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"I’m talking about poor people, homeless people, sex
workers, refugees, people with no ID papers, religious
minorities, ethnic minorities… I feel like this virus is
used as a pretext to get rid of those people who aren’t
deemed valuable. You can see every day from the news
around the world that minority people are treated
badly in the pretext of this virus. The easy answer for
what I need is to say I need money, but it’s not just
about money. It’s about something much bigger than
me. Me and everybody else would need to be viewed
as valuable human beings first. We need human rights
and dignity. COVID-19 has made that clear." - Evelien,
Netherlands



TRANS AND HIJRA LIVES

TABLE  OF  CONTENTS

Introduction..............................................................................................

Economic Stability...............................................................................

Bangladesh...........................................................................................

The Netherlands................................................................................

Housing Stability...................................................................................

Bangladesh...........................................................................................

The Netherlands................................................................................

Access to Healthcare..........................................................................

Bangladesh...........................................................................................

The Netherlands................................................................................

Exposure to Violence.........................................................................

Bangladesh...........................................................................................

The Netherlands................................................................................

Discussion...................................................................................................

Limitations............................................................................................

Recommendations...............................................................................

Bangladesh...........................................................................................

The Netherlands................................................................................

Acknowledgements............................................................................

Notes...............................................................................................................

References..................................................................................................

4

6

6

9

14

14

15

16

16

19

23

23

26

31

35

37

38

41

44

45

46

 



TRANS AND HIJRA LIVES PAGE  1

INTRODUCTION

The global impact of the

COVID-19 pandemic has been

immeasurably tremendous to

say the least. In addition to a

worldwide death toll that

exceeds two million, the

pandemic has thrust the global

economy into the deepest

global recession since the

Second World War, pushing at

least 88 million people into

extreme poverty (Blake and

Wadhwa 2020). The

simultaneous shock to

healthcare spending, school

closures, reduced hours or wage

or wholesale loss of

employment loom large for

people across the world (Blake

and Wadhwa 2020).

But for some communities, the

impact of COVID-19 has been

especially acute because it has

exacerbated inequalities they

had already faced prior to the

pandemic (Tai et al. 2021). This  

is especially true for refugees

(Ostrach et al. 2020),

transgender individuals (Human

Rights Campaign 2020;

National LGBT Cancer Network

2020; Poteat et al. 2020), and

sex workers (Lam 2020; Singer

et al. 2020).

This report examines the

impact of COVID-19 on

transgender refugees and sex

workers who face heightened

risks of economic, housing,

safety, and healthcare

insecurities in the wake of the

pandemic. We report findings

from an exploratory, qualitative

study that assessed COVID-19’s

impact on economic stability,

housing security, access to

healthcare, and exposure to

violence among transgender

refugees and sex workers in the

Netherlands and transgender

hijras and sex workers in 
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Bangladesh. Our goal is to not

only build knowledge on the

social and economic wellbeing

of these communities, but also

to inform appropriate policy

responses to address their

needs.

This report highlights the wide-

ranging impacts COVID-19 has

had on transgender refugee

and sex worker communities

through case studies of two

communities in unmistakably

different social and geopolitical

contexts: Bangladesh and the

Netherlands. 

Hijras in Bangladesh are seen as

part of the longstanding

indigenous South Asian

tradition [1]. They are typically

assigned a male gender at birth

and may later identify as either

female or non-man and often

also rid themselves of male

genitals (Hossain 2020). The

recent legal recognition of hijras

as a separate gender/sex in

Bangladesh has put the

community in the spotlight

both nationally and

internationally. Yet, legal

recognition does not translate 

to social acceptance and the

community continues to be

marginalized (Hossain 2017).

While the Dutch context offers a

vastly different picture, in many

ways it represents one that is

markedly similar. The

Netherlands was one of the first

European nations to adopt

legislation granting legal

recognition of gender identity to

transgender people in 1985

(Human Rights Watch 2011).

While this legislation offered

progress at the time, it fell (and

continues to fall) short by

imposing conditions such as

requiring people to alter their

bodies through hormones and

surgery to receive legal

recognition, forcing many

transgender people to live with

identity documents that don’t

match their gender identity.

Even as studies find increasing

tolerance for LGBTQ individuals

in the Netherlands (Cassell 2020),

many transgender individuals

report frequently experiencing

stigma and violence (Verbeek et

al. 2020). Studying the impact of

COVID-19 in these vastly different

contexts provides us analytic   
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leverage to assess the specific

impacts that are unique to

transgender refugee and sex

worker communities. 

In the remainder of this report,

we describe the methods we

used to conduct our analysis,

and proceed with a

presentation of our findings.

Our findings are organized into

four key sections, outlining the

impact of COVID-19 on

transgender refugee and sex

worker communities in the

domains of: (1) the economic

stability; (2) housing stability; (3)

access to healthcare; and (4)

exposure to violence. Within

each section, we present results

from Bangladesh interviewees,

followed by analyses of

interviews from the

Netherlands. We conclude with

a discussion comparing

experiences across the case

studies and policy

recommendations for each

case.
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This study employed qualitative research methods. Twenty interviews

were conducted among the hijras in Bangladesh by two hijra / trans

identified research assistants who are a part of the sampled

community. The principal investigator, Adnan Hossain is a researcher-

cum activist based at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam who hired

these two research assistants and thoroughly trained them in the

interview process and protocols in the early stage of this project. Dr.

Hossain has studied gender and sexual diversity in Bangladesh for the

last 20 years, both as a social scientific researcher as well as a gender

and sexual rights activist, and has established an extensive network

with the broader ‘LGBTIQ’ groups. 

We used a purposive sampling strategy to recruit twenty hijra

interviewees from Dhaka. The twenty interviewees were all involved in

sex work, although not all of them considered sex work to be a

defining part of their identities. Most of them were also involved in

hijragriri, a performance occupation that publicly defines hijras in

Bangladesh. Hijragriri simply refers to two main activities known as

badhai and cholla. Badhai refers to the demanding of gifts at

childbirth and weddings by hijras in exchange of singing and dancing

performance and bestowal of blessings on the newborn and the

newly wed. Cholla is the practice of hijras demanding and collecting

money, vegetables and rice from the vendors in marketplaces.

The Principal investigator also developed the questionnaire in

consultation with the entire team. The two field research assistants

(Joya Sikhdar and Srabonti Srabon) conducted the interviews on the

ground and recorded the conversations using cell phones. The

duration of the 20 interviews ranged from 30 to 70 minutes. Each

interview covered topics such as the interviewees’ background and

the impact of COVID-19 on their employment status, housing security,

access to medical care, and experiences with violence. Interviewees

were compensated with 1000 taka each that were handed to them 

METHODOLOGY
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following the interview.

The Dutch part of the study was conducted by Sino Esthappan, a

former graduate student at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam who is

currently a PhD student at Northwestern University studying

sociology. Sino Esthappan also conducted graduate research

previously in the Netherlands that the principal investigator

supervised. Between September and November 2020, 12 virtual

interviews were conducted with transgender sex workers and

refugees living in the Netherlands via Zoom, Skype, and Whatsapp.

The sample was identified through a partnership with the

Transgender Netwerk Nederland (TNN), which recruited interviewees

drawing on networks in their organizational capacity. TNN distributed

online flyers, written in English and Dutch, with information about the

study and the researcher’s contact information to their listserv,

including organizational partners. They also drew on personal

contacts. Interviewees were asked to contact the researcher through

Whatsapp, who scheduled and conducted interviews through the

interviewee’s preferred communication method: Zoom, Skype,

Whatsapp, etc. The duration of the 12 interviews ranged from 30 to

100 minutes. Interviewees were compensated with 20€ vouchers that

were mailed to them within a week following the interview.

All twelve interviewees in the Netherlands identified as transgender.

Notably, all identified as both migrants—either refugees or asylum

seekers except for one—and sex workers. Interviewees’ places of

residence were geographically distributed across the Netherlands. The

majority of interviewees spoke English, though three interviewees’ first

language was Spanish and one required translation assistance to

conduct the interview. 
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ECONOMIC  STABILITY

Activities essential to the

livelihood of hijras, namely

badhai, cholla, and sex work,

have all been put on hold

during the lockdown. For

example, Sonia interviewed for

this project stated:

“When the coronavirus hit Bangladesh and

the lockdown began, I was off work for four

months. Then my guru realized that the

virus would not go away anytime soon but

we would have to eat. So we resumed our

cholla and badhai but then the public

shooed us away. Households would close

their doors at our sight. We were called

carriers and spreaders of the corona virus.

While earlier we would bargain with the

households or the vendors to get the

amount we wanted, now we took whatever

they handed to us since people also did not

have income during the crisis. We thought if

we were not going to die from coronavirus,

we would surely die from hunger. So we had

no choice but to be out and about in public

and continue our work.”

 

Hijras were stigmatized in new

ways as being carriers and

spreaders of COVID-19. This 

situation was further

complicated by the fact that

while hijras took to the streets

despite the lockdown, they

were also the target of the

police (police violence is

addressed at length in the

section on violence later in the

report as well) as the quote

from Soma reveals below:

“I was in a state of panic since the very

thought of not being able to pay for the

rents, utility bills and food frightened me to

death and being on the street undertaking

either sex work or hijragiri put us at risk of

being beaten by the police.”

The overall quality of life of the

hijras declined significantly

since all sources of income were

cut off. For example, in

reflecting on their wellbeing

during the lockdown, Nazia

stated:

“House rent and food are the two major 

Bangladesh
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 expenses for me. Most of what I make is

spent on those two items. One needs at

least 5000 taka to rent a room in dhaka city.

Plus one needs at least another 3000 taka

for food. So in total one needs at least 8000

taka to live in Dhaka but my earnings have

never been more than 7000-9000 taka.

Consequently I have not been able to save

up any money which I could use during an

emergency or a crisis situation like the

corona related lockdown.”

 

Aside from the fact that the

interviewees in the sample had

very few savings to fall back on

during contingency situations,

many hijras also found it difficult

to afford decent meals. The

following quotes demonstrate

how interviewees cut back on

meals they could no longer afford

to eat:

“When the lockdown started suddenly, we

were at a loss since we did not have any

time or money to buy enough groceries to

last us for days on end but more

importantly, we did not have any freezer to

stock certain items. So we were left with no

choice but to go out in search of some items

or buy food from wherever it was sold. We

ate one meal a day for days on end.” -Sonia 

 

“Normally I eat three meals a day but ever

since the corona crisis hit Bangladesh, I ate

only two meals and sometimes just one

meal a day. Previously I would have

variations in the menu. For example, I would

eat fish or meat a few times a week but

these days I only eat rice, lentil and eggs. I

also can't afford vegetables anymore.” -Soma

 

“Previously if i bought a chicken for two to 

 

three hundred taka, I could eat it for two

to three days but during the lockdown all

I could eat was rice and mashed

potatoes. I am no longer able to eat good

food” -Nazia.

Hijras also received very little

support from the government.

Although there were newspaper

reports about the government's

elaborate plans to help the

hijras during the lockdown, the

twenty hijras in Dhaka we

interviewed reported not

receiving any financial support

from the government:

 

“I received nothing from the government.

Some NGOs provided me with rice which

lasted me a month.” -Soma

 

“No support from the government. Some

NGOs and private donations have reached

the community but these were not enough”

- Nazia 

As the quotes above show,

while some private and NGO-

led initiatives did reach out to

hijras during the crisis, what

they offered was insufficient for

hijras to survive. Hijras therefore

had to borrow money to survive

and often fell into debt, having

lost other income sources.

 Another issue that came up

was that the natal families of

many hijras were dependent on
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them for livelihoods. Although

hijras typically live separately from

their natal families being shunned

by them in childhood, many

interviewees reported that they

continued to support their

biological families. It also needs

emphasizing here that although

the lockdown was already lifted in

Bangladesh at the time of the

interviews, the situation did not

improve at all for the hijras since

as Sonia argued “the public have

little income. Those who

traditionally give us money are

also hit by economic downturn.

People are also too busy making

ends meet to spend money on

sex. The economic recession also

has an impact on the economic

situation of us’.

The quote above raises an

incredibly important point about

the impact COVID-19 has had on

the economic security of hijras in

Bangladesh. As the interviewee

noted, many hijras rely on the

public for their income. However,

the global recession resulting

from COVID-19 has imposed

financial shock onto people across

the world. The pandemic has

deeply impacted many jobs,

resulting in reduced family

income due to job loss, a stop in

remittance payments, among

other losses (Blake and

Wadhwa 2020). Thus, the

impact of COVID-19 on

economically advantaged

communities seems to have a

spillover effect on hijra

communities that rely on the

former communities for

income.
















































































