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About Project Respect 

Project Respect is an intersectional feminist organisation, which provides support for women in the sex 

industry and women trafficked for sexual exploitation. 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 women trafficked 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  

Project Respect welcomes this inquiry into family, domestic and sexual violence and congratulates the 

government for its ongoing effort to address violence against women in Australia. Project Respect 

recognises that not all women in the sex industry experience violence, exploitation or harm. However, 

based on our work with women, and the experiences of women we support, discrimination, violence 

and exploitation of women in the sex industry is significant, widespread and harmful.  

Family, domestic and sexual violence has particular and profound impacts on women who have 

experience of the sex industry. Violence is perpetrated against women in the sex industry in the full 

range of ways it is perpetrated against women in the broader community, and there is evidence that 

women in the sex industry experience family violence at higher rates than other women in the 

Australian community.  

There is work to be done to advance understanding of the intersection of domestic and family violence, 

sexual violence and human trafficking. Project Respect’s work with women trafficked for sexual 

exploitation reveals that often, women will experience multiple forms of abuse. Human trafficking and 

especially trafficking for sexual exploitation involves the same dynamics of power and control present in 

patterns of domestic violence and sexual assault. These complex forms of abuse frequently go 

unrecognised by police, specialist family violence services, and other parts of the community services 

system, leaving women already at heightened risk of harm, without limited access to the support. 

A note on case studies 

All names have been changed and identifying details removed. 

 

  



Recommendations under the Terms of Reference 

a) Immediate and long-term measures to prevent violence against women and their 

children, and improve gender equality. 

1. The Australian Government identifies and resources strategies to eliminate family, sexual and 

other gender-based violence against women who are in the sex industry and women trafficked, 

including in prevention, early intervention and crisis responses. 

2. The Australian Government adequately funds organisations that are supporting survivors of 

trafficking.  

3. The Australian Government recognises the sex industry and women engaging within the 

industry as a priority setting within the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and 

their Children and all related Action Plans.  

4. The Australian Government takes all measures to remove barriers for women in the sex industry 

to access justice that is free from stigmatisation and discrimination and is delinked from the 

criminal proceedings.  

5. The Australian Government recognises the sex industry as a high-risk industry for exploitation of 

migrant workers.   

6. The Australian Government extends the ability to refer potential victims to the Support for 

Trafficked People Program and the Bridging F visas beyond the Australian Federal Police to other 

approved entities, such as the Department of Immigration and Border Protection, Australian 

Border Force, approved NGOs, state and territory police, the proposed modern slavery hotline 

operators and the Fair Work Ombudsman.  

7. The Australian Government introduces a defence of coercion to ensure women who are forced 

to provide illegal sexual services or sexual services in an illegal setting are not criminalised.  

8. The Australian Government, in deciding an application under the Family Violence Provisions, 

recognises the impact of stigma on the safety and wellbeing of a woman if they are returning to 

a country that stigmatises victims/survivors or those who are separated.   

b) Best practice and lessons learnt from international experience, ranging from 

prevention to early intervention and response that could be considered in an 

Australian context. 

9. The Australian Government expands the Commonwealth Criminal Code definition of domestic 

trafficking to be in line with international obligations.   

10. The Australian Government delinks access to the Support for Trafficked People Program from 

compliance with criminal investigations to enable victim/survivors to receive the support 

necessary to recover from their experience.  

11. The Australian Government increases the reflection period provided to victim/survivors referred 

to the Support for Trafficked People Program from 45 days to 6 months to provide the 

foundational support for them to recover from the exploitation they have experienced.  

12. The Australian Government reduces the threshold of reporting entities under the Modern 

Slavery Act 2019 from $100 million to $25 million, and ensures high risk industries such as the 

sex industry have mandatory reporting, regardless of their gross revenue.   



13. The Australian Government implements a National Compensation Scheme for survivors of 

modern slavery. 

14. The Australian Government resources the community and social services sector to implement 

the 4 Core Standards of Care for Trafficking Survivors as identified by the Global Collaboration 

against Human Trafficking Report.   

c) The level and impact of coordination, accountability for, and access to services and 

policy responses across the Commonwealth, state and territory governments, local 

governments, non-government and community organisations, and business. 

15. That domestic and family violence system services and other relevant services undertake 

training and build their capacity to work with women who are in the sex industry experiencing 

violence. 

16. That domestic and family violence system services and other relevant services undertake 

training and build their capacity to understand and be able to respond to indicators of human 

trafficking.  

17. The Australian Government commits resources to building the capacity of all public servants to 

raise awareness of the experiences of migrant women engaging in the sex industry including 

those experiencing exploitation and modern slavery. 

d) The way that health, housing, access to services, including legal services, and 

women’s economic independence impact on the ability of women to escape 

domestic violence. 

18. That women in the sex industry and women trafficked are recognised and included as a 

vulnerable community with increased possibility of ‘sleeping rough’ in government strategies.  

19. That the Australian Government provide specific transitional housing for:  

i. women with experience of the sex industry to ensure they are not further stigmatised 

and the housing is appropriate to their needs and circumstances  

ii. women who have been trafficked who are unable to access the 

Commonwealth funded Support for Trafficked People program 

iii. women on temporary visas experiencing housing instability and/or violence 

iv. women wishing to make a transition from the sex industry to ensure they are able to 

make a sustainable transition, reducing the likelihood of oscillating in and out of the 

industry as an outcome of housing insecurity.   

20. The next National Census (2021) collects data on women sleeping in licensed brothels and 

includes this data in homelessness statistics. 

21. The social, community and welfare sector undertake capacity-building training on supporting 

women with experience of the sex industry and the unique barriers they experience when 

accessing support. 

22. The social, community and welfare sector, particularly the housing sector undertake capacity-

building training on:  

a. the risks and indicators of human trafficking, as they are often exposed to women who 

have experienced modern slavery  



b. supporting women trafficked and the unique barriers they experience when accessing 

support.   

23. The Australian Government ensures migration rules and eligibility requirements for support 

services do not disempower women on temporary visas.  

e) All forms of violence against women, including, but not limited to, coercive control 

and technology-facilitated abuse. 

24. That technology-facilitated abuse in the commercial sex industry setting is researched and 

included in materials produced by the eSafety Commissioner and other relevant government 

bodies.  

25. That blogs and websites which “review” violent acts perpetrated towards women under the 

guise of a sexual service are investigated.   

26. That coercive control and substance-use coercion are recognised as forms of family violence 

with a specific and unique impact on women with experience of the sex industry and women 

trafficked.  

f) The adequacy of the qualitative and quantitative evidence base around the 

prevalence of domestic and family violence and how to overcome limitations in the 

collection of nationally consistent and timely qualitative and quantitative data 

including, but not limited to, court, police, hospitalisation and housing. 

27. That research is undertaken into the prevalence and response to violence against women in the 

sex industry and women trafficked.  

28. That research is undertaken on the impact of sex work, on the: 

a. Social determinants of health, including: 

i. Employment conditions 

ii. Social exclusion 

b. Burden of disease measurements on sex worker populations, including: 

i. Mortality 

ii. Mental health 

iii. Physical injury and illness. 

29. That research is undertaken on the impacts of sex work on the children of sex workers. 

30. That research is undertaken on men who use violence against sex workers. 

31. That research is undertaken into the prevalence of transactional sex, particularly within 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander people, youth in Out-of-home care settings, and 

homeless/rough sleeping communities.  

g) The efficacy of perpetrator intervention programs and support services for men to 

help them change their behaviour. 

32. The Australian government advocates for state and territory governments to remove client 

anonymity when purchasing sexual services and/or entering sex industry premises. 

33. The Australian government conduct research into men who use violence against sex workers. 



h) The experiences of all women, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women, rural women, culturally and linguistically diverse women, LGBTQI women, 

women with a disability, and women on temporary visas. 

34. Women with experience of the sex industry are considered a high-risk group to experience 

violence including family violence. 

35. Women trafficked are included in the family violence reforms. 

36. Development of peer reviewed translated resources and fact sheets for migrant workers to 

understand their employment rights in the sex industry setting.  

i) The impact of natural disasters and other significant events such as COVID-19, 

including health requirements such as staying at home, on the prevalence of 

domestic violence and provision of support services. 

37. The Australian Government includes women in the sex industry on temporary visas in any 

COVID-19 payments and subsidies. 

38. The Australian Government prevents state and territory law enforcement from criminalising the 

provision of sexual services under quarantine laws. 

39. The Australian Government invests in systematic data collection and analysis on the impact of 

COVID-19 on trafficking in persons.  



Context for this submission 

The Australian sex industry  

The sex industry in Australia is regulated at a state and territory level, and there is a patchwork of 

different regulation across the country from decriminalisation, regulation and full criminalisation. The 

industry has both formal spaces such as brothels and escorting and informal (illegal) spaces such as 

street based, massage parlours and provision of sexual services from private spaces such as apartments 

and motels. 

Data on people involved in the sex industry is very difficult to obtain, due to the stigma, discrimination 

and criminality of the industry. Research which is available generally focuses on the licensed/regulated 

space. However, from the limited data available, and based on data from our 20 year history of 

outreaching to licensed brothels in Victoria, we observe that the sex industry is mostly comprised of 

women, with a large migrant workforce population, particularly women on temporary visas.   

The link between the sex industry and human trafficking  

Research suggests connections exist between migration and criminal forms of exploitation such as 

human trafficking, forced labour and modern slavery. The Walk Free Foundation currently estimates 

there are approximately 15,000 people in slavery within Australia.1 However, it is widely acknowledged 

that the hidden nature of slavery means there is limited data on the prevalence of slavery in Australia. 

Adding to this invisibility is the method of data collection, which only captures cases where consent has 

been provided for the survivor to be referred to the Australian Federal Police (AFP), further 

underrepresenting the number of people who have experiences of slavery in Australia. A 2019 Report 

from the Australian Institute of Criminology indicated that for every 1 person detected, 4 remain 

undetected in the community.2 

The sex industry is a high-risk industry for human trafficking on both a global and national level. Some 

women consent to travel to Australia to work in the sex industry, but once they arrive, they have their 

freedom removed from them, while other women may have freedom of movement, but their working 

conditions are severely exploitative. Other women are wholly deceived, and believe they are coming to 

Australia to work in other industries, such as non-sexual service massage parlours or hospitality, only to 

be forced to work in the sex industry. Consent to travel, consent to work in the sex industry, or prior 

history of working in the sex industry is irrelevant to establishing an offence of trafficking.   

The Australian Red Cross (ARC) is funded to deliver the government funded Support for Trafficked 

People Program (STPP). In 2019, the ARC released 10 years of data for the program, indicating that 30% 

of referrals from the AFP to the STPP were for sexual exploitation in the commercial setting. Since 2015, 

Project Respect has provided support to 30 women who have experienced trafficking and exploitation in 

the commercial sex industry.  

                                                      
1
 The Walk Free Foundation, https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/country-studies/australia/ 

2
 Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC), Estimating the dark figure of human trafficking and slavery victimisation in Australia, 

February 2019 

https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/country-studies/australia/


There is also a lack of awareness amongst social and community services of the indicators of human 

trafficking that contributes to the limited data available on the number of women trafficked for sexual 

exploitation in Australia. A 2017 InTouch report analysed 300 client files from a family violence service 

closed between 2015/16 and involved clients whose migration status was temporary when they first 

came into contact with the service. Of the 300 audited files, 11 had indicators of human trafficking, 20 

involved discernible evidence of forced labour and servitude and deceptive recruiting for the purpose of 

these offences, with four of these 20 cases specifically relating to sexual servitude. While this equates to 

approximately 10% of the audited files, the report indicates this is likely to be an underrepresentation of 

the prevalence of the crime as not all cases audited had sufficient detail to identify indicators of 

trafficking.3 Furthermore, the report highlighted how a family violence service system with limited 

awareness of modern slavery is unskilled to identify, respond or refer to cases involving indicators of 

human trafficking. 

Lastly, it is important to understand that modern slavery is not a migration issue, although this is how it 

is largely framed in Australia. As a result, the narrative and understanding of trafficking within Australia 

primarily sits within a migration framework, rather than a broader human rights framework. Little, if any 

focus is placed on trafficking within the domestic setting and sometimes domestic trafficking is triaged 

as other crimes, such as family violence crimes. The Commonwealth Criminal Code includes domestic 

trafficking offences under Division 271.5 however, the definition is narrower than international 

standards, as the offence requires the Act of Transportation for the offence to have occurred, 

subsequently aligning it with a migration offence.  

Case Study: Domestic trafficking in the commercial sex industry 

Maree* is Australian born, and was forced to enter the sex industry by her partner, and experienced 
significant economic and financial, physical, verbal and psychological abuse, and had almost every 
aspect of her life controlled for over 15 years. He moved Maree around Australia to work in the high-
end escort industry, and at one point, made plans for her to go oversees escorting.  

Maree did not report any of what she experienced to the authorities. Women in the sex industry face 
additional barriers when reporting crimes to authorities and accessing support services. These barriers 
often deter women in the sex industry from accessing services and seeking support. When she did finally 
report and attempt to take an IVO out, there were a series of events which happened that led to her not 
being supported to take out the IVO and the cycle of abuse continued.  

Eventually, Maree’s experience was acknowledged as family violence; however, this is also an example 
of domestic trafficking.  

Although Maree is now linked into services to support her emotional healing, there is a lack of 
understanding about the impacts of the trauma relating to experience of human trafficking. 

 

 

                                                      
3
 Segrave, Marie, Temporary Migration and Family Violence: An analysis of victimisation, vulnerability and support, Melbourne, 

School of Social Sciences, Monash University, 2017 



Types of violence experienced by women in the sex industry 

There is limited research available about the crimes experienced by women involved in the licensed sex 

industry setting in Victoria, although a 2014 meta-analysis reviewed 340 existing studies on the 

prevalence of workplace violence experienced by sex workers found that the “[l]ifetime prevalence of 

any or combined workplace violence ranged from 45% to 75% and over the past year, 32% to 55%”.4 As 

noted in the 2020 Respect@Work: Sexual Harassment National Enquiry Report, the gendered nature of 

the sex industry and the nature of the work itself places women at higher risk of experiencing sexual 

harassment from customers and clients. The core of the business model, that focuses on physical 

appearance and sexual appeal are likely to drive increased risks of sexual harassment. Further, “[g]ender 

inequality creates a sense of entitlement and false expectations where men seemingly believe they have 

the power to do whatever they like within the booking, as they have paid for it”. The Commission heard 

it can be difficult “for victims, bystanders and even perpetrators to identify the line between acceptable 

sexual discussions and comments that would be considered sexually harassing”.5 

Further, while there are limited studies relating to the experiences of intimate partner violence 

experienced by sex workers, the Victorian Royal Commission in to Family found that women enter the 

sex industry as a cause and consequence of family violence, often seeking access to an income when 

leaving a violent partner or being forced in to the industry to earn an income while with a partner who 

uses violence. The Royal Commission also heard women who work in the sex industry are 

disproportionately affected by family violence and noted the compounding nature of experiencing 

violence in the work setting, as well as in their personal lives and how this, and potentially childhood 

violence could lead to a normalising of violence. The impact of family violence on their health and 

wellbeing could be particularly severe and could impede their recovery. The Royal Commission report 

found women face particular challenges when seeking support before, during and after experiencing 

violence, compounded by the stigma and discrimination they experience due to their involvement in the 

sex industry, often making women feel invisible within the service system.  

Data on the prevalence of violence 

Data collected by Project Respect in the 2018/2019 financial year found that almost three-quarters of 

women (71%, n=55) reported experiences of violence, with: 

 57% experiencing multiple forms of violence (n=20) 
o 75% disclosed experiencing family violence (n=25) 
o 51% experienced sexual assault (n=18) 
o 40% experienced workplace violence (n=14) 
o 29% gender-based violence (n=10) 

 89%  indicated they had mental health issues (n=31) 
 89% indicated they were experiencing financial hardship (n= 31) 
 71% experiencing housing insecurity and homelessness (n=25)  
 68% of women involved in the sex industry said they felt exploited while in the industry (n=24) 

                                                      
4
 Deering et al “A Systematic Review of the Correlates of Violence Against Sex Workers” (2014) American Journal of Public 

Health 104 (5) e42. 
5
 Australian Human Rights Commission, Respect@Work National Enquiry Into Sexual Harassment in Australian Workplaces 2020 

p. 227 



 34% indicated they had suicidal ideation (n=12) 
 17% were involuntarily admitted to psychiatric facilities due to mental health decline (n=6) 

 
Data collected through working with women trafficked (n=15) revealed: 

 100% experienced mental health issues (n=15) 

 93% experienced financial hardship (n= 14)  

 80% experienced family violence in addition to their experience of being exploited (n=12) 

 80% experienced housing insecurity or homelessness (n= 12) 

 33% had concerns about their work rights (n=5)  

In outreach to licensed brothels in the 2018/19 financial year, 24% of women (n=55) reported 
experiences of violence.   

 58% of these experiences occurred in the workplace, including:  

o 28% reported physically rough or abusive clients; including being held down and 

strangled and bitten by their clients (n=12) 

o 14% had clients remove condoms during the booking (n=6) 

o 9% reported verbally abusive clients (n=4) 

o 7% reported psychological abuse, including threats to out women (n=3) 

o 7% were raped by their clients (n=3) 

o 7% disclosed safety risks working privately, including one woman who disclosed her 

friend had been murdered (n=3) 

o 5% had clients wait for them after their shift and stalk them (n=2) 

o 5% sexual assault (not defined) (n=2) 

o 5% reported violent crimes including a stabbing at the brothel and being robbed after a 

shift (n=2)6 

Of note, sexual assault by removal of condoms is increasing exponentially. Women disclosed that they 

were not supported by management in these circumstances. Women reported the client was often 

given their money back by management after making a complaint when the woman stopped the 

booking, or, the woman was forced back in to the booking to complete, despite the assault that had 

transpired. Reports from women indicate that management do not perceive the removal of condom as 

sexual assault and as a result, it is highly underreported. 

Violence experienced by migrant women in the sex industry 

A 2015 Australian Institute of Criminology report on Migrant Sex Workers in Australia reveals migrant 

women and women on temporary visas in the sex industry are particularly vulnerable to workplace 

exploitation and violence, due to difficulties understanding and securing their entitlements because of 

age, language and cultural barriers, the remoteness of their working location and, in some cases, their 

                                                      
6
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concerns about preserving their visa status.7 Project Respect’s own work with women supports this 

finding, with migrant women in the sex industry commonly reporting that they are unlikely to be 

informed about their rights, laws and regulations in the sex industry, that they are expected to work 

extremely long shifts without earning any or very little money. Compounding this is a fear of authorities, 

cultural and linguistic barriers and, involvement in an industry which is heavily stigmatised and 

sometimes illegal in their country of origin. This prevents women from speaking out and/or seeking 

assistance about exploitative conditions. 

There is also evidence that stereotyping of women from Asian backgrounds contributes to the violence 

and exploitation that migrant women experience within the sex industry. A consequence of this 

stereotypical view of South East and Central Asian sex workers is the perception that they will be 

malleable to client demands specifically for providing unsafe sexual services. Management report a 

perception that South East and Central Asian women are “easier to manage”8 and that they would be 

unlikely to report exploitative practices to authorities. Further, racism and harmful stereotypes are used 

as a selling point on blogs and websites to sell sexual services. These factors, combined with the failure 

of state and territory, as well as commonwealth enforcement and regulation departments to adequately 

regulate a high-risk industry have been utilised to develop a sex industry business model which actively 

exploit migrant worker vulnerabilities.   

Technology-facilitated abuse for women in the sex industry and women trafficked 

Technology facilitated abuse is a highly complex issue, combining issues of gender inequality, sexual 

violence, internet regulation, internet anonymity, privacy, copyright, ethics and the rights of women in 

the sex industry.  The sex industry is unusual in relation to technology facilitated abuse, as few other 

industries or work places require sexual interactions. The nature of the industry inevitably makes 

women in the sex industry more vulnerable to technology facilitated abuse than might be experienced 

by women in other industries. Our work reveals that technology-facilitated abuse impacts on women in 

the sex industry in four distinct ways: in the context of family violence, with clients, in their role as 

independent business operators and, in the context of women trafficked for sexual exploitation.   

Often the abuse plays out through threats to out and/or expose women by intimate partners or clients 

who have images or video footage taken without consent during a booking. Further, we have supported 

women who have had adverts for services and their phone numbers posted online without consent. In 

the context of trafficking, exploiters will take images of women and then use this as a form of power and 

control. Research suggests that the trauma related to technology-facilitated abuse increases as time 

goes on, as the threat to expose someone remains.  

In the context of business, the increased use of online platforms to provide sexual services exposes 

women to increased risks of experiencing technology-facilitated abuse. Digital platforms have reshaped 

the marketing of sexual services, accessibility and the types of experiences available. From online 

forums dedicated to rating brothel experiences to escort directories, a woman’s capacity to market her 

personal ‘brand’ while still retaining a sense of privacy, safety and security remains an area of 

                                                      
7
 Renshaw L et al. 2015. Migrant sex workers in Australia. Research and public policy series no. 131. Canberra: Australian 

Institute of Criminology. https://www.aic.gov.au/publications/rpp/rpp131 
8
 Inner South Community Health & Rhed, Migrant and Multicultural Sex Worker Report 2012, p. 25 



uncertainty. For women in the sex industry, technology-facilitated abuse might appear as non-payment 

or attempts to underpay for services, threatening/harassing behaviours, persistent unwanted contact 

attempts, blackmail or attempts to sabotage a woman’s personal brand via online forums. Even less is 

known about the experiences of women from migrant backgrounds who use technology for sexual 

services. However, the literature suggests that the barriers that prevent women from reporting crimes 

are the same in the online sex industry; distrust of law enforcement, fears of persecution and ongoing 

shame and stigma connected to the sex industry.   

In this context, more needs to be done to protect and prevent violence against women in the digital 

realm, regardless of whether it is within the context of work or the individual. These types of violence 

are highly underreported, and often not considered in the realm of violence perpetrated against women 

at all. Specific training and resources are required that go further than simply building the capacity of 

women to be able to keep themselves safe, and instead focus on the perpetrators of violence.  

Case Study: Intersection of technology facilitated abuse and the sex industry 

Mary* was involved in the sex industry in her country of origin. She was experiencing significant family 
violence and decided to come to Australia on a temporary working visa. She secured a job in a rural area 
prior to arriving. On her first day of work, she was pulled aside by her boss, who informed her that he 
had been sent a video of her performing sexual services on a client which had been sent by her former 
partner as a means to discredit her. Mary subsequently experienced ongoing technology facilitated 
abuse via phone from the ex-partner. Local police said that there was nothing that could be done as the 
perpetrator was overseas. 
 

The intersection of family, domestic and sexual violence for women in the sex 

industry and women trafficked 

In the Australian context, some attention has been paid to the intersection of forced marriage and other 

forms of gender-based violence, and in particular, the The Fourth Action Plan of the National Plan to 

Reduce Violence against Women and their Children identifies as a specific national priority the need to 

“better equip the service system and communities to address complex forms of violence and harmful 

cultural practices including early and forced marriage and human trafficking”.9 Project Respect’s work 

sits at the intersection of human trafficking and family violence, with a common factor of women being 

involved in the sex industry.  

A 2014 Australian Institute of Criminology report confirmed that “marriage and partner migration have 

been used to facilitate the trafficking of people to Australia.”9 This research drew on data and interviews 

relating to 8 specific cases and highlighted that cases were often misidentified as domestic 

violence. A 2017 InTouch Report analysed 300 client files closed between 2015–16 and involved clients 

whose migration status was temporary when they first came into contact with InTouch. Of the 300 

audited files, 11 had indicators of human trafficking, 20 involved discernible evidence of forced labour 

                                                      
9
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and servitude, and deceptive recruiting for the purpose of these offences, with four of these 20 cases 

specifically relating to sexual servitude. While this equates to approximately 10% of the audited files, the 

report indicates this is likely to be an underrepresentation of the prevalence of the crime as not all 

cases audited had sufficient detail to identify indicators of trafficking.10   

Of the 31 cases identified, only 11 were referred to the AFP. The report notes referrals from InTouch to 

the AFP is a new process, and also indicates that the AFP have confirmed that “no other specialist or 

generalist family violence service routinely refer cases to the AFP.” During the 2015-2016 period, the 

AFP only investigated 36 offences of labour exploitation, indicating that this is likely an 

underrepresentation of the scope of the crime given the data from the InTouch Report. 

This information supports Project Respect’s own anecdotal evidence received from the family violence 

service sector as an outcome of our capacity-building in Victoria, and our advocacy nationally. A number 

of training participants have indicated that, after learning about the indicators of trafficking, realised 

they had supported victim/survivors of trafficking. Additionally, we have been informed that refuges in 

Australia often have women trafficked on spousal visas and even when staff do identify there are 

indicators of trafficking, they don’t have the skills to engage women to open up about their experiences. 

This lack of knowledge about modern slavery has been documented in the 2009 AIC Community 

Attitudes and Awareness Survey across Australia 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. The need and scope for capacity-building training as well as community 

awareness raising activities amongst family violence services are key recommendations in the AIC 

Report. This need for training is supported by Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria’s 2017 survey 

with 367 people across Victoria working in the family violence sector, of which 25% of the respondents 

indicated that they required training on “identifying and working with women who have 

been trafficked”. More specifically, the 2017 InTouch Report recommends that family violence services 

include specialised risk assessment tools for immigrant and refugee, and temporary migrant women, 

and that collaborative service provision model should be developed to adequately support 

victim/survivors.11  

Further, the need for training is evidenced in our own training evaluation (n=219), where 22% of 

participants had no baseline knowledge, and 51% indicated low knowledge to the evaluation 

question “how would you rate your ability to explain the components of human trafficking as well as the 

indicators and support pathways?” Importantly, 94% of participants increased their knowledge against 

this learning outcome in the post training evaluation survey. Additionally, we have been surveying 

participants for the past 4 months on their experiences of supporting women who presented 

with indicators of trafficking. 19 frontline workers reported supporting 53 women who had been 

trafficked or showed indicators of trafficking in the last 12 months, and none had received any specialist 
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training on identifying and supporting people who had been trafficked. Only 3 had received specialist 

training on sexual assault and sexual trauma.   

Importantly, women in the sex industry are wholly missing from prevention of violence against women 

initiatives and strategies. This absence results in a lack of broader public and social policy planning and 

responses to these forms of violence against this specific group of women. Further, trafficking is often 

viewed within a criminal justice framework, and is also a form of violence that is largely missing from 

prevention of violence initiatives. As a result, these intersecting forms of violence frequently go 

unrecognised by police, specialist family violence services, and other parts of the community services 

system, leaving women already at heightened risk for harm, without any access to the support. 

Accordingly, in addition to well recognised indicators of family and domestic violence, women in the sex 

industry report that they experience violence in other specific ways, most commonly: 

 Being forced by their partner into the sex industry; not being allowed to exit the industry 

 Having their wages from the sex industry taken from them by their partner 

 Being threatened by their partner disclosing or threatening to disclose that they are or have 

previous worked in the sex industry to others, including to their children, other family members, 

friends, children’s teachers or school, employers, the police, Child Protection, the Children’s 

Court, the Magistrates Court, the Family Court and the Australian Taxation Office 

 Experiencing verbal abuse from their partner or ex-partner in terms of their involvement in the 

sex industry (e.g., calling them a ‘whore’ or a ‘slut’) 

 Being coerced by their partner into having unwanted sex or types of sex, including with partner’s 

friends 

 Substance-use coercion. 

 

Case Study: Substance-use coercion 

Tracy* is Australian born and experienced mental health issues and a dependence to substances. During 
a stay in a rehabilitation facility, she met a much older man, Tony. He introduced her to heroin, and 
quickly, she developed a dependence.  

Tracy and Tony did not have access to an income to support their drug dependency. Tony told Tracy that 
she could earn an income by selling sex on the street. She commenced doing this, and all money earned 
was controlled by Tony. At times, Tracy also had to earn money to support Tony’s friends’ dependency 
to drugs. A little while into the relationship, Tony met another, younger woman. He also facilitated her 
dependency to heroin, and, once this had happened, asked her to work on the street for him as well. 

It was later that Tracy understood that this was a distinct pattern of behaviour that Tony had where he 
preyed on the vulnerability of younger women to earn an income from them selling sex, primarily to 
support his own drug dependency.   

Migrant women face additional complexities, and in particular, a temporary visa status can be utilised as 

a means of control over women in the sex industry, particularly if women are in the illegal space or 

where they have specific working restrictions on their visa. Visa status is used to further exploit women 

through threats to “dob them in” to ensure they do not report the situation or seek support. 



Case Study: Intersection of the sex industry, human trafficking and family violence 

Chen* is a mature woman from a South East Asian country. She is divorced and has two children who 
are living with a former partner in Asia. She met her new partner online and moved to Australia to be 
with him, at her partner’s request, and they married. She agreed to move to Australia under the promise 
to be in an equal and respectful partnership. Soon after she arrived in Australia, she experienced serious 
forms of family violence and other forms of exploitation. Her partner was severely violent towards her. 
One of these assaults resulted in a neighbour contacting the local police, and the police removed Chen 
from the situation. 

Chen was isolated, spoke little English and was completely under her partner’s control. She had to be 
available 24/7. This included work without being paid in the perpetrators business (labour exploitation), 
forced to do all the household work and other domestic duties (domestic servitude) and, provide sexual 
services to her partner multiple times a day against her consent (sexual exploitation). If she refused, he 
raped her, including strangulation. She was denied food and when her children visited they also were 
denied food and adequate living conditions.  

The perpetrator allowed her to earn an income through the sex industry to provide food and other basic 
necessities for herself and her children. Her children were supposed to stay in Australia with her, but her 
partner would not allow them to travel back to Australia, and then used threats against them to make 
Chen stay in Australia with him. 

Chen reported the crimes perpetrated against her to the local police and her case was investigated as 
family violence. Her partner was sentenced to three months for family violence offences. In Chen’s case, 
human trafficking indicators were not recognised by local police. We believe that if human trafficking 
indicators had been taken into account, Chen’s case would not solely have been treated as family 
violence, the sentence could have been much longer and Chen could have potentially had access to the 
Support for Trafficked People Program which would have provided the wrap around support required to 
be safely removed from the situation of exploitation and violence. When the perpetrator was released 
from jail, Chen’s safety was gravely at risk, compounded by her temporary visa status which restricted 
her access to other support services.   
 

 

Limitation in existing policy and response initiatives to prevent violence against 

women in the sex industry and women trafficked  

As previously noted, women in the sex industry are wholly missing from prevention of violence against 

women initiatives and strategies. Adding to this, there are known deficits in current government 

responses to combatting modern slavery, and limitations in the capacity of the social and community 

service system to adequately respond to the complex needs of women who sit at the intersection of the 

sex industry, family and domestic violence, sexual violence and trafficking. Additionally, there are 

structural barriers that marginalise migrant sex workers from accessing services and resources, with 

women on temporary visas ineligible for many government supports, such as housing and Centrelink, 

leaving many migrant women with no income and with limited pathways to exit the sex industry if they 

choose.   



This inadequacy is further demonstrated in cases where women have faced criminal proceedings 

directly relating to having been trafficked. There is no defence of coercion, and there is still no law 

against intentionally, knowingly or recklessly purchasing sex from a trafficked person in Australia. One 

woman supported was trafficked into a ‘massage parlour’ and forced to provide sexual services. The 

brothel was proscribed and the woman was charged with providing sexual services without a licence. 

Project Respect contacted the AFP, who identified that she would fit the definition of being trafficked 

and subsequently be eligible for the relevant support services. However, due to a fear of authorities, the 

women chose not to engage with the AFP. This woman experienced significant mental health decline, 

including self-harm, after being charged. There are also reports that migrant workers who have 

experienced slavery or criminal forms of labour exploitation are removed from the country without 

being screened for indicators of modern slavery.  

In addition, the Australian legal framework to prevent, protect and punish human trafficking crimes, 

the Commonwealth Criminal Code Act 1995 (Criminal Code), has a much narrower definition of 

domestic trafficking than the international definition, and stipulates an offence has only occurred if the 

act of trafficking has been facilitated by transportation and does not include the act of recruitment, 

transfer, harbouring or receipt of person.   

(1)  A person (the first person) commits an aggravated offence of domestic trafficking in persons 
if the first person commits the offence of domestic trafficking in persons in relation to another 
person (the victim ) and any of the following applies:  

(a)  the first person commits the offence intending that the victim will be exploited, 
either by the first person or by another, after arrival at the place to which the person has 
been transported;  

As a direct result, migrant women who experience trafficking once they arrive in Australia are often not 

considered to have been trafficked.  

Gaps in response for women on temporary visas experiencing violence  

Currently, there are significant gaps and inadequacies in Australia’s migration legislation that create 

serious risks for harm to victims/survivors of domestic, family and sexual violence who hold temporary 

visas.12 For the purpose of the Family Violence Provisions, violence that is perpetrated by family 

members other than a sponsoring partner is not being recognised. This fails to recognise that living with 

extended family is the norm for certain cultural groups and it is often the partner’s family who are 

perpetrating violence against victims/survivors.  

In the Protection Visa assessment process, evidence of domestic, family and sexual violence is often 

assessed arbitrarily and in way that fails to recognise the complex dynamics of domestic, family and 

sexual violence:  
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 decision makers frequently fail to follow their own policy guidance13 on assessment of 

gender based and domestic, family and sexual violence claims 

 judicially determined evidence from Australian courts is not treated as conclusive 

evidence of domestic, family and sexual violence that has occurred in Australia 

 decision makers assessing Protection Visas based on domestic, family and sexual 

violence claims frequently do not consider a Foreign States’ capacity to provide effective 

protection from domestic, family and sexual violence in practice 

The requirement that the relationship must have ceased before a victim/survivor of domestic, family 

and sexual violence can use the Family Violence Provisions is problematic. Declaring an end to the 

relationship is risky and the perpetrator may escalate their use of violence to re-assert power and 

control. Leaving the home is often impossible due to lack of access to support services, income and 

housing. If homelessness is the only other option, women may prefer to provide evidence of domestic, 

family and sexual violence and be assessed for a permanent visa on that basis, while still living with the 

perpetrator.  

Women on temporary visas are ineligible for many government supports, such as housing and 

Centrelink, leaving many victims/survivors dependent on a perpetrator (partner or other family 

member) or with no income and with limited pathways to re-establish independence. Limited or no 

income as well as immigration precarity may force women to remain with a partner who is abusive and 

violent. Current barriers in relation to services eligibility include: 

 The majority of women on temporary visas are not eligible to access social security payments 

through Centrelink as well as Medicare in some instances 

 Only a small number of temporary visa categories may be eligible to access Special Benefit 

 Women who are granted permanent residency through their application for Family Violence 

Provisions are subject to a 4-year waiting period under the newly arrived resident's waiting 

period (NARWP) 

 Residency rules also apply to access childcare subsidy meaning that most of women on 

temporary visas are not eligible 

 Holders of the New Zealand special category visa, while being able to remain in Australia 

indefinitely, are not eligible for any social security apart from Family Tax Benefit 

 Women who experienced domestic, family and sexual violence and were successful with their 

application for Family Violence Provisions i.e. obtained their own permanent residency, are only 

eligible to access parenting payment when they have become a solo parent after the visa grant;  

 In all states with an exception of South Australia, women on temporary visas are not eligible to 

access social and public housing 

 Some funding agreements and modes of operation of housing service providers prevent them 

from accommodating women who are not eligible to access Centrelink and are otherwise unable 

to contribute payments towards rent 

 Significant funding cuts to community legal centres including the restructure of funding 

administered through Immigration Advice and Application Assistance Scheme (IAAAS) has 
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significantly limited access to free legal advice and representation for women on temporary 

visas experiencing violence and their dependants. Community legal centres are providing 

services to these women without dedicated funding to do so 

 The majority of temporary visas holders are considered international students for the purposes 

of accessing vocational and tertiary education  

 Children who are not permanent residents or Australian citizens are generally regarded as 

international students. Women on temporary visa with no income are often unable to afford to 

pay the fees for their children to attend primary or secondary school 

 Free access to interpreting services remains an issue. Not all support organisations are eligible to 

access free Translation and Interpreting Services (TIS) and not all have sufficient costs built in 

their funding contracts to meet the demand. Access to interpreters in regional, rural and remote 

areas is even more challenging.  

The rights of victims/survivors of domestic, family and sexual violence to access a range of needed 

support services at the points of crisis is fundamental for their protection, safety and their recovery. 

Currently, women on temporary visas experiencing domestic, family and sexual violence and their 

dependants are restricted from accessing services and support.  

Limitations of the Support for Trafficked People Program  

There are also severe deficits in the support system for women even in instances where trafficking is 

identified and supports can be made available. Australia upholds support and protection measures as 

per Article 6 of the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially 

Women and Children, through initiatives such as the Support for Trafficked People Program (STPP) and 

the Human Trafficking Visa Framework (HTVF). Despite this,  there are considerable barriers to accessing 

this protection due to support being contingent on participating in the criminal justice system, which 

often results in victims not willing to assist, unable to assist or, the survivor does assist, but there is 

insufficient evidence to prosecute, and the survivor loses access to the protection offered by the 

Australian government. This creates a framework where the Australian government prioritises the 

prosecution of traffickers over the safety of victims through a conditional criminal justice approach.  

The Criminal Code remains focused on judicial outcomes rather than the human rights of 

victims/survivors. In order to access the STPP, the trafficked person must be willing and able to assist 

the AFP with an investigation into their traffickers. It is well documented that the link between the STPP 

and the criminal justice system often acts as a considerable barrier to individuals who have experienced 

human trafficking. Many trafficked persons fear the possible repercussions of assisting and cooperating 

with the AFP in their investigations and potential court testimony. Individuals may not engage due to 

fear of threats and reprisal from their traffickers; to their own personal safety, and that of their families 

and friends. There are also a number of factors which impede women from being able to remain on the 

STPP, including the short initial assessment period which is an insufficient period to adequately support 

women to be mentally, emotionally and physically able to assist the AFP with an investigation. Adding to 

this, some women do want to assist, however, due to insufficient or lack of credible evidence, the AFP 

will no longer investigate the crime, subsequently exiting the women from the program. The lack of 

access to the comprehensive STPP support service program has resounding impacts on women, 

including their mental health and exposes them to the risk of being re-trafficked. 



The United Nations Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons states that the initial 45-day reflection 

period is very short, and may not be adequate for individuals who have experienced trafficking to reflect 

and make critical decisions.  

Overwhelmingly, service providers are inadequately equipped to support trafficked individuals; not 

understanding human trafficking and the ongoing, significant, and multi-faceted impact it has is 

detrimental to the wellbeing of the survivor. Due to the STPPs conditional nature and subsequent 

inaccessibility, many trafficked individuals continue to fall through the gaps of the social welfare system. 

Case Study: Limitations of the system to adequately respond to the intersection of 

women in the sex industry, women trafficked and family, domestic and sexual violence 

Ava*, a woman in her late twenties, experienced trafficking and sexual exploitation in her country of 
origin and was forced into the sex industry by her parents at a very early age. She left her country of 
origin to remove herself from this exploitation. Ava came to Australia on a student visa. Due to a lack of 
options available, and because she was familiar with it, Ava worked in the sex industry in Australia while 
studying. Ava struggled to obtain private rental but was able to obtain share house accommodation. 
However, whilst living in the share house Ava was sexually exploited by multiple perpetrators.  

She was involuntarily hospitalized due to trauma induced psychosis. Services, including police and family 
violence services expressed doubts relating to her story due to her involvement in the sex industry and 
the number of sexual assaults she had experienced. They had no understanding of the normalisation of 
violence women with experience of the sex industry sometimes experience, or any awareness of the 
indicators of human trafficking indicators.   

During the hospital admission Ava met another perpetrator who befriended her. He offered her 
accommodation, which, given she had nowhere to go when she was discharged, and due to previous 
difficulties in securing private accommodation, she accepted. This perpetrator domestically trafficked 
Ava for sexual exploitation. Given previous poor responses by services, Ava was too scared to report the 
situation as she didn’t know what would happen to her, or where she would go.  

Finally, she reported the exploitation to Project Respect but she did not want to report to the police. 
Due to existing relationships, Project Respect was able to support Ava into family violence crisis 
accommodation. However, as an outcome of ongoing sexual exploitation, Ava exhibited sexualised 
behaviour. Staff did not apply an intersectional lens and judged her as being unsafe around children due 
to her involvement in the sex industry and did not want her in the shared crisis accommodation with 
other women and children. Ava was moved between different motels and crisis sites which exposed her 
to a third perpetrator.  

Ava’s temporary visa status means she is not eligible for government housing or any type of government 
support and it limits her ability to access services. With the support of Project Respect, Ava has been 
accepted into medium term housing where she is also provided a financial allowance and meals. This is 
assisting Ava to recover safely, while also not forcing her to return to the sex industry while she recovers 
from the sexual trauma.  

This housing arrangement has been fostered outside of usual eligibility requirements. Ava currently has 
an application for a protection visa submitted, however it could be years until Ava receives an outcome 
of her visa status, until this point Ava will remain in medium term/transitional housing.  



International recommendations to support victim/survivors of trafficking14 

Global research indicates that recovery is not achieved through practical assistance, but rather healing 

and recovery is facilitated through positive interactions between people. Recovery can be achieved by 

developing Principles of Practice for working with survivors including implementing four core standards 

of care across services supporting survivors:  

1. Utilise client centred practice that ensures survivors have the best chance at healing by 

empowering them to make their own decisions, continually eliciting feedback about their needs, 

and treating each survivor as an individual with a unique set of experiences, reactions, and 

recovery needs 

2. Implement trauma informed care that prevents re-traumatisation of survivors and mitigates the 

impact of vicarious trauma on staff by fully integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, 

procedures, and practices 

3. Utilise inclusive practice that reduces barriers to care by utilising inclusive practices and non-

stigmatising language so that any trafficking survivor who seeks assistance feels confident they 

will receive or be directed to the services they need 

4. Ensure services are informed by survivors by listening and incorporating each survivor’s unique 

knowledge and feedback and, when appropriate, seeking feedback from survivor advisory 

boards.  

 

By implementing these core standards of care across services who are providing support to survivors 

including government or non-government agencies and organisation, a healing space will be fostered, 

which in turn will provide the safe space for survivors to feel supported to speak out about their 

experiences to be able to inform not only prosecution, but also prevention, response and enforcement 

initiatives to address modern slavery.   

The unique impact of COVID-19 on women in the sex industry and women at risk of 

being trafficked 

The onset of COVID-19 has revealed a significant impact on the women Project Respect supports, 

through mass loss of jobs, whether that be in the licensed sex industry, informal sex industry 

spaces such as massage parlours or, for women we have assisted to transition from the industry in to 

other employment, in other service sector spaces. This is all compounded by the fact the government 

package to assist people who have lost their jobs does not consider women on temporary visas. More 

than 60% of the women Project Respect supports are from migrant backgrounds, and approximately 

40% of the women supported are on temporary visas, meaning that many women are without the 

ability to access any government benefits at all.   

For many women the COVID-19 pandemic has coincided with the onset or escalation of violence and 

abuse. A report released by the AIC revealed that two-thirds of women had experienced physical or 

sexual violence by a current or former cohabiting partner since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
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that the violence had started or escalated in the previous 3 months. Although the experience of women 

in the sex industry was not included in the report, data indicated that of the 15,000 responses, 2.2% of 

respondents were forced to take part in sexual activity against their will, and that there is a high co-

occurrence of women reporting that they experience both coercive control and physical or sexual 

violence.15 Project Respect’s work during this time has revealed women in the sex industry are facing 

additional challenges as a result of the pandemic, exacerbating the risk of experiencing violence during 

this time. 

As many specialist family violence services are stating, social isolation is a contributing factor to 

increased risk in experiencing family and domestic violence. For women with experience of the sex 

industry, these risks are exacerbated by: 

 A lack of and loss of income preventing women from leaving violent partners to have access to 
basic necessities such as housing and food 

 The likelihood that the provision of sexual services will continue but will be driven further 
underground. This increases the risk of women experiencing workplace violence including sexual 
assault and places them at greater health risks, including transmission of the virus 

 Due to stigma, discrimination and the current restrictive measures in place, women will be less 
likely to report the violence or health risks 

 An environment for women to be trafficked or re-trafficked, as they take greater risks to secure 
a source of income 

 
In Victoria, where quarantine measures are still in operation, there have been reports of brothel owners 

requesting women to “return to work”, and that brothels are continuing to operate by renting out a 

number of apartment rooms in different locations, meaning that women may be moved across many 

sites. Escort services have continued to operate, unabated, during this time.  

As with all aspects of health, the ability of women in the sex industry to protect themselves against 

COVID-19 depends on their individual and interpersonal behaviours, their work environment, the 

availability of community support, access to health and social services, and broader aspects of the legal 

and economic environment. Stigma and criminalisation mean that women might not seek, or be eligible 

for, government-led social protection or other economic initiatives. Police arrests, fines, and other 

media reports are fuelling concerns that the pandemic is intensifying stigma, discrimination, and 

repressive policing. This has been revealed by reporting in Australia that has focussed overwhelmingly 

on the role of the woman in providing sexual services during quarantine, rather than the purchaser of 

services or on brothel owners and managers.  

Furthermore, for women currently exposed to their traffickers, COVID-19 measures may worsen their 

situation and for victim/survivors of trafficking, it exposes them to increased risk of being re-trafficked 

due to seeking an income, particularly for migrant workers who are not able to access government 

support incentives. The increased levels of domestic violence reported across many countries can act as 

an indicator for the conditions of many trafficking victims, such as those in domestic servitude or 

situations of sexual exploitation, and other forms of exploitation that disproportionately affect women 
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and girls. In an environment where priorities and actions are geared towards limiting the spread of the 

virus, it is easier for traffickers to hide their operations, making victims increasingly invisible, and the 

already difficult task of identifying victims of human trafficking more challenging. Women in this 

situation are also more exposed to contracting the virus, less equipped to prevent it, and have less 

access to the services required to ensure their recovery. Dramatic increases in unemployment and 

reductions in income, especially for low wage and informal sector workers, mean that significant 

numbers of women who were already vulnerable find themselves in even more precarious 

circumstances.16 

Ultimately, the onset of COVID-19 has further served to highlight the invisibility of women in the sex 

industry and women trafficked in government initiatives to prevent violence against all women in 

Australia.  
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