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It is now widely recognised that there is a need to take the scope of the population policy
in Bangladesh beyond the confines of achieving population stabilisation through
reduction of fertility. Although in recent years the approach to reduction of fertility has
changed from narrow family planning to a broad based reproductive health approach, it
is being increasingly felt that Bangladesh's population policy should encompass other
equally important issues which have wide implications for the development process and
the quality of life of people of Bangladesh. To address some of the related pertinent
issues the Centre for Policy Diadlogue has initisted a programme which aims at
undertaking a series of studies covering the broad area of Population and Sustainable
Development. The mgor objective of these studies is to enhance national capacity to
formulate and implement population and development policies and programmes in
Bangladesh, and through close interaction with the various stakeholder groups, to
promote advocacy on critical related issues. The programme which is scheduled to be
implemented by the CPD between 1999 and 2002 shall address, inter alia, such issues as
population dynamics and population momentum and their implications for education and
hedlth services, the nexus between population correlates, poverty and environment,
impacts of urbanisation and summisation and migration, as well as human rights. The
study has benefited from generous support provided by the United Nations Population
Fund (UNFPA). The programme also envisages organisation of workshops and dialogues
at divisional and nationa levels and also holding of international thematic conferences.

As pat of the above mentioned CPD-UNFPA collaborative programme the CPD has
planned to bring out a series of publications in order to facilitate wider dissemination of
the findings of the various studies to be prepared under the aforementioned CPD-
UNFPA programme. The present paper on the theme of Socio-Economic Profile of Sex
Workers of Chittagong has been prepared by Dr. Irshad Kamal Khan, Associate
Professor, Department of Economics, University of Chittagong. The paper was presented
a the seminar on Population and Sustainable Development: Selected Issues of Greater
Chittagong which was jointly organised by the Centre for Policy Diaogue and
Department of Economics, University of Chittagong on May 6, 2000. The seminar was
held at the Institute of Engineers, Bangladesh (IEB), Chittagong under the CPD-UNFPA
programme on Population and Sustainable Devel opment.

Assistant Editor: Ms Ayesha Banu, Coordinator (Dialogue & Communication), CPD.
Series Editor: Professor Mustafizur Rahman, Research Director, CPD.
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Executive Summary
Introduction and Background

The population of sex workers existing in the urban centres in Bangladesh, however small in
number relative to the general population, represents a crucial aspect of our society. Much of
our future may depend on how we shape our attitude towards this community. The existence
of afairly sizeable population of “floating” sex workers on the streets of Chittagong is a
fairly recent phenomenon. This physicaly visible but socially hidden population poses the
possibility of some serious social problems that should be faced now. The present conditions
of existence of this population can be a real threat to society in the context of an impending
STD/HIV/AIDS epidemic. The subculture associated with such populations substantially
magnifies the dangers faced by society from drug abuse, addiction and drugs and sex-related
crimes. Society cannot remain indifferent to the human rights abuses constantly being faced
by this community.

The fundamental aim of the present study is to present a socio-economic profile of sex
workers in Chittagong. The more specific objectives are to abtain information about the
individual and social background of sex workers;, living and housing conditions of sex
workers; the circumstances of entrance into the sex industry; sex workers' incomes and
expenditure; the nature of sex worker activities, health conditions of sex workers;, sex
workers awareness about sex-related social problems including the use of condoms and
awareness about AIDS/HIV; and sex workers' own perceptions about the profession.

The present study on the socio-economic profile of sex workers of Chittagong was done
under the auspices of the CPD-UNFPA Programme on Population and Sustainable
Development. The study was based on a survey using an 8-page structured questionnaire
printed in Bangla. Ethnographic data was used to supplement the quantitative data. The
survey covered a sample of 200 sex workers of Chittagong city. 5 Field Investigators
conducted the survey from mid-October to end of November 1999, after they were given due
orientation and training by the Research Consultant. Survey data was manually entered in
computer via keyboard. A standard statistical software was used to process and tabulate the
data.

Summary of Conclusions

a. Individual and Social Background of Sex Workers

There is a significant presence of child sex workers within the community of sex workers.
The growth of the sex worker population seems to have become faster in recent years and
recruitment seems to be on the rise. There is a genera pattern of predominance of illiteracy
and lack of education among sex workers. Birth rates among sex workers seem to be fairly
low and a large proportion are childless. Sex workers live as social outcasts with a minimal
level of bonds and ties with their natural (biological) and conjugal families. The incidence of
dead parents among sex workers is fairly high. Sex workers come from social backgrounds
typical of the most populous sections of Bangladesh's population. This implies that
recruitment into the sex industry is fed by most sections of the general population; it is not
just some particular sections of our society which are at risk. Living conditions of sex
workers are deplorable by the lowest of standards;, most sex workers consider themselves
permanent residents of Chittagong.

Socio-Economic Profile of Sex Workers of Chittagong iv
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b. Circumstances of Entry into the Sex Worker’s Profession

Sex workers have a fairly low duration of experience in the profession, especially in
comparison to the duration of their stay in the city; they do not become sex workers
immediately on arrival in the city. The dalal (pimp) plays a major role in the initial
recruitment of the sex worker; many sex workers blame themselves for entering the
profession. Poverty, trickery, abuse, coercion and rape can be identified as the main
circumstances of entrance into the sex industry.

c. Incomes and Expenditure of Sex Workers

Sex workers apparently have high average daily income levels in comparison to the poorest
sections of society, but they do not work all days of the week. The main items of sex
workers expenditure in order of importance are food, clothing, cosmetics, entertainment,
transport and house rent. Although sex workers report saving from their incomes, these are
actually not very large, sustain for short durations and are quickly exhausted in times of
need.

d. Nature of Sex Worker Activities

The main offtime activities of sex workers are physical rest and slegp, watching movies and
adda (gossiping with peers). Inspite of some advantages of working with dalals (pimps), the
great majority of sex workers do not consider them necessary. The most frequently used
places for sexual services are clients premises, hotd or boarding house, train wagons,
roadside, abandoned and isolated places and neighbourhood clubs. Sex workers consider
police action and mastaan (musclemen/ hoodlums) interference as the main hindrances of sex
worker activity. Sex workers are fairly well acquainted with experience of jail or police
custody. They accept it as an inevitable though unpleasant part of life. Sex workers describe
their clients as both educated and uneducated; belonging to al classes, especialy the poor
and the middle classes; of all ages, but mostly young and middle aged. The significant
involvement of young people in the sex industry should be of concern to society.

e. Sex Workers' Health Issues

Almost all sex workers claim to have daily baths and use soap. However, the water used for
drinking and bathing has a high level of contamination. The level of discharge of human
excreta in open spaces also appears to be extremely dangerous. There is a significant lack of
medical attention among sex workers. The incidence of STD among sex workers is aso
dangerously high, with inadequate treatment. The adoption of bhirth control measures
(including male condoms) among sex workers is not high enough and there is cause for
socia concern in this area.

f. Sex Workers' Awareness of Sex-related Social Problems

Frequency of condom use among clientsisirregular. Most sex workers do not urge clients to
use condoms, although more than 70% do prefer condom use. A little less than half of the
sex workers are not aware of the role of condoms in preventing STD. There is widespread
lack of knowledge among sex workers about the existence of a device for the prevention of
STD/AIDS. Many sex workers have no knowledge whatsoever that they are at risk of
contracting STD. Most sex workers have never even heard of AIDS. The extent of the
awareness among sex workers being at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS is limited to only a
tenth of the sex workers.

g. Perceptions of Sex Workers about Problems of the Sex | ndustry

Although a majority of sex workers claimed satisfaction with their present occupation, most
would prefer to switch to other occupations, given the opportunity. Sex workers do not show
any preference for their children to become sex workers. Many would like to have their
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children educated. Prospective response to rehabilitation initiatives is very positive. Sex
workers resist initiatives which are high handed and do not take into account their own
perceptions. A court ruling has proclaimed the eviction of brothel inmates "unlawful". Sex
workers perceive poverty, fate, trickery, family dissatisfaction, own mistake, abuse and
coercion as the main reasons for entry into the profession. The prevalence of tobacco, drugs
and alcohol use is very high among sex workers. There is a linkage between the sex industry
and substance use. Ganja is the drug of choice. Prevalence of drug abuse among the male
members of sex worker groups is probably very high.

Broad Policy Recommendations

The findings of this study call for a variety of action targeting the sex worker population.
The government has a role to play, especially in formulating the general framework of policy
and in drawing up priorities. However, the actual implementation of policy and a gradual
evolution of practical programmes based on real experience has to be executed by forums
created from within the community at large. This is where voluntary welfare organisations,
grassroots institutions, human rights organisations and NGOs can and should play a positive
role.

Positive social action is called for in the areas of medical attention to sex workers, especialy
in the diagnosis and treatment of STD. Also, it would be useful to promote the use of female
condoms both for the prevention of unwanted pregnancies and STD/HIV/AIDS. Such action
might warrant formulation of adequate public policies and implementation through mass
participation and NGO activities.

There is an urgent need to spread the awareness among sex workers about the role of
condomsin preventing STD/AIDS. Sex workers need to be educated about the association of
sex and STD. AIDS awareness needs to be spread among sex workers. All this calls for
awareness raising components within social action programmes associated with sex workers.

Sex workers' perceptions show that they would be receptive to social initiatives to provide
education to their children. This is an area requiring motivated social action. Social
initiatives to rehabilitate sex workers into mainstream society, that take into account their
own sensitivities, preferences, inclinations and democratic participation in the decision
making process can be worthwhile.

Socio-Economic Profile of Sex Workers of Chittagong vi
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Socio-Economic Profile of Sex Workers of Chittagong

l. Introduction and Background

1.1 Prelude: The General Context

One of the first characteristics about Bangladesh as a country that commonly springs to mind is
that it is an over-populated one. Needless to say, such a characterisation is at best an enormous
over-simplification and a sweeping generalisation. It can certainly be hoped that the UNFPA-
CPD Programme on Population and Sustainable Development will bring to light many of the
important complexities of the population and sustainable development possibilities existing in
Bangladesh. But population is about people, not size or abstract numbers. It is the earnest opinion
of the author of the present study that the population of sex workers existing in the urban centres
in Bangladesh, however small in number relative to the general population, represents a crucial
aspect of our socia redlity. It is highly likely that a great many aspects of the future general
development of our society will depend upon how we shape our attitude towards this community.
The complexity of its relationships vis-a-vis the society as a whole touches almost every aspect
of our life. It is hoped that the present study will help to create some understanding of these
relationships.

The city of Chittagong has seen rapid urbanisation along with a measure of industria
development during the last two decades. However, these processes of industrialisation and
urbanisation have been characterised with some marked peculiarities. The ]
most obvious of these is the mushrooming growth of sgualid slums with But population
deplorable living conditions and the appearance of destitute rural migrants | S abgut people,
in search of employment and income. City inhabitants have witnessed the | NotSizeor
presence of a migrant population occupying the footpaths and open spaces abstract

making their homes under the open sky. These homeless people try to | numbers

make a living by scavenging, begging and trying to find any sort of odd
job. Many have probably attained a degree of success and moved up to slums where they manage
to live more like a community. However, a section of this street population, by some quirk of
demographic dynamics seems to have been transformed into a sizeable population of “floating
sex workers’.

This phenomenon of a visible population of sex workers on the streets is fairly new to the city of
Chittagong. Chittagong has been a busy port and a commercial centre for centuries. A sex worker
population must always have existed. Before Bangladesh became an independent state, the city
had an established brothel in the Sadarghat area of the old commercial hub. This brothel was
burned down by zealots and the inmates were evicted. Since then, the sex industry existed in the
city as a “hidden activity”; sex workers were rarely visible on the streets until about a decade
ago. The existing population of sex workers in Chittagong should still be regarded as a “hidden”
one, except that a large section of it has probably been forced to start operations in a visible
manner, taking up the activity as an only option under conditions of complete economic
immiserisation and catering to a demand generated by the largest sections of the city population.
However, officialy the sex industry is not recognised as such, and social opinion continues to
pretend not to register its existence.

1.2 Background of the Study

The recent arriva in the city of a floating population of sex workers highly visible physicaly but
“hidden” socially, poses some grave problems that the community must face now. Any delay will
only make the socia cost more severe. Besides being a pointer to the moral and legal system, the
present conditions of existence of this population can be a serious threat to society in the context

Socio-Economic Profile of Sex Workers of Chittagong 1
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of the very real possibility of an impending HIV/AIDS or STD epidemic. Also, the subculture
associated with such populations substantially magnifies the dangers faced by society from drug
abuse, addiction and drugs and sex-related crimes.

An important dimension of the same problem is that of the human rights of these sex workers,
which has received very intense attention in recent times. Circumstances under which destitute
people are forced to transform their bodies into sex objects and to peddle sexua services as an
item of commercial transaction certainly seem to point towards a social existence devoid of basic
human rights. The sub-human conditions under which sex workers are compelled to live indicate
the absence of the most basic rights. The question has aso been raised whether actions like the
forcible eviction of sex workers by officia agencies are a violation of their inalienable rights as
human beings and as |egitimate members of society.

In order to be able to address the above questions sufficiently equipped, we need to develop our
knowledge base of the population of sex workers. Precisely for such a purpose, the present study
was proposed intending to analyse the socio-economic characteristics of this population. Besides
providing data regarding the socio-economic background of sex workers, their present living
conditions including hygiene and medical attention, the study attempts to make an assessment of
the sex workers awareness of the threat of HIV/AIDS/STD, drug abuse and sex-related crime.
The circumstances under which people have “chosen” to opt for this profession are a'so an object
of study.

It is a fact that not the whole of the sex worker population comprises of what is generaly
described as “floating”. In many ways, the organisation of the upper echelons of the sex industry
is organised in a more intricate manner. There have been fairly authentic media reports on the
existence of a sex industry based in massage parlours and such services, catering to the demand
in posh upper-class areas of Dhaka and Chittagong. However, the main focus of the present study
remains this “floating” population. As justification, it may be mentioned that thisis precisely the
section that demands most concern for its larger size and hugely larger possible impact on
society. Additiondly, the “non-floating” population of sex workers is more “hidden” and as such
does not give in well to survey based investigation. An inclusion of a mass too heterogeneous in
structure may well render survey findings too general and therefore less useful in terms of being
atool of understanding a specific socia phenomenon.

1.3 Sex Workersasa Social, Human Rights and Media | ssue — the General Context

The existence of a population of sex workers raises the question about whether our society is
providing basic human rights to al its members by providing the opportunity to pursue a
livelihood commensurate with such rights. Secondly, by officially ignoring the existence of this
population and morally distancing itself from this
popul ation, mainstream society is at best depriving | Sex workers have become the focus
it of its rights to identify itself as equal members | Of broad social, including media, |
and at wort, violating its basic right to demand all | interest fairly recently. From a social
the privileges of honourable citizens. This | Phenomenon best ignored that will
particular problem is dramatically highlighted by | disappear if Ieft alone, it seemsto
authentic reports of sex workers being denied the | have“graduated” into onethat hasa
right to normal burial rites after death. Human | Multiplicity of dimensionsthat cry
rights violation may begin at birth, but does not | for social attention and concern.
necessarily end a death. Sex workers are
universally an object of contempt and hold absolutely no socia standing. Thirdly, ignoring the
constant indignities with which sex workers are confronted, social opinion is being hypaocritical
about its equal concern for all sections of the population. This is in reference to physica and
sexua harassment by clients, pimps, musclemen and even by members of state agencies. Lastly,
in their attempts to redress a situation that state agencies consider a “problem”, they have,
especialy recently, been taking steps to “rehabilitate” the sex workers. The events of July 1999,
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which were highlighted glaringly by the local print media, are only a case in point. Using the
police force, state agencies raided the Tanbazar and Nimtoli brothels at Narayanganj, supposedly
the largest organised brothels in the country and picked up inmates to “rehabilitate” them in
centres created for such purposes. That it required considerable force to implement such
relocation, that such steps were obviously resisted by the inmates and
that many “rehabilitated” people escaped from these centres belies the | Human rights
claim that these relocation attempts were implemented by consent of | violation may
the subjects. Attempts by state agencies, however justifiable in intent, begin at birth, but
have beyond doubt been demonstrated to have been designed with does not
absolute disregard for the opinions and participation of the target they necessarily end at
are supposed to benefit. There seems to be considerable public opinion, death.

especially among human rights groups, that these “rehabilitation”
(often dubbed “eviction”) measures amount to gross violation of basic human rights.

Media focus has dramatised the plight of the weak and helpless individua in the face of an
impersonal bureaucratic machinery implementing policies created far removed from the centre of
the human tragedy. Some attention, predictably, has been not so much on the socia and human
aspects as on the sensational side of the events, catering even to the basest instincts of a section
of readers craving for some taste of the shady aspects of the “flesh trade’. In any case, this
attention has probably resulted in some of the voices of sex workers themselves being heard. It is
possible that it has also resulted in an amount of organisational effort hitherto unprecedented, as
witnessed by reports of conferences and demonstrations by sex workers.

1.4 Description of Field Setting

Chittagong, with a population of about two and a haf million people, owes its growth as a city
mainly to its port. It has been a maritime port since ancient times. It was used by Arab and
Portuguese traders before the advent of British rule in India Even during British rule, it was
considered to be a mgor segport of India. Located in the south-eastern corner of Bangladesh, it has
its port near the mouth of the river Karngphuli on its northern bank. Due to a lack of sufficient
berthing space and difficulty of large vessels negotiating the river channdls, it relies on an outer
anchorage in the Bay of Bengd, where ships have to anchor before they can be unloaded or loaded.
It is one of the very few internationd segports, which have an outer anchorage. Chittagong port
handles about 70% of the country's export tonnage and about 80% of its import tonnage. In view of
the possibility of dlowing port facilities to neighbouring countries, Chittagong port's importance to
the nationd economy could be further enhanced in the near future. Recently, the government has
decided to alow the building and operation of a private container-port near the mouth of the river
Karnaphuli. The government has taken a decision to promote Chittagong as the commercia capita
of Bangladesh. With the Bangladesh economy's heavy dependence on imports Chittagong has
traditionaly played a very important role in the trading sector of the country. Chittagong's locd
economy is geared to cater not only to the export and import requirements of the nation, but aso to
the wholesde domedtic trade of most other didtricts. There is an established stock exchange in
Chittagong.

Socio-Economic Profile of Sex Workers of Chittagong 3
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Map 1. Bangladesh
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Chittagong is also a very important industrial centre of the country. The only steel mills, the
petroleum refinery and the dry docks are located in Chittagong. Industry is spatialy concentrated
mostly along 4 industrial belts. These are located in Patenga to the south-west near the mouth of
the Karnaphuli, in Barabkunda to the north along the Chittagong-Dhaka highway, in Kalurghat to
the east and in Nasirabad near the city. There is an Export Processing Zone with industrial plants
owned by foreign and domestic firms, near Patenga. A new Korean Export Processing Zone is
being set up south of the river Karnaphuli.

Chittagong has an internationd airport. Its road connection with Dhaka is good, which has improved
congderably in recent years. The highway system has two main shoots to the north, one linking
Chittagong to Dhaka, the other to the hill didtricts of Khagrachhari and Rangamati. The southern
highway links it with Cox's Bazar and Teknaf, a smdl town near the Myanmar border. It is dso an
important railway centre having links with the rest of the country since British times.

Chittagong is considered to be one of the most affluent regions of the country. The people are
generaly conddered to be conservative and somewhat orthodox in their religious beiefs and
practices. Chittagong has aways been considered to have a digtinct loca culturd identity as a sub-
sream of the wider Bengdi nationd culture. Even its didect is very digtinct, more deviant from the
standard language Bangla than any of the many other diadects. While urbanisation has affected the
culture of the inhabitants of Chittagong by giving it a somewhat cosmopolitan character,
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conservaive mord vaues seem to permegte it even today. However, things are changing very fast,
and one very important factor in bringing this about is the phenomena growth in recent years of the
export-oriented ready-made garments industry, "manned’ overwhelmingly by women. Vidtors
generdly agree that a lot more women are found on the sreets and in workplaces these days than
ever before.

While we tried to spread out the cases included in the sample spatidly, it inevitably became
concentrated in those aress of the city where sex worker activity is more concentrated. It has been
observed that “floating” sex workers live and work in groups preferring areas outside the domain of
resdentia, especidly non-lower class, areas. Areas not delineasted by private property rights and
having characterigtics of some sort of “no-man’s land” between the invisble geographica frontiers
of class demarcation seem to have become obvious choices for such activity probably as a result of a
process of the evolution of the creetion of a physicd space necessary for the surviva of a sex worker
community. Examples are the temporarily free spaces in and around railway detions, footpaths in
very busy aress of the city characterised by the presence of “plebean” dements like hawkers of
fares consumed by members of the lower classes, peripheries of areas considered communa
property like play-grounds and parks, bus terminals where there is a huge flux of people moving in
and out but not staying for too long and large commercia centres with a steedy movement of people.
Proximity to places like hotels, boarding houses, abandoned buildings and isolated places preferred
for sexua services may aso be a factor in the choice of area for this community. The most important
localities of our fieldwork were the following:

Chittagong Railway Station

Footpath on Station Road near Railway Station and BRTC Bus Terminal

Road crossing and footpath in front of Chittagong New Market

Spaces and footpath around Lal Dighir Math (playground, mostly used for politica and other

mass mestings.

Nandan Kanan area footpath near Cinema Palace Bus Termind

Outer Stadium, including the Stadium Market under construction

Eastern and south-eastern edge of the Polo Ground near the railway tracks and bus terminal

Footpath in front of the Shishu (Children’s) Park

Sholashahar Railway Station and adjoining areas

0. Different bustees (slums), especially Moti Jharna, Barisal Colony, the one adjoining Sher
Shah Colony and one adjacent to Amin Jute Mill

11. Footpath near the Eastern Gate of Chittagong Medical College Hospita

12. Abandoned areas near Badamtoli of Agrabad area

13. Mouth of the Chittagong-Dhaka Highway at the edge of the city centre, known as Alankar

More (turning)

pwWDdPE

ROO~NO U

Although most of the subject recruitment came from the above-mentioned places, individua
respondents were contacted from scattered places al over the city.
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Map 2: Chittagong City with L ocation of Fieldwork

CHITTAGONG
CITY MAP

1.5 Layout of Report and Statistical Conventions Followed

The first chapter of the current report is the introduction, containing the general context of the
study, the background, the subject matter as a media and human rights issue, a description of the
field setting and a layout of the report and statistical conventions followed.

The second chapter is the one on the methodology of study. It states the aims and objectives of
the study and describes the recruitment, training and orientation of the research team, the
universe and the sample, the techniques of collecting information, field supervision and quality
control, data entry and processing and the limitations of the study and problems faced in
fieldwork.

The third chapter presents the findings and interpretation of the study. These findings and
interpretations are subdivided into the following sections. individual and social background of the
sex workers, circumstances of entry into the sex industry, description of incomes and expenditure of
sex workers, description of the nature of sex work, matters related to the hedth of the sex workers,
awareness about sex-related social problems among sex workers and sex workers own
perceptions about problems of sex work.
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The fourth and final chapter presents a summary of the major conclusions and recommendations.

Unavoidably, this report contains a large number of tables with quantitative data. In order to make
the data as reader friendly as possible without loss in content, we used percentages instead of
absolute frequencies in dmogt al cases. Since sample size is the very convenient number 200, it is
very easy to caculate the absolute count. We used the datistica convention of rounding off the
figures. In dmog dl cases, figures are rounded to one decimd digit, except in cases where the
second decimal digit is obvioudy sgnificant. Thisis in conformity with our explicitly stated attitude
of conddering quantitative data as indicative rather than as precise measures. We ddiberately
avoided the practice of using equa ranges of class intervals in al grouped frequency distributions.
Therationaleis ease of interpreting data and the particular context of anadysis.

The literature commonly refers to “Commercia Sex Workers'. In this report, the term “Sex
Workers’ is intended to convey absolutely the same meaning. We prefer the latter term because
of its brevity and because we feel that the connotation of “commercia” is implicit in the term
“workers’. In practical terms, our choice of name is justified as we can see no reason for
confusion arising from the use of the term of our choice.

In Bangla, many terms are used to denote sex workers. The commonest term, Veshya, may be
translated as Prostitute and is widely used in literary and common
usage. The word Patita is the choice of word in traditional literature
and literally means “fallen woman”. Magi is a slang/colloquial term

In Bangla, many

which can be trandated as “sut” or “whore’. This term is widely used | t&msae used to
in a very derogatory sense and is a common abuse. Strangely, sex Svec;ifrsex

workers in Bangladesh often refer to themselves as magi. Recently, the
Bangla term Jouna Karmi meaning Sex Worker has come of vogue,
thanks mainly to its wide journalistic use. The word Kharap Meye, literally meaning “bad girl” is
also widely used by common people to mean sex workers.

[I. Methodology of Study

2.1 Aims and Objectives of the Present Study

The fundamental aim of the present study is to present a socio-economic profile of sex workers
in Chittagong, showing details of their background, their conditions of work, living and thinking
and their relevance to social redlity in general. In order to achieve this broad aim, the following
specific objectives have been delineated (Box 1):

Box 1: Objectives of Research
To obtain and present information about the individual and socia background of the
sex workers of Chittagong including age distribution, marital status, religion, literacy,
education, family size, parents' occupationa background, etc.
To obtain some idea about living and housing conditions of sex workers.
To dicit information about the circumstances of entrance into the sex industry, sex
workers experience and previous occupation.
To present some idea about the extent of sex workers' incomes and expenditure.
To describe in some detail, the nature of sex workers activities including the role of
daas (pimps), nature of places preferred for sexual services, criminal association,
background of clients and the nature of rest and recreational activities.
To provide basic data on health conditions of sex workers including incidence of
STD, adoption of birth control and abortion.
To gather some idea about sex workers awareness about socia problems pertaining
to the sex industry, including the use of condoms, and awareness about AIDS/HIV.
To probe sex workers own perceptions about their profession, the future of their
children, the existence of permanent brothels, rehabilitation initiatives and their
association with substance use.
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2.2 Recruitment, Training and Orientation of the Research Team

It was redlised that ateam of trained and dedicated workers would be required to conduct the survey.
For this purpose, the Research Consultant started recruiting young university graduates as Field
Investigators (FIs) before the onset of the survey itsdf. Five Fls were recruited. Emphasis was given
on a baance between socid science and multidisciplinary background of the team. Two of the team
were Magters in Economics, one in Sociology, one in Statistics and one was a pass-course graduate.
With the Research Consultant being an Economist, the full team was considered to be fairly well
equipped academicaly for the pecific nature of the research project.

The Fls were given thorough briefing and training and specia emphasis was laid on reliability of the
data. Fls were indructed to report responses accurately and to be aware of imposing ther
perceptions sub-conscioudy. Given the “hidden” nature of the target population and the peculiar
sub-culture pertaining to them, they were aso given prior orientation regarding possibilities of
regjection on the part of potentia respondents. Particular importance was paid to establishing rapport
with the respondents. FIs tested the draft questionnaires in the field and reported to the Research
Conaultant (RC). Threadbare discusson was carried out regarding problems of administering
Interviews and possible changes to the questionnaire.

After the questionnaires were pre-tested, finalised and printed, the find questionnaires were
discussed in detail and ethnographic methods of socia survey were explained.

For amost al the components of our study we had to rely on interviews of one sort or another for
information. While information for the survey pat of the study was exclusvely based on the
dructured questionnaire, the ethnographic component too relied heavily on interviews of key
informants and on unstructured interviews for case studies.

Given the "hidden" nature of the sex worker population and the ddicate nature of much of the
information sought for the purpose of this study, emphasis was laid on the proper conduct of
interviews. From the beginning, investigators were instructed not to be tempted to take interviews on
fase pretexts. Each interview was preceded by a brief introduction clearly stating the objectives of
the study, the purpose of the interview and confidentidity and anonymity of the information.

The practice of establishing some kind of rapport with the respondent, usualy through some "small
talk" proved to be of importance, as otherwise it was difficult to get the respondent's cooperation,
especidly on sendtive issues. Investigators were trained to use standard techniques of interviewing
like reflecting on respondents statements, redtating their statements, asking for clarifications, etc.
The investigators were on occasions forced to create sSituations of confrontations, eg. to impress
upon the respondent the importance of avoiding incons stencies.

Because of the ddlicate nature of many of the queries in the interviews, it was important to conduct
the interview in a private environment. This became difficult at times because of the essentid lack of
privacy in many of the gpots where respondents were contacted, and because of a lack of any need
for privecy in the culturd habits of the respondents peers. This often necesstated the actud
conducting of the interview in a different, more private location (like in a corner of a teashop). Also,
security was a factor in obtaining reliable information in many cases as respondents would become
wary of intervention by the authorities. As such, it was necessary to credte, insofar as was possible, a
non-threstening, in the minds of the respondents, environment.

2.3 Sampling I ssues
As sex workers comprise a “hidden population” living on the fringes of a semi-lega existence
with society hardly acknowledging their presence, it was not possible to pick any random sample

in the strict statistical sense. However, the purposive sample of 200 female sex workers was
framed in such a way as to be representative of the target population by distributing it by area,
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characteristics and other features. Under the circumstances, we consider the sample quite large
relative to size of the population. Although we attempted to distribute the sample spatialy all
over the city, most respondents were concentrated in special areas. This is because of the
inevitable preference of sex workers to live in “communities’ and to concentrate overt activities
in limited areas of the city. However, small numbers of respondents were contacted from areas
scattered all over the city. The main locations of fieldwork are shown in Map 2 and in Section
1.4 on description of the field setting.

The sample for this study had some peculiar characteristics with regard to attitude towards
interviews. Respondents were extremely wary of the motives of the survey and so considerable
time and energy had to be spent on “breaking the ice”. In most cases, however, once the initia
barrier was overcome, respondents showed eagerness to cooperate, mostly in view of the
unexpectedly friendly attitude of the interviewers. Interviews had to be conducted in an
amosphere considered non-threatening by respondents. But this entailed considerable
interference from respondents’ peers and outside disturbance due to the nature of the
surroundings which would usually be considered the opposite of ideal for standard surveys.

For reasons of consistency, social importance and focus on a homogeneous group, only female
sex workers were chosen as respondents. Technically, male pimps and other agents involved in
the sex industry are also sex workers, but such people were not included in the sample. In this
report, whenever we refer to sex workers we mean female sex workers directly offering sexua
services on a commercial basis. However, there are reasons to believe that there are male sex
workers too offering commercial sexual services, probably only to male clients.

2.4 Basic Technique: the Survey
2.4.1 Construction of the Survey Instrument: the questionnaire

Questionnaire survey was used as the basic technique of enquiry for the study. The instrument,
therefore, had to be prepared with extreme care keeping in view the specific characteristics of the
target population and the aims and objectives of the study. The 8-page structured questionnaire
was prepared in Bangla and administered in printed form. It was divided into sections in
accordance with the objectives of the study. The questions themselves were both structured and
unstructured. A preamble was included at the beginning of the questionnaire to help the
interviewers introduce themselves to potential respondents. This preamble was prepared to gain
the confidence of the respondents, to assure them of confidentiality and to ensure reliability of
data.

In construing the interview schedules, it was borne in mind that in the cultural context of Bangladesh
the subject of study is by and large considered unsuited for public discussion and that many of the
questions, especialy those related to sexud behaviour are regarded as absolutely private and unfit
for any sort of public disclosure. Respondents would conditute a "hidden”, to varying degrees,
population. As such, a mechanigtic administering of the questionnaire could, at best, be an insult to
the cultural congraints of the respondents, and at worst, become sdlf-defeating by creating an
insurmountable cultural barrier between investigator and respondent. Field invedtigetors were
therefore carefully briefed on the importance of creeting rapport a the beginning and of a non-
threatening environment.

2.4.2 Testing and finalisation of the questionnaire

Keeping in view the objectives of the present research project as outlined in the research proposa
prepared by the Consultant and approved by CPD, a fird draft of the questionnaire was prepared.
This first draft was field-tested by field investigators. The filled-in test questionnaires were discussed
point-by-point by the whole team and changes were made in the find questionnaire. The fina
version was printed in Bangla.
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For computer entry of the survey data, the variables from the questionnaire were completely
disaggregated and encoded. The codes were listed in a uniform code-list.

2.5 Complementary Technique: Qualitative Tools
2.5.1 Unstructured I nterviews

Interviewing informants without using the structured questionnaire was widely used in the course of
this study. This is a andard and widely used method of collecting qudlitative data. This enabled us
to supplement our information from structured questionnaire-based survey with reveding insights
into the nature of the object of research. Qudity of information depends to a great extent on the
skills and expertise of the investigator. They had to encourage respondents to volunteer information
not precisaly included in the questionnaire. At the end of survey interviews, investigetors collected
information from respondents appropriate to the dtuation and the person. For the open-ended
interviews investigators used checklists of a set of questions, but these were not necessarily used
verbatim.

As alot of emphasis was laid on ethnographic data for this project, Fls were encouraged to maintain
extengve fidd notes. On the basis of these notes, Fls were given tasks of writing regular fied
reports and case studies. Much of the ethnographic insght into the subject of study originates from
these notes, reports and case studies.

2.5.2 Key Informant Contacts

In the course of the survey, investigators developed contacts with persons identified as having access
to useful information. Such key informants were interviewed from time to time. These sources
revedled vauable information regarding activities of sex workers and were often insrumenta in
contacting respondents. We had severd key informants from among tea-stall operators, rickshaw-
pullers, dum dwellers and pimps.

2.5.3 Case Studies

Investigators prepared in-depth case studies of individuas, certain dums, particular locations and
sex worker groups. These studies provided information about dl aspects of the subject even
remotely related to the object of research. Our case studies provided extremely vauable insghts into
the behaviour and activities of sex workers.

2.6 Field Supervision and Quality Control

As the interview schedules were being administered and the data began coming in, we dtarted a
process of verifying al the questionnaires and checking for inconsistencies. The interviewers were
then asked to explain the deviations and correct the mistakes. It was found that there was a
dgnificant level of such incondstencies towards the very beginning of the survey, but they
diminished markedly and tapered down to occasiond cases only.

2.7 Data Entry and Processing

All responses were pre-coded and printed in code-lists. The data were then manually entered through
keyboard into a computer, using standard datisticd software. Daa-entry errors were removed
through two methods. Firdt, they were visualy checked on the monitor and corrected. Secondly, the
data were processed initidly and the output was printed out to check for inconsgtencies. All
inconsi stencies were checked againgt the raw data, and errors were identified and corrected.
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Primary processing and tabulation was done using computer software. Printouts of the statistical
output were used to prepare the final tables and data.

2.8 Limitations of the Study and Problems Faced in Field Work

As discussed earlier, the sample had to be picked in a purposive manner rather than randomly.
Understandably, this was necessitated by the nature of the target population. However, efforts
were made to make the sample as representative as possible of the whole population.

A second limitation of the study was that the sample consisted wholly of the visible community
of “floating” sex workers. The more “hidden” sections of the population, especialy those
catering to the demand of the upper classes could not be included. As these sex workers lead a
dua life, establishing anonymity within the general community while clandestinely rendering
sexual services, it was not possible to include this section within the sample. Actually, inclusion
of this section would have created a serious methodologica problem as the extreme
heterogeneity of the resultant sample would have made generalisations meaningless. Besides, as
the “floating” sex workers consist of the vast mgjority of the total sex worker population, cater to
the demand of the more populous section of society and pose urgent and immediate socid
concern, our sample had a more practical relevance.

In our opinion, the Achilles' heel of our findings was the data on incomes and expenditure of sex
workers. Although we attempted to collect detailed information of this aspect and the
guestionnaire was designed accordingly, response in this area was erratic. Given the peculiar
lifestyle of sex workers and the extreme wayward nature of their sub-culture, respondents
showed considerable irritation when confronted with questions regarding these. After careful
examination of responses in these areas, we were convinced that responses were contradictory
and unreliable. We therefore had to reject the detailed data; however, the general statements
regarding daily net incomes and expenditure showed consistency and were accepted for analysis.
In retrospect, this seems natural as sex workers can hardly be expected to keep accounts; but they
are keenly aware of the resultant net income, which is the determinant of their purchasing power.
We, however, are reluctant to interpret even these figures too strictly and consider them as rough
indicators rather than as absolute magnitudes.

The nature of fieldwork for this particular study was far different from most surveys conducted
by social scientists. Peer interference, crowds collecting to observe interviews and outside
interference were the main problems of the investigators.

[Il.  Findingsand Interpretation

3.1 Individual and Social Background of Sex Workers

The age distribution of sex workers would commonly be associated with the age-interva of the
physiological limits of active sex life. However, a study of the age distribution of our sample
(Table 3.1.1) revedls that other factors also influence the existing distribution. Firstly, the results
of the survey clearly show the existence of a population of child sex workers. This fact is
basically due to the extreme strength of the “push factors’ determining recruitment in the sex
industry (discussed later). New recruits often enter the industry under such hopeless
circumstances, and they are obviously forced to make this choice at a very early age. This should
be of grave concern to the whole society. It also reflects the general tolerance to child labour in
our culture. Another aspect related to the existence of child sex workers is the presence of a
significant level of demand for child sexual services. It also shows the existence of paedophiliain
the general population. While there is no reason to suppose that there is any systematic age-bias
in the sample, it is highly likely that the actual incidence of child sexual workers is higher,
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because of the more “hidden” nature of this group and the practical difficulties associated with
contacting this group of sex workers as respondents.

The figures on the age distribution show a significant skewness in favour of lower age. Thisisa
reflection of the increased rate of growth of the sex worker population, as recruitment has been
faster in recent years than earlier on. Again, this could be a disturbing trend for the future of
society as this would enhance and expedite al the negative falout from the existence of a sex
worker population.

Table 3.1.1: Age Distribution

AGE INTERVAL (YEARS) RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
1315 11
1620 a1
21-25 245
26-30 19
31-40 45
Total (X=21.93, 5=5.27) 100

The marital status of sex workers gives some idea about their background. The table ranks the
different status in descending order of relative frequency. Most respondents are either married or
abandoned by husbands. However, ethnographic data revealed that the
“married” status considered by sex workers is vastly different from the the ® o

- . e “married
common socialy accepted norm. Many sex workers consider themselves | gs considered
“married” to the male companion she currently lives with. Most sex | py sex workersis
workers live in groups, meaning they share work space and spend time | vastly different
together without necessarily being part of the same “household” or | from the common
sharing the same hearth or kitchen. Usually there are several male | socialy accepted
members of this group. The role of these male members can be quite | norm
ambiguous. They do not usually operate as regular dalas (pimps).
Usually, one female sex worker is accepted as the “wife’ of a particular male. This relationship
(or pseudo-relationship) becomes so well established that other members of this group develop
corresponding relationships. For example, the “husband” of a particular sex worker addresses her
co-sexworkers as Shalee or sister-in-law. However, we deliberately accepted and reported
respondents own version, incorporating their own ideas about such relationships. It is difficult to
establish what proportion of sex workers have or have not been married with orthodox
religious/socia rites. In any case, the difference does not have any practical significance
whatsoever.

Abandoned, widowed and divorced status show significant levels. This usualy has a lot to do
with the circumstances under which sex workers are forced to adopt this profession (discussed
later). Almost a third of the respondents are unmarried. This partially reflects the recently
enhanced rate of new recruitment and the importance of the “push factors’ facilitating entry.

Table3.1.2: Marital Status

STATUS RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Married 295
Abandoned 28
Unmarried 23
Widowed 10
Divorced 9.5
Total 100

As Table 3.1.3 below shows, the sample consisted almost exclusively of Muslim members. Of
course, about 85% of the country’s population is Muslim, but the incidence is even higher in the
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sample. This may reflect the fact that the proportion of population below poverty level has a
disproportionately high share from the magjority community. Also, entry from minority
communities may be more highly restricted because of social sanctions and the difficulty of
establishing anonymity.

Table 3.1.3: Religious Affiliation

AFFILIATION RELATIVE FREQUENCY
Idam 975
Hinduism 25
Other 0
Total 100

Predictably, the vast magjority of sex workers are illiterate. But the illiteracy level is not
significantly higher than the nationa femae illiteracy level. As expected, the incidence of
certificate holding sex workersis statistically insignificant.

Table 3.1.4: Educational Status

STATUS RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
[lliterate 70.5
Literate 29.5
SSC 05
Other 3
Tota 100

The data on formal schooling among sex workers show a huge 78% without any schooling
whatsoever. 14% have upto 5 years' school experience. Obvioudy, the general pattern among
sex workers is one of a predominance of illiteracy and lack of education.

Table 3.1.5: Formal School Experience

EXPERIENCE (YEARYS) RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
0 78
1-5 14
5-10 55
No Response 25
Total (X=0.87, s=2.07) 100

This survey attempted to gain some information about the size of the paternal families of
sex workers in order to gain insights into their family background. Although the data
seems to show a lower average family size than the national average, this may be due to
under-reporting by some respondents due to the disruption of relationships with families.

Table 3.1.6: Size of Paternal Family

SIZE INTERVAL RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
0-4 61
5-9 32
10-13 15
No Response 55
Total (X=4.11, s=2.16) 100

63.5% of sex workers reported not having any children at all. With only 23% never having been
married, the proportion of childless sex workers does seem high. This must be related to a
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complex set of factors. But it seems safe to conclude that natural growth rate of the sex worker
population is low. 24% and 8.5% reported incidence of 1 and 2 children. The incidence of male
children seems to be dightly higher than that of female children, but it is not possible to infer
anything about gender preference among children. Interestingly, one of the 2 cases of 5 children
shows all 5 asfemale.

Table 3.1.7: Number of Children

NUMBER RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Male Femae Tota
0 75.5 80 63.5
1 20 16.5 24
2 2 3 85
3 25 - 15
4 - - 1
5 - 0.5 1
Total (X=0.57,5=0.95) 100(X=0.32, s=0.64) 100(X=0.25, s=0.59) 100

Survey data gives us some opportunity to study the maintenance of relationship of the sex
workers with their paternal families and with their husbands. More than
half the sex workers do not (or cannot) maintenance relationship with
their paternal families. Again, more than haf of those who have
husbands do not maintain relationship with their husbands. These are

Asfar as family
and kinship ties are
concerned, sex

clear signs of being considered something like outcasts as far as the | Workersare
original (paternal) families are concerned. Most sex workers would be 23?(;12’ social

practicaly abandoned by husbands even if they themselves don’t
consider themselves abandoned. As far as family and kinship ties are
concerned, sex workers are basically social outcasts.

Table 3.1.8: Maintenance of Relationship with Paternal Family and Husband

RELATIONSHIP RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Paternal Family Husband

No 53.5 K%

Yes 46.5 25

Not Applicable 41

Total 100 100

Table 3.1.9 shows figures on percentages of respondents living with paternal families or with
their husbands. Actually, two thirds live separate from either their paterna families or their
husbands. It is likely that most of the 18.5% claiming to live with husbands are those who live
with male companions, not husbands in the traditional sense. This living pattern reinforces the
strength of our earlier observations about the sex workers being considered social outcasts.

Table 3.1.9: Living with Paternal Family or Husband

SITUATION RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
With Paternal Family 6
With Husband 18.5
Living separate 75.5
Tota 100

Table 3.1.10 presents data about the size of households sex workers currently live in. Since most
live separate from parental households and husbands, this basicaly reflects size of the household
of their choice. Average size is 2.42, much smaller than national average household size. 85%
reported living in households of size not greater than 5. The reasons for the small size are that
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these are not kinship based households and do not form from the demographic life-cycle of
members and that with severe limitations on living space for “floating” populations, people have
to eke out a living, making do with whatever nooks and crannies they manage to pry out of the
vast physical space with so little to spare for human living.

Table 3.1.10: Current Household Size

NO. OF MEMBERS RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
1-5 85
6-9 35
No Response 115
Total (X=2.42,5=1.55) 100

All respondents reported “sex worker” as their primary occupation. The responses regarding
secondary occupation of sex workers show that very few have any secondary occupations at all.
These few work on odd jobs or as daily labourers. Understandably, a community considered
outcast by the rest of society would be hard put to find acceptance in any other occupation or
environment.

Table 3.1.11: Secondary Occupation

SECONDARY OCCUPATION RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
None 94
Housemaid 0.5
Odd Jobs 2
Daily Labourer 2
Other 15
Tota 100

By querying whether respondents parents are alive or not, we tried to explore the possibility of
the role of parenta absence in the choice (voluntary or otherwise) of sex worker as an
occupation. Actualy, most sex workers have either one of the parents alive. However, a large
proportion, 41.5%, have lost their fathers. This could be a definite underlying cause of this choice
of occupation. It also fits into the reasoning that in a patriarchal society, the loss of father could
precipitate severe crises like ones that force people into desperate conditions. Incidentaly, for the
range of ages prevailing (13-40, average 21.93 years), the incidence of a dead parent does seem
rather high. The assumption that sex workers enter the profession not by choice but by necessity
is so obvioudly true that it does not seem to us worthwhile trying to test it as a hypothesis by
linking this occupation with parental absence. What can be surmised is that parental absence can
contribute to the creation of circumstances necessitating such choice.

Table 3.1.12: Living Status of Parents

STATUS RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Father Mother
Alive 56.5 77
Dead 415 21
No Response 2 2
Total 100 100

Occupational pattern of sex workers parents can enrich our idea about their socio-economic
background. Table 3.1.13 shows that an overwhelming proportion (expectedly) have housewife
mothers. The incidence of sex worker mother is statistically negligible. Half the respondents have
farmers/workers as fathers. Sex workers having their fathers in business/petty trade or in service
are dightly higher than 10% in each case. The occupational pattern of parents seems not too
different from what one would expect in the general population. There is no reason to think that
the community of sex workers is a self regenerating one. People from ordinary and simple
backgrounds become sex workers.
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Table 3.1.13: Occupation of Parents

OCCUPATION RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Father Mother
Housewife - 77
Worker 255 15
Farmer 24.5 -
Business/Petty Trade 135 15
Service 11
Unemployed 4 -
Daily Labour 35 -
Self Employed 3 1
Begging 25 4
Housemaid - 2
Sex Worker - 05
Other 25 2
No Response 10 6.5
Total 100 100

As far as the literacy and educational background is concerned, again the picture seems familiar.
74.5% have illiterate mothers and 58% have illiterate fathers. Small percentages reported fathers
with Bachelor’s degrees, HSC and SSC. There were 6 cases of sex workers with mothers having
a SSC. Obviously, people with middle class educated background don't normally end up in the
community of “floating” sex workers. But the parental background of these sex workers is what
one would expect among the most populous sections of the general population.

Table 3.1.14: Educational Status of Parents

STATUS RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)
Father Mother

lliterate 58 74.5

Literate 37 195
SSC 55 30

HSC 15
Bachelors Degree 25 -
Other 1.0 -
No Response 5 6
Total 100 100

One important parameter of the socio-economic condition of any community is the type of
accommodation its members avail of. Our survey ranked
accommodation type by frequency of respondents. Kutcha huts, The picture of living
railway stations and the footpath are the most common types availed. conditions of sex
Next come the footpath, jhupri (makeshift shelter) and concrete | workers derived from
accommodation. The last, however, is mostly accommodation made | typeof _
available because of unfinished structures undergoing construction or | @commodation
abandoned buildings. Actually, among the above named types, the | @valedisthoroughly
kutcha huts are in practical terms the best. Only the “scum of the | deplorable by even the
" . .. L . . lowest of standards
earth” can live in conditions under which it is possible to live in the
railway station yards and the footpaths alongside roads. Living
conditions as described in this picture of accommodation availed is thoroughly deplorable by
even the lowest of standards.
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Table 3.1.15: Type of Accommaodation

ACCOMMODATION RELATIVE FREQUENCY (%)

Kutcha (hut) 38

Rail Station 19

Footpath 18.5

Jhupri (makeshift shelter) 75
Pucca (concrete) 6
Semi-pucca 2
Bustee (dum) 2
Other 7

Total 100

In order to deepen the information gained about accommaodation types availed by sex workers we
attempted to categorise accommodation by type of ownership too. Rented accommodation
accounts for the largest type (42.5%). The other large category labelled “other” would mostly
mean ram-shackle arrangements in railway yards and on footpaths. We learned that even such
“free” accommodation is not easily available as competition is fierce for occupancy and one has
