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This document was prepared as part of the SAFE LIFE BOX project, 
implemented by the initiative group ChemBrothers with the technical 
support of HPLGBT and the financial support of the Emergency Fund for 
Key Populations in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

The SAFE LIFE BOX project was aimed at providing an emergency 
response to dangerous chemsex practices among MSM sex workers. The 
backdrop for the implementation of such a project was the increased 
incidence of drug overdoses of unknown composition and quality among 
MSM chemsex-workers  and their clients.

1. MSM chemsex-workers are men who have sex with men, who are involved in sex work 
and use drugs to enhance sexual activity or feelings (chemsex).

AFEW International and Aidsfonds, or any other partners
are not responsible for the data presented herein

and may not always fully support the content of this document.
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In Ukraine, MSM sex workers have fallen behind in the 
provision of preventative medical and social services 
throughout the years of implementation of prevention 
projects in the field of HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis (TB). Bio-
behavioral research previously conducted in Ukraine did not 
focus on MSM sex workers, including those who use drugs, 
and the community itself is not sufficiently organized to 
protect its interests and rights. According to the National 
Progress Report on the Global AIDS Response in 2018-2019 
(GAM), the estimated number of sex workers in Ukraine 
is 86,800. According to the results of a national bio-
behavioral study conducted in 2018, the proportion of male 
sex workers is 2.9%. Sex work and drugs are criminalized 
in Ukraine, which complicates access to this target group. 
There are no rehabilitation and resocialization programs for 
this cross group.

OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM



The initiative group ChemBrothers is an informal association 
of MSM who practice chemsex, and is aimed at providing 
mutual support and assistance, as well as protecting the 
rights and defending the interests of group members.

In 2018, work began to mobilize a cross-group of MSM 
sex workers that use drugs on a peer-to-peer basis using 
Internet technologies and applications (Viber, Telegram, 
bbc, etc.). The leader of the future initiative group was 
repeatedly asked to find a friendly lawyer, doctor, as well 
as psychological support. Due to the closed nature of the 
community, it was decided to create closed groups in Viber 
and Telegram. The latter turned out to be a more popular, 
safe, and anonymous means of communication. Thus, the 
initiative group ChemBrothers was created, and acts based 
on the principle of mutual support for participants. Today, 
ChemBrothers is the only informal association of MSM 
chemsex-workers, which unites representatives of this 
community from different regions of Ukraine. These are 
not activists in the traditional sense, but rather people 
who have come together to provide mutual assistance and 
support.

WHO ARE CHEMBROTHERS?
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With the technical and consultative support of the public 
organization HPLGBT and the financial support of the 
Emergency Fund for Key Populations in Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia, a precedent was developed for providing 
assistance to MSM chemsex-workers in Ukraine.

The SAFE LIFE BOX project was implemented from 1 March 
to 31 August 2020. Its goal was to develop a precedent for 
providing assistance to MSM chemsex-workers, as well as to 
reduce the risks of HIV transmission and drug overdose.

As part of the project implementation, 130 MSM chemsex-
workers received their SAFE LIFE boxes through the post, 
which included: drug quality tests, condoms, lubricants, 
rapid tests for 5 types of infections (HIV, hepatitis B 
(HBsAg), hepatitis B (HBcAb), hepatitis C, and syphilis), 
as well as a leaflet with QR codes linking recipients to 
care services and a chatbot for assessing the risk of HIV 
infection with subsequent referral to a map of friendly 
doctors.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SAFE LIFE BOX PROJECT 
FOR MSM CHEMSEX-WORKERS



PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION MAP
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MSM CHEMSEX-WORKERS 
RECEIVED SAFE LIFE BOXES
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WE CAN BREATHE NOW
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PROJECT RESULTS

130
MSM chemsex-workers received SAFE LIFE 
boxes with unique tests for 8 reagents to 
determine the quality of drugs (Testing 
Kits), at the request of some recipients, test 
strips to detect fentanyl were also added to 
the kit.

130
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MSM chemsex-workers independently tested 
for HIV, as well as syphilis and viral hepatitis 
using combined rapid tests.

people reported positive syphilis tests. They 
also underwent treatment with friendly 
doctors in their region.

MSM chemsex-worker reported
a positive hepatitis C test.

17 people reported positive HIV tests. They 
were referred to friendly doctors to receive 
the necessary medical care and treatment.
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1. As part of the project implementation, rapid tests for 
HIV, syphilis, and hepatitis B and C were purchased 
in a short time period. Some MSM chemsex-workers 
experienced difficulties in conducting the express test 
on their own, despite the attached instructions. When 
conducting similar interventions in the future, it would 
be better to provide funding for oral tests, at least for 
HIV.

2. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many MSM chemsex-
workers were on the brink of survival, had lost their 
homes, and were left without a livelihood. It was 
necessary to find additional resources for purchasing 
food and finding housing. The most vulnerable MSM 
chemsex-workers were those who provide services in 
“extreme” locations (parks, toilets, forest plantations).

PROJECT LESSONS
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QUOTES FROM CLIENTS OF THE PROJECT"

"Now I have the chance to not only check the 
quality of purchased drugs, but also to check 
for f*cking diseases at any time. Thank you!"
Vadim, 25, Dnipro

"

"Thank you very much! SAFE LIFE BOX contains 
everything I need. Thanks for the latest 

information. We were especially pleased with 
the drug quality tests and the sniffing strips"

Andrey, 27, Odesa"
"Your package is the bomb. Everything came on 
time. Thank you for the detailed instructions 
about what everything is and how to use it. You 
included all the most valuable things"
Dima, 21, Kyiv

"

"This box really saved my life! When I checked 
the quality of MDMA, there turned out to be a 

lot of impurities. I’ve had overdoses in the past 
and ended up in an ambulance"

Oleg, 23, Kyiv
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• Interventions were included in the development of the 
draft application from Ukraine to the Global Fund for 
2021-2023, which are aimed at mobilizing sex workers 
and at working with the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine to 
decriminalize sex work and drug use.

• In addition, for the first time, tests to determine 
the quality of drugs are included in the Global Fund 
application, which will reduce the number of overdoses 
and save lives in the future.

• MSM chemsex-workers took part in a pilot study carried 
out as part of the UNODC project “Partnership for 
Effective HIV Prevention and Care for People Who Use 
Drugs in Ukraine”.

ADVOCACY WITH THE PARTICIPATION OF 
CHEMBROTHERS REPRESENTATIVES

15



16

Criminalization, stigma, as well as psychological, physical, 
behavioral, and the economic consequences of drug use 
makes chemsex workers extremely vulnerable to many 
infectious diseases. Chemsex-workers were among the first 
to suffer from the COVID-19 pandemic, which increased the 
risk of homelessness, overdoses, and unsafe injection and 
sexual practices. In addition, complying with quarantine, 
social distancing, and self-isolation negatively affects the 
mental health of MSM chemsex-workers. Representatives of 
the community note the increasing frequency of depression 
and suicidal thoughts. The lack of free rehabilitation and 
detoxification programs for drug-addicted chemsex-workers 
makes them hostages of drug use.

DIFFICULTIES RELATED TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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1. Mobilize the efforts of communities of people who use 
drugs and sex workers to work to decriminalize personal 
drug use and sex work in Ukraine, including:

• Advocacy for the adoption of the draft Law of 
Ukraine “On amendments to certain legislative 
acts of Ukraine concerning the protection of the 
fundamental human right to life". This bill concerns 
the legalization of the use of narcotic drugs, 
psychotropic substances, precursors, and plants 
permitted for use in medical practices in the manner 
prescribed by law, in order to properly ensure the 
rights of patients to the protection of health.

• Advocacy for the adoption of the order of the 
Ministry of Health "On amendments to the order 
of the Ministry of Health of Ukraine of 1 August 
2000 №188" (on amendments to the definition of 
small, large, and extremely large amounts of narcotic 
drugs).

• Advocacy for the adoption of the draft Law of 
Ukraine “On amendments to certain legislative 
acts of Ukraine (regarding the elimination of 
discrimination and stigma in relation to certain 
types of activities)".

 
2. Identify MSM chemsex-workers as a target group 

and develop service packages for HIV/AIDS and TB 
prevention programs.

3. Through the efforts of the community of MSM chemsex-
workers, document human rights violations, and cases of 
stigma and discrimination.

4. Advocate for the availability of free, human rights-
based rehabilitation and detoxification programs for 
MSM chemsex-workers.

FUTURE PLANS OF CHEMBROTHERS



As a young initiative group, ChemBrothers has already 
developed productive partnerships with national and 
regional community networks and civil society organizations. 
Technical support is already provided to our initiative group 
by:

Public Organization HPLGBT

Charitable organization «100% LIFE»
Eurasian Harm Reduction Association (EHRA)
Eurasian Coalition on Health, Rights, Gender and Sexual 
Diversity (ECOM)

BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS
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chembrothers.ua@gmail.com


