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Bedford contradicts the foundation on which 
the Nordic regime is built. Justice Himel 
rejected ideological evidence founded on the 
premise that all interactions with clients are 
inherently exploitative or violent.  
 
Canadian researcher Chris Atchison also 
supports this in his research which found that 
most interactions between sex workers and 
clients are not violent.19 Oh, wow (laughter)! 
When violence does occur it may be related to 
a communication breakdown between parties. 
His research also counters the myth that 
clients fuel a demand for services from 
'trafficked' people or sexually exploited youth, 
and instead asserts that clients prefer to 
purchase sexual services from people 
between the ages of 21-30 years old. 
 
Prior to Bill C-36, we had a Nordic regime 
experiment in Canada. In January 2013, the 
Vancouver Police Department produced Sex 
Work Enforcement Guidelines20 that 
essentially encouraged them not to arrest 
prostitutes but to arrest clients. We quickly 
learned again that it is an impossibility.  
 
So this is just a tiny window of the evidence 
available to us from the Bedford case. This 
evidence is not limited to Canada. It mirrors 
international research conducted by experts at 
the World Health Organisation, UNAIDS, the 
International Labour Organisation, the Global 
Alliance Against Trafficking in Women, 
Human Rights Watch, Open Society 
Foundations and Amnesty International.  
 
The decriminalisation of prostitution is a 
necessary, but not sufficient, condition to 
promote safety and to reduce stigma against 
sex workers. It's part of our larger struggle for 
the recognition and actualisation of sex 
workers' rights, including sex workers' right to 
autonomy, equality, self-determination and 
dignity. Decriminalisation alone cannot 
overcome all of the other injustices that many 
of us face, but it is a necessary step to 
protecting and respecting sex workers' rights.  
 
Thank you (applause).  
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year there are about 30,000 sex workers 
arrested under the Prostitution Act.25 That's 
about 10%. In many places, sex workers take 
it in turns to be arrested on a rota to 
cooperate with the police so they can meet 
their target. So is this a working relationship 
with the police or not?  
 
The consequence of criminalisation is that a 
sex worker becomes a criminal. They must be 
treated as criminals, not as equal human 
beings. They are treated as criminals by 
health workers, by the media, by police, by 
everyone. You can't have a workplace: it's a 
den of vice and crime. Dens of vice and crime 
don't need occupational health and safety 
standards, and places of crime don't need fire 
exits. They don't have to comply with any 
safety rules. Criminal places don't have labour 
inspections, they only have police raids.  
 
You cannot organise as workers in a union, 
you can only associate for prostitution, which 
is a crime. Customers cannot be customers, 
they have to be exploiters, abusers, traffickers 
or perverts. Those people don't need to pay 
properly and behave well. They are not 
customers, they are already bad men. This is 
how you can see the picture of criminalisation. 
People are dealing with criminals, they're not 
dealing with working women anymore. 
 
For migrant sex workers, the criminalisation of 
sex work, migration and trafficking means 
they run a very big risk of being arrested, 
detained for up to two years in social welfare 
and deported. When you're in social welfare, 
you are made to sew and make craft items. 
Most women can already sew (laughter). This 
is supposed to give you the skills to have an 
income. None of the skills they are teaching 
lead to any kind of an income that is enough 
for the needs of sex workers and their 
families. 
 
In Thailand, sex workers provide for five other 
adults. They earn at least twice the minimum 
wage.26 No other job offers you that as a 
woman without qualifications and without 
capital. Every year US$300 million is sent 
home to rural areas by Thai sex workers.27 
This is bigger than any government project or 
any World Bank development plan. It doesn't 
matter how well you crochet, you can't do that 
(laughter).  
 
Criminalisation has not created any viable 
alternative jobs whatsoever. If you want to get 
that training, you have to get trafficked first 
and then you have to be arrested. Not 

everybody has an opportunity to be trafficked 
(laughter).  
 
Criminalisation is also the tool for corruption. 
You can either pay a regular plan or pay-as-
you-go, which is similar to your phones here. 
Everybody is paying the police. There was a 
raid on 27 January 201528 in a very small area 
with just four small brothels. Thirty-two women 
were arrested. It was revealed that they were 
paying £53,500 per year in bribes. This is a 
loss of state revenue that could be used for 
real training, not 'Mickey Mouse' training. The 
shadow economy that sex work supports was 
found in 2003 to be worth US$4.3 billion per 
year.29 This is revenue lost to the state so 
maybe that's interesting for the politicians.  
 
In terms of human trafficking and child labour, 
Empower produced a report in 2012 called 'Hit 
and Run'.30 In that report we found more 
women are being abused as part of the anti-
trafficking strategy than are being abused by 
traffickers themselves. We can also conclude 
that trafficking and child labour cannot be 
addressed in isolation from addressing adult 
working rights. Criminal prohibition alone is 
not working and will never work. Treating all 
sex work as criminal and ignoring rights and 
working conditions have not solved human 
trafficking or child labour either.  
 
Most women in Thailand are meeting violent 
men in their homes, like everywhere else. It's 
only the response to the violence to a sex 
worker that is different. The violent men are 
the same. It's not very common, but when it 
happens employers and other people don't 
want to get involved to support a sex worker 
to report because they will be charged with 
prostitution or trafficking. So the 
criminalisation actually loses the support of 
witnesses as well. Sex work is not reduced by 
criminalisation. Thailand follows England. If 
the UK, which is supposed to be a wonderful 
place of human rights, abuses sex workers' 
rights with impunity then Thailand will 
continue to follow. 
 
One of the sex workers from Empower, Mai 
Janta, wanted to say a message to you all: 
"We understand many people are concerned 
about our lives and worry that 
decriminalisation will harm us somehow. We 
thank you for your concern, but we would 
prefer your respect. We want the right to work 
safely and fairly in the work we have decided 
to do, even if you personally don't approve of 
our choices." Thank you (cheering and 
applause). 
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Opposing racism in trafficking policy and 
discrimination in victim compensation. 

 

 

Rachel West is a spokeswoman for 
the US PROStitutes Collective, a 
multiracial network of women who 
work or have worked in different 
areas of the sex industry. Founded in 
1982, US PROS campaigns for the 
decriminalisation of prostitution and 
for justice, protection and resources 
so that no one is forced into 
prostitution through poverty or 
violence. 
 

 
I'm very happy to be here with everybody on 
this fantastic occasion. As you probably know 
the US criminalises the purchase of sex on 
top of the existing criminalisation of sex 
workers. People talk about introducing the 
Nordic Model, but in some places like Canada 
it is the US model that has been introduced. 
There is nothing that can be claimed about 
the US model that is any good (laughter and 
clapping). 
 
Under George Bush, anti-prostitution and anti-
trafficking laws became inseparable.31 This 
policy was massively funded by George Bush 
and used in a punitive and repressive way 
internationally. It has set a bad standard and 
sowed corruption. Bush's administration is 
known for a very unpopular pledge mandating 
HIV and AIDS groups oppose prostitution and 
sex trafficking in order to get US government 
funding.32 That policy still exists for non-US 
groups.  
 
In the name of rescuing victims of sex 
trafficking, US laws and policies have led to 
increased arrests of sex workers. Law 
enforcement goes after sex workers working 
on the street, in massage parlours and in 
other premises where women can work more 
safely and independently, and they shut down 
websites where sex workers advertise. It's 
women of colour and immigrant women who  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

are always the first to be targeted in raids, and 
immigrant women are often targeted for 
deportation. 
 
Last month there was a massive FBI and law 
enforcement operation called Operation Cross 
Country, which happens every year. This year 
it was purported to rescue sex-trafficked 
children and took place in 135 cities. It was a 
classic example of exploiting people's justified 
horror at the abuse of children for another 
purpose and to blur the issues. If you take a 
closer look at that operation it was just 
another crackdown on prostitution, on both 
sex workers and clients. It was mostly adults 
who were arrested for various offences, 
including prostitution-related charges, for not 
having a massage licence, probation 
violations and drug-related charges.  
 
Anti-trafficking operations are similar to the 
war on drugs in the US, which criminalise low-
income communities of colour. These same 
communities are getting the brunt of anti-
trafficking enforcement. Nationally, Black 
people make up 42% of all prostitution 
arrests, 45% of curfew and loitering arrests 
and 35% of disorderly conduct arrests. Yet 
Black people make up only 13.2% of the 
population 33 (audience exclaiming).  
 
A recent human-trafficking study in San 
Francisco, where I am based, reported that 
48% of traffickers are Black, yet only 5.7% of 
the population in San Francisco is Black!34 
How can anyone, knowing how the war on 
drugs was enforced against the Black 
community, deny that this is an example of 
racial profiling? The trafficking laws have been 
changed in California so that sex workers and 
anyone who associates with sex workers can 
be labelled and arrested as a trafficker.35 
 
Similarly, in New York human-trafficking 
intervention courts have been introduced. 
They are touted as a national model for those 
arrested for prostitution by "treating these 
defendants as trafficking victims", but reports 
show that nearly 70% of people, almost all 
women, facing prostitution charges in the 
Brooklyn trafficking courts are Black.36













 

32 

reform process and compile 
recommendations for its strengthening. It's 
important for us to add that this committee 
would be made up of sex workers themselves 
and other people in the sex work industry.  
 
To finish off with an interesting anecdote: in 
our lobbying of MPs we came across one MP 
who is part of the Department of Justice on 
Constitutional Development. He is a former 
judge, so he's quite high up there, and he said 
to us, "Okay, off the record, I get it. I get it, I 
understand it, I get your evidence, I hear your 
stories. Sex work should be decriminalised in 
South Africa, but you have to find an MP to 
champion this bill of yours, an MP who is 
either ready to retire or an MP who is no 
longer interested in politics, and that MP is not 
me."  
 
So this is the kind of reality and resistance 
that we are facing. We have evidence, we've 
presented the evidence and the MPs are 
getting it. So to that end, I am really hoping 
that the MPs that are here do not prioritise 
their own political endeavours and ambitions 
over the evidence that is being presented in 
front of them by their constituents that voted 
for them.  
 
Thank you (applause). 
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their call out to sex workers, which was an ad 
placed in a newspaper, was hardly going to 
garner a response that reflects us. I said that 
we are an inherently disparate industry and 
not necessarily individually inclined to write up 
a submission for the government, or to go sit 
down with politicians. I saw this actually land 
with her and it was kind of scary that that 
hadn't occurred to her, but it did give us a little 
bit of optimism in our request for consultation 
or at least stalling on this Section.  
 
What we can see is that when there are 
hindrances to organising, even when there is 
obvious evidence, it gets railroaded. So on the 
one hand we see the Minister for Justice, 
Frances Fitzgerald, who introduced the sex 
purchase ban that has passed to 2 of 5 
stages, being unconcerned about research. 
Even when the research is from the medical 
journal, The Lancet, and it states that full 
decriminalisation specifically could avert new 
HIV transmission by up to 46%.52 
 
Then we have the Minister for Health, Leo 
Varadkar, being appointed. He passed 
Ireland's first sexual health public strategy for 
the next five years with not one single mention 
of sex work.53 So, we at SWAI are trying to 
gather evidence that they ignored or didn't 
see, and present it to them and to the public. 
We are trying to expose the reality that our 
society is concerned about the effect this 
criminalisation would have on sex workers 
and the public. Similarly, the research we'd be 
looking for would be something like that which 
came out of Queen's University in October 
2014, where 98% of sex workers said they 
don't want client criminalisation.54 (applause). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











 

39 

We have been careful before because we 
have been afraid of not being able to get 
funding. I have had the police staking out my 
apartment for a year. The social services from 
the area where Petite Jasmine was murdered 
on their premises have still not reported 
themselves, which they are obliged to do 
under Swedish law. After two years they still 
haven't done it and there has been no 
investigation launched into why it happened. 
 
The Prostitution Unit in Stockholm denied 
medical care to a suicidal sex worker because 
she didn't show she was interested enough in 
stopping selling sex. The Prostitution Unit in 
Gothenburg told a sex worker who had been 
raped not to report the rape, and then tried to 
convince her to quit sex work. Miki Nagata, 
who works at the Stockholm Prostitution Unit, 
outed a trans sex worker at the meeting of the 
LGBT organisation. The two Rose Alliance 
members present intervened and so she 
stopped talking about this sex worker.  
This breaks every code of conduct you have 
for social workers. Karin Sidenvall, another 
social worker at the Stockholm Prostitution 
Unit, bullied a Rose Alliance member during 
those same meetings, saying she was for 
trafficking and silencing her.  
 
The Attorney General who did our evaluation 
sat at a meeting and said: "There must be a 
way we can make sure Rose Alliance lose 
their funding." The same person talked to the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs who received an 
email from a very well known academic in the 
US saying that an academic we have in 
Sweden should be stopped. Then she 
forwarded this email to the police and to the 
social services; by focusing on an academic 
that is critical about the law she was trying to 
get her silenced.  
 
And finally, the 'superhero cop', Simon 
Häggström, fingerprinted and photographed a 
migrant sex worker because he claimed that 
her photos were false. When he realised he 
couldn't use her as a trafficking victim he 
dropped her off in the middle of the street at 
two o'clock in the morning, in the middle of 
Stockholm and with nowhere to go because 
the hotel had thrown her out after he informed 
them.  
 
The report by Rose Alliance is called 'Then 
Again They Are Not Totally Stupid Either',59 
which is also a quote from a nice social 
worker. I am going to end with the same 
ending as the report: "Maybe you manage to 
convince the world that you care, but you can't 

fool me. You hate us. We symbolise 
everything you hate about men, society, sex, 
and life. So this is about your hatred 
combined with a hunger for power. You might 
fool others, but you and I both know the truth, 
and soon others will know too. So enjoy your 
power trip while you can. Soon it will be over 
and the truth will set me free. I win, you lose" 
(applause). 
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We used monitoring data from NHS specialist 
services and standard methods used by HIV 
prevention organisations across Europe. We 
counted the male, transgender and street sex 
workers, sex workers working in Soho walk-
ups, working part time, alternating with other 
work, including Sexual Entertainment Venues 
or telephone chat lines, and touring. And we 
benchmarked the data for 2009, 2013, and 
2015 from the UK Network of Sex Work 
Projects. From data on unique individual 
contacts it was then possible for us to 
estimate the average number of sex workers 
working. For regional data we used the 
M.A.S.H. national monitoring data which goes 
into quite a lot of detail around sex workers 
working on the street, and that data was 
cross-checked too for overlap at knowledge 
exchange meetings, which helped counteract 
double counting for people seen at different, 
multiple clinics. It gives knowledge of those 
known to be working, but who don't use NHS 
services.  
 
Categorisations of female sex workers in 
London, as far as their income and 
expenditure, were drawn from 2015 data from 
Open Doors at Homerton Hospital NHS 
Foundation Trust. So we used hard data from 
case management reports that has to be held 
for NHS obligations, to work out the sectors, 
as well as the income and expenditure of 
female sex workers in London. The male sex 
work data was drawn from academic studies 
by Magginn & Ellison, Laing and Gaffney, and 
Logan (2014). Then we cross-checked that 
against data from legal cases where extensive 
court evidence, including prices, clients' 
payments, room payments and the flow of 
money from clients to sex workers, managers, 
taxi drivers, was used from two specific 
different cases.  
 
Critically, we factored London separately so it 
doesn't distort assumptions made about 
regional markets. And, most importantly, we 
did a verification check by sending 40 sex 
workers a single open survey question: What 
is your average gross take, 
yearly/monthly/weekly (either figure is fine 
depending on your work pattern)? That was 
the question we asked. The responses 
received helped us understand the variability 
within each sector.  
 
And then finally, exhaustingly, when the 
income and expenditure models were 
compiled, it was sent to an opportunity sample 
for sex workers who took part in an Ethical 
Society debate and their data too contributed 

to our understanding of the working pattern 
and cost involved. 
 
So, what did we find? Well, we found a total of 
5,249 sex workers at 18 specialist services to 
give an average of 292 contacts per service in 
140 regional services. And the London 
calculation found 3,199 clients at four services 
who responded to an average of 800 clients 
per service, extrapolated using a total of 40 
London services. Then we combined the 
figures for the region and London to get the 
national figure. The total national figure we 
found to be 72,800, comprising approximately 
42,000 sex workers in London. Their gross 
annual income from sex work was estimated 
to be £5.09 billion, leading to a net income 
after costs of £1.23 billion. 
 
Then we did a sector breakdown into eight 
areas. We looked at: female street UK 
nationals, street migrant workers, off-street 
mid-price venues, off-street high-price 
independent escorts who work regularly, male 
and transgender street workers, those who 
work intermittently and combine sex work with 
other work, those who regularly and 
independently work in sex work, and the male 
and transgender sex workers who work in 
specialised and high income work.  
 
For consumption, estimates were made of 
clothes, condoms, lubricant, sex toys, travel, 
rental services and security personnel. And 
while there were different levels of income 
and expenditure associated with the different 
sectors, we found that women make up the 
majority of sex work with some estimates 
suggesting the proportion is around 85-90%, 
and London of course has the highest 
proportion of male sex workers.  
 
We looked at male sex work in the UK and 
then looked across to see how that compared 
with Europe, mainly from TAMPEP's 
(European Network for HIV/STI Prevention 
and Health Promotion among Migrant Sex 
Workers) reports. Estimations have changed 
very little since TAMPEP's previous briefing 
and show a composition of 8% male, 6% 
transgender and 86% female sex workers at 
EU level.62 
 
I'm going to give you a very brief snippet of 
just one of those sector bands. This is a 
source of astonishment to those at the ONS, 
which is based in Cardiff, where the cost of a 
house is probably the price of a bus ticket in 
London. So for female off-street sex workers, 
these were generally migrant women aged 
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between 19-30 from Eastern European 
countries, and some from Brazil, and some 
Chinese nationals working in flats and saunas 
across East London. Regionally they would 
not necessarily be residents of the borough in 
which they sold sex. 
 
So what were the average prices for those off-
street middle-income workers? They would on 
average work 120 hours per month, at £70 an 
hour for 11 months. Now while this estimate 
may have brought in £92,000 a year, one of 
the things that the ONS couldn't believe was 
the amount they were spending on rent. They 
spent £16,500 on rent, £2,200 on clothes, 
condoms and lubricants came in at nearly 
£2000, sex toys at £100 and then security 
personnel nearly £5000.  
 
So they (ONS) were also astonished then, 
with the female off-street workers earners, in 
the regions where, if somebody was earning 
£49,500 a year, a large proportion of that was 
then being spent on security. 
 
So, the model takes account of the changes 
of workers since the previous flawed ONS 
study and the way the data was derived. And 
the new structure takes account for the 
different work patterns of migrant workers. 
Now, there are difficulties inherent in any 
analysis of hidden activity, but it is a model 
that we can build on as data accrues. It gives 
a model of the non-observed economy which 
is scaleable, simple, and has more 
explanatory power than prior attempts.  
 
I'll send the larger report to anybody who 
wants it and I'd be delighted to talk about it 
afterwards with anybody who wants to hear 
about it.  
 
Thank you (applause). 
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Lessons of the Swedish Model and the 
Criminalisation of the Purchase of Sex. 

 
Thank you. I conducted fieldwork and 
research on the 1999 Swedish criminalisation 
of the purchase of sex law over three and a 
half years.69 I'm going to be quoting from 
some respondents, but illustratively as we're a 
little bit pressed for time, and hopefully 
building to some extent on my colleague's 
talk, Pye [Jakobsson], which we heard this 
morning.  
 
In terms of some more direct outcomes of the 
legislation, the law seems to have been used 
as a way of policing public spaces. It's used to 
displace sex workers from the streets into 
clandestine spaces. Of course, this increases 
the distance between sex workers and service 
providers, and sex workers and any kind of 
police protection. 
 
On the law's introduction, CCTV was installed 
in areas of street sex work in Sweden and the 
police presence increased. As a result, fewer 
people were willing to buy sex on the street. 
This increased competition, pushed down 
prices and has resulted in difficulties in terms 
of negotiating safer sex work. Additionally, 
clients are now unwilling to leave contact 
information due to the fact that they're 
criminalised. It displaces sex workers who are 
at risk, especially those who may need their 
money more urgently, or who aren't well 
placed to refuse clients who won't leave their 
contact information. 
 
All of this is compounded by the fact that 
negotiations are increasingly hurried in terms 
of street sex work. Clients are agitated, they're 
stressed about the possibility of arrest now 
that they're criminalised and there is less time 
for sex workers to suss out the situation. I'm 
going to quote a sex worker respondent. She 
said: "You have to decide if you should go to 
the person's car. Now the guy will be really 
scared to pick me up and he'll wave with his 
hand. He'll say, 'Come here, we can go 
around the corner and make the  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

arrangement', and that will be much more 
dangerous."  
 
To quote the founder of Rose Alliance, 
Sweden's sex worker rights organisation: 
"When it comes to street sex workers they'll 
sometimes have problems negotiating 
condom use because of competition. There 
are fewer clients available for them because 
most good, serious clients think the safest 
thing is to buy sex from an indoor worker."  
 
Despite all of these increasing difficulties for 
sex workers, it's claimed that the law protects 
them from police interference through 
criminalising only the purchase, and not the 
sale, of sex. That's how the law is exported, 
that's how it's sold. In fact, I was assured by 
the Swedish National Rapporteur 
on Prostitution and Trafficking of the Swedish 
National Police, and I quote: "The police 
definitely don't interfere because selling sex is 
not criminalised, we don't target the woman or 
the person in prostitution." 
 
However, there are reports of the police 
targeting sex workers directly. Police have 
been known to inform sex workers' landlords 
that their tenants sell sex. This means that the 
landlord is forced to evict the sex worker, 
otherwise the landlord can be prosecuted. 
Similarly, the police have been known to 
report sex workers to hotels and to venues, 
again forcing displacement of sex workers 
from civil society. And this is similar to the way 
they police public spaces and use the 
legislation as a way of displacing sex workers 
from visible, public spaces.  
 
Police are also known to prosecute sex 
workers under pimping legislation for working 
together for safety. I believe this is similar to 
situations that we've heard about in the UK 
and in other contexts. 
 
In stark contrast to any police assertions that 
they don't target sex workers directly, I am 
aware of police harassing sex workers directly 
in their own homes. To quote one respondent: 
"They come to my door. They ask for my ID 
and so forth. It's like harassment. The third 
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Crackdowns on prostitution raise concerns 
about police abuse, and women in our 
network who are working on the street say, 
"We get saturation policing but no protection 
from violence". One woman in our network 
summarised her experience of the police in 
this way: "The police wait outside my house to 
catch me when I leave. It doesn't matter how 
I'm dressed, who I'm with or where I'm going, 
they say I'm loitering. When they stop me they 
jeer at me and make jokes at my expense, 
often sexually explicit jokes. When they arrest 
me, I'm strip-searched and they sometimes 
leave the door open so the male officers can 
see in. All this is to humiliate me." 
 
It's also worth noting that senior police officers 
have acknowledged that "operations to tackle 
the trade are counterproductive and likely to 
put women's lives at risk".81  
 
So, in summary, we have seen a big increase 
in prostitution and an increase in 
prosecutions. Every time there is a murder or 
other serious attack the response has been to 
crack down further, ban brothels or to 
introduce managed zones, but why not 
introduce decriminalisation and why can't the 
anti-prostitution strategy be the abolition of 
benefit cuts and sanctions (applause)? 
 
One final point: once the police have been 
found to be institutionally racist in the way that 
they were after the Stephen Lawrence 
Inquiry,82 and whilst we have extreme 
examples of sexism, the police cannot have 
the power and discretion over criminalised, 
and therefore vulnerable women.  
 
Thank you (applause). 
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workplace, they cannot do that because there 
are no licenses available. 
 
It's also been reported that where clubs are 
losing their licenses and none are being 
reissued or clubs are being shut down, 
dancing is going underground. This is not 
news to most people because we know what 
happens when work is pushed underground. 
Where dancers are dancing now for example 
at private parties, there is less security and 
they can't report abuses in the same way.  
So the last thing I wanted to say was that the 
effect of this licensing has been to minimise 
dancers' power in relation to their workplaces 
and, on a positive note, dancers are starting 
to collectively organise (applause). 
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decriminalise sex work because until that 
happens I cannot ensure that the people I 
serve will have access to the type of support 
and services that anyone else in our society 
would take as a basic human right and that 
needs to change. Thank you (applause). 
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Sometimes those look like two contradictory 
things, but they're not. We've got to argue 
those two cases.  
 
I think in the Green Party we've got a very 
strong track record. I think we're starting to 
see a political shift, which is tremendously 
exciting. A few years back I was in this very 
room for an abortion rights meeting. Labour 
women there proudly told me it was Labour 
Party policy to remove lots of the unnecessary 
restrictions on abortion in Britain and to 
decriminalise abortion, but after a decade of 
Labour government they hadn't done it. So I 
think there's a real political opportunity here. 
Now is the time to not just defend what we've 
got, but seize a real change in the law to get 
to the right evidence-based law here in 
Britain.  
 
Thank you (applause). 
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Policy on Decriminalisation. 

 

 

Charlotte Cane coordinated efforts 
within the Liberal Democrats to 
consult on, and eventually pass a 
policy to decriminalise prostitution in 
1994. 
 

 
Back in the early 1990s I lived in Birmingham, 
and the Selly Oak Constituency Liberal 
Democrats were concerned about the red-
light district in Balsall Heath. We came at it 
from wanting to put an end to something that 
seemed exploitative so we were initially 
attracted to the idea that's going around at the 
moment of criminalising the people who buy 
sex. Without having looked at any of the 
evidence, it seemed the obvious answer. We 
talked with police and groups offering support 
to prostitutes, and began to realise that 
actually it was considerably more complex 
than we had realised. And, frankly, it was 
more complex than our constituency party had 
the resources to address so we went to our 
party conference with a motion asking them to 
set up a policy working group to look at the 
evidence and come up with a sensible 
evidence-based policy for the party.  
 
That was not an easy motion to get through 
and we got quite a lot of help, I have to say, 
from the English Collective of Prostitutes. We 
ran fringe meetings to make sure that we 
were educating our colleagues in the party 
about the issues around prostitution and 
everything we've heard today about the 
impact of criminalising around prostitution. A 
working group was set up and it aimed to talk 
to police, prostitutes, health workers, local 
residents and indeed anyone with a point of 
view, and I mean anyone. I remember a very 
uncomfortable meeting with someone we had 
to keep interrupting and asking to tone his 
language down because his views on  
prostitution would not have gone down well 
today. Some of the language he used was  
very hateful and aggressive, but we did listen 
to everybody's point of view. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It became clear that criminalising the 
purchaser actually just made everything 
worse. Indeed all the laws we currently have 
around prostitution, as we've heard the 
evidence today, are making things worse, 
both for the prostitutes and for the residents of 
the red-light districts. We looked at licensing, 
which is a route that some countries were 
going down at the time, and that also didn't 
appear to us to be working. So the working 
group recognised that decriminalisation was 
the best way to ensure prostitutes' safety and 
deal with the problems faced by residents of 
red-light districts.  
 
In 1994, the Liberal Democrats adopted a 
policy to decriminalise prostitution. That's 
remained our policy, but we've realised that 
over 20 years have passed since then and a 
lot has changed. So we have now set up 
another working group to review our policy 
and bring it into the 21st century. As I say, a 
lot has changed. We heard earlier this 
afternoon about the rise of internet in the sex 
market, and indeed the increase in 
criminalisation and in using the criminal law 
aggressively.  
 
Some things, I have to say, have changed for 
the better. When we last had the working 
group there was the shameful Section 28 of 
the Local Government Act. This made it 
extremely difficult for us to understand 
anything about gay sex workers because any 
organisation working with them that received 
any government funding couldn't talk about 
the work it did with them because it was 
potentially going to bring them up against the 
law. It had quite a lot of resonance with what 
our colleagues are saying from Sweden: 
something is wrong and therefore you can't do 
anything related to it, and so you can't 
understand it. Thank goodness that has been 
abolished, and of course we've heard from our 
colleagues in New Zealand that they 
decriminalised prostitution. That's a huge 
inspiration that we can succeed in the 
argument, and it will also give us a lot of 
evidence that we can draw on to put the 
arguments forward again.
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So we're going to review, we're going to look 
at the research, the evidence and talk with a 
range of people including obviously the ECP, 
other sex workers, clients, police, outreach 
projects, health support organisations, again 
to get a wide spectrum of views and 
experience. Some of us, and I'm not the only 
Lib Dem who has been here today, have 
certainly found it extremely useful and learnt a 
lot from around the world and academic 
research.  
 
So we are going to update our policy, but I 
can reassure you that decriminalisation will 
remain at its core. That's because we believe, 
like everyone has said today, that it will lead 
to better working conditions and sexual health 
practices among workers. Also, and in fact 
possibly even more importantly, it will help 
foster a positive culture where what we're 
talking about is whether there was informed 
and enthusiastic consent. So laws against 
rape and other sexual violence should be 
strongly enforced, absolutely strongly 
enforced, but the state has no role 
whatsoever in consensual sexual activity 
between adults (applause). 
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PAULINA NICOL 
English Collective of Prostitutes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Organising Against Police Raids and 

Arrests. 

 
My name is Paulina Nicol and I am from the 
English Collective of Prostitutes. In December 
2013, 250 police officers raided the Soho 
area. A mass of press were invited along and 
women were identified in the newspapers. 
They broke into the flats with dogs, 
handcuffed and arrested women. They forced 
immigrant women to go to a so-called place of 
safety even though they didn't want to go. 
 
There are two important points about the 
raids. First, the police said the raids were not 
about the prosecution of prostitutes but to 
close brothels where they had evidence of 
very serious crimes happening, including rape 
and human trafficking, but no victims were 
found. Second, when women said they were 
working independently and they decided 
which days they would work and they were 
not coerced, they were not believed and the 
flats were still closed on the grounds that 
coercion and exploitation was taking place. 
Sex workers take great offence at this. Does 
what we say not matter? The local community 
supported sex workers and the flats were 
reopened. 
 
There are many reasons why sex workers 
need decriminalisation and some of the most 
important are in our pledge which we would 
like you to take away, sign or get others to 
sign. First is safety. Sex workers don't come 
forward to report violence because police 
threaten to arrest them for prostitution. 
Mirabel couldn't be with us today but she 
would have talked about her personal story. 
Mirabel went to the police to report a gang 
who was trying to force her to work for them. 
She went to the police to report it and then the 
police said, "Are you telling us that you are a 
prostitute? Because in that case we will arrest 
you."  
 
The second reason is health. If sex workers 
are criminalised they are less able to get 
healthcare and might face discrimination. 
There is a woman in our group who went to a  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

health worker and when she said she was a  
sex worker she was asked how much she 
charged. 
  
Thirdly, decriminalisation would mean that sex 
workers were recognised as workers. One of 
the women in our group tried to speak to other 
women to agree collectively to raise the price, 
but under the current law she could be 
prosecuted for controlling.  
 
Fourthly, decriminalisation would free up 
police time. One of the women in our group 
was attacked twice in her flat. The first time 
the police didn't turn up at all, and the second 
time she was badly beaten. After four hours 
the police called to see if she still needed 
them. A year later 15 police officers raided her 
flat, gave her a deportation letter even though 
she had the right to be in the UK and they 
were rude and racist.  
 
Police waste lots of time chasing women on 
the street and charging them with loitering or 
soliciting, or giving them an Anti-Social 
Behaviour Order (ASBO). One woman was 
charged with loitering when she wasn't 
working and we had to go to court to prove 
her innocence. Some ASBOs are very 
draconian. One woman was banned for 26 
years from the Borough of Hackney even 
though she was living there. Again, we had to 
go to court and get the ASBO removed.  
 
Fifth is that decriminalisation would help make 
clear that sex workers are mostly mothers. 
You will hear shortly from Jenny about women 
working to support their children. 
 
Sixth is that decriminalisation would end 
criminal records. One of the women in our 
group was in a flat when it was raided. The 
police took her fingerprints on a mobile 
machine and found a conviction for brothel-
keeping from 39 years ago. She was treated 
worse as a result.  
 
Seventh, decriminalisation would end the 
stigma. Most girls in our group can't tell their 
families and can't go public. Sometimes 
people say that decriminalisation is only 
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JENNY PEARL 
English Collective of Prostitutes 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Working to Support Children. 

 
Hello. Many years ago, I thought I lived a 
lovely ordinary life. I worked, had a nice home 
and a nice husband. Then I had a disabled 
child and all that changed. My husband 
thought it was my fault. He decided to be 
aggressive and I ended up in a very violent 
relationship. I then ended up homeless 
because I wouldn't put my child into care and 
because I chose to marry the idiot. 
  
I didn't choose to have a disabled child, who I 
loved and still do, but it was hard to get 
benefits in those days for single parents with 
disabled children. My daughter has complex 
needs and needs somebody with her 24/7. 
Years ago the benefits that we were given did 
not support a good lifestyle. She needed to be 
warm, she needed a nice environment and I 
needed to pay bills. I couldn't get a so-called 
'normal job'. I needed something where I 
could earn money as and when I needed it. 
Whenever a bill came in I went and worked. I 
have to pay a nurse to be with her when I'm 
not there, so that's extra money.  
 
As far as pimps go, the government is one 
because when the police pick me up, they 
take me to court, then I have to pay the 
courts. Now everyone that's on the take or 
benefits from what I earn that's against the 
law. Who is going to take them to court for 
what they do to me?  
 
Things changed when my daughter got to 21. 
The benefits system changed. There was a 
thing called the Independent Living Fund with 
direct payments, which was absolutely 
brilliant. It gives my daughter and myself a 
chance to have a normal life. It gives me the 
choice to employ people to come and help her 
and do what I wanted to be done, without me 
going to work on the streets.  
 
I had the chance of normal work, but I couldn't 
accept those jobs because of the  
criminalisation I got through working on the 
streets. Social services offered me positions 
caring for other people because of the care  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

work that I do for my own child. They thought I 
was a perfect candidate for that and I had a 
spare room. They were quite happy to pay 
me, but I couldn't even tell them why I had to 
turn it down. I couldn't say, "Oh well, I can't do 
it because I've got a police record for 
prostitution" because I would have lost my 
daughter as she's a vulnerable adult. So the 
reason I went on the streets was to support 
her and give us a decent life, but I could have 
lost her if they had found out what I had been 
doing to support us both. Now the benefits 
system has all changed and I'm too old now to 
go back on the street corner so what our life 
holds, I don't know (applause). 
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Statements in 
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decriminalisation 
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