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As fears surrounding the spread of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) continues to grow and
people around the world go into self-quarantine, freelance and gig workers across the board
have been hit hard. From party promoters to rideshare app drivers, the amount of lost wages
and hours has been staggering. However, in the midst of all this, sex workers — for whom
intimate contact is obviously an occupational requirement — have also been forced to deal with
a particularly tenuous situation that further highlights a massive gap in privilege. Namely, do
they go broke or keep working with the risk of exposure?

This quandary has been on the minds of many, including Molly Simmons and Fera Lorde, two
organizers for the Brooklyn chapter of SWOP — a sex worker outreach and advocacy group —
who've set up an emergency COVID relief fund for fellow sex workers. After all, while
"everyone's trying to practice the harm reduction they can," as Simmons points out, the fact that
most sex workers don't have savings of their own or access to social safety nets means that
many don't have an option when it comes to working.

"Despite our government and city asking us to practice social distancing, for a lot of people,
that's not an option, because they have no other recourse," Simmons says, alluding toward the
underlying lack of pre-existing institutional support — whether it be in the form of universal
healthcare or basic income — and society's inability to recognize sex work as an industry
worthy of labor rights and protection.

Related | The Financial Dominatrix Making Space for Black Sex Workers

"We're trying to help control people's panic, but also are understanding that when it comes to
people who are rapidly going broke, panic is a very easy place to go," Simmons says, adding
that this time of the year is already a slow season to begin with. "Part of the reason [we started
this fund] is because we're trying to provide as many resources as we can for our community in
the NYC area."

This becomes a big problem considering the fact that sex work encompasses some of the most
marginalized identities and vulnerable populations when it comes to the spread of the
coronavirus. As Lorde outlines, she works with a large amount of sex workers who are disabled
or immunocompromised to begin with. After all, as she explains, sex work is one of the few jobs
she's able to do "without fear of losing my job while too disabled to work under capitalism," and
though they can screen clients and take extra sanitary precautions, there's only so much that

can do.
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xenophobic rhetoric surrounding the coronavirus' origins. According to dominatrix Yin Quan —
who works closely with Red Canary Song, a grassroots advocacy organization for migrant sex
workers — massage parlors have been hit hard since January, with many firing workers or
straight-up closing.

"It's not just about this past week, which for most of us in NYC has been when things have
really amped up and gotten more dire," they say, explaining that many migrant sex workers
don't have the ability to self-quarantine, whether that be in terms of working from home or even
having the space to stockpile supplies. And while Quan says their communities have been
helping, it's not necessarily on a consistent basis — which is where Red Canary Song's
outreach and partnership with SWOP comes in.

While things have also definitely slowed down for Quan, in terms of facing xenophobia and
racism, their experience as an Asian-American dominatrix is very different from that of a migrant
sex worker, as there's a "different echelon of privilege and people they're dealing with."
However, Quan also notes that they've still had to make some contingency plans in the wake of
the coronavirus spread, as many of their clients are older and are, therefore, at higher risk.

"It's kind of a generational thing, but any clients who are over 60 are really not wanting to risk
transport," they say, noting that sessions have definitely gone down. "People are not necessarily
worried about being in a room with me, but just don't want to get on the subway or if they're
people coming from out of city, they just don't want to travel."

Related | How Red Canary Song Is Advocating for Migrant Sex Workers

So then, what about diversifying into something like digital forms of sex work? Well, that's also
become a bit of a tenuous issue. As Lorde explains, when places like strip clubs close down,
many of these sex workers will likely turn to in-person or indoor-based sex work — something
that will flood a market that's already been grappling with a rapidly dwindling consumer base.

As Portland-based sex worker Uma Theremin says, she and fellow cammers have noticed a dip
in clients since February — something that was further illuminated by a drastic drop this past
week.

"It seems like people are very preoccupied with other things, for good reason," she says. "But
you'd also think that people would want to stay home and jerk off. It's hard to break people's
attention from something that's so overwhelming and kind of confusing long enough to be like,
'Hey, local sex worker here, don't forget about me."
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person or you're worthy of their time, money and energy."

She continues, "Cis girls may be having a different experience, but the only people I've talked to
have also been trans. It makes sense why it's gone down, but | also wish it wasn't. | wish people
would realize what a great distraction porn and cam girls can be. All those endorphins and
dopamine coming in a good way, and not from like staring at your phone, panicking and
spiraling."

Needless to say, right now, it's more important than ever to support your local sex workers. As
for what you can do, there are a myriad of options. If you're watching content online, pay for it. If
you are financially stable, give to a sex worker directly or contribute to the SWWOP fund. And if
you're an able-bodied person who doesn't have the means at this moment, Lorde suggests that
you can support people by offering to pick stuff up or do favors for disabled sex workers in self-
quarantine, so that they don't have to leave the house.

But whatever you do, don't forget the sex workers being affected on a variety of levels during
this already trying time.

Donate to the Brooklyn SWORP fund, here.

Welcome to “Sex with Sandra,” a column by Sandra Song about the ever-changing face of
sexuality. Whether it be spotlight features on sex work activists, deep dives into hyper-niche
fetishes, or overviews on current legislation and policy, "Sex with Sandra" is dedicated to
examining some of the biggest sex-related discussions happening on the Internet right now.
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