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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since the 2019 CEDAW submission, Botswana has seen incremental yet significant developments in the advocacy landscape around the rights of sex workers. The partnership between Sisonke Botswana Organization, the Botswana Network on Ethics, Law and HIV and AIDS (BONELA), and broader civil society has strengthened grassroots mobilization, policy advocacy, and visibility for sex workers’ rights as human rights.

However, despite key achievements in awareness, programming, and limited legal reforms, the lived realities of sex workers, particularly female and non-citizen sex workers remain precarious. Discrimination, violence, and criminalization continue to shape their lives and limit their access to healthcare, justice, and equal protection under the law.

This follow-up report takes stock of the progress made since 2019, identifies emerging opportunities, and outlines concrete steps required to dismantle structural and legal barriers that hinder the full realization of sex workers’ rights in Botswana. It emphasizes the urgent need for legal reform, constitutional inclusion, institutional capacity strengthening, and decriminalization of sex work to align Botswana’s policies with its international human rights obligations under CEDAW. 

2. PROGRESS SINCE 2019: KEY ACHIEVEMENTS
Botswana has seen great progress and regression at the same time. The following are some of the key realizations, progress and strides made: 

1.1. Increased Visibility and Mobilization - Sisonke Botswana has expanded operations to 8 districts, up from 4 in 2019, engaging over 3,500 sex workers annually through peer-led education, outreach, and advocacy.

National media and civil society platforms increasingly feature sex worker voices, shifting public discourse from moral judgment to human rights.

1.2. Improved Health Access for Citizens - Government health facilities now allow documented Botswana citizen sex workers to access HIV services, condoms, and reproductive health services with reduced stigma, thanks in part to the FHI360 Key Population program continuation and scale-up.

Pilot partnerships with the Ministry of Health and Wellness have integrated sex worker-led sensitization workshops for public health staff in Gaborone and Francistown.


1.3. Preliminary Policy Engagement - In 2022, the Botswana Law Reform Commission conducted its first informal consultation on the review of outdated provisions in the Penal Code that affect sex workers.

The National Gender Policy (2023–2030) includes for the first time a reference to “key populations” in discussions of violence prevention and human rights protections.

1.4. Strengthened Partnerships and Regional Influence - Botswana’s sex worker movement has linked with regional platforms under the African Sex Worker Alliance (ASWA), exchanging strategies and amplifying Botswana’s voice in SADC human rights dialogues.

Donor interest and engagement have grown, including targeted funding from the Global Fund and PEPFAR for harm reduction, advocacy, and legal literacy.

2. ONGOING CHALLENGES AND EMERGING RISKS

Despite these gains, foundational barriers persist:

2.1. Criminalization of Associated Activities: The Penal Code still criminalizes brothel-keeping, soliciting, living off the earnings of prostitution, and “common nuisance,” reinforcing stigma and facilitating violence.

2.2. Police Harassment: Arbitrary arrest, extortion, and sexual violence by law enforcement remain widespread and underreported. The absence of binding police protocols exacerbates abuse.

2.3. Non-Citizen Exclusion: Migrant sex workers are denied access to free public healthcare, subjected to harassment under the Immigration Act, and deported without due process.

2.4. Lack of Constitutional Protection: Discrimination based on occupation or gender identity remains undefined in the Constitution, leaving sex workers and transgender people legally invisible.










3. OPPORTUNITIES FOR STRATEGIC REFORM (2025–2030)

Botswana stands at a crossroads. To fulfill its obligations under CEDAW and its Vision 2036 commitment to “a just, inclusive, and equitable society,” Botswana must:

3.1. Initiate a Constitutional Review Process - Include “occupation, sexual orientation, and gender identity” as protected grounds under the definition of discrimination. Enshrine the right to bodily autonomy and freedom from violence.

3.2. Decriminalize Sex Work - Repeal sections 149–157, 176 and 184 of the Penal Code. Replace them with regulatory frameworks that ensure the safety, health, and dignity of sex workers.

Introduce a Sex Work Protection Act, co-drafted with key population-led organizations.

3.3. Enact a Human Rights-Based Immigration Policy - Amend Section 50(2) and (3) of the Immigration Act to remove provisions that discriminate against sex workers.

Develop guidelines allowing non-citizen sex workers access to non-discriminatory healthcare and legal support.

3.4. Institutionalize Law Enforcement Reform - Launch a National Police Code of Conduct for Engagement with Key Populations. Establish an independent complaint and redress mechanism for sex workers who experience police abuse.

3.5. Invest in a National Key Populations Health and Rights Strategy - Allocate national budget lines to sex worker-led health, safety, and rights programs. Mainstream sex worker-specific data into national health information systems, 













4. IMPACT ON THE VALUE CHAIN OF HEALTH, SAFETY, AND ECONOMIC RIGHTS

Legal reform and rights recognition of sex workers are not isolated policy demands, they represent value chain investments in Botswana’s public health, economic security, and rule of law.

	Area 
	Impact of legalization and Rights Recognition 

	
Health 
	
· Improves ART uptake, reduces STIs, and supports HIV epidemic control 

	
Safety & Security 
	
· Reduces gender – based violence, increases reporting, strengthens trust in police. 

	
Justice 
	
· Promotes access to courts, legal redress, and reduces corruption. 

	
Economy 
	
· Recognizes sex work as an economic labour, protects livelihoods; generates tax revenue in the long term. 

	
Human Rights 
	
· Upholds CEDAW and other treaty obligations; demonstrates leadership in the region. 




5. CONCLUSION AND KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Sisonke Botswana Organization denotes that sex workers, regardless of nationality, gender, or HIV status are not criminals but rights holders. 

Botswana’s progress toward a just society must include:

5.1. Constitutional Definition of Discrimination that explicitly protects sex workers and transgender people.

5.2. Full Decriminalization of Sex Work, including associated acts.

5.3. National Guidelines for Law Enforcement on Non-Discrimination and Violence Prevention.

5.4. Inclusion of Non-Citizen Sex Workers in National Health Systems.

5.5. Establishment of a Sex Work Protection and Regulation Framework.



The government has an opportunity to act decisively, not only to meet treaty obligations but to make Botswana a regional leader in inclusive human rights governance. The time for piecemeal reform has passed. A holistic, strategic, and rights-based approach is needed now, for safety, for equity, and for Botswana’s commitment to justice.

NTWA E BOLOTSE…. 
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