
FOR MONEY AND SEX: The HIV Vulnerability and Risks of MSM Migrant Workers 82



CONCLUSION

07



FOR MONEY AND SEX: The HIV Vulnerability and Risks of MSM Migrant Workers 84

There were a combination of factors at work that increased the MSM  
migrant workers’ and their partners’ vulnerability to HIV. The  
respondents from the three countries studied here went abroad to 
seek work in more economically developed countries, which also have  
policies that criminalize male to male sex and impose punitive immigration 
measures on migrants with HIV. 

They went to these countries primarily to find work with higher  
wages, but there were some who engaged in MSM behaviors and sought  
to freely express their sexuality. Some of the respondents went for  
work but ended up selling sex, often for financial gain. Most of them  
engaged in unsafe sex despite having multiple partners, including locals  
and other migrants. 

Yet, they were unable to assess their own risk and were unprepared to  
protect themselves from HIV because most of them left their home  
countries with little or no accurate information about HIV or migration  
realities. While these MSM migrant workers engage in risky sexual  
behaviors abroad, in part encouraged by the permissive social environment  
of many destination countries, their ability to access HIV prevention  
services,  condoms, sexual health services and voluntary HIV testing  
services, are hampered by the repressive policies in place. 

It is these policies which criminalize MSM behaviors and deport foreigners 
for their HIV status that are increasing MSM migrant workers’ vulnerability 
to HIV, and as a result, they are getting infected with HIV. 
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What is also worrisome is that the policies that restrict MSM behaviors 
also inadvertently encourage sexual violence against MSM migrant 
workers.  Those who were raped were afraid to report the crime out of 
fear of being further punished rather than receiving justice because they 
could be identified as MSM. As a result, the perpetrators were 
encouraged to act with impunity and victims have nowhere to turn. 

For those MSM migrant workers who were deported for being HIV  
positive, they underwent the indignity of being quarantined and  
deported, which added to the sense of hopelessness they already felt  
for returning home empty handed and infected with HIV. Upon return,  
they had to face the fear associated with being deported for HIV. 

In many cases, being MSM, as well as being HIV positive posed additional  
levels of stigma which led to fear of disclosing their HIV status to their  
partners. This in turn increased the vulnerability of their partners or  
wives for those who were also married. 

Access to services after being deported is generally difficult for most of 
the HIV positive respondents mainly because there are no clear referral  
mechanisms and the level of stigma is very high. Yet, there are HIV  
support groups and MSM networks with extensive reach into the MSM  
and migrant communities in these countries. In fact, all HIV positive  
respondents had contact with these groups and were receiving necessary 
HIV services and treatment.

However, there is a gap. These groups are missing awareness on the 
MSM, HIV and migration nexus. With greater sensitivity to sexual  
orientation, gender identities and expression (SOGIE) in channels that  
manage migrant workers and among HIV service providers, accompanied  
by greater awareness of migration realities among MSM and PLHIV  
groups, interventions can be enhanced and implemented to provide  
MSM migrant workers with targeted HIV information and services.

Conclusion
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Considering the sensitivities around social acceptance of MSM  
behaviors, mainstreaming targeted HIV prevention messages for MSM 
is difficult. Moreover, there is concern that governments could react  
negatively by imposing even more stigmatizing and repressive measures  
against MSM migrant workers. Considering these sensitivities, the  
CARAM Asia research team provides the following recommendations:

INCREASE GOVERNMENT COMMITMENTS TO COMBATING 
HIV

Review and reform all policies and laws, including religious edicts, that 
are discriminatory or stigmatizing towards MSM or migrant workers 
living with HIV; 

Identify migrant workers as key affected populations under National 
HIV Plans;

Increase spending on HIV prevention and treatment for migrant  
workers;

.

.

.

IMPROVE HIV EDUCATION PROGRAMS FOR MALE MIGRANT 
WORKERS IN THEIR COMMUNITIES AT ALL PHASES OF
MIGRATION (PRE-DEPARTURE, ON-SITE AND RETURN)

Include information about sexual orientation, gender identities and  
expression (SOGIE) in interventions and media targeting male migrant 
workers, potential migrant workers and their communities;

.
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Include information on anal sex and related risks more prominently  
in HIV prevention activities for migrant workers, potential migrant 
workers and their communities, and fill in gaps and misconceptions  
on condom use and HIV prevention;

Provide HIV education, including information on risks of anal sex, to  
all migrant workers during the medical testing and in pre-departure   
trainings, as possible, in partnership with relevant CSOs and HIV  
support groups;

Use alternative forms of media including social media and videos to 
provide male migrant workers with easy to understand and culturally 
appropriate but straightforward information on HIV related risks of 
male to male sex;

Provide information on HIV service providers to migrant workers,  
including those that cater to the needs of men with various sexual 
orientations and gender identities.

.

.

.

.

ENHANCE HIV PROGRAMS AND SERVICES FOR MIGRANT 
WORKERS, PLHIV AND MSM AT ALL PHASES OF MIGRATION 
(PRE-DEPARTURE, ON-SITE AND RETURN)

Capacitate relevant migration and MSM CSOs, PLHIV support groups 
and government agencies on the nexus of HIV, SOGIE and migration, 
with focus on the experiences of MSM migrant workers;

Sensitize embassy and consulate staff, including labor attaches, on  
issues of male migrant workers who are victims of sexual violence or 
rape and promote linkages to service providers like crisis centers;

Sensitize health care providers to sexual health conditions of male  
migrant workers, including those who engage in male-to-male sex;

.

.

.
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Develop information materials for social media and utilize social  
networking sites to disseminate information on HIV, health, migration 
realities and available services in origin and destination countries;

Establish comprehensive psycho-social and health services for male  
migrant workers who have been deported because of HIV and those 
who have experienced sexual abuse;

Develop psycho-social support programs,  including training counselors,  
to address HIV and sexuality issues among MSM migrant workers;

Establish or strengthen referral mechanisms for migrant workers  
being deported for HIV or other health conditions and ensure they are  
sensitized on MSM needs. 

.

.

.

.

REVISE POLICIES AND FILL IN POLICY GAPS TO BE MORE 
SENSITIVE TO MSM AND MIGRATION

Review and enhance labor migration policies to include HIV and AIDS 
as a concern of migrant workers;

Expand gender dimensions of labor migration policies to be responsive 
to the needs of MSM migrant workers;

Sensitize policy makers on SOGIE, particularly in relation to HIV and 
migration;

Improve policy framework for reintegration of HIV positive MSM  
migrant workers and provide specific safeguards against stigma and  
discrimination for MSM migrant workers infected with HIV;

.

.

.

.
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Advocate for the removal of mandatory HIV testing and  
deportation of HIV positive migrant workers, and increase  
availability of voluntary and confidential HIV testing for migrant  
workers at all stages of migration.

.

ENHANCE THE KNOWLEDGE BASE ON MSM MIGRANT 
WORKERS

Conduct more studies on the realities faced by male migrant workers 
who engage in male-to-male sex, with a focus on the hard to reach  
population of non-self-identifying MSM;

Identify and disaggregate migration related data in National Integrated 
HIV Behavioral and Serologic Surveillance among MSMs, and include 
MSM and migrants as key affected populations in countries where  
not yet monitored;

Develop studies to come up with population estimates for MSMs among 
migrant workers.

.

.

.
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Antiretroviral treatment
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Association of South East Asian Nations

Bandhu Social Welfare Society
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Community based organization

Civil society organization

Compact disc / digital video disc

Cluster of differentiation 4

Focus group discussion
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Gulf Cooperation Council

Human Immunodeficiency Virus

Integrated Biological and Behavioral Survey /
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Males who have sex with males
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Outpatient HIV/AIDS Treatment

Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program 

Positive Action Foundation Philippines, Inc. 

Persons Living with HIV

People who inject drugs
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Sexually transmitted infection / disease

United Arab Emirates

ACHIEVE

AIDS
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ARV

ASEAN

BSWS

CARAM Asia

CBO

CSO

CD/DVD

CD4

FGD

FSW

GCC

HIV

IBBS / IHBSS

LGBT

MSM

MSW

NASP

NGO

NMHA

OFW

OHAT

OKUP

PAFPI

PLHIV

PWID

SOGIE

STI / STD

UAE
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CARAM Asia (Coordination of Action Research on AIDS and Mobility in Asia) is a Regional Network/ 
NGO in Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations.  
The Network comprised of 42 member organizations in 21 countries across Asia was set up in 
response to the growing phenomenon of migration and emphasizes a regional approach in addressing 
migrant workers’ health issues. Since its inception in 1997, CARAM Asia Network has moved actively 
to do special interventions for migrant population at all stages of migration in order to reduce 
vulnerabilities  including HIV and advance their health rights.

CARAM Asia has been working to promote and protect the health and labor rights of migrant 
workers in Asia through research, advocacy and capacity building. CARAM Asia has undertaken 
evidence-based research and produced a number of reports on migrant workers’ health rights 
including: “The  Forgotten Spaces,” “State of Health: Access to Health,” “State of Health:  
Mandatory HIV Testing,” and “HIV Vulnerabilities of Migrant Women: from Asia to the Arab 
States.” CARAM Asia partner’s key  thrust is to develop continuous information through 
participatory action research with migrants and their communities at all stages of migration to 
strengthen the migrant perspective.

CARAM Asia has used the results of its research to pursue advocacy to protect migrantworkers’ 
health rights at national, regional and international levels.


