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PEER-LED. PROVEN. POWERFUL.
Sex workers have been sexual health leaders for decades.

Peer-led.
Proven.
Powerful.
Sex workers have been sexual 
health leaders for decades.

Partnerships, not 
“rescue”, deliver results.
From the early 1980s, sex workers organised to form peer 
organisations such as the Australian Prostitutes Collective 
and later the Sex Workers Outreach Project (SWOP), 
one of the first sex worker organisations in the world to 
receive government health funding. These organisations 
have since partnered with health departments, sexual 
health clinics and researchers to design, deliver and 
evaluate evidence-based Blood Borne Virus (BBV) and STI 
prevention and health promotion initiatives.

Australia’s national HIV, STI and hepatitis strategies 
recognise peer-based, community-led responses as 
central to success and include sex worker representation 
on key advisory bodies such as the Blood Borne 
Viruses and Sexually Transmissible Infections Standing 
Committee, ensuring sex workers have a formal seat at the 
table and that responses are rights-based and grounded in 
lived experience. This partnership approach has delivered 
the virtual elimination of HIV transmission within the 
Australian sex industry, alongside consistently low HIV 
incidence and high levels of safer sex knowledge and 
practice. In practice, this looks like:

SEX WORKER PEER EDUCATORS DOING OUTREACH TO 
BROTHELS, MASSAGE PARLOURS, PRIVATE/INDEPENDENT 
WORKERS AND STREET-BASED WORKERS.

SEXUAL HEALTH CLINICS PARTNERING WITH SEX WORKER 
ORGANISATIONS TO BREAK DOWN ACCESS BARRIERS, INCLUDING 
SEX WORKER‑ONLY CLINICS AND CO‑DESIGNED SERVICE MODELS.

SEX WORKERS, CLINICIANS AND RESEARCHERS COMING TOGETHER 
TO CO-DESIGN STUDIES, EVALUATE PROGRAMS AND PUBLISH 
WORLD-LEADING EVIDENCE ON HIV AND STI PREVENTION.

GOVERNMENTS FUNDING PEER ORGANISATIONS AND 
INCLUDING THEM IN ADVISORY STRUCTURES TO LEAD HIV, STI 
AND HEPATITIS PREVENTION IN OUR OWN COMMUNITIES.

Scarlet Alliance is the national peak body for 

sex workers and sex worker organisations 

in unceded Australia. Our work is grounded 

in peer leadership, collective care, and a 

commitment to sex worker rights, health, 

safety and justice.
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Sex workers lead the way.
Sex workers in unceded Australia have been at the 
forefront of sexually transmissible infection (STI) and HIV 
prevention since the late 1970s. At that time, most forms of 
sex work were criminalised, brothels were regularly raided, 
and condoms could be used as evidence of “prostitution” 
in court.

When HIV emerged and our friends, lovers and 
communities started dying, science was still catching up. 
Sex workers, gay and bisexual men and people who inject 
drugs understood that something linked to unprotected 
sex and shared injecting equipment was causing these 
deaths, and we acted before formal public health responses.

As evidence caught up, research showed these 
community-led strategies worked.

During COVID-19, many sex workers stopped in-person 
work early, shifted online, and shared peer-led harm 
reduction advice long before governments recognised 
the specific impacts on our work. While sex workers 
were often excluded from income support, peer 
organisations mobilised emergency funds, food and 
information to keep our communities safer.

COVID-19: sex workers lead in crises

We dismantle structural 
barriers to sexual health.

This puts sex workers in a unique position to share 
accurate, non-judgemental information about HIV, STIs, 
safer sex practices and testing with people who may 
never otherwise engage with health promotion.

Decriminalisation and peer-led programs give sex 
workers the conditions to use this role safely and 
effectively. Evidence from Australia and internationally 
shows that decriminalising sex work:

Clients often see sex workers as “sexperts” and 
ask us questions they would never ask a doctor. 

WE NORMALISED CONDOM USE WITH CLIENTS, FIRST 
IN STREET-BASED WORK AND THEN ACROSS INDOOR 
WORKPLACES (LIKE BROTHELS AND MASSAGE PARLOURS).

WE ALSO NEGOTIATED WITH BROTHEL MANAGERS AND 
OPERATORS TO MAKE CONDOMS A STANDARD AND EXPECTED 
PART OF EVERY BOOKING.

SEX WORKERS BUILT PEER NETWORKS TO SOURCE AND 
DISTRIBUTE CONDOMS, LUBE AND SAFER INJECTING EQUIPMENT 
ON OUTREACH.

DECRIMINALISING 
SEX WORK

IMPROVES ACCESS 
TO HEALTH 
SERVICES

SUPPORTS 
SAFER WORKING 
CONDITIONS

INCREASES 
SEX WORKERS’ 
CONFIDENCE 
TO NEGOTIATE 
SAFER SEX

STRENGTHENS RESPONSES 
TO TRAFFICKING AND 

EXPLOITATION

REDUCES HIV RISK FOR 
BOTH SEX WORKERS 

AND CLIENTS

Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS) has recognised Australian law reform as a 
best-practice example of how decriminalisation reduces 
HIV transmission and improves safety.

Sex workers need 
better laws and 
financial backup 
to continue the 
effective, evidence-
based systems we 
have built to protect 
our communities.
The data shows these 
approaches work and 
that our communities 
trust us, especially on 
sexual health and HIV/
STI prevention.
To continue and strengthen these outcomes, sex 
workers demand:

SUSTAINABLE, FLEXIBLE FUNDING FOR SEX WORKER PEER 
ORGANISATIONS, SO WE CAN CONTINUE OUTREACH, PEER 
EDUCATION AND SUPPORT.

RECOGNITION OF SEX WORKER PEER ORGANISATIONS AS 
KEY PARTNERS IN HIV, STI AND SEXUAL HEALTH POLICY AND 
PROGRAMMING AT EVERY LEVEL.

FULL DECRIMINALISATION OF SEX WORK IN ALL STATES AND 
TERRITORIES, INCLUDING EXPLICIT ANTI-DISCRIMINATION AND 
ANTI-VILIFICATION PROTECTIONS.


