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Today is the International Day to End Violence Against Sex Workers. Despite policy makers’ 

recognition of gender-based violence as a human rights issue, sex workers in Europe still face 

high levels of violence and fall through the cracks of eroded victim support systems. More 

often than not policies and interventions that aim to prevent gender-based violence fail 

vulnerable communities, including sex workers. Sex workers in most European countries are 

also part of migrant, people of colour, Roma, or LGBTQ communities. Due to being trapped in 

anti-sex work and anti-immigration contexts where anti-trafficking policies are misused, 

migrant sex workers are particularly left behind. 

One of the reasons why the system fails sex workers who are victims of crime is the overuse 

of the criminal justice approach to govern sex work in Europe. Despite the vast body of 

research findings and recommendations of UN bodies (UNAIDS, UNFPA, WHO, and UNDP), 

and human rights organisations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch that 

shows that criminal laws in the context of sex work causes harm, the proponents of a carceral 

(criminal justice) approach receive an increasing audience.  The conflation of sex work with 

violence against women or trafficking in human beings thrives in Europe, while sex workers 

are being silenced and excluded from the debates. As a result, privileged and well-situated 

policymakers, some of them in the name of gender equality, are attempting to speak on behalf 

of sex workers and trying to ‘protect them from wrongdoing’ by promoting laws that repress 

sex workers and restrict the already limited options they have.  This ‘protectionist position’ 

does not challenge gender discrimination but instead reproduces it in the guise of ‘protecting 

women’. Consequently, laws are disproportionately enforced in the spaces occupied by sex 

workers – their homes, neighbourhoods, working establishments and others where sex 

workers are constantly profiled, surveilled and policed.  

Exclusion and silencing are forms of institutional violence. Sex workers are rarely invited to 

the table with policymakers, researchers or public services bodies.  

Achieving the ‘Union of Equality’- the commitment articulated by European Commission 

President Ursula von der Leyen, should not be an empty phrase. It means that discriminated 

 



and marginalised populations are meaningfully included and consulted, and their meaningful 

inclusion is regarded as an essential part of EU policy making. Recently published research 

commissioned by the European Parliament’s at the request of the FEMM (Women’s Rights) 

Committee on 'the differing EU Member States’ regulations on prostitution and their cross-

border implications on women’s rights' is meant to inform the EU policymaking. However, it 

actually reveals how far we are from achieving the ‘Union of Equality’. This research excluded 

and failed to consult sex workers, whose life and wellbeing was in question.  The research was 

denounced by more than 170 academics and researchers as 'inaccurate', 'biased' and 

'methodologically flawed'. If the results and recommendations of such research are promoted, 

it will have a devastating impact on the lives and wellbeing of sex workers. 

We, therefore, call on policy makers to enact policies addressing violence against sex 

workers that prioritise an intersectional approach. We need solutions that tackle the 

structural problems that sex workers face such as poverty, housing and labour insecurity, 

migration status, racism and transphobia. The world is still in a pandemic and until now, not a 

single government has come with specific policies to protect sex workers, as recommended 

by Para 117 of the European Parliament resolution of 21 January 2021 on the EU Strategy for 

Gender Equality (2019/2169(INI)). This inaction is also a form of institutional violence. 

We further call on the policy makers to invest in community interventions, harm 

reduction programmes, and inclusive crime prevention strategies based on community 

empowerment and that involve sex workers and populations facing intersectional 

discrimination. 

Finally, we join sex workers from all over the world calling today for the 

decriminalisation of sex work. As long as our work is criminalised, sex workers, in particular 

those most marginalised, will remain at higher risk of violence and human rights violations.  

Listen to sex workers. Include sex workers. Decriminalise sex work now. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/b72d7de7-1c17-11ec-b4fe-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/b72d7de7-1c17-11ec-b4fe-01aa75ed71a1
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0025_EN.html
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2019/2169(INI)

