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Globally the novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19
disease has laid bare the politics and social inequities that
contribute to the elevated distribution of illness and mortal-
ity among socially marginalized communities. While rapid
structural responses such as curfews, physical distancing
protocols, and travel restrictions have greatly curtailed the
spread of COVID-19 and effectively saved lives [1], we are
also witnessing the alarming emergence of policies that
enact and perpetuate violence against transgender commu-
nities. Panama, Peru, and Colombia (though only in Bogota)
have legislated policies to enforce physical distancing by
restricting the mobility of its citizens based on binary under-
standings of gender and associated norms [2, 3]. Meaning
that on alternating days women are allowed to access essen-
tial services and on the other days, men. What about people
and communities that exist outside of hegemonic under-
standings of binary gender presentation and identities? As
has become clear these policies are not solely logistically
problematic for transgender communities to negotiate. The
implementation and policing of these binary, gender-based
laws have also resulted in direct violence perpetrated against
transgender communities [4].

A closer assessment of the Peruvian case, quite unique in
that a little over a week after implementation their gender-
based policy was rescinded [5], illustrates how policies and
the violence and suffering they fuel can also magnify HIV
vulnerabilities impacting transgender communities. Further,
the rise of transgender activism contesting these social poli-
cies alongside grassroots mobilization efforts underscore
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the critical role of civil society in promoting solidarity and
social justice during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In efforts to contain COVID-19, the Peruvian Govern-
ment enacted a policy to restrict the mobility of its citizens
based on gender. As described by Peru’s President Martin
Vizcarra, on Monday, Wednesday and Friday only men can
go out and on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday only women.
On Sunday no Peruvian citizens would be allowed to leave
their homes [6]. These restrictions were widely disseminated
via the Government-sponsored messaging including info-
graphics and circulated on various social media platforms,
online newspapers and television news stations, and via
printed pamphlets posted in public spaces routinely patrolled
to ensure physical distancing.

This policy represented an escalation and the country’s
most stringent legal measure to date in response to the urgent
need to enforce physical distancing to keep the novel corona-
virus from spreading faster than the Peruvian health system
can respond. According to the Peruvian government, as of
mid-April 2020 there were over 25,000 confirmed cases of
the coronavirus and at least 700 people have died of compli-
cations related to COVID-19 [7]. Gender restrictions were
implemented within the existing national emergency which
included country-wide curfews limiting any travel after
6 pm, enforced by the Peruvian armed forces and police [8]
Indeed, since implementation more than 50,000 people have
been detained and then released for breaking these newly
enacted laws [9].

Policing of these laws has been particularly brutal among
the Peruvian transgender community as documented by vid-
eos, photos, and comments circulating on social media. For
example, one video evidenced three transgender women
being publicly humiliated by the police, made to squat and
bounce while forced to declare “I want to be a man, I want
to be a man” [10]. Further accounts demonstrate physical
and symbolic violence targeting transgender women includ-
ing physical assault, gender policing, and other transphobic
actions [11, 12].
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In response, transgender activists protested the explicit
transphobia underscoring the gender-based restrictive social
policy. Namely, that this law reinforces the gender-binary
and places transgender people in a grey zone of when they
are legally allowed to access needed services such as food
and medical supplies. Confusion over when trans people are
allowed to access essential services further exposes them to
violence through policing carried out by law enforcement
and civil society more broadly. While surveillance of this
law is based on physical appearance, citizens are required
to show their national identity document if stopped by the
police. Physical expressions of gender identity vary and
access to gender affirming procedures and resources are
deeply impacted by cost. Further, in the absence of a gender
identity law, gender congruent identity documents require
many arduous and expensive processes. Gender congru-
ent IDs, thus, are inaccessible for the majority of Peruvian
transgender women.

To address these controversies President Vizcarra stated
that the government is “progressive” and that “the armed
forces and national police will have clear instructions so
that this is not at all a pretext for any homophobic measure”
[13]. While President Vizcarra should be commended for
trying to implement stigma-reduction protocols and pub-
licly denounced discrimination that surged from this gender-
based population control strategy, in practice, his statement
was simply not enough. Within the first two days following
the implementation of gender restrictions, the Observatory
of LGBTQ Human Rights at the Universidad Peruana Cay-
etano Heredia documented eleven cases of violence and
related suffering experienced by gender non-binary people
directly related to this law. Ultimately, the enactment of
this policy intervention has reified ID documents as both a
structural determinant of health for transgender people and
a fundamental human right.

This policy was a striking failure. As an over-simplistic
method to control population mobility, it ignored the reality
of Peru as a machista society and assumed gender equality in
the functioning of everyday life. On days permitting mobility
of women, grocery stores and other essential services where
overcrowded and overrun [14], failing to achieve the aim of
the social policy which was to promote physical distanc-
ing measures. For the transgender community the impact
was not simply a failure, but rather incited transphobic vio-
lence and infringements on their basic human rights. The
gender-based mobilization restriction policy was rescinded
by decree from the Peruvian government [5].

After four decades of living with and responding to the
HIV epidemic, we know that restrictive, and punitive social
policies often disproportionately infringe upon the human
rights of already vulnerable communities [15]. Peruvian
transgender people traverse multiple marginalized statuses
(e.g. transgender, sex worker, economically and socially
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disenfranchised, food insecure, migrant, minor, etc.) which
intersect to constitute vulnerability to HIV [16, 17]. It stands
to reason that these factors will also place transgender com-
munities at greater vulnerability to COVID-19.

Any lockdown policy may yield disproportionate conse-
quences and exacerbate health inequalities for marginalized
communities, including but not limited to transgender peo-
ple. The loss of livelihood and lack of food, shelter, health,
and other basic necessities will disproportionately impact
the most vulnerable of society, placing them at heightened
vulnerability for HIV, COVID-19 and/or other adverse
health outcomes. However, compulsory lockdown policies,
to date, are our most effect tool against COVID-19. While
we are in a crisis, thoughtful interrogation of potential del-
eterious impacts of such policies need to occur before imple-
mentation and be matched with social services for people
most in need.

As we continue to navigate COVID-19 in the absence of
state-led protections for transgender communities, activism
and solidarity efforts cannot be ignored. Grassroots move-
ments were a defining characteristic of the early response to
the HIV epidemic, and similarly Peruvian transgender activ-
ism and grassroots mobilization has surged on virtual social
media platforms, namely Facebook and WhatsApp. In part,
these efforts solidified as resistance to compulsory blanket
policies, yet, have morphed and extended far beyond. While
more examples are emerging daily, meaningful responses by
and for trans people include: proactive network mapping to
disseminate COVID-19 related information, crowd-sourcing
funds to secure food, pay rent and/or secure housing, and
grocery shopping provided by trans people for trans people
who for whatever reason are unable to seek and secure food
[12, 18].

The Peruvian context exemplifies one of many blanket
policies being enacted in response to COVID-19 that take for
granted economic, housing, and food security that for many
transgender women and also for millions of others repre-
sent basic human rights that are out of reach. Such measures
place the burden of health on individual behavior, invisibi-
lizing the structural forces that shape one’s ability to stay
isolated. It is of vital importance, therefore, to think criti-
cally about how the use of emergency powers translate into
police brutality to enforce these measures and how existing
societal inequalities pattern violence against certain groups
of people.

What COVID-19 and the associated gender-based policy
have magnified is the endemic and routine nature of violence
and marginalization experienced by transgender communi-
ties, too often at the hands of police. Yet, as we saw with the
history of the HIV and AIDS epidemic, through processes
of normalization and bureaucratization denying these reali-
ties for socially oppressed groups are far too easy and have
taken a serious toll on the effective global response. It is
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