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Migrant sex workers left behind during COVID-19 pandemic
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Dear Editor,
Jozaghi and Bird (2020) sent an important letter to the editor
expressing their concerns about the vulnerability and risk of
COVID-19 infection for sex workers. Migrant sex workers
additionally face multiple layers of exclusion, including sex-
ism, racism, xenophobia, language barriers, and precarious
immigration status. These factors culminate to make them
highly vulnerable during this time of the COVID-19
pandemic.

Migrants who are undocumented or have precarious immi-
gration status are not eligible to apply for income support
because they do not have a Social Insurance Number (Abji
et al. 2020; Langille 2020). Additionally, they are fearful that
their information will be shared with the Canadian Border
Services Agency, because the Immigration and Refugee
Protection Act prohibits work in sex work-related industries
(Lam and Fudge 2020). Many migrant sex workers are still
excluded from government income support and over 40%
cannot access any emergency income supports at all (Lam
2020). The $350 million “Emergency Community Support
Fund” for community organizations serving vulnerable
Canadians unfortunately also falls short. Most sex worker-
and migrant-organized grassroots organizations do not meet
the criteria set out by the government, because they are not
charitable or non-profit organizations (Amnesty International
2020).

Migrant sex workers have become more vulnerable and
more marginalized in the past months and have an increased
risk of exposure to COVID-19 because they may not be able
to stay at home, physically distance, or stop work altogether.
Migrant workers are excluded from the public health response

and from accessing basic health care (Abji et al. 2020;Migrant
Rights Network 2020). Even though gender-based violence
and anti-Asian racism have become heightened during the
pandemic, many migrant sex workers cannot contact service
providers out of fear (Lam et al. 2020; Satini and Lam 2020).

Most strikingly, instead of receiving various types of sup-
port, migrant sex workers are instead continuing to be targeted
by law enforcement officers. Many provincial and municipal
governments have passed an emergency order to increase the
power of law enforcement—for example, the Ontario govern-
ment has imposed an ID requirement and allowed the police to
arrest without a warrant if they reasonably suspect that some-
body has violated provincial order (Lam et al. Scott, 2020). It
has also allowed the police to access the personal information
of those who have tested positive for COVID-19 (Rocca
2020), which is not only an invasion of privacy but also cre-
ates barriers for undocumented and criminalized community
members from accessing testing and treatment.

COVID-19 has blatantly exposed the cracks in the social
system. Three months into the pandemic response, migrant
sex workers should not be left behind. Canada must take im-
mediate action to protect the rights of migrants and sex
workers by ensuring equal access to income support and
health services, and an end to repressive law enforcement
policies. The only way out of the pandemic is if we work
together to ensure the health and well-being of all communi-
ties in Canada. Migrant sex workers cannot be left behind.
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