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To the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls,  
we, the BSÖ – Berufsverband Sexarbeit Österreich, a self-organized sexworkers’ alliance in Austria, would like to provide our opinion to your call for input regarding violence against women and girls, with special regards to prostitution.
Before attempting to answer some of the very suggestive/leading questions in the call, we would like to state that the call itself uses wording and assumptions that conflate voluntary sexwork with forced prostitution and human trafficking. 
In Austria, sexwork is legalized – not decriminalized – and the majority of people working in this field do this legally and out of free will. Economic hardship, especially in the countries from which a majority of female sexworkers are migrating to work in Austria, is a major factor that leads to working in the sex industry, yet this economic motivation does not equate forced prostitution. 
We are indeed for educational, cultural and social measures that help women and girls (and all people, all over the world) make voluntary and educated choices regarding their options to earn a living. It is disillusional to think that only people without alternatives start out in the field of sexwork. In countries where sexwork is legal, and at best decriminalized, you will find a large number of sexworkers who see it as the best option among others. In Austria the group of sexworkers is very heterogenic, we come from different countries, with different educational, social and financial backgrounds.
Being in close contact with a large number of sexworkers from various countries, mainly Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary, and hearing their stories, their motivation to be sexworkers in Austria, we can state with certainty, that voluntary sexwork is indeed NOT automatically incompatible with our dignity and our worth as human beings.     
We strongly believe that laws against human trafficking for sexual and other exploitation, forced prostitution and pimping are important, and these felonies are already regulated in Austrian law and most probably in other countries’ legislation as well.
Laws regarding the criminalization of at least one side (e.g. customers) in order to “discourage the demand” lead to a worsening of the conditions for the side of the service providers as well, both in and outside the realms of work. Sex workers organizations, help/information centers for sexworkers, NGOs like Amnesty International are voicing their concerns regarding the Swedish Model.

What is indeed needed, is a strengthening of rights of sexworkers, and measures against discrimination and stigmatization of this field of work. 
With all this stated, we will try to answer some of the questions.

Kind regards,
Astrid Wenzl (chairwoman) and the members of the BSÖ


Provide examples of the hidden forms of prostitution, and explain to what extent they are recognized and dealt with as such?
There are “sugar dating” platforms, most “sugar babes” do not register as sexworkers in Austria. 
Sexworkers working in brothels and street-based sexworkers on designated streets usually carry their registration as sexworkers in Austria, as police controls these areas on a regular basis. Hidden prostitution happens in private apartments or non-registered brothels. It is hard to uncover these. A legal market and good conditions in registered brothels lead to less hidden prostitution. 
Describe the profile of women and girls affected by prostitution in your country, and provide disaggregated data, where possible. 
The group of sexworkers is very heterogenic, 90-95% of sexworkers have a background of migration. Most women come from Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Slovakia. Sexworkers have to be at least 18 years of age, in 2 federal counties the legal age is 19. They come from various social, educational, financial and cultural backgrounds, yet the biggest group comes from countries, in which the economic opportunities are often limited. Many colleagues work in Austria in order to provide for their families in their home countries, 



Describe the profile of those who solicit women in prostitution and whether such relations are regulated, and provide supporting data, where possible.
The soliciting in prostitution, when there is soliciting, often happens in the countries of origin, often via the “boyfriend method” or by promising other jobs.
What forms of violence are prostituted women and girls subjected to (physical, psychological, sexual, economic, administrative, or other)?
Female sexworkers, just like all other women, can be subjected to various forms of violence -  unfortunately violence against women and girls by men is a general problem in patriarchal societies. As sexwork is a field where mainly men are customers and mainly women are service providers, sexworkers can be targets of that violence.  When the beforehand established consent is breached by the customer, it is a form of violence. Sometimes customers try to blackmail sexworkers when they realize that they do not work legally or do not pay taxes. We think that a good legal framework and incentivizing legal sexwork/paying taxes and social security, empowers sexworkers and thus make them a less likely victim of violence. 
Describe the linkages, if any, between prostitution and the violation of the human rights of women and girls.
We believe that there would be no considerable linkages between prostitution and the violation of human rights, if the rights of sexworkers were strengthened and our work were legal everywhere. Criminalization leads to situations in which people in the field of sexwork have no way to ask for help – be it police, social workers etc. 
What links are there between pornography and/or other forms of sexual exploitation and prostitution?
Neither pornography nor prostitution are per se forms of sexual exploitation, granted the sexworkers work voluntarily and know about their rights. There is a large number of especially women in porn and sexwork who are not sexually exploited. It is important to always make this distinction, only then it is possible to focus on those who are really sexually exploited – in porn, sex work and various other fields of work or even in the private sphere (domestic violence). Conflating voluntary sexwork with sexual exploitation and other forms of violence does not help the victims.



How is the issue of consent dealt with? Is it possible to speak about meaningful consent for prostituted women and girls?
Consent is given between sexworkers of age (thus only women, not girls) and their customers, it is mostly verbal contracts in which the services provided and the money paid for it are agreed upon by both parties.
Forced prostitution on the other hand, which should not be conflated with voluntary sexwork, can never be consensual. 
How effective have legislative frameworks and policies been in preventing and responding to violence against women and girls in prostitution?
In Austria, sexwork is legal, certain laws regulate our work. The criminal code (not specifically related to sexwork, but every aspect of life) states that forced prostitution, human trafficking and rape are felonies, which should suffice. It is necessary to always distinguish between these felonies and legal, voluntary sexwork, in order to focus on real victims of such crimes. 
Brothels and street based prostitution are regularly checked by police, sexworkers have to carry their registration and health ID. Brothels in Austria are required to install safety/security measures, such as alarm buttons in every room. Sexworkers are subject to mandatory health checks every six weeks, in a practice where no other parties except for the sexworker and doctors/employees are allowed. In the case of forced prostitution in legal brothels, this might give an opportunity to victims of forced prostitution to seek help.  
What measures are in place to assist and support women and girls who wish to leave prostitution?
There are information-/help centers for seworkers in every federal county of Austria, where sexworkers can seek help. Both regarding their work (taxes, places to work, legal situation) but also for measures to leave, if they want to leave prostitution. Those help centers assist the sexworkers free of charge.  
What are the obstacles faced by organizations and frontline service providers in their mission to support victims and survivors of prostitution?
Funding is always a problem.


Are frontline organizations and survivors' organisations sufficiently included in policymaking at the national and international level?
There’s the “AG Prostitution” (work group prostitution), part of the task force human trafficking (official government institution), members are from various groups related to sexwork in Austria –sexworkers’ organizations, police, health service. This AG Prostitution publishes their insights every few years and meets with representatives of the various groups at least once a year. 
What recommendations do you have to prevent and end violence associated with the prostitution for women and girls?
Strengthen the rights of sexworkers, fight stigmatization, offer help to those who do not want to be in this field of work and support those, who do.  



Vienna, 31.1.2024
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