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ABSTRACT

The Thailand government has marginalized, criminalized, and discriminated

against migrant sex workers for decades and the COVID-19 pandemic has only
increased the vulnerability of sex workers to hardship. Using a mixed research
methodology including interviews, this article outlines the risks Shan sex workers
in northern Thailand faced during the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, their
vulnerability contexts, and their coping strategies, including how institutional aid
and existing assets impacted their livelihoods. Our findings reveal that Shan sex
workers in Thailand have suffered primarily from oppressive laws and social
stigma. They were excluded from government COVID-19 mitigation measures such
as health services, compensation, and economic support. Identifying vulnerability
factors highlights the difficulties of both systemic and individual-level responses,
leading to suggestions for policymaking to improve the quality of sex workers’ lives.
This study reveals that Shan sex workers are still being left behind and
discriminated against in Thailand, but they have persevered to speak their minds
and struggle to live through the COVID-19 crisis. There is an urgent need for
Thailand authorities to decriminalize sex work and restructure the social security
system so that it is inclusive for migrants.

Keywords: Shan, Sex workers, COVID-19, Vulnerability, Coping strategy,
Chiang Mai.

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 crisis in Thailand has trapped many sex workers, including
and especially migrant sex workers, in difficult situations. Their incomes
unexpectedly collapsed while their expenditures continued or even increased,
causing them severe economic hardship and mental health problems. Sex workers
were left behind and excluded from official government relief schemes and health
services. No COVID-19 vaccinations were allocated for them, worsening the context
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for their vulnerability and increasing their risk of serious infection. Migrant sex
workers faced many more legal obstacles than their Thai citizen counterparts. Based
on interviews with seven Shan female sex workers and stakeholders, this study
highlights the plight of Shan sex workers in Chiang Mai, Thailand and voices their
struggle to survive the COVID-19 crisis.

The sex industry in Thailand began as early as 1680 CE in the late Ayutthaya
period (Empower Foundation, 2018, p. 13). It was not criminalized until 1960 when
the Thai government enacted the “Suppression of Prostitution Act, 1960“ (NATLEX,
1996). Even while the government acted to criminalize sex work, throughout the
1960s sex work was common, most conspicuously serving the rapidly growing US
military clientele (Brodeur et al., 2017). Although growing, the sex industry in
Thailand came to be officially suppressed, making all sex workers illicit to one
degree or another and preventing regulations and safeguards for workers and their
clients. This illicit profession earned the country US$6.4 billion in 2015—
approximately ten percent of the country’s overall GDP—according to a Global
Network for Sex Work Projects policy brief (NSWP, 2017). But even though sex work
is integral to the economy, it is simultaneously considered a sin in mainstream Thai
society.

The first official COVID-19 case in Thailand was reported in January 2020
(Schnirring, 2020). The number rose and reached nearly 1,000 cases in total. On 25
March 2020, the Thailand government declared an emergency situation and enforced
a nationwide emergency decree to control the COVID-19 outbreak, leading to
lockdowns, curfews and the closure of nightlife areas (International Court of Justice,
2021). As of 30 September 2021, the government has extended the emergency decree
thirteen times (TAT News, 2021). Sex workers have faced numerous issues since the
emergency decrees began. These issues are even more critical for migrant sex
workers as they are both more vulnerable in terms of their legal status and often
possess fewer financial resources than Thai citizen sex workers.

This paper will identify Shan sex workers’ primary vulnerability factors as
well as additional factors caused by COVID-19 and also discuss individual assets,
coping strategies and effects on livelihoods. This article argues that Shan sex workers
have to face various vulnerability factors affected by structural and social
inequalities in Thailand which became more complicated when the COVID-19
pandemic began. They have had to struggle to initiate their own coping strategies to
overcome the difficulties they face during the pandemic. This article uses the
framework of sustainable livelihoods to understand how COVID-19 and the
government’s mitigation strategies affected Shan sex workers’ vulnerability contexts
and the coping strategies they use, which are related to their individual livelihood
assets.

VULNERABILITY FACTORS

There are several different definitions of vulnerability in the literature on
social resilience. Some define vulnerability as, “Potential harm to people. It involves
a combination of factors that determine the degree to which someone’s life and
livelihood are put at risk by a discrete and identifiable event in nature or in society”
(UNDP, 2016). For others, it is “exposure to risk and an inability to avoid or absorb
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potential harm” (Pelling, 2003). According to Chambers’ study on vulnerability,
coping and policy (Chambers, 1989), vulnerability does not necessarily involve
current deprivation but rather insecurity and exposure to risk and shock. Building
off the work of Chambers (1989) and Blaikie et al. (2004), we define vulnerability as
the diminished capacity of an individual or group to anticipate, cope with, resist and
recover from the impact of a crisis. Sex workers are already at risk in Thai society
because of chronic vulnerability factors such as their insecure legal and residency
status, exposure to stigmatization, and social and financial insecurity, which have
been important in shaping their positioning and experience before and during the
pandemic.

LEGAL STATUS OF SEX WORKERS

Sex work is criminalized in some form in 116 countries, including Thailand
(Empower Foundation, 2016). In many settings, laws, policies, and local ordinances
all serve to penalize and marginalize sex workers (Kerrigan et al., 2008). This has not
always been the case. Ayutthaya, the previous capital of the Siamese Kingdom, had
a licensed brothel run by a noble in 1680 CE (Empower Foundation, 2018). Both local
and foreign sex workers worked there and the state gained income from formal,
legal taxes paid by brothel owners and workers (Empower Foundation, 2018). With
the introduction of the “Prevention of Communicable Disease Act, 1908” on 22
March 1908, sex work became a regulated occupation that required registration with
government officials (OK Nation, 2007).

This lasted until the Cold War, when Thailand was under the control of a
military cabinet led by General Sarit Thanarat. The mass entrance of US troops to
Thailand caused exponential growth in the sex industry (Simpkins, 1997-1998), but
at the same time and as mentioned earlier, the Thailand government enacted the
“Suppression of Prostitution Act, 1960“ —and then much later on 22 October 1996,
the “Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act (1996)“ (NATLEX, 1996). The
latter’s aims were to combat human trafficking and to fine prostitutes less harshly.
The Act criminalizes traffickers and aims to prevent individuals under 18 years of
age from engaging in sex work. Even though the penalties on individual sex workers
are less harsh, the Act still classifies sex work as illegal (Liebolt, 2014).

Laikram & Pathak (2021) detail how Thailand’s sex work laws are
problematic: they comprise a threat to sex workers and do not protect their rights.
Leo Bernardo Villar further states “Sex workers are unable to formally access legal
protection. Despite some sex workers being legally employed as entertainers, many
of them, including migrants, are deterred from reporting exploitative conditions and
accessing legal protection due to the criminalization of sex work, “(2019).
Additionally, his study described migrant sex workers” vulnerability as victims of
human trafficking, also potentially harassed by branches of the Thai government
under the Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking Act (2008). The Thai
police have used this Act to justify the arrest and detention of migrant sex workers,
romanticizing their actions as “rescues,” even though many migrants are not
necessarily trafficked (Empower Foundation, 2012). Sex workers are at severe risk
with little recourse for abuses under the current system, and their precarious legal
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status prevents them from receiving rights protection and equal compensation from
other jobs, which only worsens their ability to cope with crises.

The sex industry has been legally suppressed since 1960. Since then, tourism
has become a key driver for the Thai economy and has created jobs and led to
increased income overall. Tourism also benefits from the international reputation of
Thai sex industry. The high visibility of sex work in tourist areas shows the role of
tourism in promoting the sex industry (Lin Lean Lim, 1998). It was estimated that
Thailand’s sex industry earns more that 2 billion Thailand baht (THB) a year
(Prachathai, 2015). Therefore, agents of the Thai state selectively enforce the law,
simply because the sex industry is so lucrative. Sex works and sexual entertainment
businesses are allowed to operate in both direct or indirect forms such as Karaoke
shops, massage parlors, restaurants, bars, and spas.

Migrants from neighboring countries sometimes engage in sex work in border
towns before moving to urban areas (Fisher et.al., 2019). For Chiang Mali, the service
sector -- which includes the sex industry -- contributed the greatest value to Gross
Provincial Product: 71 percent of its total (Atsawawanlop & Jangchadjai, 2021). There
are several “Red Light Districts” in Chiang Mai, often run as indirect establishments
which include sex work. Therefore, it is difficult to estimate the total number of sex
workers in the city. Empower Foundation in Chiang Mai estimates that the sex
worker community in the city consists of 3,000 sex workers (Empower Foundation,
2016). The majority of the migrant sex workers in the North are ethnic Shan, a group
principally from the Shan State of Myanmar (Griensven et al., 1995; International
Organization for Migration, 2019). Socioeconomic factors and migrant status
influence Shan female and male migrants to engage in the sex industry (Ayuttacorn
et al., 2021; Ferguson, 2014).

SOCIAL STIGMA AND HEALTH INSECURITY

As sex work venues closed their doors after the emergency decree, demand
for shelter and supported housing increased. Generally speaking, existing mental
health problems are likely to be exacerbated by anxieties over income, food and
housing, alongside concerns about COVID-19 infection (Platt et al., 2020). As a
consequence of strict border control measures, there was a huge decline in foreign
tourists, which along with sex work venues closing, dramatically affected Thailand’s
sex tourism industry (Phoisaat & Amendral, 2021). Sex workers in Thailand
encountered a massive income shock and similar financial insecurity which has been
explained by Platt et al. (2020).

Sex workers also suffer from social stigma due to mainstream Thai social
norms that cherish women'’s virginity and condescendingly refers to sex workers as
‘'whores’. The ‘whore stigma’ implies that ‘good” women will not be desperate
enough to sell themselves and sex workers are ‘bad” women (Simpkins, 1997-1998).
Mainstream Thai culture values the ideal ‘Kulasatrii” woman, which refers to being
unassuming, graceful and sexually conservative. Sex workers can never be a
‘Kulasatrii’ (Malgo, 2014). Peracca et al. (1998) corroborate that in Thai society sex
work is seen as an incorrect, immoral and shameful job.

Sex workers not only suffer from stigma regarding their occupation, they also
suffer from stigma related to sexually transmitted diseases (STDs); sex workers are
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often portrayed as disease carriers (Malgo, 2014). According to Lazarus et al. (2012),
the occupational stigma associated with sex work is the primary barrier preventing
sex workers from health care access, especially for sex workers who work
individually. This reveals that stigmatization against sex workers not only causes
them social insecurity, but it also exposes them to health insecurity as well.

It is important to clarify that migrants who have work permits and contribute
to the Thailand social security system are fully covered by it. However,
undocumented migrants face barriers to enrolling in these programs. In 2001, the
Thai Ministry of Public Health introduced a Migrants Health Insurance Scheme
(MHIS) for documented and undocumented migrants who are not covered by social
health insurance. MHIS is a voluntary prepayment scheme (2,200 THB/year in 2015)
which provides health coverage including antiretroviral treatment for human
immunodeficiency viruses (HIV) (Tangcharoensathin et.al., 2017). However, many
migrants have not enrolled in MHIS because of the high upfront costs, and do not
always see the value in investing health insurance when they are impoverished
(Fisher et.al., 2019). Migrants often change employers or move to another province;
they also fear litigation by authorities and experience services with poor response
rates. Thus, MHIS encourages sick migrants to participate and heathy persons to
self-exclude (Tangcharoensathin et.al., 2017). Sex workers’ illegal status in Thailand
excludes them from social health insurance including national STD responses
(Kerrigan et al., 2008). Moreover, under COVID-19, migrants have had to pay a
higher total of 3,300 THB for additional COVID tests and medical check ups to access
MHIS (Puttanont, 2021).

LIVELIHOOD ASSETS

These vulnerabilities have influenced the coping strategies of sex workers in
Chiang Mai. Coping strategies require livelihood assets and support from policies
and institutions. The quality of livelihood assets are important factors in analyzing
the way vulnerable people turn assets into advantageous livelihood outcomes and
use them to build more efficient coping strategies or resilience. There are five
livelihood assets in the “Asset Pentagon,” including human capital, social capital,
natural capital, physical capital, and financial capital, and the way these assets are
used constitute the livelihood strategy of individuals (Laungaramsri, 2011).

The example of responding to the spread of HIV from the 1980s to 2014 shows
how the vulnerable use these assets to strengthen their coping strategies. Sex
workers raised cooperation among themselves, built up a community to provide
financial support and addressed social and structural barriers to their health and
human rights. They sought allies from both government and non-government
organizations in order to achieve social and policy change and expanded access to
quality HIV services (Shannon et al., 2014; Kerrigan et al., 2015).

The more livelihood assets a sex worker can access, the better their livelihood
strategy and resilience will be, leading to better livelihood outcomes and
sustainability. Much research focuses on sex workers’ vulnerabilities and coping
strategies. The vulnerabilities they identify in common relate to actions of
government authorities and policies (Kerrigan et al., 2008; Kerrigan et al., 2015;
Villar, 2019), laws (Laikram & Pathak, 2021; Liebolt, 2014; Villar, 2019), and
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stigmatization (Simpkins, 1997-1998; Peracca et al., 1998; Kerrigan et al., 2008;
Lazarus, 2012; Malgo, 2014). However, there have been no studies on the specific
context of the vulnerability factors and coping strategies of migrant sex workers in
Thailand. This study attempts to build on these previous studies to better develop a
perspective on migrant sex workers, covering a wide variety of issues and livelihood
assets utilization.
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According to the sustainable livelihood framework, which is an effort to
holistically conceptualize livelihoods, capturing their many complexities and the
constraints and opportunities that they are subjected to (DFID, 1999) there are two
factors with effects on vulnerability: livelihood assets and policies/institutions.
These factors lead to a change in coping strategies which later influences livelihood
outcomes like wellbeing, income, and the reduction of vulnerability. Livelihood
assets are human capital, social capital, natural capital, physical capital, and financial
capital. Human capital includes health, nutrition, education, knowledge and skills.
Even though most migrant sex workers have low levels of education, they do
possess social capital which is often the most crucial asset. They are able to relate
with networks, connections, relations of trust, and seek support from friends and
NGOs. They can sometimes transform this social capital into financial capital, key to
their survival during periods of job loss.

Policies and institutions include government schemes and policies together
with non-government organizations such as the Empower Foundation. Livelihood
assets and policies/institutions are associated with one another as
policies/institutions can positively and negatively affect livelihood assets in terms of
quantity, quality, and security. In this case, COVID-19 is the unprecedented shock
that negatively affected the vulnerability context, livelihood assets, policies and
institutions.
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METHODOLOGY

The researchers used a mixed research methodology to conduct this research
between June and August 2021. This methodology consisted of both technical and
strategic levels of quantitative and qualitative research, in order to highlight the
diversity of ideas presented in the data, to allow interviewees’ voices to accurately
come through and to ensure findings were grounded in interviewees’ experiences.
The study used statistical analysis and interviews to identify migrant sex workers’
primary vulnerability factors and additional factors caused by COVID-19, to examine
the impacts of COVID-19 on Shan female sex workers, and to relate individual
livelihood assets to coping strategies and the effects on livelihoods.

This paper uses statistical data including average age, average income per
month, average expenditure per month to better inform the qualitative data received
through interviews. The researchers used a set of questionnaires and previous
relevant research, academic journals, and articles for the qualitative data collection
process. The data from questionnaires was gathered and analyzed through a
database to calculate the average and frequency of data. Analyzed data is presented
in tables and charts in favor of simplifying its presentation.

This study received qualitative data from questionnaires, in-depth interviews
and participation observation. We approached female sex workers through a
coordinator of Empower Foundation, and participants were provided with
information regarding to research objectives. Purposive sampling of eight people
who stayed in Chiang Mai included seven female sex workers from Shan State and a
Thai coordinator of Empower Foundation. Every participant was required to meet
the inclusion criteria of being a Shan female participant aged between 18-50.

Due to COVID-19 restrictions the in-depth interviews had to be carried out
online via the Zoom platform and in-person participation observation was foregone
to follow social distancing guidelines and prevent COVID-19 infection risks. Online
interviews typically lasted between 45 to 70 minutes depending on the information
given by the participants. All participants were provided remuneration of 300 THB
(10 USD) for their time. Online interviews reduced the ability of the researchers to
clearly observe participants” facial and emotional expressions as well as the tone of
their replies. Three hours were spent interviewing the coordinator of the Empower
Foundation in-person. This study used content analysis to analyze the qualitative
data, which was managed by data coding.

The hub of this study was the Can Do Bar, which creates a safe space for sex
workers and is a learning center for the public to better understand the history and
context of sex work. Since 2006, it has been owned and managed by a group of sex
workers from the Empower Foundation, a Thai sex worker organization promoting
opportunities and rights for sex workers. They have a community fund where any
sex worker who contributes to the fund becomes part of the foundation’s collective
ownership. The Empower Foundation aims to raise the dignity of sex workers and
represent their interests by attempting to lift Thailand’s prostitution laws. They have
a center in Chiang Mai with a local community of around 3,000 sex workers
including both Thai citizens and migrants.

According to conversations with participants, COVID-19 scattered many sex
workers to different places and many lost contact with each other, causing difficulty
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for us to contact them. However, according to the participants” interview, departed
Shan sex workers they still had contact with faced similar difficulties and
vulnerability those who stayed in Chiang Mai. Therefore, they tend to have similar
livelihood assets and coping strategies. Some participant details are listed in table 1.

ETHICS STATEMENT

This study received ethics approval from the Human Experimentation
Committee, Chiang Mai University Research Ethic Committee (Certificate of Ethical
Clearance No 64/072). Participants were informed that the interviews would be
recorded, and the data provided would be kept confidential and anonymous. All
participants provided verbal informed consent prior to the interviews. Researchers
used pseudonyms to identify participants to preserve confidentiality, and
participants were not asked to show identity documents or work permits. They were
also informed they could withdraw from the interviews at any time.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

All seven sex worker participants were from Shan State in Myanmar. They all
claimed that their income in Shan State was not adequate to support their families;
they came to Chiang Mai for economic reasons. Another push factor for migration
from Shan State is the decades-long internal civil wars that plague the region
(Ferguson, 2021), however; the participants did not explicitly mention the security of
their homeland. Five of the seven participants live alone in Chiang Mai, only two
live with family, and six still have family to support in Myanmar. One of them does
not have family members left in Myanmar but has three family members living with
them in Chiang Mai. None of them had received a COVID-19 vaccination at the time
of research as they are excluded from the government health scheme and the price of
the vaccine in private hospitals is too high for them to afford. All of them have a
good understanding of COVID-19 symptoms and preventative measures.

Table 1. Sex worker participants’ birthplace, age, family members and vaccination
status.

Pseudonym  Birthplace Age Family ~ Vaccination — Education Qualification
members
Jin Shan State 30 3 No Senior High School
Fon Shan State 31 3 No Junior High School
Nai Shan State 38 3 No Elementary School
Kai Shan State 40 5 No N/A
Dao Shan State 40 11 No Junior High School
May Shan State 48 7 No Junior High School
Aeh Shan State 50 6 No N/A
AVE = AVE =543
39.57 Max =11
Max =50 Min =3
Min =30
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VULNERABILITIES OF SHAN SEX WORKERS

Shan sex workers’ vulnerabilities were affected by various factors including
legislative limitations, institutions and policy, COVID-19, and the lack of livelihood
assets. These factors have a huge influence on their coping strategies that
consequently indicate their livelihood quality. Being able to indicate the
vulnerability factors of Shan sex workers can point out weaknesses that need
strengthening in order to reduce vulnerabilities and quality of life.

STATE POLICIES AND LAWS

As mentioned, the “Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act,
1996,” criminalizes sex workers, even though many sex workers work publicly at
bars, massage parlors, and other nightlife spots. Those workplaces have been legally
registered under the “Entertainment Place Act, 1966 (2003)” or as a business under
the “Civil and Commercial Code, 2008” (Empower Foundation, 2017). Therefore, sex
workers who simultaneously work as a dancer, waitress, or entertainer in these
entertainment places should be protected under the Labor Protection Act just like
other staff who do not also perform sex work.

However, the Thailand government has neglected to include sex workers in
the law, leaving them to face oppression and exploitation. They cannot complain to
any government agency because their job is considered a crime and there is a high
possibility to be accused of prostitution. Moreover, the Prostitution Act paves the
way for government authorities to engage in corruption. The International Labor
Organization reported in 2015 that in Thailand “sex workers and the owners of
entertainment and sex establishments regularly pay the police” (as cited in Empower
Foundation, 2017). The National Economic and Social Advisory Council found in a
2003 study that go-go bar and massage parlor owners in Thailand annual pay a total
of 3.2 billion THB, which is US$80 million, in police bribes regardless of whether
they are breaking laws (as cited in Empower Foundation, 2017).

Shan sex workers” vulnerability is even higher as they are breaching a greater
number of laws. The Prohibited Jobs for Foreigners Law in the “Aliens Working Act
(1978)” prevents migrant workers from working in jobs such as front shop workers,
retailers, bartenders, and masseuses (Thai Law Online, 2018). When sex workers lost
their income due to COVID-19, this law limited their access to alternative legitimate
occupations.

Criminalization exposes sex workers to abuse and exploitation by law
enforcement officials and by the law itself. It leads to more vulnerability to violence,
including rape, assault, and murder by attackers who see sex workers as easy targets
because they are stigmatized and unlikely to receive help from authorities (Human
Rights Watch, 2019). It also forces sex workers to work in unsafe locations to avoid
arrest. Again, migrant sex workers encounter high vulnerability.

In recent years government policy trends of failing to provide support have
only increased sex worker vulnerability. Despite the fact that it is the government’s
responsibility to care for those who have been affected by curfew measures, the Thai
government left migrant sex workers behind and refused to help them. This even
extended to the vaccine rollout. Although sex workers are part of the service sector
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and should be in the very first target group for vaccine allocation, migrant sex
workers were completely excluded. Moreover, there were information access
challenges for migrant sex workers because the government focused less on
vaccinating migrant workers and information was not disseminated widely. Due to
their limited financial capital, Shan sex workers could not afford alternative vaccines
from private hospitals either. This caused a higher risk of both individual and public
health insecurity for sex workers.

“I have not received any COVID-19 vaccine yet and 1 think it is because I am a
migrant. Even if they had a COVID-19 vaccine available in a private hospital, I still
would not have enough money to afford it” (Nai, personal communication, June 21,
2021).

Four of the seven interview participants said receiving a COVID-19 vaccine
from the Empower Foundation seemed to be the most likely way they would be
vaccinated. Only one out of the seven was waiting for a direct allocation from the
Thailand government. The other two were still not certain which route would first
provide them with a vaccination.

Visa renewals are another significant hurdle affecting vulnerability. The
process is supposed to be convenient with a reasonable fee. However, Thailand
authorities stopped easily facilitating visa renewals after COVID-19. This forces
migrant workers to renew their documents at a higher fee even if it has not reached
the expiry date yet. According to the Immigration Bureau, migrant workers
normally pay about 2,530 THB for a one-year visa extension (Thailand Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, 2019). Since the outbreak of COVID-19 however, migrant workers
have had to pay at least 5680 THB to renew their visa (Foreign Workers
Administration Office, 2021). Each permission is initially granted for 60 days only
(Immigration Bureau, 2020), which means they have to extend their visa every two
months. It is even more expensive for migrants who cannot manage to extend their
visa by themselves and hire middlemen to assist in the document preparation
process.

“Before the COVID-19 pandemic, I had to pay about 12,000 THB for a visa
extension. For a duration of one year, 1 use the service from middleman because the
process is too complicated for me. Now the price has boosted up to 15,000 THB and I
have no idea how long I will be able to afford it” (Jin, personal communication, June
24, 2021).

These are just some examples of institutional and policy factors which have
had a severe impact on Shan sex workers” health and economic security and their
legal status as migrant workers in Thailand.

EFFECTS OF COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the vulnerability context for migrant
sex workers in various dimensions. Since lockdown measures were enforced, sex
workplaces began shutting down. A great number of migrant sex workers
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encountered financial crises as many were suddenly laid off or suspended by their
employers. They did not receive any compensation from their employer, contrary to
the Labor Protection Act 1998. Section 118 of the Act states that:

“A boss shall pay compensation to an employee whose employment has been
terminated. Termination of employment under this Section means any action by which
the boss does not allow the employee to continue to do work and does not pay wages to
the employee, regardless of whether the cause is the cessation of the employment
agreement or another cause, and the meaning also covers cases where an employee does
not do work and is not paid wages because the boss is unable to continue business
operations” (NATLEX, 1998).

Although laying employees off without compensation is against the law, there
were no government authorities willing to listen to migrant sex workers when they
called for justice. For the few sex workers who managed to continue working as
masseuses or providing sexual services, the physical nature of their work put them
at risk of COVID-19 infection. This risk and the stress associated with it is another
significant vulnerability relating to COVID-19: individual mental health. Sex
workers suffer stress and anxiety from losing their jobs, from COVID-19 exposure
risk, from having inadequate financial capital and from not being able to provide
financial support to their family. One of the research participants, Fon, said she has
suffered stress and anxiety every day since the first outbreak of COVID-19: “I feel
stressed and worried every day because I don’t know how to keep my life going. I
have no income and I have not sent any money back to my family in Myanmar for
one year and eight months” (Fon, personal communication, June 21, 2021). The
pressure from the responsibility Fon was carrying and the feeling of coming to a
dead-end translated into anxiety, complicating her vulnerability context.

LACK OF LIVELIHOOD ASSETS

The first livelihood asset of consequence is human capital and education is an
integral component of it. The participants” highest education achieved is high school
(one out of seven). Three out of seven possess a junior high school degree, one has a
senior high school and one only passed elementary school. All of them continued
their studies in non-formal education at the Empower Foundation, which provides
educational opportunities for sex workers without discrimination based on past
experience. However, due to time constraints and the need to work, some of them
were unable to continue in higher education: “To be frank, I could have continued to
study. But I had no time and I had to work really hard. These things prevented me
from continuing my studies” (Jin, personal communication, June 24, 2021). Illiteracy
also prevented one participant from getting the latest news; she usually received
news through conversations with her friends from Empower: “I can’t write or read,
so it’s hard for me to receive news and information about COVID-19 via mainstream
media. I usually receive information from talking with my friends on Empower
group chat “ (Aeh, personal communication, July 9, 2021).
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Chart 1: Highest Education of Participants
Senior High

School
14% (1from 7)

Not specified
29% (2 from 7)

Elementary
School
14% (1 from7)

lunior High School
43% (3 from 7)

= Not specified = Elementary School Junior High School

Senior High School m High Vocational Certificate = Bachelor Degree or Higher

Figure 1. Highest education level of participants.

Human capital also includes working skills and physical health. Regarding
health conditions, if one’s body is in good health, one tends to be able to earn more
money due to having physical strength and power. A good comparison comes from
two research participants: Jin and Fon. Jin is a 30-year-old woman in good health.
She manages to do alternative jobs. After the pandemic, she still earned 9,000 THB
per month—the maximum recorded post-pandemic income of all the research
participants. Then there is Fon, a 31-year-old woman with allergies. Her skin is
sensitive to dust and some kinds of fabric, consequently; she cannot work in
laundries or be a housemaid. Her alternative earning capacity was very limited, and
unfortunately she was turned down by every job she applied for. However, Fon was
able to procure 3,000 THB per month from the Can Do Bar and via loans from
friends.

Shan sex workers’ financial capital was stymied by the lockdown and curfew
measures, leading to the closure of entertainment workplaces and forcing workers to
rely on their savings. Table 2 shows that during the COVID-19 pandemic every
participant’s average income dropped to less than 9,000 THB per month, lower than
the minimum wage of Thailand —a sign of serious financial crisis. Their income
decreased by a proportion of more than 80 percent, some even reached a 100 percent
reduction, leaving barely enough to survive.
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Table 2. Participants’ average monthly income, expenditure, and savings in THB.

Income before Expenditure Expenditure Savings

Income after COVID-  before after JTHB(
Pseudonym (}%\QD'” 19 )THB( COVID-19  COVID-19
) ( )THB( )THB(
Jin 50,000 9,000 (including 20,000 8,000 200,000
income from regular
clients)
Fon 18,000 3,000 (from Can Do 14,000 12,000 240,000
Bar and loans)
Nai 40,000 9,000 30,000 10,000 400,000
Kai 15,000 2,000 10,000 8,000 10,000
Dao 20,000 5,000 15,000 9,000 500,000
May 20,000 600 9,000 5,500 40,000
Aeh 18,000 0 15,000 11,000 40,000
AVE =25,_85714 AVE=4,085.71 AVE = AVE = AVE =
16,142.86 9,071.43 204,285.71
Max = 50,000 Max = 9,000 Max = Max = Max =
30,000 13,000 500,000
Min = 15,000 Min=0 Min=9,000 Min-= Min = 10,000
11,000

Each participant had her own savings, though all of them stated that the
amount of money they held was inadequate for their ongoing daily life, not to
mention sending money back to their families in Myanmar. Relying on savings
definitely relieved difficulties for some at the beginning of pandemic. But it is not a
permanent solution—when savings dwindle, they would struggle to subsist. In the
meantime, this also means a lower quality of life because they must limit their
consumption. Despite six out of seven sex workers owning social security insurance,
the relief money they received was irregularly allocated and the amount was never
more than 5,000 THB. All of them also received financial assistance from the
Empower Foundation but it was very little compared to their expenditure per
month.

Many female Shan sex workers departed Chiang Mai after their workplaces
closed. They collected their savings and chose to return home to try to run their own
businesses. The cost of living is also cheaper in Shan State, so some sex workers went
back to stay with their parents. They could not move back to Thailand easily again
because of lockdown policies and unpredictable job opportunities.

Some of them tried to seek alternative work —legal or illegal —but finding a
new job during the pandemic is challenging. Even though they got jobs in
waitressing, cleaning, and massage, employers chose to pay them a lower than usual
rate. They did not have the power to negotiate their salaries given their livelihood
assets. Some of them wanted to run a small business of their own, but they lacked
the capital to start a business.

One livelihood asset that can help is physical capital, which refers to the basic
infrastructure that people need to make a living, as well as the tools and equipment
that they use such as transport and communication systems, shelter, water and
sanitation systems, and energy. Each Shan sex worker in this group study had access
to basic infrastructure and communication systems. Nonetheless, most Shan sex
workers cannot access a financial credit system and cannot afford a house of their
own. They are forced to rent, but due to economic hardship some of them had to
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relocate to a smaller house or room after the COVID-19 pandemic hit. Regarding
access to information, the dissemination of public health and policy information
did not reach migrant workers sufficiently. Many migrant workers cannot access
information from the Thailand government authorities on vaccination,
compensation, and so forth. The limitation of access to necessary information
prevents migrant sex workers from accessing services or schemes that could help
their coping strategies and wellbeing.

The livelihood asset that most influenced sex workers” coping strategies
during the period of this study was social capital. Those with higher levels of social
interaction and more connections tended to have a better vulnerability context.
While some sex workers had wider networks than others, participants said their
social connections are limited to the sex worker community. Their associated social
stigma hinders meaningful communication with wider Thailand society. Besides,
Shan sex workers have very few Thai acquaintances and barely receive any aid from
the wider community, preferring their own sex worker community where they feel
more comfortable. Due to stigma, connections with Thai people can make them feel
uncomfortable and cause difficulties.

COPING STRATEGIES

Coping strategies were differently shaped and adapted by individual
livelihood assets and vulnerability contexts. During the pandemic, high social capital
and financial capital were the most crucial factors that allowed Shan sex workers to
cope with the crisis. Furthermore, they directly negotiated with the government
authorities through their protest, aiming to access the relief measures they were
entitled to and to improve their livelihoods.

CAPITAL ASSETS OF SHAN FEMALE SEX WORKERS

In this study, social capital includes social connections, membership of groups
or organizations, relationships of trust, and social media influence. Social
connections include both vertical connections and horizontal connections. For
vertical connections, any individual who has good relationships with people having
more power or influence can increase the likelihood of finding employment and
income. One of the research participants, In, has wide connections with several local
retailers in Chiang Mai and took advantage of them by selling her homemade chili
paste on retail shop shelves, using a consignment business plan to earn a small
amount of money.

Horizontal connections are key for sex workers as well. Knowing a wide
range of people who are at the same or close level can provide Shan sex workers an
expansion of information exchange, informing them of jobs for migrant workers and
of news about the COVID-19 situation and occupational training opportunities.
Moreover, horizontal connections can improve mutual economic situations by
friends supporting one another and creating business connections together. For
example, some Shan sex workers who did not have enough capital to start a business
became intermediaries, purchasing merchandise from their friends, and selling it to
others. Participants also received useful advice from their friends. Kai received
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advice from her friend to buy social security insurance. She thought it was a good
piece of advice and decided to buy the insurance - even though the compensation
from the insurance is only little, it is better than having nothing.

Horizontal connections also include membership of groups or organizations
and cohabiting with family. Being a part of the Empower Foundation, migrant sex
workers can receive help from the foundation including compensation, daily needs,
and food supplies. As a mediator within the sex worker community and between sex
workers and the government, the Empower Foundation has been a safe space for sex
workers to share their problems, comfort each other, and work together to find
solutions, creating a stronger connection among internal community members. The
Empower Foundation has supported Shan sex workers to participate in vocational
training provided by the Office of Social Development and Human Security in
Chiang Mai. Many know how to make cocktails and prepare snacks, so some of
them worked as bartenders. However, it is difficult for them to invest in their own
business since it is prohibited by law. Aeh expresses her indignation for having been
treated unfairly:

“I learned how to make sushi, but I could not use this skill. I can only work as a
servant because I am a migrant. Now I get daily wage from labor job, so I could not
send money to my nieces and nephews” (Aeh, personal communication, July 9,
2021).

During the COVID pandemic, it was hard for Shan female sex workers to find
a fulltime job. They earned some income from alternative jobs and from regular
customers. Jin told us about her income:

“Now I work as a house cleaner, but only few people hire me. I find jobs by myself,
sometimes from friends. Special income is from my regular customers, we know each
other for many years, and still keep in contact” (Jin, personal communication, June
24,2021).

One participant who lives alone in Chiang Mai has fewer social connections
and friends than the others. She has less effective coping strategies, less access to
news and information, and less income. She was hardly able to find any job or
source of income since the third wave of the pandemic and is still facing the same
obstacles to this day. Here we see that the lack of social capital can lead to a higher
level of vulnerability which has a negative influence on one’s coping strategy and
livelihood outcomes.

Relationships of trust are crucial for any transaction that demands credibility,
especially financial transactions. Participants have a limited amount of money and
keeping cash flow requires careful consideration. They also must trust that their
money will be returned with no guarantees. One of the participants, Fon, said in her
interview that she asked her friend in Myanmar to provide her mother with some
money and said she would return it later. Her friend was impressively generous,
lending Fon’s mother the money and telling Fon that she could pay it back when
able to. This shows that good relationships of trust can highly benefit people’s
coping strategies.
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The last component of social capital mentioned in the first paragraph is social
media. It is another helpful tool for migrant sex workers to access a wide range of
information, seek work, and sell goods. Shan sex worker Nai used Facebook to sell
her homemade chili powder and snacks. She has wide connections with several local
retailers in Chiang Mai, then she earned some money and it helped her meet her
monthly expenditure:

“I made chili powder with pork rind and advertised it via Facebook. Some of my
friends advised me where to sell things. They also buy my stuff and promote it on their
social media pages. Empower also help me buying and distributing them for those who
lose the job. But I gain little benefit because the cost of ingredient is more expensive”
(Nai, personal communication, June 21, 2021).

However, some online platforms require advertisement fees, leading to less
profit. Apart from selling goods online, the Shan sex workers used social media apps
such as Line to share useful information, consult and comfort each other. Social
media became a crucial tool for solidarity during the pandemic. In this way we can
see that social capital is associated with various livelihood assets, allowing migrant
sex workers to extend their access to other assets and develop their coping strategies.
Moreover, it is a platform for migrant sex workers to speak for themselves and call
for a change in governmental schemes and policies.

Financial capital is a versatile asset that can be converted into other types of
assets. It refers to the room you live, the food you eat - financial capital indicates
your material quality of life. Accordingly, Shan sex workers tried many ways after
the COVID-19 pandemic to increase their incomes and reduce household
expenditures. Some even withdrew their savings to invest in a small business,
hoping to gain profit and secure financial status. Nonetheless, the money they
earned was still inadequate, perhaps because of lower customer demand during the
time of COVID-19 and their inexperience running businesses.

NEGOTIATING WITH THE GOVERNMENT

Negotiations with the government on behalf of affected sex workers were
undertaken by the Empower Foundation. They sent an open letter to the cabinet,
calling for proper compensation and assistance for both Thai and migrant sex
workers equally. On 29 June 2021, sex workers in Thailand, including Empower
Foundation representatives, used panties and high heels to protest against COVID-
19 lockdowns, demanding fair financial compensation from the government
authorities (Prachathai, 2021). They also launched a petition calling for prostitution
to be decriminalized and urging authorities to remove all penalties for selling sex.
This is consistent with the foundation’s ongoing attempts to challenge the state,
decriminalize prostitution and draw attention to the issue of social and economic
equity for sex workers. According to personal conversation with the coordinator, the
government finally sent a representative to receive the proposition and promised to
consider the demand later. Their action did not just call on the government to
provide them with better compensation and legal status, but also drew attention
from the public to acknowledge sex worker vulnerabilities during COVID-19.

Published online: August 4, 2022 .2023.10(1): €2023010



: CMU Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (2023) Vol.10 No.1 17

\_/
DISCUSSION

Several works of research outline various factors that can affect sex workers’
vulnerability, starting with their legal status. Laws in Thailand are highly
discriminatory against sex workers and impede their quality of life. The
criminalization of sex work translates into weak legal protections which are
fundamental to one’s life security. Despite their importance to the economy, the
Thailand government does not value the wellbeing of sex workers and continues to
exclude sex workers from their assistance schemes. Beyond that, migrant sex
workers are oppressed by the police who use the word “rescue” to justify and
romanticize their actions. To further the study of challenges confronting Shan sex
workers, our research findings show that there are more relevant laws affecting Shan
sex workers such as the “Prohibited Jobs for Foreigners relating to the Aliens
Working Act (1978),” preventing migrant workers from legally working in
alternative jobs and reducing livelihood opportunities. Most Shan sex workers
interviewed participated in some occupational training after the pandemic. They
learned how to make sushi, tend bar, polish nails and more. But they could not
legally turn this training into productive work, due to the Aliens Working Act.

Regarding decriminalizing sex workers, this study suggests that the
“Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act (1996)” should be lifted and sex
workers should be legally recognized with equal welfare benefits as other jobs.
Society may be concerned that legalizing sex work will mean the profession becomes
widespread and chaotic. This would not be the case. Commercial sex work would
still be under the control of several acts such as “The Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act
(No. 3 2017),” the “Entertainment Place Act (No. 4 2004),” the “Child Protection Act
(2003),” and the “Labor Protection Act (1998).” These acts would effectively regulate
sex work and provide protection and security to sex workers, leading to a reduction
of legislative vulnerability and discrimination.

Stigmatization can lead to higher rates of abuse suffered by sex workers,
especially migrant sex workers with less ability to negotiate and protect themselves.
It also exposes sex workers to discrimination and prevents them from accessing
social welfare including health care and relief measures. The solution for reducing
stigma and discrimination against sex workers is not easy and requires structural
changes such as laws and policies as well as cultural values.

Some studies focus on migrant sex workers as victims of human trafficking
(Laikram & Pathak, 2021; Villar, 2019). However, in this context of low mobility
during the COVID-19 pandemic, our study finds this to be less significant than
economic hardship and legal discrimination. Without firm financial independence, it
is extremely hard for sex workers to survive in this crisis situation. Another
vulnerability factor not mentioned in previous studies is the inconvenience of
renewing visas or work permits in Thailand. According to our study, most Shan sex
workers are affected by the inconvenience and high expenditure of extending their
visa. They are likely to use intermediaries to assist in the document preparation
process and this costs them an even larger amount of money because of service
charges.

Prior research mainly focused on how support from government institutions,
laws, and policies play an important role in developing coping strategies. These
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issues were also found to be crucial in our own research, but we note the importance
of livelihood assets such as social capital as substantially influencing Shan sex
workers” coping strategies and livelihood outcomes. The wider the social
connections one possesses, the more possibility to enhance quality of life through
superior financial capabilities and more productive information. Challenging
government power was another strategy used to call for compensation and
legalization of sex work.

Our research shows that Shan sex workers” vulnerability context, factors, and
coping strategies are different at particular times and conditions. Nonetheless, there
are preexisting factors consistent with the present context and livelihood outcomes
of individuals. Furthermore, the variation in assets and vulnerability one has can
result in diverse coping strategies that differently influence individuals’ quality of
life.

CONCLUSION

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the vulnerability contexts of Shan sex
workers in Chiang Mai were increased and complicated, forcing them to utilize the
assets they had and convert them into coping strategies. These people’s livelihoods
relied on how effective their coping strategies were, on institutional help, and on the
amount and quality of livelihood assets they possessed. The Empower Foundation
stepped in and helped the community reduce the vulnerabilities they encounter and
helped them negotiate with government.

Shan sex workers in Chiang Mai themselves reduced their own vulnerabilities
by employing the livelihood assets they have, especially social capital. However, the
Thai government needs to support migrants to help them access financial capital and
job opportunities. This study reveals that Shan sex workers are still being left behind
and discriminated against in Thailand, but they have persevered to speak their
minds and struggle to live through the COVID-19 crisis.

There is an urgent need for the Thai authorities to decriminalize sex work and
restructure the social security system so that it is inclusive for migrants. The
decriminalization of sex work could reduce stigma; doing so would decrease the
barriers to accessing health care because sex workers need to feel safe enough to
reveal their occupation to health professionals (Lazarus et., al, 2012). The Aliens
Working Act should be revised to provide alternative occupations for sex workers.
Public health care should distribute the COVID-19 vaccine and cover the treatment
for all migrants, to reduce transmission for the whole population. In sum, Shan
migrant sex workers are resilient, but structural change is needed.
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