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Legal services team visits Sangli &
Satara, brings hope to sex workers

#5 Yogesh Pawar p_yogesh@dnaindia.net

Sex workers in the western Maharashtra town of
Sangli have expressed their happiness over the visit
by member secretary of National Legal Services
Authority (NALSA) Alok Aggarwal and director

Geetanjili Goel on Friday and Saturday. They hope
. that the visit will send out a strong message.

[ Enlarge Image

The visit assumes importance since they took time to meet members of Veshya Anyaya
Mukti Parishad (VAMP), a sex worker collective. “After the regular de-humanising

experience of abuse and badmouthing from police and lower courts, this was
completely new. Who would have thought that such senior officials would actually come

and talk to us,” said sex worker and community activist Nilawwa Sidhareddy from
Karad.

The team, which had members from other organisations as well as district and sessions
judge S Tawade, met with men, women and transgender sex workers, especially Dalit
and Muslims, who faced discrimination time and again. They heard from the community

members about their work, collectivisation efforts and their challenges.

VAMP members talked about the challenges they faced while trying to access social
schemes. Many of the community members do not have proper residence

documentation as they have move frequently for work.

Activist Sidhareddy lamented the plight of sex workers’ children, who were also unable
to obtain certificates to access schemes and benefits reserved for SC/ST categories.
“Often, women can’t provide evidence of children’s father’s lineage for 50 years. So,
the children continue to be denied caste certificates despite being from the SC/ST

category,” she told the visitors.



Other sex workers like Chayya from Satara spoke about indiscriminate raids against
women in sex work. “We are sent to rehabilitation homes and not allowed to meet our

families and lawyers for at least 21 days. We keep telling the judge that we are adults

and not trafficked, but they don’t listen.”

Meanwhile, assuring the community, Aggarwal said, “Legal services will involve

women, men and trans sex workers as para legal volunteers so that they can be a vital
link between the community and legal services. The District Legal Services Authorities

will conduct legal aid clinics to understand and resolve your issues.”

Responding to complaints of lack of access to lawyers following rescue drives, he said
a committee comprising the Legal Services Authority, DSP and community members
could be formed to ensure that sex workers sent to rehabilitation homes had access to
free legal aid.

Over 700 sex workers from Sangli and Satara of Maharashra and Belgaum and
Bagalkot of Karnataka were present at the meeting organised by NGO Sangram, which
spearheads the battle for legal rights and dignity for sex workers. Also present at the
meeting were Sunil Kotwal, member secretary, Maharashtra State Legal Services
Authority; NH Makhare, member secretary, Sangli District Legal Services Authority and
J Kharade, member secretary of Satara District Legal Services Authority.

The initiative to institute legal aid clinics for sex workers, train sex workers as para-legal

volunteers and constitute a committee with DLSA, police and sex worker community as
members could also serve as a model engagement with the vulnerable communities to
enable them engage more effectively with the legal system in India.

Caption: The legal services team members interact with sex workers in Sangli on Tuesday
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