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Human Rights Watch interviewed more than 300 people, including 200 current and former sex workers, in New York, Los Angeles,
Washington, DC, and San Francisco as part of an investigation into barriers to effective HIV prevention for sex workers. The
findings are shocking: city public health departments spend millions of dollars promoting and distributing condoms as an
effective method of HIV prevention. Meanwhile, police departments undermine these efforts by harassing and threatening sex
workers for carrying condoms and using possession of condoms as evidence to support prostitution arrests. 

For many sex workers, particularly transgender women, arrest means facing degrading treatment and other abuse at the hands
of the police. For immigrants, arrest for prostitution offenses can mean detention and removal from the United States. Some
women told Human Rights Watch that they continued to carry condoms despite the harsh consequences. For others, fear of arrest
overwhelmed their need to protect themselves from HIV, other sexually transmitted diseases, and pregnancy. An alarming
number of sex workers told us they were afraid to carry the number of condoms they needed, and some had unprotected sex with
clients as a result.

Police and district attorneys should stop using condoms as evidence of prostitution. The value of condoms for HIV prevention far
outweighs any utility they might have in the criminal justice system. Strong federal leadership is also needed. The US
government provides millions of dollars of funding to each of the cities addressed in this report to prevent HIV among sex
workers, transgender women, and other groups that it has targeted because of their high risk of infection. That investment should
not be undermined by police officers telling sex workers to throw their condoms away or risk arrest. 

Sex Workers at Risk
Condoms as Evidence of Prostitution in Four US Cities




