Support and assistance to male sex workers – the example of the BASIS-Projekt (Hamburg)

1
GENERAL

1.1
ORIGINS OF THE PROJECT

The BASIS-Projekt was initiated in 1986 under the aegis of the City of Hamburg, with the objective of preventing AIDS among male prostitutes and their clients. Whether the concern was for the male sex workers as clients of the project, or whether the focus of concern was their customers, who were also fathers of families to whom they could be transmitting a dangerous and incurable infection, is an open question. What is important is that in this group of male prostitutes, there are also many socially disadvantaged persons with a multitude of social problems, who at the same time operate in a field that is the subject of stigma at various levels (prostitution and homosexuality), and who are therefore in need of a help programme specifically designed for their needs. The project started out as an agency that provided counselling and drop-ins  and outreach work in the male sex worker zone. In 1990 and 1992, due to the great demand for night shelters, the project facilities were extended in the form of two night shelters for male sex workers. The three work areas in the BASIS-Projekt – Outreach Work, Drop-ins, and Night Shelters – are expanding in scope and are closely integrated with each other. In the meantime, nine social workers have joined the project.

1.2
TARGET GROUP

The clientele of the BASIS-Projekt is a very heterogeneous group, the main common denominator being they earn money through sexual services. In addition there are various groups that are differentiated through the following characteristics, in which connection it should be kept in mind that there is also some overlapping:

· Drug-use

· Sexual orientation

· Age (around 15 – 40 years, on average around 20 years)

· Nationality

· Income or social status

The problems which characterise the life-situation of male sex workers are also multi-faceted:

· Homelessness

· Lack of money

· Drug-use

· Illegality

· Other conflicts with the law

· Illness

· Psychological problems

· Relationship problems

It should be stated that there is also a large group of sex workers who live and work without any major problems. The BASIS-Projekt however is essentially concerned with people who face a number of problems on a daily basis. The help offered, as described in the following pages, reflects this.

2 OUTREACH WORK

2.1
LOCATIONS

Sex work in Hamburg is done in several places, mainly at the main railway station area and from time to time in more than 10 pubs, bars and hotels. In addition, business is also done in homosexual porn cinemas, apartments and sometimes in parks as well. There is a wide gulf between callboys who earn quite well and drug-using prostitutes who do not earn very well. Callboys use apartments, two somewhat upmarket bars or hotels, and in view of the absence of clientele in the early hours of the evening, local gay porn cinemas as well. Drug-using prostitutes and poverty-driven prostitutes are mainly centred around the main railway stations and in the less upmarket pubs near the main railway station and therefore in the main drug-using district of Hamburg.

2.2
PRACTICAL OUTREACH WORK

In order to reach the clientele, it is necessary to be physically present in the work area itself. Four of the social workers of the BASIS-Projekt cover the Outreach Work area. They visit the work area twice a week in the evening and at night. In addition, they also visit the main railway station at least twice. After facing initial mistrust from the managers, barkeepers, customers and male sex workers, they have recently become an accepted and permanent fixture in the pub scene. Access tokens to the zone consist of condoms and lubricants that are then offered to male sex workers and customers free of charge. Furthermore, in most bars, it is also possible to put out information and clarification material.

The regular presence of BASIS workers in the zone results in a high level of familiarity. Many know that the offerings put out by the BASIS-Projekt extend well beyond the distribution of condoms, lubricants and brochures, and use the facilities. It also quite normal to conduct a counselling session at a bar – whether on the subject of HIV and AIDS or even about daily problems. Furthermore, presence in the zone itself is the most important way of making contact with new BASIS clients and to provide information about the facilities offered. In this connection, managers, barkeepers and customers play a far from insignificant role. In view of the high level of acceptance in the zone, they often pass on clients to the Outreach Worker.

Furthermore bars are also the place where contacts with customers are made, who, as mentioned above, also form part of the target group of the BASIS-Projekt. On the basis of the position that all the concerned parties should be informed about the risks, even customers are a target for AIDS-preventive work. In addition, they also have problems, for example with relationships, which they rarely like to discuss outside the zone, in order to avoid acknowledgement of their customer status.

It is worth mentioning that the high acceptance of the work of the BASIS-Projekt in the zone has led to regular financial contributions and material help from managers, barkeepers and customers for supporting practical work. These come in the form of both individual donations as well as collections in the donation boxes that have been installed in almost every bar, and are in the form of case as well as in kind (for example clothes, hygiene articles, etc.) on which the BASIS-Projekt is dependent.

Some of the above-mentioned prostitution locations are either not visited by Outreach Workers, or only seldom. The regular presence of social workers at porn cinemas, for example, has adverse effects in view of conventional connotations. A placard developed by the AKSD (Network German-Speaking male sex workers projects) has been hung there and in bars, listing the facilities offered by the project. Many of the male sex workers working there however also work in the bars in which they meet Outreach Workers. This also applies to a small group of the drug-using male sex workers in the park. In addition, there is another AIDS-preventive institution active there. Callboys who work in apartments can be reached if they also work in bars. 

3
DROP-IN

The Drop-in of the BASIS-Projekt is located near the main railway station and most of the bars in the male sex workers zone. It is open for a total of 21 hours over 5 days of the week. All the social workers assemble there, including the Outreach Workers and the staff from the night shelters. Between 25 and 35 clients visit the drop-in during the course of the day. The Drop-in offers a protected area for male sex workers in which they can leave behind the pressure of being solicited and can enjoy nondiscriminative treatment as human beings. The Drop-in has a low threshold regime, meaning that the only condition for access is that one should be a sex worker. Furthermore the entire range of facilities offered is anonymous and free of charge and it goes without saying that all the workers are bound by law to maintain confidentiality. The following paragraphs describe the facilities offered at the drop-in, with an orientation toward the needs of the male sex workers.

3.1
BASIC CARE

The situation of many male sex workers is characterised by the fact that they lack the necessary means to earn their living. Homelessness and drug consumption reinforce this situation, and as a result the need in this area is quite large.

3.1.1
FOOD

One meal is served each day in the Drop-in. In particular, the large number of crack addicts makes this facility necessary since the visit to the BASIS-Projekt is often the only time in the day in which they can get something to eat. For this reason it is also important that the meals are offered at the commencement of the opening hours.

The BASIS project receives something from the ‘Hamburger Tafel’ almost every day; this is an institution that passes on food from supermarkets, among other things, to social work institutions. This makes it easier to provide food to clients on a regular basis. It also makes it possible to regularly provide food to clients who in most cases lack the financial means to buy food – at home and on the road.

3.1.2
PERSONAL HYGIENE AND CLOTHING

Since many male sex workers do not have a fixed place of residence and often suffer from skin diseases as a result, it is necessary to offer them personal hygiene facilities. In the drop-in, there is a shower room that is regularly used by many of them. At the same time there is also the possibility of obtaining clean clothing from a store that receives supplies, particularly underwear and socks, through many donations. Furthermore there is a washing machine and a dryer for doing a little washing. The machines are in operation almost constantly throughout the day. A limited hair-cutting service is also provided.

3.1.3
RELAXATION

On the principle that the drop-in is a protected zone for male sex workers, it may be used as a place of relaxation away from daily life. Daily life in this sense refers both to sex work as well as, increasingly, the consumption and procurement of drugs, particularly crack. The drop-in offers a meeting point where games can be played. The game facilities available include a kicker, a dartboard, a PC with an

Internet connection and various community games that are also intensively used. A trainee also dedicates some spare time outside the drop-in and goes out with clients to the cinema, the museum, pedal boat rides, etc. and generally engages them in activities that many would be unable to afford or would have little motivation to undertake under normal circumstances.

The BASIS-Projekt is trying to deal with the fallout of the sharp increase in crack consumption and the associated rootlessness by setting up sleeping accommodation during the daytime. After having a meal immediately after the centre opens, many male sex workers, some of whom have been on the road for several nights, merely want to sleep. The four sleeping accommodations that have recently been opened, and which may be used during the opening times, are often not enough, so that the two sofas are also used.

For some time now donations have enabled the BASIS-Projekt to rent a holiday home near Hamburg for a few months each year. This is regularly used for short trips with up to four male sex workers. For the clients, a stay in the home offers a wonderful opportunity to recuperate even if the stay is limited to a few days.

3.1.4
STD- / AIDS-PREVENTION AND MEDICAL CARE

Basic care also includes making available a range of information materials relating to STD and AIDS prevention, drug use and other subjects. Furthermore, condoms and lubricants are always kept available as handouts. 

Since 2004 ‘Dr. Georg’ offers low threshold access medical care. Once a week there is a doctor for counselling, first diagnosis and simple medical care. This offer – completely financed by donations – is rather good frequented by the male sex workers but has very limited medical possibilities.

Unfortunately there are not enough facilities for further medical care in the drop-in. Here use must be made of the STD clinic, addiction counselling centres that offer medical care, emergency ambulances of hospitals or, if anyone has medical insurance, family doctors. In some cases it is necessary and also possible to provide support to clients in the form of medicines at the time of in-take, or even through the storage of medicines and ointments that can be offered during working hours.

3.2
SOCIAL CARE

Apart from basic care, social care is the second largest area in the drop-in centre. The abovementioned multifarious problems of the male sex workers make it necessary to offer visits and introductions to other institutions, in addition to counselling or support. The corresponding qualifications of the workers provide an important precondition for the proper functioning of this facility. Furthermore the principles of low threshold and acceptance apply here as well. This means that action should be taken when the client himself formulates his wishes and is himself interested in initiating mechanisms for dealing with the problem. Excessive pressure would work counter to this. The irregular lifestyle of the many drug consumers in particular makes deadline-based work extremely difficult. A high level of flexibility is therefore necessary.

3.2.1
COUNSELLING

There are two counselling offices available in the Drop-in in a physically isolated area that guarantees a quiet counselling environment. The counselling sessions with the male sex workers deal with the many problems of the heterogeneous target group. On the one hand these may take the form of a longterm process with regular conversations and further support, such as contacts with the authorities over the telephone and writing of letters. On the other hand single counselling sessions often deal with questions such as the health risks of sexual contact. The permanent availability of the counselling service has the effect that many male sex workers also use it whenever they required. 

Since the support facilities offered by the BASIS-Projekt are limited, it is often necessary to send clients to other counselling centres, for example addiction counselling centres, STD clinics, AIDS support centres, or education/training institutions. There are many good contacts and cooperative arrangements available to clients.

3.2.2
SUPPORT

Many of the clients of the BASIS-Projekt experience a high degree of uncertainty in their contacts with other institutions in the social support system, due to bad experiences or due to lack of experience, particularly regarding governmental institutions or the court system. Another area that generates a high level of uncertainty and fear is dental care. Due to many years of neglect, many of the clients, particularly drug users, face severe difficulties and therefore develop correspondingly high levels of anxiety. For this reason they are offered the chance of obtaining support through personnel at regular intervals. On the one hand, emotional support is important. On the other hand, contact with other institutions, particularly the authorities for professional counselling, is often easier and more successful.

3.2.3
VISITS

The fact that some clients repeatedly come into conflict with the law means that they are also frequently arrested. The BASIS-Projekt is often the only functionally effective contact that they have with the outside world. In addition, many of them also want to take advantage of counselling and support, for example in connection with drug therapy planning after they are released following their arrest. As a result visits and counselling in courtdesignated institutions are also often necessary. In this connection a specific identity card makes such contacts easy.

The same applies to stays in hospitals. Apart from emotional counselling, material care is also necessary, since many male sex workers do not have any regular, secure contacts that could fulfil these needs.

4
NIGHT SHELTERS

One of the main problems of the male sex workers is homelessness. This mainly applies to drug users and migrants who are generally also the largest group amongst the clients of the BASIS-Projekt. Since it is often difficult to obtain accommodation in other accommodation facilities, the night shelters in two conventionally furnished accommodations (living room, kitchen, bathroom and bedroom) each offer five emergency sleeping places for male sex workers. There are two social workers in each accommodation who also spend part of their working time at the drop-in. For this reason, it is quite easy to set up contact there. The accommodations are manned from Monday to Friday between 10.00 and 18.00 so that clients may access the accommodation with their own key (for which they have to put down a security deposit of 15 Euro) en route free of any obligations in the evenings and the nights and at the weekend, which is their chief working time. During this time, there is also an emergency call service that contacts one of the personnel. There are three different stages of accommodation for differing levels of requirement.

4.1
SHORT STAYS

Many male sex workers use the night shelters for relaxation away from the zone. The knowledge that they have a fixed place where they can sleep, along with the opportunity to have a regular breakfast, is a comforting thought. It temporarily removes the pressure of sleeping outdoors with different customers is often linked with undesired sexual obligations, and provides an opportunity for recuperation. This very low-threshold facility is offered for one month. The only obligation during this period is that the house rules are followed. In addition, there is also the possibility of more far-reaching social-work-related help from the personnel at the night shelters.

4.2
LONGER STAYS

After one month in the night shelters, it is also possible to stay there for another three months. However this facility is offered with more stringent requirements. In other words, the client must improve his life situation and start working on his problems. For this, there is a system of regular weekly counselling sessions and task programmes that are checked later on. The main aim is generally to find a way of life for the client after he leaves the night shelter, in order to avoid subsequent homelessness. However all the other problems may also be included in this phase.

4.3
NOPS (Emergency bed without key)

The large number of crack users who are homeless and who require all the money that they somehow manage to procure for their own drug habit, has rendered this facility necessary. For male sex workers whose drug consumption often requires them to be on the road all day long without sleep, it is possible to obtain an emergency bed in a night shelter for one to two nights in order sleep as long as they want. Since experience shows that such clients generally have no money, they may stay the night without a security deposit as well. Due to the time limit laid down, a longer stay to which the abovementioned requirements shall be linked may be necessary.

5
CONCLUSION

The facilities of the BASIS-Projekt described above represent the current situation. In the last  years, they have been constantly monitored, extended and modified. The situation of the current clientele and their needs played a significant role in this regard. However, we gratefully acknowledge the efforts of those who have made donations, in the present instance mainly the City of Hamburg.

The social work with male sex workers in the BASIS-Projekt has been successful. The facilities offered in accordance with the requirements have been accepted by the clientele. However the situation in Hamburg will be changing and a long-term review will also change the BASIS-Projekt.

Gerhard Schlagheck (social worker)

