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What does your organisation see as the major issues for people experiencing family, domestic, and 

sexual violence? 

Project Respect is a Victorian support & referral service for women in the sex industry, including those 

who have experienced human trafficking for sexual exploitation. The types of violence against women 

that we observe of the sex industry often occur at the intersection of family, domestic, and sexual 

violence. We have seen women we support having to enter the sex industry in order to secure an income 

upon leaving a violent partner. In 2019 we found that 75% of women disclosed their experience of family 

violence, 51% experienced sexual assault, and 40% experienced workplace violence. The gendered nature 

of the sex industry, the type of work, and the combined impact of stigma, isolation and discrimination 

often places women at higher risk of experiencing sexual harassment, abuse and exploitation from 

customers, management and intimate-partners. These conditions increase the likelihood of women in the 

sex industry to experience family violence and sexual assault. Human trafficking for sexual exploitation 

goes unrecognised in violence prevention action plans & policies as strictly the domain of the criminal 

justice system. This ignores the intersections between human trafficking & family violence, an intersecting 

form of violence that often goes unrecognised by police, the response service system and specialist family 

violence services. This leaves already vulnerable women experiencing trafficking for sexual exploitation at 

increased risk of harm without appropriate support. 

 

Are there any other priorities that your organisation feels would make a difference to prevent family, 

domestic and sexual violence beyond those listed in the question above? 

Women in the sex industry and women who have experienced trafficking for sexual exploitation continue 

to remain absent from the National Action Plans and violence prevention strategies. This makes the 

differential impact of violence against women in the sex industry even less visible. Data on people involved 

in the sex industry is very difficult to obtain on account of factors such as stigma, discrimination, and 

criminality associated with parts of the industry. Yet, the absence of women in the sex industry and 

women who have experienced trafficking from national and state violence prevention strategies reveals 

a lack of broader policy planning and responses to the types of intersectional violence, vulnerabilities, and 

risks that women in the sex industry and women who have experienced trafficking for sexual exploitation 

experience. Despite legislative reforms and policies, there remain significant limitations in the capacity of 

the social, legal, and the response service system to adequately respond to the complex needs of women 

at the intersection of the sex industry and family, domestic and sexual violence (FDSV). 

 

Are there any other things we can do to support people who are experiencing family, sexual and 

domestic violence? 

To support women in the sex industry who have experiences of family, sexual and domestic violence, it 

is integral that support services have the awareness and capacity to recognise and address indicators of 

trafficking to ensure that their experiences aren’t overlooked & their needs are addressed. 



A 2009 Survey revealed that in relation to human trafficking only 9% of respondents correctly defined 

trafficking and 75% of respondents believed they would not be able to identify a trafficked person. In 

2017, 25% of the 367 respondents working across Victoria in the family violence sector revealed they 

required further training in this area. 

In addition, the Support for Trafficked People Program (STPP) does not always support women who have 

experienced trafficking due to its conditional nature. For women who have experienced trafficking to gain 

access to the STPP program they must be able and willing to assist the AFP with an investigation into their 

traffickers. This is a condition that some women are either unable or unwilling to do due to the fear of 

their traffickers. In addition, some women have been willing to assist but the AFP have ceased 

investigations due to insufficient or lack of credible evidence. In this sense, it is important that the STPP 

focuses not solely on judicial outcomes, but also upholding and protecting individual rights.  

 

What is working well to prevent family, domestic, and sexual violence in Australia? 

While women in the sex industry are currently not included within high-risk categories of family violence, 

we are seeing the acknowledgment of links between technology-facilitated abuse and family violence. 

The acknowledgement of this abuse and the commitment to further research is a positive step for the 

prevention for family violence. The Australian e safety Commissioner reported 98% of clients experiencing 

family violence in a 2015 survey of had experienced technology-facilitated abuse. Technological-facilitated 

abuse affects women in the sex industry, and particularly women in the sex industry experiencing family 

violence. 

The acknowledgment of the intersecting experiences of women experiencing family violence in the wake 

of expanding and evolving risks and acts of family violence, is an important step to responding to and 

preventing family violence. Increasing the funding across specialised areas of family violence funded 

services, including Project Respect works well for service providers to implement the MARAM framework 

and prevent family, domestic, and sexual violence in Australia. 

The prevention of human trafficking for sexual exploitation and the support of victim survivors as a 

particular intersecting cohort to family violence, can continue to increase through the funding of 

specialised family violence preventioned aligned organisations such as Project Respect. 

 

What should be done to improve the prevention of family, domestic, and sexual violence in Australia? 

The sex industry has been acknowledged as a high-risk environment for family, domestic and sexual 

violence. It is integral that the intersection of these forms of violence and the way that they manifest and 

affect women involved in the sex industry are recognised. Often these intersecting forms of violence are 

overlooked and an example of this is how women in the sex industry are missing from prevention of 

violence against women initiatives & strategies. 

In order to prevent family, domestic and sexual violence it is important that barriers to reporting are 

removed. Project Respect estimates that 80% of women working in licensed brothels in Melbourne are 

CALD women. It is essential that support programs and services are culturally sensitive. The vast majority 

of women Project Respect work with who have experienced harm or violence describe feeling burdened 



by stigma and discrimination which can act as a barrier to reporting and prevent women from reporting, 

which demonstrates that people and programs built to support these women exacerbate these feelings 

of discrimination. 

For prevention strategies to be successful, it is important that service providers are able to recognise the 

ways that violence affects women in the sex industry and women who have experienced trafficking. This 

is a particular problem in the space of women who have experienced trafficking, whereby data has 

indicated that service providers require further training in this area. 

 

If you could recommend three priorities for a strategy to prevent domestic, family and sexual violence 

for all Australians, what would it be? 

1. Support women in the sex industry: Women in the sex industry continue to experience greater 

rates of domestic, family & sexual violence compared to those who do not work within the 

industry. Stigma, discrimination, the gendered nature and CALD backgrounds are some drivers 

which impact these women being subject to these forms of violence.  Recognition of gender 

inequality, sexual exploitation & the intersection of these forms of violence by the Government 

will ensure robust inclusion of all forms of violence in future NAP’s. 

2. Improve support system & service responses: Access to support systems and appropriate service 

responses are integral and women affected by these varying forms of violence need to be 

supported by these systems. This includes eliminating the discrimination felt by women in the sex 

industry and women who have experienced trafficking, as well as making sure these support 

systems accommodate for cultural diversity. It is essential that there is greater collaboration 

between services intended to support these women which can enable a more co-ordinated 

response.  

3. Research & data collection: There is limited up to date research of domestic, family and sexual 

violence against women who are in the sex industry, and especially how the forms of violence 

intersect, which can partly be attributed to limited funding. Increased data collection can assist 

those seeking funding, by providing tangible evidence, and foster a greater understanding 

amongst support services.  

 

Is there anything else you would like us to know? 

Project Respect’s data on the sex industry indicates that the sex industry in Victoria has a large migrant 

workforce population, particularly women on temporary visas. Support systems must be aware that 

temporary visa status can be utilised as a method of control and a means to exploit women in the sex 

industry. 

This has been exacerbated in the context of COVID-19 and the provision of government assistance such 

as Jobseeker and Jobkeeper, as these supports were not extended to most visa holders. In particular, this 

has meant that women in the sex industry on temporary visas have faced increased financial instability 

throughout the COVID-19 crisis.  



Women who work in the sex industry experience unfortunate stigma and discrimination with many 

women reporting to Project Respect that this prejudice is perpetuated within the services that have been 

established to support them. Sexual Offences and Child Abuse Investigation Teams (SOCIT) and 

Multidisciplinary Centres (MDC) could be improved by their employees undertaking specific training to 

increase their understanding of the intersection of family, domestic and sexual violence within the context 

of the sex industry.  

Sexual violence within a licensed sex industry venue needs to be responded to accordingly. SOCIT 

members have informed Project Respect that often brothels owners do not want Victoria Police onsite if 

an assault is reported, as it deters customers. This would not be factored into the operations of other 

businesses. 


