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The ECP is a self-help organisation of sex workers, working both on the street and in premises, with a 
national network throughout the UK. Since 1975, we have campaigned for the decriminalisation of 
prostitution, for sex workers’ rights and safety, and for resources to enable people to get out of prostitution 
if they want to.  

 
BASIC FACTS 

 
Of the approximately 80,0001 sex workers in the UK — at least 88% are women.2 Prostitution has 
always been connected to women’s poverty – that’s why most clients are men and most sex workers are 

women.  
 
Prostitution is increasing because poverty is increasing. 89% of austerity cuts have targeted women.3 

Government policies of benefit sanctions and the introduction of universal credit4 have deliberately caused 
destitution and pushed more women, particularly mothers5 6, into prostitution to feed themselves and their 
families.7 A quarter of young homeless women have engaged in sex work to fund accommodation or in the 
hope of getting a bed for the night.8 We gave evidence to the Work and Pensions Inquiry into survival sex 

and to the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty who commented on “the harsh and arbitrary nature 
of some of the sanctions, as well as the devastating effects that resulted from being completely shut out of 
the benefits system for weeks or months at a time.”9   

 

 
1. What, if any, harms associated with buying and selling sex? Who is affected? How? 
 
Most activities associated with prostitution are criminalised, therefore it is impossible to separate harms 
associated with prostitution from the prostitution laws that govern it, isolate sex workers and deny rights 
and support that are available to others.  
 

Harms caused by the prostitution laws and criminalisation. 
 
Under the prostitution laws thousands of sex workers a year, the vast majority women, are arrested, raided, 
prosecuted and even imprisoned for working on the street10 or together with others in premises.  

 
In Redbridge, (one of the poorest areas of London), 639 women were given prostitute cautions for soliciting 
between 2013 and 2015.11 In Stoke-on-Trent (where four in 10 children are officially poor12) a police 
crackdown resulted in 270 sex workers getting a “prostitute caution” or being charged with loitering and 

soliciting.13 Police commented that women are offered help to “change their lifestyles”. This is offensive -- 
not being able to feed your children is not a “lifestyle”!  
 

Thousands of civil orders are inflicted on sex workers. These can be brought on the uncorroborated word of 
a single police officer and hearsay evidence and require a lower standard of proof. Yet a breach is a 
criminal offence that can carry a prison sentence.14  

 

http://prostitutescollective.net/2019/04/ecp-submission-to-work-and-pensions-committee-inquiry-into-survival-sex/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/EPoverty/UnitedKingdom/2018/NGOS/English_CollectiveofProstitutes.pdf


Fines force women back into prostitution to get the money to pay the fine. When women are imprisoned, 
the impact is far-reaching — the lives of children are devastated for a start.15 Prostitute cautions and 

convictions show up with a criminal record check which can bar access to other jobs, effectively 
institutionalising women in prostitution, preventing them from leaving. 

 
Harm caused by violence.  
 
Sex workers face high levels of violence.16 17 Trans and migrant women are particularly targeted and are 
less likely to report violence to the police due to discrimination. It is much safer to work indoors18 with others 

but this is illegal19 – a conviction for brothel-keeping carries a maximum sentence of seven years in prison. 
Working on the street is much less safe but safer when in close proximity to others, but this increases the 
chance of arrest for soliciting and targeting by vigilantes. 
 

Criminalisation exacerbates the harms sex workers suffer.20 Research shows that where arrests of sex 
workers and clients were high, less women report violence.21    
 

Police crackdowns prevent women from using even the most basic security measures to keep safe.22 When 
women do report violence they often face prosecution for prostitution related offences while little is done to 
catch their attackers.23 Violent men are effectively being given impunity to attack again; no wonder that 

violence is at epidemic proportions.  
 
Under Proceeds of Crime laws, police profit24 from raids and arrests, corrupting priorities.25 
 

Trafficking 
 
A campaign of misinformation26 and fabricated statistics has exaggerated the extent of trafficking and been 
used as a justification for police crackdowns which have targeted migrant sex workers for arrest and 

deportation.27 In fact research found that less than 6% of MIGRANT sex workers had been trafficked; many 
said they prefer working in the sex industry rather than the “unrewarding and sometimes exploitative 
conditions they meet in non-sexual jobs”.28  
 

We write here about how trafficking is enabled by poverty and women’s determination to escape it and by 
the hostile immigration environment that make it impossible for women to cross international borders 
unaided.  

 
Harm of police violence and abuse. 
 
Police wield enormous power over sex workers because of the threat of arrest and exposure. They are not 

the saviours the anti-prostitution lobby portrays them to be and they often abuse their powers.  Sex workers 
have been shown to be one group of “vulnerable” women targeted by police rapists and abusers. 29  Sex 
workers speak of daily humiliation, bullying and threats:  

 
“The police wait outside my house to catch me when I leave… they jeer at me, and make sexually explicit 
jokes. I’m strip-searched and they sometimes leave the door open so the male officers can see in.”30 

ECP woman given 26-year ASBO. 

 
Criminalisation causes harm to health 
 
Sex workers take good care of their health but research31 has found that police using possession of 
condoms as evidence of prostitution32 and criminalisation generally makes it harder for women to insist on 
condoms with clients and access health care.33  

 
Harm caused by discrimination. 

 
Discriminatory implementation of the laws 
Migrant and women of colour are disproportionately targeted under the prostitution laws. Our dossier34 
documents widespread police racism against immigrant and women of colour in our network.  

 

https://www.redpepper.org.uk/criminalising-sex-work-wont-help-trafficked-women/


One other example is that in 2012 when sex workers’ flats in Mayfair were raided; immigrant women’s flats 
were closed whilst other workers just got a warning. A complaint to the police documented how Romanian 

and Thai women suffered racist bullying and abuse and were threatened with deportation. 35  

 
Situation of mothers 

The majority of sex workers are mothers. This should be a central concern for law and policy makers. Our 
research36 compared sex work with other jobs traditionally done by women and found that mothers were 
disparaged and taken advantage of by employers37 38 – paid less39 with little consideration or 

acknowledgement for their caring responsibilities. Sex work provides flexibility and a higher wage. Yet 
without worker status sex working mums are denied benefits like child tax credits. Horrifyingly some 
mothers who turned to sex work to make ends meet have had their children removed from their care by the 

state.40 

 
2. How does buying and selling sex affect attitudes towards women more widely? 

 
Speculation about whether prostitution increases the objectification of women and the impact this may have 

cannot take priority over the actual and preventable harms caused by arrests, prosecutions and even 
imprisonment of women under the prostitution laws.  

 
Those that target prostitution as uniquely degrading seem oblivious to the degradation and humiliation of 

women having to skip meals, beg or submit to a violent partner to keep a roof over their heads. Are we only 
degraded when we have our top off?  

 
The claim that “prostitution is inherently violent because, by definition, it involves unwanted sex”41 is 
insulting and demeaning to sex workers. It denies that sex workers, like other people, can distinguish 
between the sex we consent to (for money or not) and that which violates our will and our bodies.  Like 

other workers, sex workers’ consent is conditional: if we don’t get paid, it’s forced labour/rape. 
 
Campaigns by an “unlikely alliance of feminist politicians and religious fundamentalists”42 to abolish 

prostitution have increased police powers and exacerbated discrimination and exploitation.43  

 
Harm caused to neighbourhoods by prostitution 

 
Some Labour women MPs have raised with us in good faith their concern that decriminalisation would lead 
to an increase in women working on the street and that this would exacerbate constituents’ concerns about 

nuisance and disturbance.  

 
Prostitution has increased as poverty among women has increased. Like with homelessness, this can’t be 

addressed without tackling the root causes. Criminalisation, including of clients, doesn’t help women to 
leave prostitution it just makes it more dangerous to work.44  

 
Sex workers are often also residents and constituents, and the harm caused to them by disparaging, 
discriminatory and disrespectful local campaigns, some of which have led to verbal and physical attacks, 

must be opposed.45  
 
We worked with a church group in Walsall in the 90s which successfully brought together sex workers and 
other local people to resolve problems. They started with the principle that sex workers must not be blamed 

for all the problems of run down inner city area deprived of resources by government and they opposed 
vested interests from property developers and other agents of gentrification which were fuelling local 
conflict. 

 
We don’t promote or glamorise prostitution and would like to see a world where all abusive, exploitative, 
degrading work was abolished, but the way to do that without harming women is to tackle poverty. To 

criminalise an industry without giving its workers viable financial alternatives is to exacerbate the dangers 
some politicians claim they want to prevent.  
 

“We have to wonder why, at this moment in time, when women are in the worst position we have been in 
for many a day, somebody would come and try to interfere with a few of us at least, and many of us 
probably, using another way of feeding ourselves and feeding our families.”46 



 
3. What local initiatives are you aware of that address these harms? Are they effective? 

Why? 
 
What we know best is the work we do: providing rights information, fighting for safety and against police 

abuse and criminalisation. What we know doesn’t work are crackdowns on sex workers, including those 
that claim to be targeting clients.  
 

One example is Ipswich which in the aftermath of the tragic murders of five young women in 2006, the 
authorities took two approaches. First, in response to widespread concern from the community, women got 
resources, especially whilst the murderer was still at large – housing, money (estimated at £7000 to 
£10,000 per woman) to pay off debt, childcare expenses, dental work, etc. But this was quickly replaced by 

a policy of zero tolerance of prostitution which claimed to banish sex workers from the city. Instead women 
told us that they moved to outlying industrial areas and were deprived of the protection and support they 
had previously received from NHS outreach workers.47  
 
4. What, if any, are the challenges for those facing harm in accessing services (for 

example, healthcare; support services; advice; exit services)? What needs to change? 
 
If the service is judgemental and/or not independent of the police and criminal justice system, then sex 
workers won’t use it.  

 
Many projects started with funding from the Home Office with the aim of to “reduce nuisance and 
disorder”.48 This lack of independence was demonstrated when many projects took funding to implement 

Engagement and Support Orders49 which required them to “breach” women if they did not comply – 
consequently destroy women’s trust in the services.  
 
Looking at the experience of France, promises of exiting resources under the Nordic model cannot be 

trusted -- in Paris only 57 women have been admitted to the programme and migrants are specifically 
excluded.50 

 
5. What relevance does the Public Sector Equality Duty have for the way that public 

authorities address prostitution in their area? 
 
Sex worker’s illegal status means women have little recourse, and are unlikely to be able to use this 
legislation against the police abuse, racism and other discrimination documented above.  

 
6. How does the law currently treat paying for sex? How could law and policy be improved 

to address harm?    
 
Criminalising clients does nothing to address the harm of prostitution and in practice forces women to work 
in isolation and greater danger. Kerb-crawling legislation undermines safety as women are forced to rush 
negotiations with men scared of being arrested.51  

 
The offence of “Paying for sexual services of a prostitute subjected to force52 is a strict liability offence, 
which was criticised at the time, including by Liberty and Women Against Rape53 -- a client can get 
convicted whether or not he knew the sex worker was forced and regardless of what efforts he made to find 

out.54 55 Our experience is that men of colour are disproportionately being arrested under this offence.  

 
7. How effective are different international approaches at addressing any harms associated 

with buying and selling sex? 
 
Decriminalisation – New Zealand 

 
Decriminalisation increases sex workers’ safety and well-being. After New Zealand decriminalised sex work 
in 2003: over 90% of sex workers said they had additional employment, legal, health and safety rights;56  

70% said they were more likely to report violence to the police;57 68% felt able to refuse clients (compared 
to 47% before58 – this is a key marker of exploitation.   
 



Criminalising clients undermines sex workers’ safety.  
 

Sweden criminalised clients in 1999. Sex workers face increased stigma, are more at risk of violence, and 
are less able to call on the protection of the police and the authorities. Despite claims that the law has led to 
a decline in prostitution, there is no actual evidence of this.59  
 

After Ireland’s sex purchase law was introduced, reported violent crime against sex workers rose by almost 
50%.60 In France, a two-year evaluation of the law found 42% of sex workers were more exposed to 
violence and 38% have found it increasingly hard to insist on condom use.61 In Norway, sex workers have 

faced evictions, prosecutions and increased stigma – with migrant workers particularly targeted.62 

 

 
DEMANDS 
 
Decriminalise sex work using the New Zealand Prostitution Reform Act (2003) as a model. Specifically we 
urge the Committee to back the 2016 Home Affairs Committee recommendation to decriminalise sex 
workers on the street and working together in premises.63  
 

Other necessary measures include (full demands here64.) 
 

• Repeal civil orders that are used to arrest, exclude and evict sex workers. 

• Expunge historical convictions for prostitution offences. 

• Instruct police, the Crown Prosecution Service and courts to prioritise safety by vigorously 
investigating and prosecuting violence. 

• Ensure free, accessible, independent, non-discriminatory health services. 

• Provide economic and other support for those who want to leave prostitution.. 

• Reverse austerity cuts including sanctions, Universal Credit, bedroom tax, etc.  

• Support for mothers and a care income.  

• Ensure that sex workers and sex workers’ organisations are centrally involved  in the process 
of changing the law. 

• Recognise and measure the contribution sex workers make to the survival of families, 
communities and the economy. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix: Testimonials from women in the ECP network in 
response to the Inquiry questions  
 

Jenny, Manchester 
 
I don't think there is any harm in buying or selling sex. The harm comes from the laws that they have. 
Having a record is a harm.  These people not giving you time to figure out the type of people approaching 

you when you are working on the street because of the risk of being arrested. It's the working girls that are 
putting themselves at risk purely to avoid any confrontation with the police, rushing into transactions when 
they can't make sure they're safe.  

 
People's view of the so-called prostitute is that selling sex is the lowest of the low - the dregs of society. We 
haven't got brains or families or feelings. We should just be pushed to the side. It affects every part of your 

life -- you can lose you housing, children, be imprisoned. 

 
You report a crime when you are a known prostitute and it's "did that really happen or is it more that the 
customer didn't pay you?" Their attitude and other people's attitude about what you're doing impacts 
everything. 

 
There's major difficulties for women who want to exit prostitution. If they've got convictions that goes 
against them in anything they're doing. The services don't address any of it. They can come up with ideas 

and courses for you to go on, but they cannot take away the charges for the work you've been doing. You 

http://lastradainternational.org/lsidocs/3049-Levy%20Sweden.pdf
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/feminism/2018/03/does-nordic-model-work-what-happened-when-ireland-criminalised-buying-sex
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/feminism/2018/03/does-nordic-model-work-what-happened-when-ireland-criminalised-buying-sex
http://www.sexworkeurope.org/sites/default/files/userfiles/files/EN_synthesis_SW_final_2.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur36/4034/2016/en/
http://prostitutescollective.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Online-Symposium-Report.pdf


can't get jobs or housing. It doesn't matter what qualifications you've got, there are jobs that are definitely 
not available to you because of what you've done. These services can put you in some kind of a half-way 

house but it’s total discrimination. You can’t get housing without proof of earnings or benefits, but you can’t 
get benefits without an address. It’s a vicious circle. So you're held back and forced to stay in prostitution 
because of these restrictions.    

 

Graziela – migrant sex worker from Romania, London 
 
I left Romania to escape domestic violence and to save my life. Of course people leave their home country 
for all kinds of reasons. For some of us we face destitution or starvation or war. For others we want a better 
life. We come to get an education or health care. Or we come to escape the discrimination and abuse we 

face as rape victims or as a single mother. Every reason is valid.  

 
How we travel is influenced by how much power we have. So if we are fleeing starvation we have to go with 
anyone that will help us. But what is sure is that if we don’t have papers, if we don’t have language, if we 
can’t rely on the police to protect us or even worse they are the ones that abuse us, if we face racism when 

we get there . . . then we are more likely to be forced into the hands of the traffickers or smugglers. If we 
can travel independently then we have more power to refuse and escape that violence and abuse.  

 
Criminalisation makes it impossible for sex workers to fight back against these injustices. The harms we 
face caused by criminalisation include: 

 
• Silencing of our voices by labelling us as victims of trafficking instead of workers with agency.  

• This labelling enables raids (so-called welfare visits), arrests, and prosecutions.  

• When we are picked up in police raids, our passports and IDs have been confiscated and we are 
told we can only have them back if we produce a one-way ticket back home. 

• When we apply for asylum, sex workers have been disbelieved, rejected claims, and deportation.  

• Brexit further degrades our rights by making it more difficult for us to work and live in the UK. 

 
What we have done as migrants in the English Collective of Prostitutes is campaign against racism from 
the police and the authorities. This is crucial as discrimination and attacks increase in the wake of the Brexit 
decision. Many migrant sex workers are mothers supporting families or even the whole community back 

home. So we also press for benefits and other resources.  

 
We also campaign against trafficking being used as an excuse to raid, arrest and deport migrant sex 
workers.  In 2012 and 2013 there were mass raids against sex workers in London, but no victims of 
trafficking were found.  I’ve been in a flat when the police have done a ‘welfare visits’ and it is exactly like a 
raid. The police search the flat and inspect our papers, while pretending they are concerned about our 

welfare. The evidence they find is then used to prosecute or deport sex workers.  

 
Street based sex workers have been experiencing the police regularly come round with REMOVAL 
NOTICES claiming that sex workers are not exercising their “treaty rights” – that is aren’t earning money or 
they can’t prove how they are supporting themselves. This is outrageous considering how many families 

are being supported by sex workers.  

 
We want decriminalisation so that we are not arrested for prostitution and cannot be deported for working in 

the sex industry.  
 

Louise, Doncaster 
 
I live and work in an area which has many problems. The community has been run down and neglected by 
the council. A lot of people have had their money cut by benefit sanctions. The council channels money 

away from our area into more salubrious zones.  

 
I’d like to speak out about this locally, but I’m scared. The police don't protect us. If you’re working in an 
area where the police demand freebies you’re not going to speak out easily. And I think the police are too 
close to the people who control some of the prostitution here who are directly profiting from the prostitution 
and drug trade.  



 
The biggest problem I face is the laws. If we didn’t have to worry about the laws we could deal with the 
police and the pimps.  

 
Some women have been dragged under the control of pimps. But criminalising everyone doesn’t help that. 
We are migrant women and non-migrant women working together here. We try to stick together. When I 
was being harassed in my home I went to the specialised police unit – the one that says it deals with sex 

workers – and they did nothing. I see that the girls from Romania get it even worse.  

 
What difference would decriminalisation make to us? We are boxed in by poverty. The woman who lives 
next door to me is working a straight job and so is her husband and after they paid their rent they had just 
over £100 to last them four weeks. They were so skint the daughter didn’t have the money for the petrol to 
take her to the hospital.  

 
Criminalising clients is a terrible idea. It is offensive to suggest that when hundreds and thousands of 

people around the country are living on the edge and women are expected to fill the gaps and make up 
when there is nothing.  

 
I tried to apply for universal credit. What monster thought of a benefits system that leaves people without 
money for weeks? How long does it take for your life to unravel – a lot less time than five weeks. You get 
behind on your rent, you get behind on your heating, you start cutting down on food, you can’t afford petrol 

if you’re lucky or unlucky enough to have a car. You start borrowing first of all from family and then from the 
gangster types that start prowling around. None of this seems to matter to some so-called feminists when 
they propose to take away our only source of income by criminalising clients.  

 

Susie - EU migrant, Middlesbrough 
 
Within the next week if my situation doesn’t change I am going to have to go back on the streets. So all I’m 
thinking about at the moment is that prostitution is the only way for me to get out of this really harmful 

situation I’m in.  

 
I worked for years, from 2012, in Birmingham on the streets. It was very hard and harsh. I was attacked 
three times and nearly every other woman that I knew was also attacked. The police did little or nothing. 
The only time we saw them was when they were doing an action against clients.  

 
It was a familiar story. There would be some horrible story in the local paper about the nuisance of 
prostitution and the police would come into the area saying they were arresting clients. They did sometimes 

comment that they were trying to help us exit prostitution but that came to nothing. No one paid attention to 
what we actually need to get out.  

 
The police were very heavy, rude, often racist against girls like me. They told us to go home. They told one 
of the girls that they would send her home without her child. I’m from Portugal. I came to the UK because 
there is no money in Portugal. My son is back home with my mum and nearly all the money I made went 

back to support them. It’s a big responsibility. People can’t manage without the money we send. I ended up 
supporting other family members too. When people have got nothing in the fridge to eat you can’t turn them 
down. 

 
In the last six months my life has gone down the drain. I had got out of prostitution. I got help to apply for 
benefits and was just about managing. Then I was moved over to universal credit. I got less money but I 
still was managing. Then I got a letter in the post saying that I was no longer entitled to universal credit 

because I was an EU citizen and I had to apply for settled status. It’s been one crisis after another since. I 
tried to apply for settled status myself and it was so complicated I just got refused. I got a woman from the 
CAB to help me and she took a record of all my documents sent them off to the authorities who said they 

never received them. I was back and forth with them for two weeks.  

 
Meanwhile I have no money to live on. I went to the universal credit but they said they couldn’t do anything 
until my application for status was agreed. I was really stuck. I run out of money completely my electricity 
and gas got cut off my landlord started threatening to evict me because I can’t pay my rent. And it’s been 3 
1/2 months now. It’s a disaster I wake up every morning wondering how I’m going to get through the day. 



Everywhere I go I’m begging for food or a little money just to stay alive. No one can live like this. So of 
course I’m starting selling sex again. Where I live now sometimes you only get a fiver. Girls are so 

desperate they’re taking it out on each other. This is what we have been reduced to. Fighting our friends for 
a fiver. I am ashamed but what else can we do? 
 
So I think my message is – don’t talk to me about the harms of prostitution when under the circumstances 

prostitution is the only way for me to get any dignity and to survive. 

 

Jane, mother of a child with disabilities 
 
I am a mother with three children. I was married to my husband for over 10 years. He was violent to me 

over this time. In 2017 I told him to go. But I was left with three children on my own. One of them is autistic. 
Few people understand how much work and how difficult it is to raise a child with disabilities. I love my son 
but the work of caring for him is 24 seven, relentless, exhausting, physically and mentally. I get no support 

for the work that I do.  

 
After my husband left I was living on benefits. I couldn’t get to the end of the week on the money I got. I 
started stripping in a local club, doing webcam work and occasionally doing out calls with an agency and 
parties. It’s a terrible dilemma. If I work I have to pay for childcare. Because my son is autistic childcare is 
expensive. If I let my ex take the children when I work I don’t have to pay but he is abusive and calls me a 

whore. He says I’m worthless but I can’t cut myself off from him because of the kids.  
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