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Shadow Report to the CEDAW Committee on   
“The Situation of the Female and Transgender Sex Workers and Entertainment Workers in Cambodia”
Executive Summary

Gender-based violence against women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers remains deeply rooted in Cambodian society and culture. This form of violence continues to cause women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers to face stigma, discrimination, rejection and exclusion, as well as expose them to livelihood challenges along with physical and mental health problems. 
This severe violence has been fueled by regressive laws and policies, including the law on Anti-Trafficking and the policy guidelines on Safety Village Commune/Sangkat and its enforcement processes. State police, public security guards and local authorities are repeatedly reported as abusers. These abusers can be sometimes witnessed perpetrating verbal and the physical abuse. Illegal detentions without due process are also reported. 

The society, family and community have also played a big role in contributing towards the expansion and existence of the current violence and discrimination against sex workers. While sex work is treated as unacceptable, immoral and a job that is looked down upon – as well as it being criminalized, sex workers are unable to access essential services and other forms of protections from the state agencies. Of equal important is the fact that sex workers and entertainment workers are unable to access justice and other remedies when they face violence. 
One of sex worker died during the police and public security guards raid on January in Phnom Penh. Since then justice has not been brought to her or her family. Seeking justice for her is not an easy task nor a standalone struggle. It is the struggle of our movement to prevent this kind of tragedy to occur again in the future.   
I. Introduction                 
Women’s Network for Unity (WNU) is a sex workers’ member-based organization. WNU has about 5,000 members, which consist of street-based sex workers, transgender sex workers, and entertainment workers. WNU works to promote the human rights and civil liberties of sex workers and calls for recognition of their rights as workers to earn a livelihood free from exploitation and oppression.
 

WNU is a member of the United Sisterhood Alliance
 and the member to regional and global networks including the Asia-Pacific Network of Sex Workers
 and the Global Network of Sex Worker Project. 
II. Purpose and Methodology 

This report provides the Committee with the severe experiences of Cambodian women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers including: the death of one sex worker, stigma, rejection and exclusion, discrimination, exploitation, sexual harassment and gang rape, intimidation, illegal detentions and child separation, the physical violence, ill-treatment and injustice committed by the police, public security guards and the authorities. 
This report is prepared from the consultative meetings and focus group discussions process were organized by WNU with her members. More than 40 people attended these meetings from different provinces and Phnom Penh. This report also includes the case studies and data from WNU’s documentation since 2016.         
III. Discrimination, stigma and rejection faced by sex workers (Article -1, CEDAW)
The Constitution of Cambodia embodies the spirit of non-discrimination and equality of all Cambodian citizens regardless of gender, race, color, religious belief, political belief. The rights to choose the employment (Article 36)
, liberties (Article 38 and 39), right to obtain social security and other social benefits, and non-discrimination (Article 45) 
 are stated in the Constitution of Cambodia. 
Despite these Constitutional safeguards, existing regressive socio-cultural norms and gender stereotypes in Cambodia including the perceptions of society about women and men’s roles, constructs of morality and expectations, especially on women to act in certain ways; alongside beliefs and attitudes about what is an acceptable form of work or profession, have led to harms on the physical and emotional status and well-being of women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers. The factors listed all contribute to cause severe discrimination against the women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers amongst society, family and communities, the state institutions and public authorities. 
1. Societal, Family and Community stigma and discrimination  
Sex work continues to be perceived as a bad, immoral and hate job in Cambodia. This perception leads to insulting, mocking, and physical violence against them. This perception causes great emotional impacts on the sex workers and their children.  
Many sex workers do not disclose their work identity to their family as they are afraid that they will be judged, blamed and excluded because of their job of choice. Some sex workers hide their work, especially from their kids; not just so that the kids don’t feel down for having a mother doing a job that is unaccepted by society, but most importantly to protect their kids from bullying by their friends either at school or within their communities.  

“There is a strong stigmatization and discrimination against us from the people who live around us. They’re afraid that we would steal their husbands. When police come to our village, the housewives reported us to the police. I felt that they want to get rid of us from the community rather than care about the other serious issues like drug trafficking,” an independent sex worker, Phnom Penh. 
2. State institutions and Public Authorities
Stigma and hatred towards the sex workers continues to escalate among law implementers, especially the police and public security guards. In their raids on the workers, they are known to use violence, insults and harassment. Sex workers are treated as if they are animals in those raids. 
“I was almost arrested by the public security guards in their raid. A few of them dressed in plain clothes and the rest come in the guards’ uniform. They came in a group of about ten people. They used the electric batons and wooden sticks and tried to hit us when they chased me and my friends. Some used their legs to kick us. They also cursed us “Mee SAMPHENG or you are a slut. When are you changing your career?” An independent sex worker, Phnom Penh. 
IV. Impact of Laws and Policies on Anti-human Trafficking on sex workers (Article -6, CEDAW) and Violence against sex workers (GR 19, GR 35 CEDAW) 
Anti–human trafficking law is regularly used to target, abuse, violate and incarcerate adult consenting sex workers. Articles 24-25 and 29-32
 are the most problematic ones. The Safe village commune/Sangkat policy guidelines
 are another policy guiding document seeking to criminalize women in sex work at the village and commune level. Law enforcement authorities use the law to routinely round up sex workers in brutal raids and women are routinely treated as criminals and in an inhumane way. 
The raids by public security guards have caused one sex worker to lose her life in 2017, Phnom Penh. 
“She was chased after by a group of public security guards while she was standing on the street where she always went to work. On that tragic night, she and the other sex workers tried to escape from the guards during the raid. Whilst escaping she jumped between two tourist boats docked on the riverside, slipped and hit her head and fell into the river. 
Justice has not been brought to her since her death in January 2017. Her case was pushed back when her sister decided to drop the case due to her many difficulties and the fact that she was also offered a US$200 monthly donation to support herself and her son by the district police.

1. “Which hell would you like to choose between ORKAS KNHOM drug rehabilitation center or Prey Speu detention center?”   

Sex workers are not given the option of being given legal aid when they are arrested by the police. They are treated as drug addicts and kept in ORKAS KNHOM drug detention or sent to Prey Speu detention center. Sex workers describe their experience when they were held in both centers as hell. Many report being traumatized from the violence and abuse, from being locked in the small cells without due process or enough food or access to health services. Their belongings are confiscated by the center staff once they arrived the center. 

 “They detained me in Prey Speu detention center. I was put in the male cell with many other men in a very tiny space. I was welcomed with physical violence. Those who hit me were both the center guards and staff and the other detainees. They later shaved my hair. Although, I begged them that I love my hair very much they refused to let me keep it. They told me that they must follow the boss’s order. The center did not provide any training to build skills or any mental health support; instead I saw some other detainees developing mental health problems. I did not have enough food during my detention. I will never forget that experience,” said S.R. an independent transgender sex worker, Phnom Penh.  

2. Loss of livelihoods as a result of raids and the disruption of family life
When their income cannot meet their daily living, the first thing that comes to the sex workers’ minds is to reduce the amount of food they are consuming or eat less nutritious meals so that they can cope with their day-to-day spending – most specifically ensuring they are paying their daily rent. 
“Raids have taken place frequently and so we lose our income. The income is not regular and it is hard to survive on. I charge around 15,000 riels [US$3.5] to 25,000 riles [US$7.5] and this charge includes the guesthouse fee; So, I earn around 10,000 riels [US$2.5] to 15,000 riels [US$3.5] maximum. I am old. Sometime, within one week, I earn between 60,000 riels [US$15] to 70,000 riels [US$17.5] and some weeks, I earn nothing. I find it hard to pay my daily rent, water and electricity. My meals are simple. I buy one kilogram of rice and supplement that with whatever food I can afford from the street vendors. But lately I’ve been in debt to my landlord because I did not earn enough to pay for my rent and the utilities,” an independent sex worker shared in the focus group discussion, Phnom Penh. 
V. Exclusion, poor and unaffordable to health service for sex workers (Article 12, CEDAW) and Lack of adequate Shelter; poor living conditions for sex workers (Article 13, CEDAW)
Sex workers safety and rights are not included in any national policies or laws and hence are not ensured access to free and adequate healthcare or other public services including social security.
 Since access to healthcare and treatment are not considered as fundamental human rights any longer as these have become commodities - sex workers and entertainment workers face many obstacles to get these services.
 
S.S.L. a karaoke and sex worker said, “I went to Calmette hospital as I have problems with my thyroid. I’ve a health equity fund card but the staff said that if I want to use the service, especially to check how big the thyroid is, I’ll have to pay some money. I than decided to go back home. Before I left, I saw that there was a sign stating that it accepts the social security fund.”
The majority of independent sex workers who live in the city face difficulties coping with the rent fees. Many sex workers pay between 4,000 riels (US$1) to 20,000 riel (USD5) on a daily basis since this is the requirement from landlords to ensure that they do not lose their fee. The rooms where mostly freelance sex workers live are very small and in poor condition with no toilet in the room and poor shared toilet facilities.  

“The room condition is very bad, but at this price we consider ourselves to be somewhat lucky. We have to share the toilet with other people and there is no restroom to take a shower,” an independent sex worker explained her room condition in the FGD in Phnom Penh.
VI. Denial of the right to have a family and reproductive right (Article 16, CEDAW)
Some public authorities and NGOs believe that they are righteous to rescue the sex workers and/or to decide what is good for society and for the children of the sex workers. At least one case was reported where a sex worker is separated from her child. 
“I was detained Prey Speu detention center. I asked the staff there to release me because I’ve a small baby to take care of. But they said, they do not believe me, unless I ask someone to bring my mother and my baby to see them. The next day my mother came with my baby. Since then, I have never seen where my baby is anymore. The center staff said that they and the representative of Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation decided to send my baby to one NGO. They said that it is better for my baby to be raised by that NGO rather than living with me because I’m a sex worker. My baby is four months old now.” case study of a woman sex worker’s life in Prey Speu detention center.
As for entertainment workers, they must take the pregnancy test to keep their job. Pregnancy test stake place to ensure women entertainment workers are not pregnant. 

“We are required to do the pregnancy testing. In some places, the testing takes place once a week, in some it’s every two weeks. The test is conducted by both male and female supervisors and they go to the toilets with us,” entertainment workers shared their experiences in the focus group discussion in Phnom Penh.   
VII. Lack of Access to Justice (GR 33, CEDAW)
When sexual and physical violence is perpetrated against sex workers and entertainment workers, they have very little chance of seeking or obtaining justice, especially with law enforcement officers who automatically discriminate against them. Sex workers can expect no justice in relation to domestic violence, violence and abuse perpetrated by clients, gang rapes and harassment and abuse committed by the police, public security guards, and the public authorities.  
“In March 2019, I was gang raped. One man brought me to a hotel, but when I got there two of his friends were already there. The man had a gun and pointed it at my head whilst all of them raped me. He hit me with the gun and when they had finished raping me, they wanted to kill me to shut me up. I begged them that I have a child and that if I am dead, my child will be left alone. They agreed to let me free. I reported this case to the police but until now there has been no result,” a 25 years old indirect sex worker from Banteay Meanchey province. 
VIII. Conclusion and Recommendations:

We believe to address the root causes of the problems described here, and to meet the CEDAW goals, it requires State and political will, especially to expose and challenge the regressive socio-cultural norms, stereotypes and laws and policies which discriminate against women and transgender sex workers and entertainment workers.    
We call on the government to bring justice for all sex workers of violence committed by either the police or public security guards in their raid missions and other perpetrators. 
Recommendations for the committee to call on the Cambodian government to:
1. Establish “one-stop centers” for women in sex work to access non-stigmatizing legal and social services. The center should provide legal support including regular awareness-raising events; legal aid, advice and support for women in sex work who experience violence, police detention and torture;

2. Ensure accountability of police personnel and ensure immediate legal action against law enforcement personnel committing acts of violence and abuse against sex workers; 

3. Reform punitive laws, policies and law enforcement practices to protect sex workers’ rights, including the right to be free from violence. 

a. Decriminalize sex work and activities associated with it, including laws and penalties for the purchase of sex, management of sex workers and other activities related to sex work. 

b. Public order laws or regulation should not be applied in ways that violate sex workers’ rights. 

c. Ensure the maintenance of confidentiality, especially where the identity cards and other identifiers are used by law enforcement agencies and health authorities to “track” sex workers. 

d. Eliminate the practice of confiscating condoms and using possession of condoms as evidence of sex work.

e. Ensure that national laws differentiate between sex work and human trafficking; train law enforcement officials to understand and respect the distinction in order to ensure that anti-trafficking initiatives do not impinge on the rights of people in sex work.

f. Implement the International Labour Organisation’s recommendation concerning HIV and AIDS and the World of Work, 2010 (No. 200) in relation to sex work. 

g. Ensure effective HIV prevention that ensures the availability of condoms, build social norms that encourage condom use by clients and supports sex workers to negotiate condom use.  
4. Take immediate action to end raids, arbitrary detentions, insults and bullying, and violence against sex workers and entertainment workers; 
5. Ensure that sex workers can access affordable, non-stigmatizing and quality health services to prevent and respond to violence:

a. Ensure access to integrated services when faced with violence, including emergency shelter, comprehensive health services.

b. Ensure that care and support for sex workers who survive violence is integrated into services for HIV prevention or care and for sexual, reproductive and mental health care;

6. Ensure adequate training of medical professionals on non-discrimination and patient rights and that sex workers can access health services without discrimination. 

7. End children separation from their parents;
8. Enforce the Prakas 194 on Working Condition Occupation, Safety and Health Rule of Entertainment Service Enterprise, Establishment and Companies;
9. End the harassment and discrimination against entertainment workers by using pregnancy test; and 
10. Justice for all sex workers’ victims
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