workers and
provide a space for its community to
own, organise and assert their rights to
education, health, access to justice and
political participation. More than 50,000
sex workers have been part of Empower
since it was founded by a group of sex
workers and women'’s rights activists in
1984.

Empower has won the Thai award
for Best Human Rights Organisation
in 2006, the UNDP Red Ribbon Award
in 2008 and the Freedom to Create
Prize in 2009. We have been recognised
for our expertise in HIV - invited to
contribute to National Aids Planning
and holding the chair position of the
Local Organising Committee for the
2013 Asia-Pacific AIDS Conference. We
are frequently contacted for guidance
and input by bodies such as UNAIDS,
the World Health Organisation, UNDP
and UNFPA.

Despite this history of expertise and
recognition, we were dropped from the
Global Fund project after nearly two
years of successful participation.

How the Programme Works

Each of the nine organisations within
the project were given the same model
to work with. Empower and one other
group were the only organisations that
had previous experience working with
sex workers; the others were new to the
field, including the manager, Planned
Parenthood. We were supposed to create
drop-in centres, run outreach, provide
community HIV education and promote
counseling and testing for sexually-
transmitted infections and HIV among
female sex workers. Empower already
had well-established drop-in centres for
sex workers in five provinces. Under the
project we employed 35 sex workers as
leaders and opened a further six drop-in
centres in new provinces. Sex-worker
leaders managed the centres and ran
the outreach and other activities. These

leaders recruited a further 300 sex
workers as community educators and
support people for the project.

Global Fund projects are evaluated
every three months, and Empower
passed every evaluation between
October 2009 and July 2011.

Our Concerns

Throughout we voiced our concerns
regarding the Global Fund’s policy on
HIV testing, which increasingly uses the
number of sex workers having voluntary
counseling and testing (VCT) to indicate
the success of a project. But when
participating organisations are afraid
they will not meet quotas, this indicator
may not reflect true voluntary counseling
or testing. We know of sex workers who
have been coerced or even forced to take
the test.

Empower women help Planned Parenthood Thailand employees sent to take back
condoms and other equipment from a sex-worker drop-in centre. Photo Empower

IRNEE R TIEA BB HEED S M—METEFEZ P ORE RS EMRMIZE.

GLOBAL NETWORK OF SEX WORK PROJECTS

RESEARCH FOR SEX WORK

ISSUE 13

DECEMBER 2012 1



o

We were also critical that there was
no provision made for sex workers who
test HIV-positive. Since a positive HIV
result was seen as the end of prevention,
not the beginning of treatment, the
programme provided these sex workers
with no access to treatment or care:
they had lost their values as indicators.

We think the Global Fund over-
emphasises administrative tasks such
as record-keeping and written reports,
encouraging other participating groups
to favour hiring people who have
administrative skills as project staff. Sex
workers’ skills come to be seen as less
valuable than those of a bookkeeper, so
sex workers are unlikely to be hired as
leaders and managers. We saw that sex
workers were only hired in the most
temporary and lowly-paid roles, if at all,
by other participating groups. Stigma
and suspicion towards sex workers were
also strong at the management level, so
sex workers were continually checked
up on and forced to prove they had
done their work. Many sex workers lost
spirit with the whole programme and
walked away.

Dropped!

In October 2011 Empower was

notified by Planned Parenthood that

although we had passed the financial-

management evaluation and succeeded
with nearly all our indicators, we were
being dropped from the programme.

Three hundred of our sex-worker

outreach workers and 35 sex-worker

staff all lost their jobs overnight,

and four of our centres were forced

to close permanently. The reasons

given included:

e Empower had hired ‘low quality’
staff with ‘no qualifications’
(meaning sex workers).

¢ Empower had provided HIV
counseling to hundreds of sex
workers (well above the required
quota for counseling), but too few
had gone on to take the HIV test, so
we had failed to meet the required
quota for testing.

Empower had failed to ‘create
harmony’ amongst participating
groups because we raised concerns
about stigma and discrimination
in Thai Public Health services
(administrator of the Global

Fund programme).

Sex workers in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 2007, Photo APNSW
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What We Learned from
this Experience

We would like to offer the Global Fund
suggestions for improvements so that
sex workers can be supported to be
healthy and safe, including from HIV.

e The Global Fund needs to take urgent
steps to remove HIV testing as an
indicator of project success, because
it can be manipulated by coercing
participants to take the test.

e The Global Fund needs to ensure
that projects will provide continuing
access to treatment and care for
participating sex workers, not simply
diagnosis, so that HIV-positive people
are not disqualified.

e The Global Fund needs to develop
standards and practices that reflect
the value of community and sex
worker-led projects rather than
prioritising administrative skills.

e The structure and relationships
between management and
participating groups need urgent
review with special attention
paid to the balance of power and
potential for abuse of power, so
that participants are not suddenly
dropped without warning.

e A complaints process should be part
of Global Fund programming, so
that participants can raise problems
early and not be suddenly removed
without any possibility of negotiation.

We have thought long and hard about

what happened to us and hope other

groups working on HIV prevention
through the Global Fund can learn from
our experience.

About the author
Empower is at www.empowerfoundation.org
Contact: badgirls@empowerfoundation.org
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Planned Parenthood Thailand vehicle

loaded with condoms and equipment
removed from a sex-worker drop-in centre
after Empower was dropped from the
programme, Photo Empower
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