
 

 

Project Respect Quick Facts: 
 
What is the Sex Industry? 
The sex industry is difficult to define, in part because it is so broad; according to writer 
Elisabeth Bernstein, it includes prostitution, pornography, live sex shows, lap-dancing and 
strip clubs, telephone sex and cyber-sex contacts, and organised sex tours, amongst other 
things. The Victorian Sex Work Act (1994) defines sex work as: ‘the provision by one person 
to or for another person (whether or not of a different sex) of sexual services in return for 
payment or reward’. 
 
While Project Respect conducts outreach primarily to women in licensed brothels in Victoria, 
we work with women in any part of the sex industry.  
 
Is the sex industry legal? 
Every Australian state and territory has slightly different laws when it comes to women in 
brothels, pornography and other parts of the sex industry. In Victoria, brothels were legalised 
in 1994 but street prostitution remains illegal.  
 
Despite legislation, the sex industry lacks regulation - basic things like Safe Work practices 
and OH&S policies aren’t enforced. Because of this, and other issues, many women 
experience harm, violence and exploitation within the sex industry. We strongly believe that 
everyday acts of violence, physical and verbal abuse have no place in any legal industry. 
Project Respect assists women who have experienced such harm.  
 
On exiting the industry: 
Project Respect believes that every woman in the sex industry has the right feel safe and 
respected, regardless of her views or circumstances. We understand that each woman 
experiences the industry differently. She could find it empowering, or deeply harmful, or 
somewhere in between.  
 
We support women who want to remain in the industry, as well as those who want to leave. 
We acknowledge that both research and our own experience reveals that many women do 
want to leave, but find it hard to do so. Often, women enter the industry because of severely 
limited choices and deep financial pressure. Sometimes, behind their decision, is a history of 
sexual abuse. Even violence. Where this is true - and even where it is not - we are there for 
women who want to leave and those who are already leaving.  
 
What about human trafficking for sexual exploitation? 
Human trafficking is the movement of a person for exploitation. Trafficking could involve 
abduction, deception or an abuse of power or position of vulnerability. ‘Sex trafficking’ is 
trafficking for sexual exploitation and involvement in the sex industry.  
 
Every year, up to 1000 women are trafficked to Australia for sexual exploitation. Many come 
from Korea and other parts of Southeast Asia, and are lured with the promise of a good job 
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and greater opportunity. Once in Australia, they are told they owe their traffickers a large 
debt, and are forced into brothels to pay off this debt.  
Trafficked women are among the most disadvantaged in our community, and experience 
some of the worst human rights violations. They experience profound violence and threats 
and they are denied freedom of movement. They are often unable to access basic services, 
and recovery from trauma can take years. 
 
At Project Respect, we believe that women who have been trafficked deserve our support. 
They deserve housing and health care. They deserve access to long-term visas or assistance in 
returning home. They deserve support to recover. They don’t deserve stigma. They simply 
deserve respect. 
 
Terminology: 
We choose not to use the terms ‘prostitute’ out of respect for the women we work with. 
Instead, we simply refer to women in brothels or women in the sex industry.  
 
 


