MAY 2020

RESPONSE TO THE
CORONAVIRUS
PANDEMIC

“I can honestly say hand on heart I was in such a bad way I don’t
think that I could have carried on. So from my heart thanks to
you I genuinely believe you’ve actually saved my life.”
The Coronavirus pandemic has disproportionately affected sex workers, some of the most
vulnerable, disadvantaged and stigmatised women in society. MASH has 30 years’ experience of
delivering gender and trauma informed services to women who sex work in Greater Manchester. The
women we support have multiple and complex needs, and are at the sharpest end of vulnerability.

The women we support:
Have a mortality rate that is 12 times the national average for women
Are some of the most marginalised, stigmatised and vulnerable, who engage
in high risk behaviours and often face barriers to accessing support from
mainstream services
Are at higher risk of STIs, HIV and unplanned pregnancy and are often incentivised
to not use condoms
95% of street sex workers are problematic drug users
Experience high levels of violent crime including rape and sexual assault and
domestic abuse
Experience high levels of social isolation and homelessness
Have often undiagnosed mental illness with a significantly high percentage
having experienced childhood abuse, repeated trauma, violence and neglect

IMPACT OF COVID-19
& MASH RESPONSE
“You are keeping so many services going.
I realise how crucial this is and I am blown
away with how you have approached this.”
Despite lock-down, women continue working, and therefore MASH
continues to deliver our vital frontline services at a time when the
women we support need us most. In response to the crisis we’ve
adapted our services and are proud to be one of only a few services
locally still able to offer face-to-face support to women, using strict
hygiene and social distancing measures.
Many of the women we support are disproportionately affected by long-term health
conditions and comorbidity, making them much higher risk for COVID-19 related issues.
Many have chaotic lifestyles and substance misuse issues meaning they are less likely to
be aware of government guidelines, and due to the nature of their work, are not able to
socially distance. In addition, many are homeless or in unsecure housing, so need to be
supported into appropriate accommodation to enable social distancing or self isolation.
The women we support are also much less likely or unable to access other support and so
it is crucial we are accessible to these women who often have nowhere else to turn.
Since the start of the pandemic we have repeatedly spoken to women about Coronavirus,
the symptoms, the importance of self-isolating and social distancing and what to do if
symptoms are present. We have also talked to women about the likely impact of the
pandemic on their ability to work and make the money they need to survive. As a result
of this consistent messaging, we have had some real success stories supporting women
experiencing multiple disadvantage and having complex needs into accommodation,
drug treatment and access to benefits.
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EXISTING
ACTIVITY
MASH DAY CENTRE
We continue to offer support at our centre 5 days a week, via a through-the door
service where women can get access to essential supplies such as food, condoms,
clean injecting equipment, clothing and toiletries, along with referrals into key
services such as housing, mental health support, drug treatment, and support with
reporting crime.

MOBILE OUTREACH VAN
Our outreach vehicle takes our service to women working on the sex work beat
areas of Manchester and we have increased this service to 5 evenings a week since
the pandemic. This makes us as accessible as possible, particularly to women with
multiple and complex needs whose chaotic lives mean they struggle to access
services proactively.

REMOTE COUNSELLING
We have adapted our counselling service to offer phone/video counselling to some
service users providing they can access this safely from home.

“I can’t believe you’re still coming out,
everywhere else I normally go is closed.”
CASE WORK
We are continuing case-work interventions and extending this to ensure women
have daily welfare check-ins via phone calls with case-workers
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NEW
ACTIVITY
HARDSHIP FUND: We have launched a small fund to support the women we work
with to access essentials like travel passes, mobile phones and phone power packs
so that women can keep in touch with us and access key services such as collecting
prescriptions and travelling to accommodation.
DISTRIBUTION OF ESSENTIALS: our outreach workers are distributing essential
items including food, clothes, condoms and clean needles, toiletries, and safety alarms.
WELLBEING PACKS: we are providing wellbeing resources which include activities
and mental and physical health resources in order to support some of our women to
undertake positive activities during lockdown and avoid boredom.
SEXUAL HEALTH SUPPORT: we are providing checking in phone calls for advice
and triage of symptomatic women, and are distributing postal self-testing kits and
treatment.
LOCKDOWN COMPLIANCE SUPPORT: we continue to work closely with GMP to
support women who are still working, to ensure they are given the right support and
information in terms of the government lockdown on accessing public spaces.
ONLINE SUPPORT & ENGAGEMENT: we are about to launch a new ‘netreach’
pilot – this is particularly timely as the way in which women are working increasingly
moves online, especially with the impact of the lockdown on the sex work beat and
the enforced closure of indoor establishments. We are also looking at providing some
online group work sessions for those women we support who are more stable and
have the IT to be able to access.
SUPPORTING MANCHESTER/GM RESPONSE: We are working within several
multi-agency partnerships to support and enable a strategic and joined up response
to the crisis, particularly around the best way to support women who have symptoms
of COVID-19, and regarding accommodation issues, drug and alcohol support,
mental health support and food poverty issues, using gender and trauma informed
approaches.
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OUR SUPPORT
IN NUMBERS

In the first two months of lockdown, MASH has:

173

Supported
173
individual
women,
many
who have
accessed
us multiple
times

50

Provided
a ‘through
the door’
service at our
centre five
days a week
engaging
with over 50
individuals

Delivered

1215
interventions

TAKEN OUR MOBILE OUTREACH VAN OUT...

FIVE

NIGHTS PER WEEK
ENGAGING

93

INDIVIDUALS

150

Provided
over 150
emergency
food
parcels

15

Supported
15 women
to access &
maintain
drug
treatment
prescriptions

Supported 26
women to access
emergency
accommodation

WHAT WE ARE
LEARNING
“It’s great you are still maintaining such a front line service especially the van
being on the beat. When a trip to the local shops holds so much worry for
us all it’s humbling to see what MASH continues to provide and achieve.”
LOSS OF INCOME Many women are struggling to make enough money as their
usual sources of income have become unviable (such as begging or indoor sex work
establishments being forced to close). We are seeing women who are new to sex
work or women who haven’t sex worked for long periods of time now re-entering
sex work as a way of making enough money to survive and to provide for others
such as family members or those who are coercing women to sex work.
REDUCTION IN SAFETY As women are competing more for business, their usual
safety standards are lowered, with women undertaking more risky sexual behaviours
than they would usually be prepared to undertake, putting them at even higher risk
of STIs and unplanned pregnancy. Women are also taking more risks in terms of
what they are prepared to offer and where they are prepared to work – e.g. taking
clients to their homes.
SUBSTANCE MISUSE Street drugs such as heroin have become much less pure
and more expensive, resulting in increased risk for the majority of women we
support. Lack of income and access to drugs or indeed appropriate treatment such
as methadone, is resulting in women withdrawing from substance use which has
huge physical and mental health implications.
ACCESS TO SUPPORT Many women sex working on the street have no phone,
credit or charge on their phone and so are particularly vulnerable when working.
Without our outreach service and subsequent hardship fund, communication with
vulnerable women would be impossible
INCREASE IN CRIME Women feel less safe as the beat is quieter than usual with
minimal traffic and passers-by. The city centre has become desolate which has
hugely increased vulnerability. As the streets have emptied, women have become
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“With face-to-face services closing all over the city, it’s so
admirable that not only are you still out there, but you’re doing
more outreach than ever before. I dread to think what would
happen to the women you support if you weren’t there.”
at much higher risk of becoming victims of crime as there are very few witnesses or
passers-by who women could call out to for assistance. We have seen an increase in
the women we support being victims of sexual and violent crime and robbery, both
on the street and in their own homes if they have taken clients there. We continue to
work with GMP and NUM to support women to report crime.
IMPACT OF LOCKDOWN The ‘beat areas’ became quieter than usual initially, but
after the few weeks is getting busier. Currently we are seeing around 10-15 women
each night during outreach. We have increased van outreach to 5 nights a week to
meet need. In the first few weeks of lockdown, the majority of Eastern European
women (who usually make up approx. 40% of the women we support) stopped
working, and we were just seeing UK women, however during May we have started
to see this cohort out and working again.

“Getting a new place is like getting a new start. I’m going
to focus on getting a job and seeing my kids.”
NEED FOR BASICS Due to reduction in income and women becoming newly
homeless due to losing sofa surfer places, the need for food and food parcels has
increased, particularly as other services who offer food in day centres have had
to close. This is resulting in women accessing us who are starving, and we have
been providing emergency take away food and food parcels. We have been a
proactive partner in the multi-agency ‘Everyone In’ initiative, supporting, along with
other VCSE frontline services, the local authority and GMCA Emergency Covid-19
response hotels to accommodate the most vulnerable and support them to social
distance. We are provide advice on how to best support women who have been
housed and have started to sex-work (or are being coerced into sex work) within
these new accommodation initiatives.
INCREASE IN NEED AND COMPLEXITY Casework has become more complex,
with reduction in other services, less spaces for women in accommodation and the
need to respond and refer into other services differently in a very unstable landscape
which changes daily. Transition is proving challenging for women we are supporting,
for example moving from a cash culture to receiving benefits and getting a bank
account, and moving from homelessness to accommodation. These women need
significant support to adjust to new routines and changing social networks, and
we are supporting these women in new ways to maintain their tenancies and avoid
boredom and loneliness impacting on their positive life changes.
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FRONTLINE WORKERS
ARE SUPPORTING WITH:
Provision of basic essentials; food, toiletries, clothing
Housing and accommodation

General social interaction and reducing isolation
Drug use and access to drug treatment
Finance and benefits

COVID-19 guidelines and impact of this
Reassurance and welfare

Keeping appointments and accessing other services
Navigating changes to existing services

Domestic abuse and coercive behaviour

Sexual health triple site testing kits and access to treatment

We want to ensure that the COVID-19 related inequalities sex
workers are experiencing can be reduced, and that we consider
new ways of working and collaborating to maximise opportunities
during and post the pandemic. Now more than ever, we are keen
to support providers and partners to best meet
the needs of some of the region’s most vulnerable women.
For more information please contact Annie Emery, CEO
annie@mash.org.uk

MASHManchester

@mashmanchester

www.mash.org.uk

