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Introduction

This report is the result of research undertaken in three countries: Guatemala, 
Colombia and Argentina, between October 2018 and June 2019. The researchers carried 
out 32 interviews with activists, allies and government officials related to Redtrasex 
and sex worker unions in Guatemala and Colombia. The focus of the project was to 
examine the process, strategies and impacts of sex worker unionisation, specifically in 
state-recognised unions in Latin America. Although there has been an expansion of sex 
worker organisations across much of the world, in many cases these tend to function 
as non-governmental organisations rather than unions with formal state recognition. 
As such, sex workers in Latin America are examples for the world: sex worker unions 
have achieved high levels of visibility both within their countries and also at the 
international scale. They have worked closely with UNAIDS, The Interamerican 
Commission on Human Rights, The Pan-American Health Organisation, the Organisation 
of American States, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean and 
Latin American feminist movements, amongst others. A key aim of this research project 
is to highlight the achievements in the region in order to be able to draw important 
lessons for sex worker movements in other countries around the world. 

http://www.redtrasex.org/ONUSIDA-hace-llamado-a-los-paises
https://www.redtrasex.org/173oPeriodo-Ordinario-de-Sesiones
https://www.redtrasex.org/173oPeriodo-Ordinario-de-Sesiones
https://www.redtrasex.org/De-la-esquina-a-la-OEA
https://www.redtrasex.org/De-la-esquina-a-la-OEA
https://www.redtrasex.org/Trabajo-Sexual-y-economia-regional


Over the last ten years, the Latin American sex workers’ movement has published 
seminal research on a variety of themes, including labour conditions, institutional 
violence and the role that sex work plays in the region’s economies. In 2019, 
Redtrasex launched the first Virtual Library on sex work, which now hosts hundreds of 
publications and research reports.

Yet in academic research, the majority of work that exists still focuses on HIV, sexual 
health, sex tourism or the commercial sexual exploitation of minors. Studies which do 
exist in relation to sex workers’ organisations are usually national level case studies 
and frequently focus on the Global North. The literature on sex workers in the Global 
South has nearly always referred to individual ‘microresistances’ and has argued that 
there is little interest in participating in more formal, organised political movements. 
These studies have emphasised the difficulty in organising workers who are 
undocumented migrants or who do not identify as sex workers and who lack political 
consciousness. Until now, there has been very little specific research about the role of 
trade unions. Despite the challenges, this project highlights that sex workers’ unions 
have in fact had more success in the Global South, and particularly in Latin America.

https://www.redtrasex.org/Trabajo-Sexual-y-condiciones
https://www.redtrasex.org/Trabajo-Sexual-y-Violencia-2841
https://www.redtrasex.org/Trabajo-Sexual-y-Violencia-2841
http://biblioteca.redtrasex.org/bitstream/handle/123456789/263/MTS%20-%20Econom%C3%ADas%20LAC%202020%20Versi%C3%B3n%20Final.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://www.redtrasex.org/Lanzamiento-y-presentacion-de-la


 ০ A range of strategies have been used in each country 
with important differences between them: this indicates 
that there is no single ‘one way’ of unionising sex 
workers in the region 

• In Guatemala: 
 » Sex workers deliberately decided not to engage 

with the press and the media. Given the highly 
conservative political context, they did not 
want to attract the attention of either religious 
commentators or feminists, until the union had 
been created: 

We did everything under the radar. Why did we do that? 
Because we didn’t want to hear public opinion.” 
- Samantha Carillo 

 » They also differed in their recruitment strategies: in 
Guatemala, Sintrasexgua has focused on forming a 
union and securing recognition of sex work as work 
through meetings with the Ministry of Labour and 
the Ministry for Health.

Through all of the political work that we did, our union 
was born and our union gives us political power as workers 
which we didn’t have as a non-governmental organisation.” 
- Samantha Carrillo

• In Colombia: 
 » Activists have taken advantage of the interest of the 

media in order to publicise information about their 
activities and to be able to debate with people who 
oppose them: 

 
We have to fight. I’ve said it and I say it in the media: we are 
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moving forward. It’s hard, it’s hard, the fight is going to be 
hard, the fight is hard.” - Fidelia Suárez

 » Sintrasexco has sought to recruit the maximum 
number of members possible in order to be able to 
support their argument about sex work as work: 

The union makes us strong and gives us a lot of possibilities. 
We achieved legalization and when the sentence came down 
in November 2017, the Council of State called on the Ministry 
of Labour to write a law regulating sex work. But to write it 
with us, because we are sex workers. The union gives us status 
and recognition so we’re taken into account.” - Fidelia Suárez

 ০ Activists in both Colombia and Guatemala see the union 
as a strategy and not an end in and of itself: it is a 
method for gaining recognition of sex work as work 
and for establishing a place to participate in national 
dialogue. It is more powerful and useful to negotiate with 
the state as a formal union, than as a non-governmental 
organisation.

As a non-governmental organization we can empower, 
strengthen and build. As a union, we can make demands 
of the state, the government, because our status improves. 
If the union demands things for the workers, which is what 
happens now, it’s that political status that gives you that level 
of engagement.” - Samantha Carrillo

We have Sintrasexco, which is our union, but Asumbuli is our 
base, it’s the source of our strength. When we show up to a 
debate and we talk about ‘The Union,’ then everyone takes it 
a bit more seriously. I mean, the union gives a lot of weight, it 
really does, a lot of weight’ .” - Lina Mena
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 ০ Redtrasex plays a key role in the region. As a result of 
the work of Redtrasex and the unions, Latin American 
sex workers are now operating as a regional actor. 

• Redtrasex’s role includes initiating union organising 
processes in some of the countries; acting as an 
advisor on strategy, focus and methods; supporting 
communication and social media; and providing a 
source of funding.

It’s a recognised organisation, not only by national 
governments, but also by international authorities, by the 
United Nations. We have earned prestige for our credibility, 
honesty and transparency. It’s one of the networks that is the 
most active. You’ll see that there are networks of feminists, 
but they don’t have the level of communication that we have.” 
- Elena Reynaga

The truth is that being part of the Redtrasex and having these 
resources gives us strength.” - Fidelia Suárez

We are working over three levels at the same time, and this 
gives us an even more elevated political status. Now they say, 
‘If we invite Omes, then we invite Sitrasexgua and we invite 
Redtrasex’ and so when they talk about us, they talk about us 
altogether.” - Samantha Carrillo

• The success of the unionisation effort is thanks to the 
support of Redtrasex and the tireless work of grassroots 
activists in each country. This involves extremely high 
levels of commitment and sacrifice on the part of sex 
worker activists and leaders. 
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No one in life is perfect, but I admire so much what the 
compañeras do, basically with nothing. As we often say, 
showing your face on TV has a really high personal cost 
and often people don’t understand that that can come with 
family rejection, loneliness. I mean, these are high costs and 
so I admire the compañeras so much, I’m so proud of that, of 
every single one of them, because I’m not perfect either and 
they make me so proud.” - Elena Reynaga

• However, the lack of sustained, long term funding is a 
significant challenge faced by all of the organisations. 
Funders who offer funds for specific, limited projects 
should consider financing the organisations in their 
regular, day-to-day activities and not just for specific 
projects in order to support the process of unionisation 
in more countries.

 ০ The process of unionisation was supported by key allies 
in each country:

• In Guatemala:
 » Deputy Maldonado Luz, Deputy Lesly Paz, José Angel 

Ortiz (Deputy Chief of General Directorate of Labour) 
and the Domestic and Factory Workers Association 
(ATRAHDOM)

• En Colombia:
 » The Colombian Workers Confederation (CTC) 

• It is notable that the feminist movement has not played 
an important role in either of these countries.
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conclusion

It is extremely impressive that sex workers in Latin America have established 
unions in contexts of armed conflict and high levels of violence, both 
historical and current. In these contexts, sex workers have been strikingly 
brave, undertaking dangerous work which has often involved multiple 
personal sacrifices. At the same time, these cases are important examples 
for sex workers’ movements around the world. The successes achieved in 
Latin America are models of best practices which should be celebrated and 
duplicated.



An important lesson from the case studies is that unionisation would be much more 
feasible if grassroots sex workers’ organisations had access to regular funds for their 
daily work. Funding generally only supports specific projects, which often require 
interrupting the sustained activism necessary for forming a union. Funders should 
therefore commit to offering long term funding for the day-to-day activism focused on 
sex workers’ working conditions, occupational health and human and labour rights.
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