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About Project Respect  

Project Respect is an intersectional feminist organisation, which provides support for women in the 
sex industry, including women who have experienced trafficking. We outreach to licensed brothels 
across the Greater Melbourne Region to provide women with information about their rights and 
where they can access support. Our vision is a world where women are free from trafficking, sexual 
exploitation, violence, and harm. Our primary mission is to support women in the sex industry and 
who have experienced trafficking and advocate for the structural change needed to end all forms of 
sexual exploitation. We provide a platform to elevate and amplify the voices of women with lived 
experience.  

 

Executive Summary  

Please see Project Respect’s Victorian Review to make recommendations for the decriminalisation of 
sex work Submission (2020) and the recommendations contained in the full submission.  Current 
structural social, economic and political paradigms, systemic gender inequality and the felt and 
enacted stigma, all reinforce attitudes that drive violence against sex workers, creates barriers to 
accessing healthcare, social services and housing, and limits educational and employment 
opportunities for workers, including those who wish to leave the industry. In summary: 

• The exploitation and risk of exploitation experienced by women in the sex industry is more 
likely to be recognised and responded to within the context of a violence against women 
framework, rather than within a labour, regulatory or criminal justice framework. Inclusion of 
the forms of violence women in the sex industry experience is necessary to develop the 
positive measures required to ensure social protections of women involved in the sex 
industry.  

• Sustained progress around understanding the impacts of violence that women in the sex 
industry experience, both in and outside of the context of work is required to continue the 
positive trajectory in making a more inclusive and safe system for women to be able to report 
their experiences of violence. Decriminalisation of sex work is only a small component of 
removing barriers to reporting violence. Much more needs to be done to protect and prevent 
women from experiencing violence and exploitation in the sex industry.  

• Victorian sex industry law reform needs to align with the First Action Plan 2018-2021 (and 
subsequent Action Plans) of the Strategy and the Everybody Matters Statement in order to 
achieve its long-term vision of a Victoria free from violence in the home, in the community 
and in workplaces. Women in the sex industry should not remain invisible and they should no 
longer be left behind. 



 
 

    3 

How can the Victorian Government support the sex work industry to achieve better 
outcomes for sex workers and industry?   

Please see Project Respect’s Victorian Review to make recommendations for the decriminalisation of 
sex work Submission (2020) and the recommendations contained in the full submission.  

Current structural social, economic and political paradigms, systemic gender inequality and the felt 
and enacted stigma, all reinforce attitudes that drive violence against sex workers, creates barriers to 
accessing healthcare, social services and housing, and limits educational and employment 
opportunities for workers, including those who wish to leave the industry. In summary: 

• The exploitation and risk of exploitation experienced by women in the sex industry is more 
likely to be recognised and responded to within the context of a violence against women 
framework, rather than within a labour, regulatory or criminal justice framework. Inclusion of 
the forms of violence women in the sex industry experience is necessary to develop the 
positive measures required to ensure social protections of women involved in the sex 
industry.  

• Sustained progress around understanding the impacts of violence that women in the sex 
industry experience, both in and outside of the context of work is required to continue the 
positive trajectory in making a more inclusive and safe system for women to be able to report 
their experiences of violence. Decriminalisation of sex work is only a small component of 
removing barriers to reporting violence. Much more needs to be done to protect and prevent 
women from experiencing violence and exploitation in the sex industry.  

• Victorian sex industry law reform needs to align with the First Action Plan 2018-2021 (and 
subsequent Action Plans) of the Strategy and the Everybody Matters Statement in order to 
achieve its long-term vision of a Victoria free from violence in the home, in the community 
and in workplaces. Women in the sex industry should not remain invisible and they should no 
longer be left behind.  
 

The Victorian Government’s decision to decriminalise sex work is an important step towards 
achieving better outcomes for women who work in the sex industry.  Project Respect would welcome 
and support a reform program that ultimately aims to improve safety and working conditions for 
women in the sex industry. Project Respect recognises the deeply gendered nature of the sex 
industry – the majority of workers are women and the majority of clients are male. To achieve better 
outcomes for women in the sex industry, the complex nature of the sex industry from multiple 
perspectives must be recognised, and a gendered lens applied to address systemic issues experienced 
by people involved in the sex industry. Without this the experiences of harm to women who work in 
the sex industry will continue be perpetuated, regardless of the legislative framework. Meaningful 
participation and collaboration between the government, sex workers and specialist organisations to 
ensure that the frameworks to govern the sex industry are suitable and appropriate for the women in 
the industry throughout the entire process of design, implementation and adjustment. 

Alignment of sex work with labour and employment laws and rights, such as the Occupational Health 
and Safety Act 2004, implementation of an insurance scheme and/or access to WorkCover, a Union 
to ensure continuous progress of rights and a platform for the voices of the workers not just sex 
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industry business owners to be heard, and industrial oversight, is required to monitor the reform. 
This is critical for systemic change and any reform agenda must consider and addresses the barriers 
to compliance existing and new legislative requirements.   

Sex industry specific OH&S guidelines for the range of sex industry business models and spaces would 
include targeted safety frameworks that acknowledge the high risks involved, that outline high-risk 
indicators including for specific settings and experiences within the sex industry, as well as individual 
demographics. Security measures should be provided out the front of sex industry businesses 
including physical security who are trained in how to respond to violence perpetrated against 
workers in bookings and unsafe clients. This should include guidelines for ensuring customers/ clients 
and business owners being held to account for criminal behaviour.    

OH&S and WorkCover enforcement should be increased due to the risks of non-compliance. 
Considerations of regulation and compliance of this model must be at the forefront of this reform to 
reduce the risks of harmful impacts for women in the sex industry. Adequate and easily accessible 
reporting bodies for not only clients who use criminal behaviour, but also sex industry businesses and 
management who do not comply with relevant laws. 

Positive measures are required to ensure migrant workers who may have temporary working rights 
and are involved in the sex industry are afforded the same protections as local workers under the Fair 
Work Amendment (Protecting Vulnerable Workers) 2017 regardless if their employment relationship 
is that of an independent contractor due to the population of migrant workers and the high-risk of 
experiencing exploitation in the commercial sex industry setting. 

Trafficking, slavery, slavery-like offences, sexual exploitation and “non-consensual” sex work should 
be clearly defined and acknowledged for the sex industry. This position should be clearly promoted 
through wide reaching, targeted public health campaigns that includes information dissemination 
education and on how this is to be operationalised and enforced. Recognising the forms of violence 
perpetuated inside and outside the sex industry, implementing specialised support programs and 
embedding longitudinal research to inform future policy directions are required to foster long-term 
systemic change to afford adequate social protections for women involved in the industry. 

Safer sex products (ie condoms and dams), rape kits, safer sex and worker rights educational 
materials and specific support should be mandated at all sex industry businesses and monitored for 
compliance. Women providing services on the street will require access to amenities, including 
private and safe spaces, showers and counselling support services. In consultation with women who 
are providing sexual services in different industry settings including online, in private, and street-
based, review what additional safety measures need to be implemented to increase their security 
and safety.  

Broader measures that would increase the Victorian Governments ability to support women in the 
sex industry include: 

• Adequately funding specialised transition and support services for women involved in the sex 
industry and ensure there are choices in relation to the support service they engage  
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• Adequately funding specialised transition and support  
services that are culturally sensitive and understand the nuances relating to temporary 
migration, exploitation, violence and the sex industry 

• Adequately fund transition and support services which represent the diverse experiences and 
spaces of women involved in the sex industry that are responsive to the diverse experiences 
of the industry, and can undertake long-term healing and recovery from experiences of 
violence and trauma. 

• Inclusion of sex workers and the sex industry in Work Safe Victoria’s Standards on “Work-
related gendered violence including sexual harassment” 

• Further develop a coordinated response and increased capacity of Victoria Police SOCIT to 
received direct reports (phone/ other) and respond in a specialised manner to sexual assault 
in sex work/sex industry settings. Capacity building training and increased funding for support 
organisations, including for sexual health, AOD, housing, migration, trauma, restorative justice 
and family violence organsiations. 

 

What can the Victorian Government do to promote understanding of the changes 
involved in the decriminalisation of sex work? 

For the Victorian Government to promote the understanding of the proposed changes to be included 
in the decimalisation of sex work, it is critically important to first assess the impact of the changes 
and then determine the gaps in and accessibility requirements to understand these changes. 

The proposed changes and then subsequent promotion should include the voices of women with 
lived experience in the development, review, implementation and evaluation. Any stakeholder 
engagement mechanism should also not inadvertently disclose a sex worker's involvement in the 
industry; should be promoted through multiple channels including platforms that are used for the 
facilitation of sex work, as well as platforms that are tailored to particular demographics (ie WeChat); 
engage industry business to promote access and engagement in proposed reforms elements and 
ultimately require sex industry businesses to promote the changes in an accessible (ie translated 
material) manner and systematic matter (ie onboarding). 

Data on people involved in the sex industry in Victoria is very difficult to obtain due to the stigma, 
discrimination and criminality of the industry. However, from the data available, and based on our 
own data from our 20-year history of providing outreach services to licensed brothels in Victoria, we 
observe that the sex industry is comprised of majority women and has large a migrant workforce 
population, particularly women on temporary visas.  

More than 60% of women Project Respect met during outreach to licensed brothels in the 2018/2019 
year were from multicultural or migrant backgrounds. In the 2018/2019 financial year, 23% of 
women met were from Chinese backgrounds, 10% from Thai backgrounds and 17% from Korean 
backgrounds. This data is supported by a 2015 survey undertaken by the Australian Institute of 
Criminology which surveyed 592 respondents who classified themselves as working in the sex 
industry. 70% (n=412) of respondents were classified as migrants, with 44% indicating they were born 
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in Thailand, 26% in China and 9% in South Korea. Furthermore, Project Respect are seeing an increase 
in domestic trafficking (historic and current) and sexual exploration cases (unpublished data). 

Further recommendations to increase the promotion of the changes of decriminalisation include: 

• Confirm the statutory agency or coordinated response to be established who will be 
responsible for the implementation, communication and promotion of the changes and 
ongoing compliance and monitoring. 

• Work in a meaningful manner with organisations such as ours, and the women we work with, 
to ensure that any proposed change has the intended outcomes and reaches the intended 
audience.   

• Establish and fund specialised response framework (from existing service provider capacity 
and expertise) to ensure: 

o support services are accessible and responsive to the needs of workers, including 
providing information on rights and decriminalisation, debriefing after a difficult 
client or experiencing assault or abuse and reporting assault, abuse and exploitation 

o relevant and up to date, peer reviewed translated resources and fact sheets are 
developed and disseminate to workers, including migrant workers to understand 
their employment rights in the sex industry setting 

o develop and promote response and reporting pathway for women experiencing 
assault or abuse and reporting assault, abuse and exploitation (eg a reporting 
hotline) 

o build capacity in law enforcement, medical and other regulatory compliance 
agencies to promote and integrate the changes involved in the decriminalisation of 
sex work and to best meet best practices standards (ie Project Respect capacity 
building training) 

• Develop consent forms for purchases of sexual services that are in line with Privacy Laws and 
Data Collection Laws that reinforces rights under decriminalisation. 

• Creation of a sex industry specific guide to address WorkSafe Occupational Violence and 
Aggression. 

 

To enable the decriminalisation of sex work, changes will need to be made to planning 
controls. This is set out in the discussion paper. This could include changes to where 
sex work businesses can operate. What are your views on these changes? 

As Project Respect outlined in our previous submission, the current planning/ zoning requirements 
for sex work premises perpetuates structural stigma of sex work by applying specific laws to where it 
can be conducted, working to keep it “hidden” within our community. Often the planning/zoning 
requirements forces women to travel, at night or early in the morning to and from industrial locations 
which can impact on 57 their safety due to aspects such as less lighting and less safety. Removing 
these requirements will afford better safety protections for women when attending their place of 
work. People working from home should be able to do so where and how they want as long as they 
have met the relevant licensing requirements and adhere to OH&S requirements. However, the 
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relevant requirements need to be tailored to the sex industry. The proposed changes should take into 
account these considerations, including the impact of location, size, type of premise and the impact 
on workers safety.  Any changes should also intersect with local municipalities planning schemes that 
regulates the use, development and protection of the land that considers land use design that 
support safe, socially cohesive and inclusive communities. This includes giving extensive 
consideration to the OH&S and safety requirements of operating licenses form residential premises.  

While Project Respect supports the Victorian Government's aim to address stigmatizing social 
attitudes relating to sex work and to remove barriers to sex work taking place in safe locations, this 
will could have the opposite effect. This potentially poses an increased risk to workers in a home-
based setting and must be considered as these risks do not pertain in the same way as other home-
based businesses. 

Again, in line with the Outcomes Framework detailed in the Strategies First Action Plan; the 
Everybody Matters: Inclusion and Equity Statement: The Victorian Government’s 10-year vision for a 
more inclusive, safe, responsive and accountable family violence system, there should be no 
advertising that promotes violence or harmful attitudes towards women, promotes or perpetuates 
stigma against sex workers or enhances male privilege. Blogs and websites which “review” violent 
acts perpetrated towards women under the guise of a sexual service should be investigated.  

Removing restrictions on liquor licenses for sex industry businesses is extremely concerning to Project 
Respect due to the possible negative impact on the health and safety of workers. Women met on 
Project Respect brothel outreach continually voice safety concerns about dealing with clients who are 
intoxicated, and that the current use of masks due to the COVID-19 pandemic already makes it 
harder for them to judge whether a client is intoxicated and refuse to engage in a booking. Alcohol 
use does not cause sexual assault, but it can be a major contributing factor as alcohol consumption is 
associated with aggression and loss of inhibition. Intoxication of clients is already a concern for 
women in the sex industry and the ready availability of alcohol at sex industry businesses does not 
appear to be a positive measure for the workers in the industry, rather than the business owners and 
clients. While ‘responsible service of alcohol’ is a current requirement under the liquor licencing Act, 
Project Respect has serious concerns regarding the management, monitoring, compliance regime 
requirements to ensure that this does not have significant negative consequences to workers.    

In relation to the proposed change to remove the three-month sexual health testing requirements 
and safe sex practice requirements, Project Respect would like the Victorian Government to further 
investigate the health implications of this change. Specifically in relation to the health impacts on 
those who work in the sex industry and this who procure services. Furthermore, the Victoria 
Government should engage women who work in the sex industry, including migrant women, who 
routinely express concerns regarding the difficulties in navigating personal safety.   

 

Do you have any concerns about the decriminalisation of sex work? If so, what are 
your main concerns? 

Decriminalisation provides legal recognition that sex work is a legitimate form of work, however 
more needs to be done to protect women from the violence and exploitation that exists within the 
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industry. Simply extending health, safety and other business laws to the sex industry is not enough to 
make women in the sex industry safer or remove the barriers that stop them from reporting violence. 
There is nothing simple about this complex space and the diverse experiences of women within the 
industry. 

Project Respect further asserts that the sex industry is not like any other workplace or industry as no 
other industry has the same high level of particular risks, as they intersect with gender inequality. 
Decriminalisation must be accompanied by action to remove the stigma associated with the sex 
industry and recognition that women in the sex industry are far more likely than other women to 
experience gender-based violence in their workplace, the community and at home. Data collected by 
Project Respect in the 2018/2019 financial year found that almost three-quarters of women reported 
experiences of violence, with 75% of those women, disclosing experience of family violence. 

A labour rights solution of sex work is wholly inadequate as it does not consider the intersection of 
systems of power and control, gender, violence and labour within the sex industry that require 
complex solutions. The current global climate to address violence against women is unprecedented, 
and Victoria proudly sits at the forefront of some of the most innovative reforms across the globe. 
Law reform relating to the sex industry must not simply align, but embed these significant reforms 
which are progressing across the state, including the Free from Violence: Victoria’s strategy to 
prevent family violence and all forms of violence against women and the Outcomes Framework 
detailed in the Strategies First Action Plan; the Everybody Matters: Inclusion and Equity Statement: 
The Victorian Government’s 10-year vision for a more inclusive, safe, responsive and accountable 
family violence system and the Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006. 

Reducing language around the sex industry down to ‘simply work’ and ‘the same as any other 
industry’ are concerning as these don’t recognise and acknowledge: 

• the diverse experiences and complexities within the industry based on sector setting (street, 
brothel, private, online etc) and  

• the diverse personal experiences of workers intersecting identities and experiences of 
marginalisation (socio-economic status, visa status, English proficiency, experience of trauma) 

• the gendered nature of the sex industry, within a larger societal context of intersectional 
gender inequality and gendered drivers of violence 

The Sex Work Act 1994 also legislated that to enter the sex industry within Victoria: 

• the sex worker must be over 18 

• and the decision to be involved in the sex industry must be theirs 

Other important points included in the Sex Work Act 1994 that are highly relevant to the women 
working in brothels that we support are: 

• Sex workers must be allowed to refuse clients  

• Brothels must provide an adequate supply of free condoms to all sex workers at all times  

• Sex workers must obtain a sexual health check every 3 months. 

Repealing the Sex Work Act 1994 and associated regulations, and regulating the sex work industry 
through standard business laws is extremely concerning to Project Respect.  Standard business laws 
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in Victoria allow workers to engage as young as 15 years old, and do not recognise the issue of 
consent, coercion, trafficking for sexual exploitation and modern slavery in the way that needs to be 
considered for the sex industry. 

As indicated above, the specific protections under the Sex Work Act 1994 and the potential 
implications if this is repealed, need to be considered further, specifically in relation to the health 
impacts on those who work in the sex industry and this who procure services. Decriminalisation of 
sex work and the legislative framework that supports this still needs to address the structural 
inequality that and provide mechanisms that protect marginalised population groups. 

 

What other factors do you think are important for the Victorian Government to 
consider in ensuring the successful implementation of this model? 

A successful implementation of this model is one in which all experiences of the sex industry are 
accounted for. This means ensuring the safety and wellbeing of each person in the sex industry is 
carefully considered. It is often the voices of the most marginalised people that are lost in these 
debates. Given the large number of women from migrant backgrounds that work in the sex industry, 
it is imperative that these voices and experiences are at the centre of industry reform. 

Migrant and other foreign workers are particularly vulnerable to substandard working conditions and 
more serious forms of exploitation, either by those who facilitate their journey to Australia or by 
employers once they arrive. Barriers to understanding their entitlements, remote working locations, 
concerns about preserving their visa status, intersecting systems of oppression such as racism and 
sexism can contribute to the exploitation of migrant workers and their inability to report it. Debt 
bondage as a form of trafficking, lack of access to passports as a serious indicator of trafficking for 
sexual exploitation and living in sex industry businesses (ie brothels) exist within the current Victorian 
sex industry and need to be carefully considered at the implementation of every level of this model. 

All people, including people who work in the sex industry, should be free from violence; and both 
criminal and restorative justice models will need to be considered in preventing and responding to 
violence and the normalisation of violence against women in the sex industry. Decriminalisation of 
sex work reform should also adopt a Family Violence Multi-Agency Risk Assessment and Management 
Framework (MARAM) lens to acknowledge the gendered space that the sex industry occupies and 
ensure perpetrator accountability for those who choose to use violence against women in the sex 
industry.  

The Victorian Government should prioritise partnerships with peer and specialist services to ensure 
the ongoing consultation with women with diverse experiences in the sex industry, including 
experiences of trafficking, to inform each step of the reform process. The most marginalised voices 
need to be prioritised, respected and responded to, in order to combat a top-down approach to 
industry reform. Ultimately, this will ensure the intended outcomes will be achieved.   

Due to the limited consultation timelines (two weeks), Project Respect was not able to fully negotiate 
age our wider stakeholder group (individuals and organisations) to ensure their response was 
included in the content of this submission, specifically around new elements that have been 
presented in the recent discussion paper.  We are committed to working with the Victorian 
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Government on the decriminalisation of sex work and to ensure that women (majority or workers in 
the industry) are not worse off under this government reform. We look forward to additional 
processes that enable us meaningfully engage our key stakeholders to ensure their voice and distinct 
feedback is provided at keys stages of in the reform program. 


