
Zarko Trajanovski
Marija Tosheva
Slavcho Dimitrov
Hajdi Shterjova Simonovikj

The Fight for Sex Workers’ Rights in Macedonia:

Sex Worker and NGO Response to the Police Forces’ 
“Coordinated Action to Fight Street Prostitution”



www.hops.org.mk



Zarko Trajanovski
Marija Tosheva
Slavcho Dimitrov
Hajdi Shterjova Simonovikj

The Fight for Sex Workers’ Rights in Macedonia:

Sex Worker and NGO Response to the Police Forces’ 
“Coordinated Action to Fight Street Prostitution”

HOPS – Healthy Options Project Skopje
Skopje, 2015



Publisher
HOPS – Healthy Options Project Skopje

On behalf of the publisher
Hristijan Jankuloski, Executive director, HOPS – Healthy Options 
Project Skopje
 
Title
The Fight for Sex Workers’ Rights in Macedonia: 
Sex Worker and NGO Response to the Police Forces’ “Coordinated 
Action to Fight Street Prostitution”

Authors
Zarko Trajanovski
Marija Tosheva
Slavcho Dimitrov
Hajdi Shterjova Simonovikj

Editor
Zarko Trajanovski

Translated in English by
Suzana Shterjova Tosheva

Consultant
Acacia Shields 

Design

Print house 

Citation information:
Trajanovski, Zarko, Tosheva, Marija, Dimitrov Slavcho and Shterjova 
Simonovikj, Hajdi. The Fight for Sex Workers’ Rights in Macedonia: 
Sex Worker and NGO Response to the Police Forces’ “Coordinated 
Action to Fight Street Prostitution”. Skopje: HOPS – Healthy Options 
Project Skopje, 2015

4



Contents

Lessons Learned  6
Train and prepare your staff in advance  6
 Act in coalition with others and respect coalition 
members’ differences  6

Build credibility with international partners
 
7

Put your differences to use in strategic planning
 
7

Invest time in building community relations and keep 
communication open  8
 Provide adequate support to victims of abuse and 
frontline staff 8
Make the allocation of responsibilities clear  8
 Be cautious about media communications  9 
 Invest in media relations during the crisis and in 
advance

 
9

Document media coverage in the moment
 10

A Timeline of Critical Moments with Testimony from Key 
Players

 
11

The day after the raid: forced testing of sex workers
 13

Urgent meeting with the Ombudsman  15
First contact with the media  16
Visiting the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and Febrile 
Conditions

 
17

Shocks from the media  18
Reactions after the media shock: What to do?  20
Encouraging the victims  21
 The role of the media in the “Street prostitution” case?  22
Coordinated response to challenges  29
Legal aid and representation of victims  33
Video advocacy  40

5



Train and prepare your staff in advance

Organizations working on the rights of marginalized communities 
should continuously invest time and expertise in developing the 
staff’s ability to recognize human rights violations and other crisis 
situations, identify strategies for rights protection, gather key players 
together, and react in a timely and organized way. 

It is beneficial to have experienced and trusted lawyers already in 
place to provide legal aid when a crisis hits. Having a team of lawyers, 
instead of relying on one attorney, spreads the workload and brings a 
diversity of experience and knowledge to the effort.

Act in coalition with others and respect coalition members’ 
differences

The support and engagement of many actors with unique expertise 
and fields of work is critical to successful action and provides a broad 
and stable front of support to victims of abuse and their cause. 

Partnerships must be sought and built up before any kind of crisis 
happens. In the Coalition’s situation, investing in and building 
partnerships with different organizations and individuals over the 
years was key to our ability to mobilize quickly.

Respect the power of solidarity. LGBT people, people living with HIV, 
groups of sex workers from different regions, drug users, human rights 
activists, all those vulnerable to unequal treatment and/or fighting 
against social injustice can stand together in solidarity regardless of 
the narrower or wider advocacy interests of a particular group. By 
supporting others, we ensure that a network of support is also going 
to be there when we need it. 

Include a diversity of groups and individuals in your coalitions. In this 
case, having people in our coalition with different resources, contacts 
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1. Lessons Learned

Members of Healthy Options Skopje and like-minded colleagues 
who came together to form the Coalition for the Sexual and 
Health Rights of Marginalized Communities – Skopje faced a 
range of challenges in the aftermath of the 2008 police raid on sex 
workers. These Coalition activists gleaned important lessons from 
their experiences, offered here in the form of recommendations 
to facilitate effective action in response to future crises.



and specializations meant that, at pivotal moments, the coalition had 
access to critical information and resources for action.

Reach out to your national and international networks and mailing 
lists. Develop channels of communication that can be used to quickly 
mobilize partners in case of a crisis. 

Involve all mobilized partners, including donors, in all processes from 
the very start, or as soon as possible, so that everyone feels equal 
ownership over the process.

Build credibility with international partners

Build credibility with international partners via responsible 
partnership and presence in discussions, events, and electronic 
communications (email and social media such as Facebook and 
Twitter). Urgent human rights crises occur all over the world and 
international organizations receive many appeals for their help and 
support; the decision whether or not to support actions being taken by 
a national NGO hinges on the track record of that NGO,  how credible it 
has proven itself to be.

Put your differences to use in strategic planning

Having a rich coalition with participants from diverse backgrounds 
can mean disagreements and heated discussions about the approach 
the coalition should take. Important strategic questions need to be 
aired and addressed, including whether to go the route of public 
protest and actions in the streets or focus on making appeals to 
government and judicial institutions, whether to communicate with 
official institutions in writing or in person, what tone and arguments 
to use in the media, and which institutions it will be most effective 
to press. In our case, despite differences of opinion, we were able to 
reach consensus on these issues quickly and move forward because 
we had members who knew how the government and legal systems 
functioned, who knew the key players and institutions, and who also 
were willing to combine approaches and apply different strategies in 
different situations. 

Invest time in building community relations and keep 
communication open

One of the most critical resources for Healthy Options Skopje 
(HOPS) was the trust of the sex worker community. HOPS is a 
service organization that had close interaction with the sex worker 
community and had earned the trust of many sex workers. HOPS’s 
track record and credibility with the sex worker community provided 
first hand insight into the needs of the victims of abuse and those 
most affected by the crisis, and made it possible to get feedback on 
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advocacy initiatives from the sex workers and coordinate action with 
them. This dynamic also helped HOPS avoid re-traumatizing victims 
of abuse, especially in relation to media and publicity of the case. 
HOPS was  able to prioritize the needs of the sex workers over other 
interests, such as the desire for more media monitoring of the judicial 
process, because of the direct contact with the sex workers and insight 
of their needs and priorities.

Sex workers’ trust in the NGO outreach workers and legal advisors 
was essential to their decision to lodge legal suits. Moreover, good 
communication between outreach workers, legal team and the 
sex workers involved in the case proved critical to the successful 
collaboration and sustaining the motivation during the long years of 
court proceedings. 

Provide adequate support to victims of abuse and frontline 
staff

When the pursuit of justice for rights violations hinges on victims’ 
motivation to bring legal suit against government agencies, NGO 
activists and donors should put in place free legal aid and psychosocial 
support to the victims to facilitate their participation. 

Special support and care should be provided to coalition members 
who are most in the public eye and most exposed to pressure by 
government institutions. NGO staff people particularly active on a 
campaign should be released from other organizational duties so that 
they can dedicate their time to their crisis related work. 

Make the allocation of responsibilities clear

It is important to set up a system for coordination with partners, the 
transparent exchange of information, and sharing responsibility. A 
coordinator should be appointed to take notes, collect any important 
information, check details, and distribute information to all partners. 
Someone should be given responsibility for communications with 
international partners or entities, and another person should be 
asked to document the process of crisis response from start to finish. 

Be cautious about media communications

From the first moment of media outreach, it is important to designate 
a communications team that will be responsible for coordinating 
contact with and preparing any statements to the media. 

Every statement or press release sent to the media should be concise 
and clearly thought through. Every word should be measured, in 
order to prevent representatives of the media from manipulating the 
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information provided, altering the message, or giving it a sensationalist 
twist. 

Whether or not to react when the media violates people’s rights 
should be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. In general, it is important 
to respond to violations publicly in order to counteract sensationalist 
representations and manipulation of the facts, and in order prevent 
domination of public opinion by opposing viewpoints. 

Time and effort should not be spent on rehashing the statements of 
government officials or on convincing academics and other experts to 
weigh in on controversial matters such as were involved in the 2008 
raid and forced testing of sex workers. It is most important to ensure 
that sex workers who are victims of violence and mistreatment have 
their voices heard.

When producing video advocacy pieces, care must be taken to protect 
the safety of sex workers involved and hide their identities if that is 
their wish. 

In general, videographers must carefully select content and avoid 
sensationalist treatment of subjects. It is preferable to air any video 
advocacy pieces to targeted audiences rather than the general public. 
Consideration should be given to the potential effect of video or other 
advocacy pieces on the outcome of ongoing court cases.

Invest in media relations during the crisis and in advance

Time and effort should be invested in building up trusting relationships 
with members of the media. Outreach to journalists can be done on 
a one-on-one basis, through sensitization and education workshops, 
through the maintenance of contact lists, and by sharing information 
and informative materials. The objective is to cultivate journalists and 
other members of the media as key partners and collaborators. Direct 
and personal contact with journalists, rather than sole reliance on 
press releases and public statements, can create new and important 
opportunities to get your information into the media. The significant 
lesson is that NGO activists must engage with the media on an ongoing 
basis in order to refresh the relationships and because of staff turnover 
at media outlets. 

The Coalition quickly noticed that the media played a key role in the 
“Street Prostitution” case. Coalition members had to decide whether 
to try to use the media as a tool to pressure the relevant institutions 
or to focus on controlling the damage done by negative media 
reports. The members concluded that even when most of the media 
were not on the side of the victims (sex workers), maximum effort 
should be invested in “converting” them, appealing to them to respect 
the Journalists’ Code of Ethics and legal provisions that protect the 
privacy of the victims.
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Document media coverage in the moment

When there are human rights violations by the media, it is necessary 
to document all audio, video or printed materials that may be needed 
later as evidence in legal proceedings.

The communications team should include people responsible for 
monitoring and documenting media coverage, including by making 
recordings or collecting newsclippings, and identifying mistatements, 
manipulations or rights violations by the media.
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20 November 2008

8:15pm: Police officers, including members of the Alphas unit, descend 
upon an area of downtown Skopje that houses the Macedonian 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, the Youth Cultural Centre, Courts of 
First Instance 1 and 2, and the Macedonian Television Building. 
Near the Dimitar Vlahov Quay, along the Vardar River, police arrest a 
significant number of sex workers. 

8:15-8:30pm: Police also arrest a Healthy Options Project Skopje 
(HOPS) outreach worker, who happens to be distributing condoms 
and educational brochures for HIV/AIDS prevention at the time of the 
raid. The outreach worker is taken to the police station despite her 
attempts to show her personal and HOPS ID.

9pm: The HOPS activist calls the organization’s legal counselor to 
inform her that she has been taken to the Bit Pazar Police Station (PS 
Bit Pazar) together with other women . 

9-9:15pm: After informing the HOPS team, the legal counselor Hajdi 
Sterjova Simonovik calls the PS Bit Pazar and demands the release of 
the HOPS outreach worker.

9:30pm: The outreach worker is released. She tells colleagues by 
phone that she was allegedly detained for identity confirmation and 
reports that the sex workers are still being held at the police station 
and they have been told that they will be released in several hours. 

9:30pm-1am: Some of the women are mistreated by the police. They 
are not allowed contact with a lawyer. Most of those who are abused 
are women who use drugs and who go into abstinence crisis (drug 
withdrawal) and need medical help. Medical help is given in only 
one case, but no appropriate services are provided. Sex workers are 
interrogated, photographed, videotaped, and subjected to various 
other forms of ill treatment by the police.
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2. A Timeline of Critical Moments with Testimony 
from Key Players

Police arrest sex workers and a HOPS activist working on HIV 
and STI prevention, and violate sex workers’ rights during the 
“Street Prostitution” raid



When exactly did you find out, and from whom, that sex workers had 
been arrested along the quay, across from the Youth Cultural Centre 
building?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik (legal advisor to HOPS): “It was Thursday, 
I remember clearly, November 20, 2008, around nine in the evening. 
I was called by the HOPS outreach worker… who usually distributes 
brochures to clients [sex workers] on Thursdays. She told me in a 
panic that she, together with thirty other people, had been taken to 
the PS Bit Pazar. She said that she had tried to identify herself with her 
personal ID card and her HOPS ID, but they didn’t want to talk to her 
at all, just pushed her into the van and told her that she will identify 
herself where she needs to. They weren’t told at all where the police 
were taking them, or who was taking them, or why. She asked me to 
get her out. I asked her who else was there, but she couldn’t tell me 
because she was calling secretly from her mobile phone.” 

For the Ministry of the Interior (MOI), sex work is a “socio-
pathological phenomenon” and a “trade”
According to an MOI press release, what was to be a continuous law 
enforcement action code-named “Coordinated Action to Fight Street 
Prostitution” had started on 20 November 2008 in order to “suppress” 
this “socio-pathological phenomenon” (i.e. sex work). The press release 
referred to: “increasingly frequent cases of female and male persons 
providing sexual services for a specific fee in the area of jurisdiction 
of the PS Bit Pazar”.The MOI stated that it “shall file misdemeanor 
charges against the persons providing sex services as a form of a trade 
according to article 19 of the Law on Misdemeanors, which stipulates 
a penalty of 600 to 800 EUR for ‘resorting to prostitution.’” 

What did you do first after learning about the police raid?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “I first called Kate, the outreach social 
worker at the time. I briefly explained to her what had happened. 
Immediately afterwards I informed Marija, the sex workers’ program 
director at HOPS. We agreed that I would first try to call the police 
station as an attorney, to see if I could manage to obtain the release 
of the arrested outreach activist. If I didn’t manage it, I should go 
there in person. I called the police station and introduced myself as 
the attorney of the arrested outreach worker. I told them that she is 
employed by an NGO. They told me: “There’s nobody here from an 
NGO. There are only whores and faggots.”

How did you react to these discriminatory remarks?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “I told them that that was not true. I indicated 
to them that my client had already phoned me. When they saw we had 
information, they put me through to some of the inspectors. He didn’t 
introduce himself, so to this day, I don’t know who I talked to that 
night. I asked the inspectors on what grounds had they arrested my 
client. They said that they only brought her in for identification, and 
that they would soon release her.”

12



Did they explain why the HOPS activist was detained at all?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik:  “No, they didn’t want to talk about that at 
all. They didn’t want to explain why [she] or the other people were 
arrested in the raid.” “Some 15-20 minutes later, [she] called me to tell 
me they had released her. I asked her what happened to the arrested 
sex workers, and she told me that they also took statements from them 
and that they would most probably release them once they make their 
reports. There was no panic, nothing that might indicate what would 
happen later that night.”

Criminalization of sex workers 
In fact, the November 20, 2008 police action proved to be very 
different from past police raids, in which sex workers were detained 
on misdemeanor charges of “resorting to prostitution” and then were 
typically released within several hours. This time, the MOI tried to 
present the sex workers as criminals, creating a criminal profile for 
the whole group, stating: “All are in an exceptionally bad material 
situation, with multiple criminal and misdemeanor suits being filed 
against them for the same acts.” The formulation, that “for the same 
acts” both criminal and misdemeanor charges had been filed, indicates 
that the MOI has equalized the act of resorting to prostitution (a 
misdemeanor) with procurement (a criminal act).
 

The day after the raid: forced testing of sex workers

21 November 2008

9:30am: HOPS staff learn from the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and 
Febrile Conditions that police have announced they will bring about 
20 women to the clinic to be tested for HIV/AIDS and Hepititis C. The 
clinic asks police to provide proof of patient consent to testing. Police 
inform the clinic that they will bring a court warrant for testing. 

10:00-11.00am: The legal counselors prepare a letter describing 
recent events and the procedural violations committed during the 
sex workers’ detention and indicated by the planned testing at the 
Clinic for Infectious Diseases. HOPS plans to send this to all relevant 
institutions that need to be informed about the event. 

12noon: Information is received from the Clinic for Infectious Diseases 
that the police have obtained a court warrant and that the testing has 
started. 

12-2:30pm(approximately): The women are taken to the clinic in 
several groups. A group of journalists gather to videotape the sex 
workers being forcibly brought to the clinic. The sex workers openly 
protest the action in front of the media. 
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What did the first information from the following day indicate?

Marija Tosheva (then HOPS program director for support of sex workers 
and their families, now advocacy officer at SWAN): “The following day I 
received information from a colleague from HOPS that a person somehow 
connected to the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and Febrile Conditions had 
called with information that the sex workers would most probably be 
brought in by the police for tests. …Allegedly after internal consultation 
with the clinic, the MOI was told that according to the protocol, the testing 
cannot happen without patient consent. The MOI’s answer to this had 
been that they would provide a court warrant, after which they wouldn’t 
need patient consent. So, at that time the testing hadn’t started yet. We 
only had some indications. We still weren’t sure if the police were going 
to obtain a court warrant.”

When did you learn that it wasn’t just a regular police raid?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: The following day, around noon, Marija from 
HOPS called me and informed me that the girls had still not been released 
from the police station and that there was information that all of them 
would be taken for HIV and other STI testing at the Clinic for Infectious 
Diseases. It suddenly hit me what the events from yesterday meant, that 
it was not just a two-three hour detention. That’s when we started calling 
other people, organizing, and considering our next steps. 

What were your actions at that moment?

Marija Tosheva: “Although at that moment we had no information that 
forced testing was happening, the alarm was on. We were all clear that 
forced testing mustn’t happen. This was the first time we were facing 
something like this. But, after 10 years working in the field, if nothing 
else, we were clear that something like this mustn’t happen. The first 
idea was how to prevent the forced testing. At the time, we still had the 
illusion that if we took same action, if we pointed out to the MOI that they 
were about to commit a gross violation of human rights, it would all have 
a “happy ending”. Let me remind you again, that for the whole time, we 
just couldn’t really believe that something like this could happen here, 
because we had been working on building a system for 10 years, together 
with the Ministry of Health. There is a national coordinative mechanism, 
protocols, harmonization of the legislation... And now, suddenly, such a 
precedent.” 

НOn 21 November, at 12:45pm the website of the A1 television channel, 
at the time the most popular station, posted a news report stating, “More 
than 20 people related to prostitution detained”. The report further 
stated: “The prostitutes are currently at the State hospital where they are 
undergoing health checkups, MOI informed”.
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When you recovered from your initial disbelief, what specific actions 
did you take?

Marija Tosheva: “That’s when we started mobilizing, spontaneously. 
We had no dilemma about who should be engaged, because only a 
handful of people were really active in the field and with the capacity, 
possibility and interest to do something. Everyone who learned about 
the event showed up within half an hour at the HOPS office, without 
being called – members of the wider HOPS circle, lawyers, members 
of the Coalition (the Coalition for the Protection and Promotion of 
the Sexual and Health Rights of Marginalized Communities), HERA 
(Health Education and Research Association) for example. We started 
brainstorming “What to do now?” There were various ideas, but 
starting from our effort to prevent forced testing, we moved on to 
preparing written notifications about the case, with requests to stop 
the procedure – to the First Instance Court (as the institution issuing 
the court warrant), the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and Febrile 
Conditions, the MOI, and the Ombudsman. While the letters were 
being prepared and faxes were being sent, it was decided that the 
Ombudsman was the one who could intervene most directly, and that 
we should not wait for a written answer, but turn to him in person, in 
order to urge him to take action.”

_______

Urgent meeting with the Ombudsman 

21 November 2008

12noon-12:30pm: An urgent meeting is arranged by phone with the 
Deputy National Ombudsman. 

1-2pm: A letter is sent asking all relevant institutions to protect the rights 
of the detained sex workers. Via fax, via mail or by hand delivery directly 
to their archives, the letter is delivered to the following institutions: 
Ombudsman, President of the First Instance Court 1, Internal control 
department of MOI, Helsinki Human Rights Committee, Department for 
implementation and activities supported by HIV/AIDS Global Fund grant 
and the OSCE monitoring mission in Macedonia – Unit for the Rule of Law. 

1:,45pm: HOPS’ legal counselors and the sex workers’ program director 
hold a meeting with the deputy Ombudsman. They appeal to the 
Ombudsman to take immediate steps, but are instructed to make their 
submission after the weekend, on 24 November 2008.

_______

What did you do after learning that the sex workers were being taken 
for forced HIV/STI testing?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “We agreed together with the other legal 
counselor and the HOPS  director to go directly to the Ombudsman 
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and inform him that more than twenty people are being forcefully 
tested as we speak, with the request to try to prevent the violation of 
their rights.” 

And, how did this meeting go?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “We were received by the deputy State 
Ombudsman, Tripun Tanushevski. We verbally presented the 
information we had at our disposal, that the violation of people’s 
human rights was going on right then. We demanded that, as an 
institution responsible for protecting human rights, the Ombudsman 
react in a timely manner. However, after patiently listening to what we 
had to say, the deputy Ombudsman told us that it was already Friday, 
the weekend was about to start, it was 2:30 already, and that at this 
point in time he was unable to undertake any actual actions on the 
spot. He advised us to send a written submission on Monday, on the 
basis of which they would act further. We insisted and emphasized the 
fact that the violations were happening at that particular moment, but 
the Ombudsman showed no interest in urgent reaction whatsoever.”

Marija Tosheva: “The meeting was very defeating and depressing. 
It was a negative experience that shattered the illusion we could 
prevent the forced testing. Just about at that time we started receiving 
information that the forced testing had started, that the women were 
being taken to the Clinic for Infectious Diseases in groups, where they 
were being tested. Another moment of emotional shock...”

Forced testing for suspected intentional transmission of “sexual 
and viral infections”

The official basis for the police intervention stated by the MOI was 
the existence of “certain indications that these persons are possibly 
carriers of various sexually transmitted diseases which they have 
been knowingly transmitting to other persons, an act against the 
existing Laws of RM”. Referring to article 205 of the Criminal Code, 
and allegedly following consultation with the Public Prosecutors’ 
office, the MOI obtained a “court warrant to perform testing of 
the above specified people, in order to help corroborate or reject 
suspicions that they are carriers of sexual and viral infections and 
that they have been knowingly transferring them to persons with 
whom they had engaged in sexual intercourse”.

First contact with the media 

21 November 2008

12:30-1:30pm: The Coalition prepares its initial press release for print 
and electronic media, pointing out multiple violations of sex workers’ 
human rights.
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1:30-2pm: The press release is sent to the media.

2-2:15pm: Coalition members contact four journalists and editors of 
print media directly by phone to appeal that they take the Coalition’s 
press release as a relevant source of information regarding the “Street 
Prostitution” raid.

_______

When did you realize that the “Street Prostitution” police raid was a 
major challenge for the Coalition?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “Well, the day after the nighttime arrests….we 
found out that the media knew that the girls had been kept all night 
and would be forcibly taken to testing. That was when we definitely 
understood that this was going to be a big case....Now we were aware 
that we have a process in which we were the main actors who had the 
opportunity to prevent ongoing violations of human rights.”

So, what action did you take? 

Slavcho Dimitrov: “We decided to send several official letters to 
competent institutions, and an initial press release with the minimal 
information we had, and which we collected via different contacts, 
including the arrested HOPS outreach worker. I remember that we 
were pretty careful in formulating the press release. We pointed to 
indications that the MOI action may have violated a whole series of 
human rights.”

Visiting the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and Febrile 
Conditions

21 November 2008

2:45-3:15pm: The Coalition’s director and human rights counselor 
visit the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and meet with the person in 
charge of carrying out the forced testing of sex workers, based on the 
issued court warrant.

_______

Slavcho Dimitrov: “Once we prepared the requests for information 
to competent institutions, we decided together with the human 
rights counselor to go to the infectious diseases clinic and talk to the 
responsible persons from the HERA counseling office. We went there 
intending to collect valuable information regarding the MOI requests, 
whether the MOI had a court warrant, how they were allowed to 
perform tests, i.e. whether there were violations of rights and how, in 
order to be able to take more specific action.”
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What were your impressions from the visit?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “Well, it was a rather confusing encounter. I assume 
that they were pretty confused, too. They were scared about the 
whole situation. They gave us some information regarding the court 
warrant, i.e. that they contacted the clinic’s director in order to receive 
permission to start the testing, that the police didn’t have a warrant at 
first, and they weren’t allowed to start testing, but shortly afterwards 
they got a warrant and the testing started. I know there was scarce 
information about how the testing was carried out. Some of the girls 
refused to be tested. The whole situation was pretty unclear. Maybe 
our approach there was a bit aggressive, but they were scared that 
they would find themselves in an uncomfortable situation. However, 
the information we received was so inexact that it only further 
deepened our suspicions.” 

The Ombudsman confirmed that the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and 
Febrile Conditions “initially refused to forcefully perform any medical 
interventions, but then, based on the court warrant, was forced to 
perform the required analyses”.

 

Shocks from the media 

21 November 2008

4pm: The breaking news on TV SITEL’s evening news edition is the 
MOI’s coordinated action to eradicate street prostitution. The detained 
women are shown while at the police station and entering the Clinic 
for Infectious Diseases building, their faces visible and identities 
discernible.  Minister of the Interior Gordana Jankulovska is shown 
responding to a journalist’s question about whether this government 
might pass a law on legalizing prostitution. The Minister states that 
the ideology of Demo-Christian parties, i.e. parties to the right of the 
political centre, does not include the legalization of prostitution as 
part of their political agenda.
The MOI website posts the information: “Press MOI: OI Skopje has 
started a coordinated action for eradication of street prostitution”, 
with an announcement that it will “be carried out continuously”.

1-11pm: During the whole event, journalists call the HOPS office 
regarding the case. The information about the coordinated action 
for eradication of street prostitution by the MOI is top news on all 
evening news editions and partially present in the following day’s 
newspapers.

_______

18



Slavcho Dimitrov: “After our visit to the Clinic for Infectious Diseases, 
we went to the HOPS center in Kapishtec, just in time to see how the 
media presented the case on their news programs. That is when we 
had another complete shock, when we saw how the whole process 
had been carried out: from the women being recorded, to their being 
taken to the Clinic for Infectious Diseases, then showing their faces 
(no attempt at blurring whatsoever), how they were treated while 
being taken there, the reactions of the women who saw themselves on 
camera... the whole treatment, in the police van... I can see the images 
clearly in my mind to this day, I remember the videos. It was then 
that we realized that this was beyond any measure, and that we had a 
serious case on our hands. When we saw the news we all returned to 
the HOPS office to see what we should do next. We got more detailed 
information from the news, because previously we were in complete 
limbo, with partial information from many sides.” 

MOI’s recordings
Even the first information released by the MOI contained photographs 
of the suspected sex workers, with parts of their faces blurred. The 
MOI allowed videotaping of the suspected sex workers on the police 
station premises, video recordings that were later shown on the 
evening news programs of some media outlets without any attempt to 
protect the identity of the suspects.  

 

Exposing arrested sex workers to public curiosity in front of the 
Clinic for Infectious Diseases 
The MOI informed the media about the place and time when sex 
workers would be taken to the Clinic for Infectious Diseases for forced 
testing. Although the sex workers clearly pointed out that they didn’t 
want to be videotaped or photographed at the clinic entrance, no one 
took any measures to protect their right to privacy as patients. The 
media published sensationalist photographs and video recordings 
that did not present sex workers as victims of forced testing and 
exposure to public curiosity, but as criminals suspected of serious 
criminal acts who acted improperly towards the media.

 

What were your impressions after watching the news?

Marija Tosheva: “I think that was the wake-up call – about really how 
serious the situation was. We gathered in one of HOPS’ day centers, 
where a number of other people, in addition to the team, came. The 
news started with the breaking news – “Prostitutes, clients and pimps 
arrested” – with dramatic music and a shot of the women in front of 
the Clinic for Infectious Diseases, being pushed out of the police van 
towards the clinic’s entrance. The women were visibly protesting, 
yelling, with an overall tense atmosphere. We saw the women plainly. 
Those were the same women we used to see on the street or in the 
day center until the day before. That’s when my emotions over took 
me ... It was, simply put, drama. Literally, I had teary eyes and all. We 
were all shocked after we saw the report. There was a minute or two 
of dead silence when nobody dared to say anything. Part of the HOPS 
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team, we who knew the women, obviously took the whole report more 
personally, and I even think that I was paralyzed facing the question 
“What’s next? What are we supposed to do now?”  It took me time to 
process the emotions and the drama I had just seen. Only then did I 
truly understand the gravity of the whole situation.
 
Luckily, there were people on the team who were more rational at 
that moment, and kind of took over the leadership role – above all, the 
consultant at the Coalition and the representative of the Open Society 
Foundation Macedonia. Recognizing the gravity of the situation they 
immediately pointed out - “Ok, we have specific solutions to the 
problem. We have specific support models about how to proceed” – in 
order to calm the tension.”

Reactions after the media shock: What to do?

22 November 2008

11am-1pm: A meeting is held with members of the Coalition and 
representatives of the Open Society Foundation, who offer free legal 
help to sex workers who wish to file a lawsuit for protection of their 
rights.

1:30-6:30pm: The Coalition prepares for its press conference and 
drafts a list of questions to all relevant institutions.

6:45pm: An invitation to the press conference to be held the following 
day is sent to the media.

6-9pm: HOPS outreach workers go to the spot where the sex workers 
were arrested the night before. They contact the women who were 
arrested the previous night. The women report police abuse. 

7-9pm: Coalition members reach out by phone to journalists and 
editors to urge attendance at the press conference.

8pm-12midnight: The Coalition monitors news and information 
programs on television and the daily newspapers. Members analyze 
the MOI press release and statements by officials.

_______

Marija Tosheva: “The first challenge was how to approach the media, 
in order to present the other side’s voice as well, which was not being 
represented at all at that point. The second challenge was how to 
approach the women, the victims, to make their stories heard. The 
outreach teams were prepared, got out in the field, but most of the 
women, with the exception of two or three, hadn’t gone out to work 
that night. We managed to talk over the phone with some of the women. 
A feeling of depression and uneasiness was generally present. Some of 
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them were too tired to talk. Some of them were revolted and angry 
at HOPS in general, because we were their only link with the state 
institutions. Up until then, whenever they needed any protection, we 
were there. They experienced this as our not reacting, as our failure 
and as if we had left them without protection.”

How did the Coalition react once it became clear that “Street 
Prostitution” was the breaking news story of that day and the media 
did not pick up the story of the human rights violations?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “Well, we first called a meeting with all members 
of the Coalition to agree on our reaction. At the meeting that 
Saturday we agreed that our priority should be to organize an urgent 
press conference. The main reason behind this was the fact that 
the information spread in the media had come primarily from the 
MOI website, with photographs from the MOI and with the videos 
recorded at the Clinic for Infectious Diseases. Our press release was 
not published at all on television and in the electronic media, which 
left the MOI’s perspective on the event the dominant one. That is why 
we decided to call an urgent press conference the following day, at 
which we would question the information published by the MOI and 
the media so far. The purpose was to pose specific questions to all 
competent institutions and to reveal the numerous indications of 
human rights violations, based on the information we then had.”

Encouraging the victims

22 November 2008

6-9pm: Outreach workers contact most of the arrested sex workers. 
After being offered free 
legal aid, 13 sex workers decide to initiate lawsuits for protection of 
their rights.

_______

When did you first contact the arrested sex workers after their 
ordeal? 

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “I was informed that the women were 
very angry at and disappointed in HOPS, because we hadn’t reacted, 
because we had left them at the police station, because we had let 
them be tested and videotaped; that they were very angry at us. Then, 
that Saturday evening, we decided that I, as a legal counselor, would 
go out on the street to calm the women down and take statements on 
the spot, while their memories were still fresh. The objective was to 
first learn about all aspects of the raid, and then see what legal steps 
might be taken.” 
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What did you learn from interviewing the women?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “The women explained in detail what 
had happened to them, and I wrote this down in statements which 
they later signed. In each of the statements there were different 
elements of the story, but we generally came to this summary of the 
whole event: multiple human rights had been violated. They were all 
subjected to inhumane and degrading treatment at the police station, 
and the drug users among them were left in abstinence crisis (drug 
withdrawal). Those who had other health conditions were also left 
without appropriate medical care. They were not allowed to call a 
lawyer, didn’t know why they were arrested, how long were they going 
to be held there, that they would be tested, nor that there was a court 
warrant for their testing. They weren’t allowed to call their families. 
Those whose families found out about their whereabouts and came 
to see them were not allowed to do so. They were left without food or 
water. They were searched in the presence of men...”

What were the sex workers most frustrated about?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “They were revolted by all the actions of 
the police, but mostly by the fact that they were filmed while at the 
police station (where they were lined up like sheep, or murderers or 
the biggest criminals – as they put it themselves). Also, they were very 
revolted by being filmed at the Clinic for Infectious Diseases, where 
they were literally surrounded, as they explained, and abused by 
journalists, and finally by the public broadcasting of those videos by 
the media.” 

Did they know at that point why they had been arrested?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “No, neither they nor we at HOPS knew 
what the purpose of the whole raid had been, until we received the 
note about criminal indictments against them.”

The role of the media in the “Street prostitution” case?

The Coalition held a press conference attended by major news 
media indicating that the arrested sex workers’ human rights had 
been violated. The media treated it as headline news. 

The Coalition issued a note to the Macedonian Journalists’ 
Association (their Court of honor), urging immediate action to be 
taken against members of the media that violated the human rights 
of sex workers (failure to protect a person’s identity, violation of the 
right to privacy, and discriminatory speech).

The Coalition issued a note to the Personal Data Protection 
Directorate regarding the violation of the rights of sex workers in 
news reports.

The Coalition organized the training of journalists in order 
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to sensitize them when reporting about problems concerning 
marginalized communities, including sex workers.

Coalition members carried out research on the topic “The media, 
discrimination and marginalized communities”, by following a 
series of trainings for journalists and public debates on the topic of 
representation of sex workers in the media.

_______

What was the role of the media in the case?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “The media played a key role, for several reasons: 
First of all, at the very beginning it became evident that they represent 
a factor that turns against us very easily. The first presentation of 
the case used stigmatizing and degrading terms for the sex workers, 
and their privacy was not protected, but rather the media literally 
transmitted the information provided by the MOI, without any critical 
insight, without any research, and without consulting us. On the other 
hand, the media were the only tool we could use at that moment to 
exert some pressure, and through which we could transmit to the 
public different information about the case itself and the arrest of the 
sex workers.”

_______

Vest newspaper headline (22 November 2008): “Hookers taken by 
baton for a medical check-up.”

_______
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Were you satisfied with the way the media initially treated the Coalition 
as a source of information regarding the case “Street Prostitution”?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “That depended on the media outlet. Some of 
them, after our reactions, corrected the tone of their reporting 
about the case. But some of them still continued with the negative 
representations. Even those who improved their reporting style 
towards a more positive depiction of the case, still frequently deviated 
from information we offered, edited the report badly or provided the 
wrong impression.

What was the effect of the initial press release, sent during the forced 
testing?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “The urgent press release, in which we pointed 
out the numerous indications about violations of human rights, had 
a weak effect on the media, who in the meantime, carried on with 
their sensationalist reporting style. We realized that we had to react 
urgently again, with a press conference. We realized that we had 
to offer to the media different information and identify the story’s 
critical points. We agreed to send a list of questions not only to the 
institutions, but also to the media who had already violated a whole 
range of the sex workers’ human rights.”

What factors contribute to successful media relations?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “In situations such as this, when the media’s 
approach is obviously sensationalist, and news reports only represent 
one side of the story  - that of the MOI -  it is clear that we cannot expect 
a major impact by following the regular protocols of communicating 
with the media, by issuing press releases, or providing information 
and statements, etc. That is why, in this case, it was crucial to have 
personal contacts with journalists. After the initial press release, we 
personally contacted some journalists, in order to urge their media 
to publish the information we provided. Secondly, because the 
press conference was called on very short notice, again we used our 
personal contacts to mobilize the teams who would come to the press 
conference. In this whole situation, and for the success of the press 
conference, a major contribution came from the personal contacts we 
had with journalists and editors.” 

How did you question the police version of the event, which was 
previously not questioned by the journalists at all?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “The team we immediately formed looked into the 
situation and identified the “holes” in the MOI’s statements, in the 
statements of other institutions and in the reports by journalists. A 
whole series of questions on several pages was put together, intended 
for the competent institutions. The questions pointed out the 
numerous shortcomings, and the many indications of human rights 
violations, as well as the silence of competent institutions that failed 
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to react. We posed some of the questions directed to them publicly, 
demanding answers. Finally, we put forward questions to the media 
themselves and about the manner in which they reported about the 
whole event. All democratic factors were publically called

Did the press conference cause any visible changes in the way the 
media presented  the sex workers whose rights were violated by the 
“Street Prostitution” raid?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “The press conference was exceptionally significant. 
That very day the public received a different image of the whole case. 
An impression was given that there is somebody with a different 
perspective about the events, that there’s somebody who’s criticizing, 
and that something in the whole event is obviously not right. Finally, 
the media started presenting different positions. They publicly posed 
the questions that we initiated…Also, journalists started calling our 
organization in order to receive information about the case, which was 
not the case before that, when they ignored us and relied solely on the 
information they received from the MOI.  Not only the representation, 
but the quality and quantity of information changed after the press 
conference, although still with some problems regarding the way 
information was presented.”

_______

23 November 2008

Sex workers are not criminal

The Coalition for the Promotion and Protection of the Sexual and 
Health Rights of Marginalized Communities seeks responsibility 
from the MOI after the “Street Prostitution” raid, on the basis that sex 
workers are not criminals. 
The Coalition, comprised of several NGOs, consider that during the 
raid carried out by the Office of the interior (OI) Skopje, officials 
committed a series of gross procedural errors, were guilty of abuse of 
their official position, and flagrantly violated the fundamental human 
and health rights of sex workers.
The Coalition asks why the MOI treated sex workers as criminals, and 
not as having committed a misdemeanor, putting them in the same 
basket with criminal suspects.

 

What were the key violations of human rights committed by the 
media in their representation of the “Street Prostitution” raid?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “First of all, using the MOI as the one and only 
source of information: that meant negating any other information, 
not consulting the NGO sector about the whole situation, as well as 
lacking a research approach in the case. For example, when the media 
wrote “they spent the night at the police station”, none of them asked 
themselves whether it is regular for somebody to spend the whole 
night at a police station without an appropriate explanation. They had 
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no critical, researching approach and relied only on the information 
from the MOI.

Secondly, they didn’t even try to protect sex workers’ identities when 
showing videos from the raid and people being forcibly taken to 
medical testing. That is to say, their faces were shown, their words 
were shown, their identity was fully revealed, which was completely 
contrary to the law on personal data protection. 
Furthermore, there was the use of stigmatizing and degrading terms 
when referring to sex workers. The media took a horribly moralizing 
tone in which they referred to the social status and personal 
background of sex workers, all in order to gain popular approval with 
their reports. Also, they manipulated the audience by using a whole 
bunch of stereotypes, terms such as “streetwalkers”, “ladies of the 
night”, etc.”

_______

Nova Makedonija newspaper headline (22-23 November 2008): “The 
Alphas police unit rounded up the ladies of the night from Skopje 
Center”.

_______

What steps were taken to protect the sex workers’ rights in the media?

Slavcho Dimitrov:  “Immediately, as early as the same day when the 
personal data of the sex workers were shown, a note was sent to the 
Journalists’ Association of Macedonia (JAM), to their Court of honor, 
with a request to urgently react and take measures against those media 
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that violated the women’s rights. The JAM’s answer was positive and 
it explicitly said which media outlets had violated human rights. That 
was the first instance. The second exceptionally important instance 
concerned the Directorate for Personal Data Protection, to which we 
immediately submitted a request to assess the whole situation and 
sanction the media that had violated sex workers’ human rights.” 

СOn 28 November 2008, the Court of Honor of JAM assessed that 
“generally, electronic media have failed to conceal the faces of persons 
shown in the video recordings they received from the MOI from the 
Clinic for Infectious Diseases, and thus disregarded their obligation to 
protect the identity of the arrested”.  According to the Court of Honor 
of the JAM, “articles 7 and 10 of the Code of Conduct, stipulating that 
journalists should preserve the privacy of the person and shall not 
produce information that endangers human rights and liberties, 
have been violated”. Contrary to the Journalists’ Code of Conduct, as 
indicated by the Court of Honor, was the “approach in reporting and 
the discriminatory terminology used in some journalist reports”. 

What was the outcome of these actions? Also, were you pleased by it?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “We were satisfied with JAM’s reaction, but not 
about the fact that they had no power to issue sanctions, such as the 
Directorate has. At the time we submitted our request, there was a 
change in the management at the Directorate, and this caused changes 
in terms of their consideration of the case. Their answer was negative, 
which had horrible consequences on the future of the process.”

What were the lessons learned by the Coalition about the role of the 
media? What should our position towards media be when we have 
such flagrant violations of human rights?

Slavcho Dimitrov: “I want to point out several lessons. The first one 
is that we must always react urgently and use all existing contacts, 
because mobilization of the media from the very start is key, otherwise 
the situation gets completely out of control.

The second lesson is that we must be careful with the media all the 
time when providing statements. Only one extra word in a statement 
can be cut out and used to show a completely different and wrong 
perspective of an event, completely different from the original 
intention of the statement. Thirdly, the work with the media should be 
long-term. Journalists must be strategically trained, sensitized about 
the issues, and allowed to become more actively involved in what we 
do. That’s exactly why we decided to undertake additional research 
about media representation of sex workers and, based on that 
research, organized trainings and discussions with journalists and 
editors. Finally, we saw that our communication with the media must 
be frequent and ongoing, in order to help them gradually develop a 
sense of our issues.
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Once we carried out the research and workshops with journalists 
and editors, we witnessed positive outcomes. Some of the journalists 
published independent research stories about sex work. In some of 
them the change of terminology was obvious. 

The work with the media is continuous, because both the journalists 
and the editors change, new people come into the media world all the 
time. This practice must be continuously repeated…if we want to have 
a positive long term effect on journalists and the media representation 
of sex work and sex workers.”

_______

Vreme newspaper front-page headline (22 December 2008): “Strong 
criticism of the MOI regarding unethical arrests: Prostitutes will sue 
the police.
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Coordinated response to challenges 

24 November 2008

The Coalition delivers notification and a written request to the 
President of the RM Assembly’s independent survey committee for 
the protection of the rights and freedoms of citizens. 

24 November 2008

The Coalition sends submission to the President of the Court of Honor 
of the Journalists’ Association of Macedonia.

26 November 2008

The Coalition sends a case report and call for reaction to international 
institutions and representatives inside and outside the country. 

28 November 2008

The Coalition takes part in a meeting with representatives of UNAIDS, 
UNDP, UNFPA, and WHO.

4 December 2008

Coalition members hold a meeting with the Chief of Staff of the 
Minister of Health and the Coordinator of the unit for implementation 
of the GFATM HIV/AIDS grant. 

5 December 2008

Coalition members participate in a meeting with the Spokesperson of 
the MOI and the person responsible for the MOI internal control unit.

12 December 2008

Coalition members attend a meeting with the National Coordinating 
Mechanism for HIV/AIDS of RM. 

23 December 2008

Coalition members attend a second meeting of the National 
Coordinating Mechanism for HIV/AIDS of RM, at which the Health 
Minister is absent again.

January/February 2009

Coalition holds a meeting with partners implementing the National 
HIV program, activities supported by GFATM together with the 
Regional GFATM supervisor.

_______
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The “Street Prostitution” raid was one of the biggest challenges not 
only for HOPS, but for the Coalition for the Protection and Promotion 
of the Sexual and Health Rights of Marginalized Communities. How 
did the Coalition respond to this challenge?

Marija Tosheva: “Well, the end result suggests that we responded well. 
However, from the beginning, until the end result, there were many 
challenges…, which should be analyzed in order to see where we are, 
and what we can learn from the whole situation. The whole support 
group had no official coordinator. Whenever we talk about a support 
group, the question is posed about how that group is coordinated, 
who bears responsibility, how does it exchange information... 
However, in our situation we had no assigned coordinator. This was 
not a project with predefined resources and communication channels. 
It was spontaneous, and in that process our human capacities and 
knowledge gained were tested, just as the established procedures, 
and communication ethics were tested, as well... All members came 
from different backgrounds, with different experiences, with different 
fields of interest and expertise. All that coordination, looking back 
on it now, looked like it went smoothly. I can only say the best about 
it, because we didn’t end up torn apart, nor was there withdrawal of 
certain members from the whole action. On the contrary, we stayed 
together to the very end. In situations such as this, when there is 
extreme pressure from the outside, when you are under continuous 
threat by the police, when you are exposed to the media (who take all 
your dirty laundry out and devalue all your commitments), it is very 
easy for somebody to buckle under the strain.”

To what extent did the international support that HOPS and the 
Coalition received help in the fight for sex workers’ human rights?

 

An open letter from SWAN (the Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy 
Network for promotion of the rights of sex workers in Central and 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia), issued on 5 December 2008, stated 
that “MOI has, in several ways, flagrantly violated the human rights 
of citizens of the Republic of Macedonia”, including “by the forced STI 
testing, which human rights experts consider inhuman and degrading 
treatment”.

SWAN reminded the MOI that every HIV test conducted must be 
voluntary, confidential and performed with the patient’s consent, 
and further assessed that with this police raid “authorities have 
undermined efforts of harm reduction programs in the society and 
will discourage and scare Macedonian citizens from undertaking 
voluntary testing “.

 

Marija Tosheva: “I think it helped a lot…Above all, it gave us strength. 
But, it also gave us tools to work with the public and the media. At that 
moment the hardest thing was to fight off the media and get our point 
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of view across. In Macedonia the mentality is also such that when 
organizations such as Human Rights Watch state something, it means 
more than the words of the local activists.”
 

_______

Open letter, published on the website of Human Rights Watch, 
supported by 33 international and 2 local organizations .
 

_______
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OPEN LETTER TO THE GOVERNMENT OF MACEDONIA REGARDING THE DETENTION, 

COMPULSORY MEDICAL TESTING AND CRIMINAL PROSECUTION OF 

ALLEGED SEX WORKERS IN NOVEMBER 2008 

 

 
December 17, 2008 

 

Mrs. Gordana Jankuloska, Minister of the Interior 

Mrs. Aneta Stancevska, Vice Minister of the Interior and Chief of Sector for Internal Control 

Mr. Bujar Osmani, Minister of Health 

Mr. Idzet Memeti, Ombudsman 

 

Dear Ministers and Ombudsman: 

 

On this day, the International Day to End Violence Against Sex Workers, the undersigned, 

supporters and representatives of sex workers and organizations and individuals advocating 

for human rights, strongly condemn police actions in relation to the recent mass arrest of 

alleged sex workers in Skopje, Macedonia.  We are also deeply concerned by reports that 

ministers of the Government of Macedonia have defended police conduct that violates a 

range of human rights — and in the course of doing so, have misguidedly invoked public 

health arguments and deliberately contributed to a climate of intolerance that will only 

heighten the risk of further violations, including violence, against sex workers. 

 

Background 

On the night of November 20, 2008, police from the “Bit Pazar” police station, the “Alfa” 

special mobile police unit and the local branch office of the Ministry of the Interior executed 

a large-scale raid targeting a well-known sex work zone in Skopje, arresting more than 30 

people (the majority of them women alleged to be sex workers) and detaining them overnight 

on grounds such as suspicion of “involvement of prostitution” (a misdemeanor). 

 

The following day, those detainees accused of being sex workers were subjected to 

compulsory testing by police for HIV and hepatitis B and C.  Having obviously learned of 

this plan, representatives from several media outlets were present at the University Clinic for 

Infectious Diseases when the women were taken for testing.  Media outlets subsequently 

published and broadcast photos of the women being escorted from police vans into the clinic, 

as well as information that they had been arrested for “involvement in prostitution” and about 

the streets where the raid took place.  The Ministry of the Interior published on its website 

pictures of the detainees that had been taken at the police station. 

 

The same day the tests were carried out, the Minister of the Interior issued a press statement 

in which she declared the police action was part of the government’s “fight against a socio-

pathological phenomenon in society and to eliminate street prostitution.”  The Minister also 

stated the testing had been done to find out if the “arrested prostitutes” were purposefully 

spreading infectious diseases, and that those who tested positive would face criminal charges. 

 

On December 3
rd

, the Ministry of the Interior issued a press release stating that 7 of the 

detained women have tested positive for hepatitis C virus (HCV) and are now facing criminal 

charges for allegedly “transmitting an infectious disease”.
1
  To date, the Ministry of the 

                                                 
1
 Ministry of the Interior, “After the ‘street prostitution’ action, the hepatitis C virus found in seven persons,”  



What was the main lesson we learned from the “Street Prostitution” 
raid, and everything that followed after the event?

Marija Tosheva: “The biggest lesson for all of us, and for many others 
who may happen to be in the same situation, was timely documentation. 
Because of our lack of capacity, and being overwhelmed with activities, 
we didn’t find the time to document everything that was happening 
in detail, in order to be able to later analyze it closely, draw lessons 
learned, consolidate and improve.”

When did you feel that what you were doing was right, that it was 
really helping the victims? 

Marija Tosheva: “The first encouraging moment was when the 13 sex 
workers agreed to start the court processes….We hoped that only two 
or three would agree. However, when 13 agreed we said: “Ok, we’ve 
moved from the status quo!” 
The second thing was the support letters we received. That was a 
confirmation from the public – regardless of the fact that it was the 
international public, most often, although it would have been good if 
the acknowledgement came from the home public – still, it was an 
acknowledgement of all our commitments. Finally we received the 
international award from Human Rights Watch and the Canadian 
Legal Network for HIV/AIDS. With the trust we got from sex workers 
and the support, acknowledgments and awards that followed, our 
work was valued, it confirmed that what we do really has meaning.”

_______

MACEDONIA: 
NGO AWARDED FOR ACTIVISM IN THE FIELD OF HIV AND HUMAN 
RIGHTS 

Representatives of sex workers’ and drug users’ rights awarded at 
the International AIDS Conference 

(Vienna, 20  July, 2010 ) —  HOPS– Healthy Options Project Skopje 
received the International Award for HIV/AIDS and Human Rights 
for 2010, the Canadian Legal Network for HIV/AIDS and Human 
Rights Watch announced today.

The award that recognizes exceptional individuals and organizations 
working on the protection of the rights and dignity of people under 
risk and influence of HIV/AIDS was awarded in Vienna on 20 July, 
2010,  on the XVIII International Conference for HIV/AIDS. (...)
 “This award confirms the huge contribution of HOPS in the search 
for justice for sex workers and in the improvement of their approach 
to health, social and legal services.”
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Legal aid and representation of victims

5 December 2008

14 requests are submitted to the competent court on behalf of the sex 
workers asking for assessment of the legality of police actions taken 
during the police raid from 20 November to 21 November 2008. Later 
1 request is withdrawn because the statement of one sex worker is 
incomplete and confusing.

22 December 2008

The first instance public prosecutor’s office initiates an indictment 
against 7 sex workers found positive for the hepatitis c virus (HCV) 
during the forced testing.

2 February 2009

The investigative judge rejects the Request for assessment of the 
legality of police action on the grounds that the request is without 
foundation. Later this decision is confirmed by the Criminal Council 
within the First Instance Court Skopje 1, thereby legitimizing the 
illegal action of the police.

23 February 2009

Requests are submitted to the Personal Data Protection Directorate 
to establish violations of the right to privacy of 14 sex workers by the 
MOI and 5 media outlets.

8 June 2009

The Personal Data Protection Directorate establishes that three of the 
14 requesting parties had their right to privacy violated by 5 media 
outlets (the MOI is not found to have committed any violations to the 
right to privacy).

17 June 2009

13 sex workers sue the Republic of Macedonia (later, upon the Court’s 
demand, the defendant is changed to the MOI, the Criminal Court 
and the Clinic for Infectious Diseases and Febrile Conditions) for 
the violation of the prohibition on torture or inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment, and the rights to privacy, and liberty and 
security of the person.

4 December 2009

7 sex workers are found guilty of a criminal act according to article 205 
of the Criminal Code and are sentenced with conditional discharge.

12 March 2010

3 sex workers sue the 5 media outlets that were established by the 
Directorate to have violated their right to privacy.
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8 April 2010

The sex workers’ attorneys appeal the criminal verdict that found 
them guilty according to article 205 of the Criminal Code.

17 November 2010

The court of Appeals in Skopje confirms the first instance verdict 
which found the 7 sex workers guilty according to article 205 of the 
Criminal Code.

29 June 2011

An application/appeal is submitted to the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECHR) for violation of article 6 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights during the criminal procedure against the 7 sex 
workers.

25 July 2011

The appeal is partially accepted regarding the indictment of defendants 
MOI and First Instance Court Skopje 1.
26 January 2012

Written notification is received from the ECHR stating that the 
Application is rejected because there is no indication of any kind of 
violation of the rights and freedoms ensured by the Convention or any 
of its Protocols. Appeal is inadmissible.

5 March and 9 March 2012

Appeals are submitted by the MOI and the State Attorney for the First 
Instance Court Skopje 1 regarding the first instance verdict.   

15 November 2012

First instance verdict for the case against the media is reached and the 
complaint of the sex workers is rejected as unfounded.

24 October 2013

The Court of Appeals rules to accept the appeals submitted by the first 
and the second accused (that is, the MOI and the First Instance Court 
Skopje 1) and the judgment of the First Instance Court is annulled. 
The case is returned to the First Instance Court for reconsideration.

6 November 2013

The Court of Appeals for the case against the media brings a verdict 
in which it rejects the complaint by the sex workers as unfounded and 
the verdict by First Instance Court is confirmed. 

31 December 2013

Revision is submitted by the lawyers of the plaintiffs (the sex workers) 
to the Supreme Court of Republic of Macedonia.

_______
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What challenges did the legal team encounter when representing the 
sex workers after the “Street Prostitution” police raid, keeping in mind 
the long court procedures?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik:  “Which are still not finished. The first 
challenge we faced at the beginning was to gain the sex workers’ 
trust. Once we won their trust, the next challenge was how to properly 
file all the proceedings, put together all the documents, lead the 
procedures and represent the interests of the sex workers. Along the 
way, we encountered certain dilemmas, regarding whether to stick to 
the initial concept or accept a less valuable offer.  For example, the 
sex workers themselves were perfectly satisfied with the outcome 
of the criminal case, the verdict of the First Instance Court providing 
conditional discharge. For them it was great that they didn’t have to 
pay anything or go to prison.”

 

The Criminal Council within the First Instance Court Skopje 1 rejected 
the claim that the arrested sex workers were subjected to forced 
testing. The Council found: “(the person) voluntarily agreed to have 
an exam performed at the Clinic...”, “she gave a blood sample, without 
any resistance”.  According to the Council, the videotaping of those 
arrested on the critical night, “was carried out solely by experts, who 
were extremely careful about the protection of the identity of the 
arrested persons, and those videos are kept for internal evidence at 
the MOI and are not available for the public”.

 

As you said, the sex workers were satisfied with the verdict. But, was 
the legal team pleased by the verdict and the explanation by the court?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “We were absolutely not pleased, because 
that was a verdict based on assumptions and not facts proven in 
the procedure. We also couldn’t accept that somebody should be 
convicted for something they didn’t do, regardless of the fact that the 
sentence was not prison. That is why we urged all convicted persons 
to appeal, despite the fact that there was a risk that the prosecution 
would also appeal the verdict, which would render the verdict finally 
unacceptable. That is why we played with the deadlines a bit. The 
women trusted us, and accepted our legal advice and instructions, and 
they agreed to appeal the first instance verdict.”

What barriers did you encounter in the procedure against the media 
outlets that violated the human rights of sex workers and did you 
manage to overcome them?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik:  “The biggest barrier in the proceeding, since 
the very start, was the court’s rejection of the decision of the Personal 
Data Protection Directorate, which established the violation of the 
right to privacy of the three plaintiffs. The court persistently refused 
to accept this decision as grounds for a lawsuit and continuously tried 
to evaluate whether there was violation of the right to privacy in an 
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inappropriate way, using inadequate methods. Namely, when it was 
obvious that the decision by the Personal Data Protection Directorate 
would not be accepted, we proposed as evidence an analysis of 
the video materials, and even offered to provide the technical 
equipment. The court initially accepted this, only to inform us, at the 
following hearing, at which we arrived ready with all the suitcases 
for performing the needed expertise, that it had decided to annul 
that decision, and not to let us perform the analysis of the evidence, 
because it was allegedly contrary to procedure, which is not true. The 
court ordered expertise that prolonged the procedure for more than 
a year. At the end of 2012, a verbal verdict was announced that the 
charge against the media is refuted as unfounded. But, immediately 
after the three sex workers lost the case against the five media outlets, 
we received a verdict from the Administrative Court, stating that the 
indictment by Vest against the Decision of the Directorate is refuted 
as unfounded, thus confirming the Decision of the Personal Data 
Protection Directorate. It is very symptomatic of the way the justice 
system works in Macedonia that we received this decision one week 
after the end of the civil procedure against the media.  That will be 
used as an argument in the appeal.”  

_______

Excerpt from the Decision of the Personal Data Protection Directorate, 
establishing violation of the right to privacy of the three plaintiffs    →
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Excerpt from the Decision of the Personal Data Protection 
Directorate, establishing violation of the right to privacy of the 

three plaintiffs

__ The Director of the Directorate for personal data protec-
tion, based on article 18-a paragraph 1 of the Law on personal 
data protection (“Official Gazette of the Republic of Macedo-
nia” no . 07/05 and 103/08) acting based on the request no. 
09-272/1 from 23.02.2009,

For determining the existence of a violation to the right of 
personal data protection, all submitted through author-
ized attorneys _________________ from Skopje and 
_______________________ from Skopje, has brought this 

DECISION

The request no. 09-272/1 from 23/02/2009 is PARTIALLY 
ACCEPTED, regarding the establishment of the existence of a 
violation to the right of personal data protection in relation to 
the __________________ as performed by the trade broad-
casting company Television __________ DOOEL Skopje, 
trade broadcasting company __________ TV DOOEL Skopje, 
and the daily newspapers Journalism and publishing company 
_______ DOO Skopje, Editorial board _____ and Publishing 
and Marketing Company __________ DOOEL Skopje, in rela-
tion to the ___________ as performed by the trade broadcast-
ing company  __________ DOOEL Skopje and trade broad-
casting company Television __________  DOOEL Skopje, 
and the daily newspapers Journalism and publishing company 
_______ DOO Skopje, Editorial board _____ and Publishing 
and Marketing Company __________ DOOEL Skopje, and in 
relation to the ___________ as performed by the trade broad-
casting company Television   __________ DOOEL Skopje and 
daily newspaper Journalism and publishing company _______ 
DOO Skopje for the unauthorized processing, i.e. publishing 
of their personal data.



What phase is the case against the media outlets in now?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “This procedure has finished and both 
the First Instance Court and the Court of Appeals have found that 
the complaint is unfounded and revision has been submitted to the 
Supreme Court.”

Despite the decision by the Personal Data Protection Directorate, 
it turned out that the Directorate could not provide expertise on 
the case, i.e. had no professional capacity to establish violation of 
privacy, is that right?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik:  “Exactly. We proposed that, if required, 
experts should be called from the Personal Data Protection Directorate 
who have been trained in detecting and recognizing such types of 
violations of the right to privacy, but the Judge determined that an IT 
engineer was an expert in the field. Exactly because of this, once we 
receive the written Verdict rejecting our demands, we shall appeal.”

You encouraged sex workers to bring civil suits against the criminal 
court for authorizing the forced testing and against the MOI for 
degrading and discriminatory treatment and other rights violations. 
What success did these lawsuits have?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “First, about the encouragement of clients. 
We had more difficulty encouraging the clients to sue the MOI than 
the court, because most of them had had less negative experiences 
in courts, compared to their daily negative encounters with the MOI. 
They were afraid there would be consequences if they sued the MOI…
the initial lawsuit was against the Republic of Macedonia, and then 
we were forced to address it against the MOI. None of the plaintiffs 
withdrew from the lawsuit.

Having in mind the problems at the beginning of the proceedings, 
we as their attorneys thought that the chances of winning this case 
were miniscule. For example, we lost one year from the filing of the 
lawsuit to the first hearing in corresponding with the court on the 
topic of who should be the defendant and how should the indictment 
be modified. Things were sought in the law in every possible way that 
would discourage us or discredit the lawsuit. However, we persevered 
…and a Verdict was brought in favor of our clients, in favor of all 13 sex 
workers who pressed charges against the MOI and the court. It was a 
tremendous success, first of all for them, and then also for us.”

_______

Excerpt from the Verdict 9 P 2605/09 →
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_______

How did the MOI and First Instance Court Skopje 1 react to the verdict?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik:  “The unsatisfied parties appealed the 
verdict, while we tried to justify the verdict by responding to the 
Appeal. This was the biggest challenge for us. The Court of Appeals 
has accepted the appeal and the case has now been returned to the 
First Instance Court for reconsideration.”

What were the main lessons learned? What were the biggest 
successes of the legal team?

Hajdi Sterjova Simonovik: “As I said, after three and a half years, the 
biggest success for us was the positive verdict on one lawsuit (the civil 
one) against the MOI and the Court. Even for us, as attorneys, this was 
quite unexpected. 
Concerning lessons learned, this is my opinion: without the support 
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IN THE NAME OF THE CITIZENS OF
THE REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA

THE FIRST INSTANCE COURT SKOPJE II SKOPJE, 
CIVIL COURT, as the first instance civil court through its 
judge ________, as president of the council, and jury judges 
___________ and ________, council members, acting upon 
the lawsuit submitted by the plaintiffs _____________ from 
Skopje, ___________ from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, 
_________ from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, _________ 
from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, 
_________ from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, _________ 
from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, _________ from Skopje, 
_________ from Skopje, all represented by the attorney at law 
______________ and attorney at law _________ from Skopje 
against the defendants RM Ministry of interior, RM – First in-
stance Court Skopje 1 Skopje, and the PHI University clinic for 
infective diseases and febrile conditions, Skopje, 17 Vodnjanska 
str. from Skopje, regarding the establishment of the violation 
of personal rights and compensation of immaterial damages, 
in the value of ___________ denars, after the held main public 
hearing on 11.07.2011, in the presence  of the authorized at-
torneys of all defendants, pursuant to article 324 from the Law 
on Criminal Procedure, on 25.07.2011, made and announced 
the following 

JUDGEMENT

To PARTIALLY ACCEPT the legal action of the plaintiffs 

And to OBLIGE the defendants RM Ministry of interior 
and RM – First instance Court Skopje 1 Skopje, to pay to the 
plaintiff compensation for immaterial damage, due to the vio-
lation of personal rights as follows: 
…….



from the social workers and the whole HOPS team, legal and court 
representation in lawsuits with members of marginalized groups is 
impossible. In addition to lawyers, there must be a whole support 
team to motivate them all the time, because, as we saw, these lawsuits 
can last a long time, some of them are still ongoing, as a matter of 
fact. For example, it might happen for the Court of Appeals to remand 
the whole civil lawsuit back to the First Instance Court, to the very 
beginning. Without that psychosocial support I don’t think that we as 
attorneys would have made it, regardless of our legal expertise. One 
more lesson learned, I must say, is that it is very important that the 
management of these types of strategic lawsuits not to be left to only 
one lawyer. It is best if there are several lawyers, at least one of whom 
has close contact with the clients, and supports them from within the 
organization.  This is very important in order to ensure their trust in 
certain key moments.”

Video advocacy  

When did you start producing video materials and what was the 
purpose?

Marija Tosheva: “During 2008, HOPS in cooperation with WITNESS 
started working on introducing video as a tool for advocating for the 
rights of marginalized communities. The purpose of the first conceived 
video was to discuss one of the most burning issues of sex workers in 
Macedonia – the violence that they face and the role of institutions, 
especially the police, in preventing or encouraging this violence. 

At the time when the ‘‘Coordinated action to fight street prostitution” 
raid happen, it was clear that this was a case study of systematic 
violence, in its own right, in which institutions, instead of protecting, 
strengthened the negative perception of sex workers thus allowing for 
additional violence.”

What, more specifically, does the script of the first video concern?

Marija Tosheva: “In the original script, this raid came in as a textbook 
example of systematic violence, and we documented the stories of 5 
sex workers from Skopje, 3 of whom were victims of the raid, as well 
as activists who analyzed the raid in detail. The result was the video 
‘You must know about me – Rights, not violence for sex workers in 
Macedonia’”
(http://hub.witness.org/en/YMKAM). 

This video proved to be one of the stronger tools that enabled us to raise 
the topic of violence and the role of various institutions in the treatment 
of sex workers, on several levels.”

How did the video help you communicate with the public?

Marija Tosheva: “First of all, the video enabled the presence of the voice/
perspective of sex workers in places where they otherwise wouldn’t 
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be heard – on panels, discussions, closed meetings with stakeholders. 
It also allowed for high safety of the witnesses (sex workers) via the 
controlled identity disclosure and its controlled use in public…. 

Sex workers were represented as persons who are aware, instead of 
just numbers, which contributes to the dissolution of stereotypes which 
were created and disseminated about them in public. They are still 
women, mothers, wives who have their own views about their lives and 
their choices, who think, feel and request basic respect and dignity.
The video helped to sustain interest in the topic and direct advocacy 
long after the events; for instance,  in November 2010 there was a 
series of public viewings and debates that raised the questions of 
criminalization of HIV/STI status, the court practice, competence of the 
police, protection of human rights, etc.”

Where was the video shown?

Marija Tosheva: “During 2009 and 2010 the video was shown at four 
workshops with journalists and one panel discussion; then at two 
seminars for the police and non-discrimination (30 inspectors), and 
at one panel discussion at the Police Academy (50 students and post-
graduates); before the Global Committee on HIV and the Law; at various 
events organized by the community of sex workers across Macedonia 
with the basic aim of strengthening and mobilization (Skopje, Gostivar, 
Strumica, Ohrid); at various conferences and international events – 
SWAN 2009, Dzunica LGBT festival in Macedonia 2010, IHRA 2010 
Liverpool, IAC Vienna 2010,  GFATM – Geneva. Keeping in mind the 
fact that the topic of violence and criminalization of sex workers is a 
global problem, many international groups have recognized the video 
as an advocacy tool in their countries and it was taken and used for 
various purposes in Holland, Bulgaria, Monte Negro, Serbia, Albania, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, South Africa, Thailand, USA – New York.”

Was the success of the first video an encouragement to continue using 
this tool?

Marija Tosheva: “Recognizing the significance and opportunities that 
the use of video in advocacy strategies presents, HOPS has continued to 
video-document all events that followed the raid …The documentation 
of lawsuits that came out of the raid can be seen in ‘Waiting for the 
inevitable.’” 
(http://www.aktivizam-video.net/node/11).“
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