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About the contributor 
The International Committee on the Rights of Sex Workers in Europe (ICRSE) is a sex worker-led 
network representing more than 100 organisations led by or working with sex workers in 31 countries 
in Europe and Central Asia, as well as 200 individuals including sex workers, academics, trade unionists, 
human rights advocates, and women’s rights and LGBT rights activists. ICRSE opposes the 
criminalisation of sex work and calls for the removal of all punitive laws and regulations regarding and 
related to sex work as a necessary step to ensure that governments uphold the human rights of sex 
workers.  
www.sexworkeurope.org      Contact: info@sexworkeurope.org 
 
ICRSE understands and conceptualize trafficking in human beings as a broader migration, labour and 
social justice issue and advocates for addressing root causes of human trafficking as a priority. ICRSE 
opposes punitive anti-trafficking policy framework that addresses sex workers’ workplace and their 
clients rather than traffickers. Sex workers fight exploitation and human trafficking in the sex industry, 
whilst have to deal with the harm of intended and unintended effects caused by misused anti- 
trafficking and prostitution policies.  ICRSE calls for sex workers inclusive anti trafficking policies and 
for inclusion of the fifth ‘P’ ‘policies that do not harm and do not exacerbate vulnerabilities’, that will 
complement prosecution, protection, prevention and partnership. 

ICRSE opposes the neo-abolitionist definition of prostitution/sex work as inherently violent and 

synonymous with sexual exploitation. This approach obscures the complex realities of sex workers’ 

lives and work arrangements, and in consequence fails to address the diversity of exploitative working 

practices that do occur in the sex industry1. Since sex work is not recognized as legitimate work in most 

European countries, majority of (migrant) sex workers are pushed outside the formal labour market 

and forced to perform their labour in the grey or underground economy2. Similarly, in European 

countries with regulatory regimes non-EU sex workers are restricted from the regulated legal system 

and thus must work clandestinely. The other contributing factor is usually their undocumented status 

and fear from immigration authorities.  

ICRSE Headquarters, Van Diemenstraat 194, 1013 CP Amsterdam,Netherlands 

http://www.sexworkeurope.org info@sexworkeurope.org 

 

                                                           
1 ICRSE: Exploitation- Unfair labour arrangements and precarious working conditions in the sex industry. 

Comminity report, 2016 
2 Dziuban, A., Stevenson, L. Reflecting on labour exploitation in the sex industry 
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In Norway deportations constitute significant risk for undocumented sex workers as a result of 

engaging with police3. In Finland, in case of regulated stay, non-EU nationals can be removed from, 

and denied re-entry into the country if they are suspected of selling sexual services4. These factors 

significantly contribute to vulnerabilities of migrant sex workers who are prone to either labour-related 

offences (wage manipulation, wage deductions, excessive working hours), criminal offences 

(withholding of the passports/documents, rape, violence, robbery) or in extreme cases forced labour 

and human trafficking. Not-recognized (or restricted to EU citizens) sex-industry and the immigration 

status, prevents many of those working clandestinely to approach authorities and seek justice unless 

they fall victim of the worst form of exploitation or trafficking. According to some of sex workers in 

Norway, the only instance they would only be willing to engage with police would be the extreme 

circumstances where there was an immediate threat to their life5. 

Anti-trafficking policies and practices are perceived very negatively by (migrant) sex-workers. 
Measures and services established around anti-trafficking policies very often do not serve the needs 
of (undocumented) migrant sex workers that are at risk of exploitation that can later result in forced-
labour practices and trafficking. The positive obligation of states to identify victims of trafficking is still 
entirely within the competence of law enforcement agencies in many European countries and depends 
in practice on the presumed victim’s readiness to co-operate in the investigation. Victims’ 
identification is further associated with risks of detention or deportation if the identification fails or 
the crime is re-qualified to ‘easier to prosecute offences’. This limits the number of formally identified 
persons as trafficked and may discourage the self-identified victims to report the crime as they face 
significant risk of deportation. The strategic deportation of many migrant women who sale sex without 
appropriate assessment, also leads to failures in the detection and identification of victims and leaves 
individuals at risk of re-trafficking6. Although there are measures set up by the European conventions7 
to protects rights of victims of trafficking and at the EU the Victims’ Rights Directive aimed to improve 
significantly the rights of all victims of crime (not only victims of trafficking), the implementation of 
those Directives in practice still serves rather the criminal justice needs than striving for victims’ rights. 
According to the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA)”…a victim in an irregular 
situation of residence, when seeking access to justice, faces requirements and restrictions to which 
other victims are not subjected. Such a differentiation runs counter the non-discrimination principle 
of Article 1 of the Victim’s directive”8 
 
Sex workers are subjects to a high level of policing, surveillance and immigration controls, despite the 
claims that individual sex workers are not criminalized or penalized under the “Swedish model”9.    
 
Effect of criminalization of purchase of sex services in France and the impact on trust to police: 
 

In France, following the introduction of the criminalisation of clients (“Swedish model”) in 2016, sex 
workers remained indirectly penalised by municipal by-laws and regular arbitrary identity checks. 
According to a study on the impact of the law10, sex workers do not see police as a source of 

                                                           
3https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/05/amnesty-international-publishes-policy-and-research-on-

protection-of-sex-workers-rights/  
4 https://www.nswp.org/sites/nswp.org/files/briefing_paper_migrant_sex_workers_nswp_-_2017.pdf 
5 Amnesty International, 2016, “The Human Cost of Crushing the Market,” 
6 ibid 
7 2005 Council of Europe Convention on Action against trafficking in human beings, 2011/36/EU Directive 
8 FRA (2015) Severe labour exploitation: workers moving within or into the European Union ,p.78 
9 Amnesty International, 2016, “The Human Cost of Crushing the Market,” 
10 Le Bail, H. and Giametta, C. (2018). A Study on the Impact of the Law from 13 April 2016 Against 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/05/amnesty-international-publishes-policy-and-research-on-protection-of-sex-workers-rights/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/05/amnesty-international-publishes-policy-and-research-on-protection-of-sex-workers-rights/
https://www.nswp.org/sites/nswp.org/files/briefing_paper_migrant_sex_workers_nswp_-_2017.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur36/4034/2016/en/
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/severe-labour-exploitation-workers-moving-within-or-european-union
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur36/4034/2016/en/
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protection. Sex workers frequently report about episodes of intimidation by the police including being 
pressured to report clients and, if undocumented, threatened with deportation if they do not comply. 

 
A recent systematic review and meta-analysis (including 40 quantitative and 47 qualitative studies 
across 33 countries) concluded 11 failure of police to act on sex workers’ reports of violence against 
them, frequently blaming and criminalising them when such reports were made, created environments 
of impunity where violence, theft and extortion continued, and increased sex workers’ reluctance to 
report violence or other crimes. 
 
The comparative research carried out within the framework of the DemandAT12 study, as well as the 
research of others, suggests that those who sell or purchase sexual services in Sweden express greater 
distrust of the police, social service agencies and NGOs, than in Germany and New Zealand. The 
research found that since the legal changes in Germany and New Zealand toward a more integrative 
policy, sex workers and clients seem to show greater trust in the authorities. Under a repressive policy, 
as is the case of Sweden, it is more difficult for actors in the sex work sector, agencies and authorities 
to cooperate than in the restrictive (Germany) or integrative (New Zealand) approaches13. As 
mentioned, this lack of cooperation can have implications for preventing and reporting crime. 
 
CEDAW Committee in their General recommendation on women's access to justice14 sees the essential 
component (among others) of access to justice in accessibility of justice system.  “Accessibility requires 
that all justice systems, both formal and quasi-judicial systems, are secure, affordable and physically 
accessible to women, and are adapted and appropriate to the needs of women including those who 
face intersectional or compounded forms of discrimination.“15  Further, the CEDAW Committee has 
expressed concern that “[w]omen are … disproportionately criminalized due to their situation or status, 
for instance women in prostitution”16. 
 
There has been increasing evidence in Europe indicating that anti-prostitution and anti-immigration 
policies often implemented in the name of fight against trafficking in human beings prevent migrant 
sex workers from accessing justice. Even reporting a crime seems to be a considerable challenge for 
most (undocumented) migrant sex workers. Introduction of firewall between immigration authorities 
and access to other services including access to justice and implementation of safe reporting 
mechanism for all undocumented migrants would be a significant step forward in all legal systems. 
However in the legal systems that criminalize some aspect of sex work (including the Swedish model) 
it would be necessary to introduce additional firewall- between law enforcement that uphold the anti-
prostitution legislation (such as sex-worker, client and third-party criminalization) and police officers 
to whom migrant and domestic sex workers can turn in the event of the crime. It is however doubtful, 

                                                           
the ‘Prostitution System’ in France. Synthesis. Available: 
https://www.medecinsdumonde.org/sites/default/files/ENGLISH-Synth%C3%A8se-Rapport-prostitution-
BD.PDF  
11  Platt L, Grenfell P, Meiksin R, Elmes J, Sherman SG, Sanders T, et al. (2018) Associations between sex work 

laws and sex workers’ health: A systematic review and meta-analysis of quantitative and qualitative studies. 
PLoS Med 15(12): e1002680. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002680 , Policy brief available at: 
http://eastlondonproject.lshtm.ac.uk/files/2018/12/Health-Impacts-of-Sex-Work-Criminalisation-
Review_Policy-brief_FINAL.pdf  
12 DemandAT European Policy Brief: Preventing Exploitation and Trafficking in the Sex Work Sector. June 2017. 

Available: http://demandat.eu/sites/default/files/DemandAT_PolicyBrief_Preventing%20Vulnerability.pdf  
13 ibid 
14 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, General recommendation on women’s 

access to justice, CEDAW/C/GC/33, 23 July 2015 
15 ibid, para. 14(c) 
16 ibid, para. 49 

https://www.medecinsdumonde.org/sites/default/files/ENGLISH-Synth%C3%A8se-Rapport-prostitution-BD.PDF
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https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002680
http://eastlondonproject.lshtm.ac.uk/files/2018/12/Health-Impacts-of-Sex-Work-Criminalisation-Review_Policy-brief_FINAL.pdf
http://eastlondonproject.lshtm.ac.uk/files/2018/12/Health-Impacts-of-Sex-Work-Criminalisation-Review_Policy-brief_FINAL.pdf
http://demandat.eu/sites/default/files/DemandAT_PolicyBrief_Preventing%20Vulnerability.pdf
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if such firewall would be realistic due to the structural discrimination, policing and surveillance and 
essential distrust that exists between sex workers and authorities. 
 
Evidence shows that anti-prostitution, anti-immigration and anti-trafficking policies negatively impact 
fundamental human rights of an already marginalised and vulnerable group, such as the right to health 
and safety and to organise. When States persist in such policies despite knowing and acknowledging 
its harmful effects, there is a serious human rights problem17. Evidence from Europe shows that sex 
workers and undocumented migrants have hardly that same access to fundamental human rights in 
Europe as other citizens. Further they are excluded from policy making and their right to organize and 
work collectively (mainly for the purpose of safety) is often impeded by criminalization of third parties.  
In countries criminalizing purchase of sex services, sex workers willing to oppose the dominant 
narrative about sex workers as victims are discredited and infantilised, and state institutions depict 
them as self-destructive or self-deceiving, and thus in need of rescue. In this way, sex workers are being 
denied mental capacity to decide what is actually good for them, critical thought and informed decision 
making18. 
 
It has been acknowledged by WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS or World Bank, that besides health and HIV 
interventions most successful interventions combating violence against sex workers to date have been 
those that are peer-led, relying on individual and collective empowerment to improve sex workers’ 
working and living conditions. The guidelines for states released in 2012 by the above mentioned UN 
agencies urged states to decriminalise sex work, and establish rights respecting laws to protect sex 
workers against violence and discrimination19. Similarly the comparative European research carried 
out within the framework of the DemandAT20 between 2014- 2017 recommends to ensure community 
empowerment, whereby sex workers are empowered and supported to address, for themselves, 
structural and everyday constraints on their safety, and to improve their access to services and 
measures that will reduce their vulnerability to crimes such as exploitation and trafficking in human 
being. 
 
Besides introduction of safe reporting mechanisms for those who are undocumented, recognition of 
sex work as work and decriminalization of sex industry would significantly advance (migrant) sex 
workers rights. Further recognition of role of numerous sex workers collectives in prevention of 
violence, exploitation and trafficking and their invitation to the policy table can significantly contribute 
to effectively address human trafficking. It has been also recognized by UNAIDS in their Guidance Note 
on HIV and Sex Work highlighting that sex worker organisations are best positioned to refer women 
and children who are victims of trafficking to appropriate services21if sex worker organizations are 
recognized, included into policy development and take part in the national referral mechanism. 
 

                                                           
17 Wijers, M. Why impact matters: a commentary on the DemandAT policy brief on the prevention of 

exploitation and trafficking in the sex work sector. 2017, available at: https://www.demandat.eu/blog/why-

impact-matters-commentary-demandat-policy-brief-prevention-exploitation-and-trafficking-sex  

18 ICRSE Community report on Structural Violence 

https://www.sexworkeurope.org/sites/default/files/userfiles/files/ICRSE%20CR%20StrctrlViolence-final.pdf     
19 WHO, UNFPA, UNAIDS and NSWP: Prevention and treatment of HIV and other STI for sex-workers in low and 

middle income countries. Recommendations for public health approach. Geneva, WHO, 2012 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77745/9789241504744_eng.pdf;jsessionid=269D365C6CB26
907E6E4510432074480?sequence=1 
20 DemandAT European Policy Brief: Preventing Exploitation and Trafficking in the Sex Work Sector. June 2017. 

Available: http://demandat.eu/sites/default/files/DemandAT_PolicyBrief_Preventing%20Vulnerability.pdf  
21 UNAIDS, Guidance Note on HIV and Sex Work 

https://www.demandat.eu/blog/why-impact-matters-commentary-demandat-policy-brief-prevention-exploitation-and-trafficking-sex
https://www.demandat.eu/blog/why-impact-matters-commentary-demandat-policy-brief-prevention-exploitation-and-trafficking-sex
https://www.sexworkeurope.org/sites/default/files/userfiles/files/ICRSE%20CR%20StrctrlViolence-final.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77745/9789241504744_eng.pdf;jsessionid=269D365C6CB26907E6E4510432074480?sequence
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77745/9789241504744_eng.pdf;jsessionid=269D365C6CB26907E6E4510432074480?sequence
http://demandat.eu/sites/default/files/DemandAT_PolicyBrief_Preventing%20Vulnerability.pdf
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Some European sex-workers led initiatives to address exploitation22 
 

Incorporating peer educators can encourage more migrant sex workers to get involved in 
empowerment activities. This was the case for a Hands On workshop programme run by the X:Talk 
Project (UK). In Italy, Comitato per i Diritti Civili delle Prostitute (CDCP) involved a migrant sex worker 
and activist in many of the workshops and discussions.  Support from a peer educator helped 
participants feel comfortable sharing experiences of violence and assisted in outreaching indoor 
migrant sex workers and trans sex workers. Language facilitators were often necessary to overcome 
barriers to participation. As a service provider to migrant sex workers, the efforts of CDCP 
demonstrate the importance of engaging with the communities they primarily serve. 
Peer-to-peer support can also be facilitated through the creation of a community safe space. In 
Romania, SexWorkCall created a drop-in space for sex workers. Here, people can ask for information 
and peer support, access free condoms, female hygiene products and working clothes, or just drop 
by for a chat. 
UTSOPI (Belgium) has successfully developed a collaborative approach to preventing exploitation. 
The Platform St-Josse brings together representatives from UTSOPI, police, service providers, anti-
trafficking organisations and policy-makers. The collaboration has significantly helped to push 
actions forward, including improving information sharing about problems experienced by sex 
workers. Several successful meetings have also been held between the police and sex workers to 
discuss security concerns. 
Measures that strengthen labour rights, such as unionisation, can therefore significantly contribute 
to eliminating exploitation. The work of X:Talk Project (UK) is an important success story. In 
collaboration with a grassroots trade union, X:Talk Project created an official trade union branch: 
United Sex Workers. The branch focuses on the recruitment of migrant sex workers, addressing 
barriers to organising with migrants, and increasing migrant sex workers’ access to justice and 
labour rights. 
Red Edition and LEFÖ (Austria) organised regular workshops, training sessions and meetings on 
exploitation, structural violence and empowerment to drive long-term change. Due to their isolation, 
many migrant sex workers lack information about laws in the country: the environment of trust 
created through skills sharing provided an opportunity for people to ask questions during workshops 
about legal issues or access to services.  

 
Concepts of agency, vulnerability and resilience are critical to a nuanced political analysis of 
exploitation in the sex sector. A lot of attention has been placed on the 'vulnerability' of people at risk 
or victims of exploitation and trafficking. 'Abuse of of vulnerability’ constitutes a ‘means’ by which 
people are exploited and is an integral part of the definition of the human trafficking crime. However. 
less attention has been paid to the resilience of individuals and communities to protect themselves 
from abuse, exploitation and trafficking. Resilience must be recognised and integrated in any policy 
developments with a focus on empowerment of ‘vulnerable’ communities. 
 
Key recommendations for the EU Anti-Trafficking Strategy: 
 

 Promote rights-based approaches to sex work by calling for decriminalisation of sex work, 
including sex workers, clients and third parties and the elimination of all discriminatory and 
repressive laws and regulations contributing to sex workers’ vulnerability to violence, abuse, 
discrimination and exploitation.  

 Include sex workers and sex worker led organisations into anti-trafficking policy 
development. Anti-trafficking policies would benefit from sex workers’ in-depth knowledge 

                                                           
22Activities implemented within the Rights not Rescue programme implemented by ICRSE and its members 

between 2018- 2020. 
 

https://www.xtalkproject.net/
https://www.xtalkproject.net/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/45849102179/
http://www.sexworkcall.ro/?fbclid=IwAR1EcB85cvAVhETQ3gtpUgAn1EayCDbBmMkIbA_UT_6PUw0mf8Uw_MQQ_Ro
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/en/sectors/united-sex-workers/
https://rededition.wordpress.com/
http://www.lefoe.at/
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of the dynamics of the sex industry and encourage them to directly report on the intended 
and unintended effects of anti-trafficking (and related) policies on (migrant) sex workers’ 
rights.  

 Recognise and involve sex worker collectives into national referral mechanisms. As 
recognised by UNAIDS in their Guidance Note on HIV and Sex Work, sex worker organisations 
are best positioned to refer women and children who are victims of trafficking to appropriate 
service 

 Include sex worker led collectives into designing and implementing preventive campaigns 
that aim to eliminate vulnerabilities, promote workplace safety and address risk factors that 
may lead to exploitation in the sex industry.  

 Provide sufficient funding for sex worker led initiatives in order to support and recognise 
their role in prevention of exploitation and trafficking in human beings in the sex industry. • 
Include sex worker led organisations into designing, implementing and evaluating social 
inclusion and rehabilitation programmes for victims of trafficking and for sex workers who 
want to exit the sex industry.  

 Enforce and strengthen “end demand” measures in a more rights-based direction by aiming 
to reduce demand for unprotected paid sex and exploitative labour practices within the sex 
work sector, and increasing awareness among clients about treating sex workers respectfully 
and ethically. 

 Take action to reduce the stigma associated with involvement in the sex work sector. 
Measures to reduce stigma include improving public attitudes towards sex workers, 
providing agencies, authorities, NGOs and the general public with nuanced and non-
stereotypical information about sex work.  

 When assessing prostitution and anti-trafficking policies, policy-makers need to conduct a 
thorough inventory of all sex work-related regulations, assessing their de facto impact on the 
safety of those selling sex. In this process, sex workers must also be consulted.  

 Recognise that immigration policies impede migrant (sex) workers’ access to justice. 
Therefore firewalls between immigration enforcement and service provision in the area of 
health care, social services and the justice system should be implemented. 


