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Who we are 

The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women Australia (CATWA) was formed in Melbourne in 1994 and 

is the Australian branch of CATW International. CATWA is a Non-Governmental Organisation that has 

Category II consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council. CATWA works 

locally and internationally to end all forms of sexual exploitation of women, especially in relation to 

issues of prostitution and trafficking in women.  

 

CATWA advocates for the Nordic/Equality Model, which is being increasingly adopted as progressive 

policy all over the world, including: Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Northern Ireland, Ireland, Canada, 

France and Israel. The Nordic/Equality model functions by decriminalising prostituted persons but 

prohibiting pimping, brothel owning and the purchase of sex. It directly addresses demand for 

prostitution and trafficking by criminalising sex buying and third party profiteering, while 

simultaneously offering robust social support services to victims/survivors of prostitution and 

trafficking (for further information, see Tyler et al. 2017).  

 

About this submission 

CATWA has been operational in Australia for over 27 years. We have expert knowledge on Australia’s 

different models of prostitution legislation that have been implemented in states and territories and 

have been able to track their effects over many years. It is abundantly clear that both legalisation (VIC, 

ACT, QLD) and decriminalisation (NSW, NT) have failed to meet many of their aims. Australia’s sex 

industry is plagued with charges of sex and drug trafficking, child exploitation, violence, money 

laundering and organised crime (McKenzie et al. 2019; McPhee 2019; Rep 2018; Thompson 2018). 

This is why we opposed the government’s decision to implement full decriminalisation in our 

submission to the Victorian Review into Decriminalisation of Sex Work in July 2020.  

 

We would like to express our disappointment that the government has chosen to ignore the concerns 

of survivors of prostitution and anti-trafficking organisations that oppose the full decriminalisation of 

the sex industry. We would also like to again express our concerns relating to the decriminalisation 

review which we believe has not been subject to proper parliamentary process, lacks transparency, has 

excluded survivors of prostitution from participating in consultation sessions and has failed to 

meaningfully consult the public both during the review process and during the current prohibitively 

short two week consultation period.  

 

Further, we express again our concerns over the appointment of MP Fiona Patten to carry out the 

review into the decriminalisation of sex work because of her links to organisations that have a vested 

interest in the deregulation of the sex industry. We see this as a clear conflict of interest and the 

resulting recommendations set out in the Discussion Paper confirm our concerns that blanket 

deregulation for the interests of sex industry business have been prioritised over concerns for 

women’s health and wellbeing.  

 

Finally, we would like to bring the government's attention to a global letter and petition against 

Victoria’s decision to implement full decriminalisation of the sex industry signed by American feminist 

Gloria Steinem and over 200 survivors of sex trafficking, prostitution, and pornography; as well as 

women’s and human rights advocates, and frontline service providers, from around the world. The 

petition calls on the government to abandon the failed approach of decriminalisation and consider the 

progressive Nordic/Equality model being adopted all over the world.  

 

This submission will address the five consultation questions outlined on engage.vic.gov.au.  

  

https://www.catwa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/CATWA_Submission_Vic-Decrim-Review.pdf
https://catwinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Global-Letter-to-PM-Andrews-Condemning-Decriminalization-Bill-ENGLISH.pdf


How can the Victorian Government better work with and support the sex work industry to 

achieve better outcomes for sex workers and the industry? 
Sex work is not the same as other types of work, indeed, no other industry in Australia requires 

workers to perform sexual intercourse as part of their job. The Victorian Government should consider 

the unique and particular needs of those in the sex industry. For instance, the sex industry is gendered, 

the vast majority of people in prostitution are women and those who buy sex are mostly men. 

‘Workers’ are often discussed in the abstract, however, this group consists of mostly women and we 

urge the government to acknowledge this fact. Further, the vast majority of women enter the sex 

industry out of dire financial need, many are experiencing homelessness, drug and alcohol addiction, 

and are supporting dependents, which all act as barriers to exiting the sex industry. Studies show that 

the majority of those in prostitution would leave if they could (Moran and Farley 2019). In order to 

support all women in the sex industry, not only the tiny minority who may have choice over when and 

how they work, the government should, at a minimum, implement exit strategies and increase social 

support services to women on low incomes so that they do not have to resort to the sex industry for 

survival.  

 

Women in prostitution experience extreme forms of violence and suffer immediate and long-term 

negative effects on their health and wellbeing as a result. Prostitution causes grave physical and 

psychological harm to women involved who experience repeated sexual and physical violence (Farley 

et al. 2003). Alarmingly, research on male buyers of prostitution in Australia’s legalised and 

decriminalised settings shows that men actively seek to violate and enact violence on women in 

prostitution (Jovanovski and Tyler 2018). It is not clear how the proposed model of decriminalisation 

aims to address male violence against women in the sex industry.  

 

The discussion paper positions stigma as the leading cause of harms to women in the sex industry. And 

proposes that decriminalisation, normalisation and the treatment of prostitution as a job like any other 

is the solution to reducing stigma and in turn making the industry safer. However, this has not 

happened for women in the sex industry anywhere in the world (Moran and Farley 2019). Moreover, as 

Moran and Farley (2019) point out, while addressing the very real prejudices against women in the 

industry is important, a focus on stigma exclusively distracts from the myriad other harms women 

experience. These include sexual harassment, physical and sexual abuse, and coercion and 

manipulation by sex buyers, brothel managers and others. The sex industry is a symptom of broader 

gender inequality; women face the brunt of violence and exploitation in the industry by the hands of 

men, yet women are the ones who are stigmatised. The way to address stigma is therefore to address 

the demand for prostitution. Addressing demand in this way works in concert with broader gender 

equality goals, and questions men’s right to use women in prostitution. Promoting an industry founded 

on sexual objectification is at odds with Victoria’s broader gender equality agenda.  

 

Trafficking of women and girls for the purpose of sexual exploitation is a distinct feature of the sex 

industry. Indeed, the majority of human trafficking cases in Australia have been of women from 

Southeast Asia trafficked into the sex industry, including into legal and decriminalised sex industries 

(Schloenhardt & Bowcock 2015). This is perhaps not surprising as research shows that trafficking 

increases in jurisdictions that legally approve of the sex industry (Cho et al. 2013). Further, women 

from Asian nations are vastly overrepresented in the sex industry and studies repeatedly show this 

population lack English language skills, education and knowledge of their rights and how to access 

services, making this group particularly vulnerable to violence and exploitation (Davidson et al. 2019; 

Renshaw et al. 2015). Women who have been trafficked into prostitution face additional forms of 

violence and exploitation. It is deeply concerning that there are no measures contained in the 

proposed model of decriminalisation that aim to address human trafficking. We urge the government 



to take human trafficking in the sex industry seriously, the government should allocate funding to anti-

trafficking efforts, and ensure authorities and front line workers are adequately trained to identify 

signs of human trafficking.  

 

What can the Victorian Government do to promote understanding of the changes involved 

in the decriminalisation of sex work? 

To promote understanding of the current changes made to the sex industry, it is important to increase 

public knowledge about policy options, and explain why the current model was chosen when each 

jurisdiction approaches the industry differently. Increasing public knowledge about policy options, 

includes providing information about the Nordic/Equality model, which focuses on alleviating criminal 

ramifications for prostituted persons; instead criminalising buyers to reduce demand. Importantly, 

make clear the decision making process involved in implementing the decriminalisation of the sex 

industry.  Outline why the decriminalisation model was chosen above other models, such as the 

Nordic/Equality model; detailing advantages/disadvantages. To ensure transparency of current 

decision-making procedures, which has been significantly lacking, provide a public copy of the review 

process in a manner that protects the privacy of those who provided sensitive information.  

In line with the $10.6 million action plan set out by the federal government to assist combating 

modern slavery, which includes forced labour (e.g., coercion into prostitution) (Harris 2020), it is 

paramount that the Victorian government make transparent how they will identify and safeguard 

those that have been trafficked/coerced under the decriminalisation model. Trafficking and coercion 

into the sex industry not only poses threats to vulnerable women, but children as well. In fact The Age 

reported that a child was found working in a Melbourne brothel last year (Sakkal 2020). The Victorian 

government will need to explain how decriminalisation will combat organised crime, and inform the 

public of how the government will provide support for those who have been trafficked/coerced, and 

for those who wish to leave the industry; outlining exit services. A particular focus on supporting low 

socioeconomic, ethnic minority women, and trafficked women and children, is needed.  

Within the decriminalisation approach efforts are made to reduce the stigma surrounding prostituted 

persons. The public needs to be informed about how other models, like the Nordic/Equality model, 

also assists to reduce stigma bestowed on prostituted women. It is imperative to increase public 

awareness of buyer activity and behaviour, in an effort to shift attention away from prostituted women; 

a cultural shift supported by the Nordic/Equality model. Ensure the public understands the 

demographics of the sex industry - a marketplace largely driven by male demand for sexual services. 

By drawing attention to the buyer, prostituted women are simultaneously alleviated of blame and 

ridicule.    

To enable the appropriate regulation, changes will need to be made to planning controls 

as set out in this discussion paper. This could include changes to where sex work 

businesses can operate. What are your views on these changes? 

The government’s proposed changes to planning controls highlight the framework’s ‘clear focus on 

harm reduction for sex workers’. This is a highly flawed justification, with the changes applied to (i) 

separation distances, (ii) commercial sex work businesses, and (iii) home-based businesses all putting 

women, and the broader community, at higher risk of violence and harm. 

 

First, in stark contrast to the intended aims of reducing discrimination, social stigma and barriers to 

safe working locations, permitting sex work in closer proximity to residential areas has not been found 

eliminate the risk or stigma women suffer. In fact, international pilot schemes of decriminalised areas 

for ‘sex work’ that are zoned close to residential neighbourhoods have proven to be unsafe for 



prostituted women (NMN 2019). As evidenced with the murder of Daria Pionko, attempted murder of 

three other women and numerous instances of male violence against women in the decriminalised 

‘managed approach’ of the Holbeck area in Leeds, UK. Further, such areas have failed to reduce social 

stigma or discrimination for sex workers; instead normalising sex buying, with kerb crawling and 

pimping becoming rampant during the day and the night. The constant presence of sex buyers and 

pimps is not only a threat to the safety of prostituted women, but to all women, as well as children, and 

the broader community. 

 

Second, and equally problematic, is the proposed change to commercial sex work businesses that ‘Sex 

work businesses are not to be discriminated against in planning permit applications’. This raises 

serious concern on the likelihood of ‘mega brothels’, as have become widespread and normalised in 

other countries that have implemented relaxed laws, planning and licencing (Dui, 2015). Germany and 

the Netherlands have seen such an approach exponentially increase the size and the number of 

brothels across numerous cities, which in turn has driven levels of human trafficking as well as 

organised crime syndicates. 

 

Finally, in regard to home-based businesses, the proposition that sex industry businesses will face 

fewer controls to operate a home-based business poses serious and grave harms to women. The 

murder of Sydney sex worker is a telling example that home-based sex work is not a safer option for 

prostituted women, who are subjected to violence from sex buyers (ABC News, 2019). Further, home-

based businesses are additionally alarming in their potential to facilitate higher rates of violence, 

control and isolation by traffickers, pimps and abusive partners. With prostitution a known form of 

abuse in situations of intimate partner and family violence (NNEDV, 2016), to allow home-based 

brothels in such an unregulated form runs in direct conflict with the Victorian Government’s agenda to 

combat family violence. Out-with instances of partner violence, ‘residential brothels’ often require 

women to live and sleep at the brothel 24/7, with limited ability to leave the residence (National 

Human Trafficking Hotline, n.d.). Conditions that often include heightened supervision, control and 

isolation, also means women in residential brothels are easily trafficked to different locations.  

See our concerns on signage below, as per planned amendments to ‘antiquated controls on advertising 

by sex work service providers’.  

 

To enable the decriminalisation of sex work, changes will need to be made to laws and 

regulations governing offences and criminal penalties, public health, anti-discrimination 

protections, and advertising and liquor licencing. What are your views on these changes?  

The proposed legislation will repeal the Sex Work Act 1994 and ‘regulate the sex work industry 

through existing regulatory agencies’. This is a fundamentally flawed approach as any regulation of the 

industry will be spread across numerous regulatory bodies. One of the most problematic changes is the 

proposal to ‘dismantle the sex work licensing and registration system established by the Sex Work Act 

1994’. This will remove all current checks and balances as to who can own and operate a brothel. 

Experience from elsewhere shows that criminal groups quickly enter the industry.  

 

The removal of public health offences is another area of concern, specifically the issue that there will 

not ‘be criminal repercussions for failing to practice safer sex’. This will lead to increased risks for 

women. They will no longer have the weight of the law on their side when demanding that a client use 

a condom. They will be at an increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases. If the woman demands 

use of a condom, she will be more liable to be verbally abused by men who do not want to comply and 

face an increased risk of sexually transmitted disease. While the discussion paper acknowledges that 



sex workers have a lower rate of STD’s than the general population, this is most probably a direct 

result of the regulations in the current legislation. 

 

The removal of ‘antiquated controls on advertising by sex work service providers’ is another area of 

serious concern to us. It is not clear how the current regulations reinforce stigma or put workers at 

increased risk of harm. Current regulations only allow for head and shoulders images when advertising 

sex work businesses etc. If this is removed, there will be freedom to show full bodies, scantily clad in 

suggestive and pornographic poses. There could also be a great increase in advertising for the industry 

in order to lure more vulnerable, poor women into it. More advertising will fuel the demand which is in 

clear breach of Article 6 of CEDAW which seeks to reduce the demand for prostitution. 

 

The change which will ‘allow brothels to apply for a liquor licence’ is most concerning. The prohibition 

of alcohol in brothels is one of the few strong points of the current legislation. It has helped to decrease 

violence, aggression and abuse towards the women in the brothels. The removal of this control will 

have devastating effects as workers will have the added burden of negotiating situations with 

intoxicated men. 

 

What other factors do you think are important for the Victorian Government to consider 

in ensuring the successful implementation of sex work decriminalisation in Victoria?  

A 2021 meta-review of factors aiding or impeding exit from prostitution found social capital to be 

crucially involved in women's ability to re-enter mainstream society. The Victorian Government has 

not proposed any assistance package to preface deregulation of the state's sex industry, even though 

people in the industry express a desire to leave prostitution, and even more so since the pandemic. As 

part of a staged process to deregulate the state's sex industry, the Victorian Government should first 

conduct a needs-assessment of everyone currently in Victoria's sex industry, to ascertain their 

intention to continue in the industry after deregulation, and to assess their exit needs if they would like 

to leave the industry before deregulation.  

 

At present, the Victorian Government appears to be moving towards industry deregulation on the basis 

of zero consultation with its ‘workers’, and the absence of any service or facility planning for 

employment transition. This is an extraordinary situation when the Victoria Government itself 

acknowledges the vulnerability and disadvantage of people in prostitution. Research into Victorian sex 

industry ‘workers’ and their needs, and creation of social programs for their employment transitions is 

a minimum first step in the deregulation process, and should be supported by research into the 

experience of prostitution in Victoria, levels of industry violence, and extent to which organised crime 

and syndicate groups currently operate venues.  

 

The stated aims of decriminalisation are drastic and have not been properly thought through. Changes 

are for the purpose of treating sex work as a business like any other, but no other business requires 

sexual contact. This is a highly distinct and gendered industry with a history of particular and extreme 

harms including human trafficking, sexual and labour exploitation and the involvement of organised 

crime – none of which have been properly considered. CATWA calls on the Victorian Government to 

scrap these recommendations and start a new inquiry into the sex industry led by an independent 

committee, subject to usual Parliamentary process.  
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