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Input to the Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and Girls
 to the Human Rights Council on Prostitution and Violence against Women and Girls
[bookmark: _xjqkwn2ut3j9]This input is provided by eLiberare, a civil society organization working on preventing human trafficking and assisting victims of trafficking in Romania, based on its almost 11 years of experience working on the topic. Input from other practitioners and, most importantly, survivors, has also been included. eLiberare employs a survivor full time and includes input given in a foundational way, both in position papers and in programming.			

1. Provide examples of the hidden forms of prostitution, and explain to what extent they are recognized and dealt with as such?

Prostitution fundamentally constitutes sexual exploitation. This is eLiberare’s experience working in Romania as an anti-trafficking organization, as well as of survivors we are working with, and it is a shared perspective among partners and practitioners from specialized anti-trafficking CSOs across Romania.
	Most girls and women are lured into prostitution by someone they know (most often by relatives, friends, acquaintances, etc.)[footnoteRef:0], and then trafficked through sexual exploitation by their partners or by criminal networks, domestically as well as internationally (the EU), where many Romanians migrate due to better job opportunities.   [0:  This information is based on the 2022 report of the National Agency against Trafficking in Persons which has not been published online, as of yet.] 

a. Apartments, hotels, brothels and clubs. 
From the testimony of survivors of human trafficking, forced into prostitution, we learnt that sexual exploitation occurs in clubs, brothels, and rented apartments, often disguised as "consented prostitution". The primary method involves a trafficker acting as a pimp, commonly posing as the victim's lover, fiancé, or husband. Known as the "loverboy" method in Romania, this manipulative approach has proven very successful in recruiting girls for sexual exploitation, as the trafficker invests as much time as needed to get the victim emotionally attached to him and to obtain her consent to practice prostitution for the sake of their future together. Based on the survivors' testimonies and examples from case law, we have learned that traffickers deliberately transport victims across multiple cities and countries (sex tours) to prevent women from forming strong connections or building trust with anyone. Additionally, it serves as a strategy to present "new merchandise" within the exploitative network.
b. Street prostitution in poor, marginalized communities or in known areas across urban centers. 
Girls and women come from poor, dysfunctional families with addictive behavioral issues (i.e., alcoholism, drug use, domestic violence, lack of occupation etc.). Most families have many children, all living in the same room, with some children sleeping in the same bed with their parents. In most of the cases, there has been some sort of abuse (physical, verbal, sexual, emotional) since early childhood in the family, and the minors have been exposed, desensitized and “familiarized” to it. 
Entry into prostitution happens from a young age (ages 9-14), facilitated by a family member already practicing prostitution (i.e., mother, older sister, relative) or by men who demand them to “earn” money through prostitution (i.e., husband, father, uncle etc.), or due to peer pressure (older girls facilitate the entry into prostitution for other younger girls in exchange for drugs, money or other benefits).
	Girls reaching adolescence drop school early or have not attended school at all. Some of them already have a child or two to provide for. Lacking education or vocational training, they are easily manipulated into prostitution due to the pressing needs of earning money.
c. Massage parlors. From another survivor’s testimony, we have discovered that girls in a massage parlor were forced to have sex with clients and their employer, so they can keep their job. Many times they also live at the location where they work, and this also presents a vulnerability.
d. Prostitution as debt bondage. In our work, we discovered several Romanian young women that were practicing prostitution in a brothel as a way of paying their debts incurred from cosmetic surgeries. Notably, these women are well-educated girls coming from urban environments.
e. Video Chat/streaming on online platforms. While these fall into a gray area, our experience indicates they serve as recruitment channels into prostitution.
f. Escort services or modeling agencies: under the umbrella of legitimate businesses, prostitution flourishes due to unclear legal provisions. Traffickers operate with impunity, as legitimate businessmen. 
2. Describe the profile of women and girls affected by prostitution in your country, and provide disaggregated data, where possible. 
The girls in the Roma community mentioned above all have compound vulnerabilities, particularly: profound poverty, limited access to education and job opportunities, absence of a supportive family structure, and experiences of gender discrimination. This background, marked by material deprivation and a lack of affection, makes them vulnerable to being enticed by specific advantages to fulfill basic needs.
	One example is the entry into prostitution of a minor girl, aged 15, who was left alone with her younger siblings, as her parents left the country to work abroad. As a minor, having no other means of sustenance, she accepted the invitation of an older girl practicing prostitution, who introduced her to clients.
	In most marginalized communities, but also in some urban settings in Romania, gender inequality persists, with women often viewed as subordinate to men. Limited opportunities for professional growth increase women's vulnerability and submissiveness to men’s decision power. In such a context, a man may enter the picture, promising to fulfill all their needs and portraying himself as their hero. In certain cases, husbands or partners may manipulate women, coercing them into prostitution for income.
	Almost 50% of the identified victims of trafficking (sexual exploitation) in Romania are minor girls. The  total percentage of female victims is 80%. Romania does not collect data on ethnicity, but in practice we encounter many Roma girls among sexually exploited individuals.
3. Describe the profile of those who solicit women in prostitution and whether such relations are regulated, and provide supporting data, where possible.
The experience of a Romanian survivor of human trafficking, who was sexually exploited for 7 years across different countries in Europe, taught us that those who solicit women in prostitution vary across all levels of society. As she stated, “I have had as abusers men of all types of professions: MPs and other statesmen, lawyers, prosecutors, doctors, notaries public, policemen, commissioners, postmen, firemen, gendarmes, farmers, fathers, the man in parental leave, the homeless. There were also disabled persons, as well as persons with mental disabilities. Some of them came with their wives. There was also an 18-year-old boy brought by his father and grandfather to be ‘sexually initiated’. Once, there was the owner of a luxury car chain, who came with his bodyguard. Ages ranged from 18 to 85.” 
4. What forms of violence are prostituted women and girls subjected to (physical, psychological, sexual, economic, administrative, or other)?
From testimonies of survivors and from our experience, women in prostitution are subjected to physical violence (beatings, deprivation of food, water, sleep, other types of torture; the dangers of forced unprotected sex; unwanted pregnancies, abortions, STDs etc.); verbal and emotional abuse (stigmatization from community, humiliation from dissatisfied customers etc.); psychological violence (manipulation, threats, abuse of vulnerability/authority etc.) - some pimps insist on impregnating women as a means of manipulation, especially during postnatal depression, to maintain control by using their attachment to the child; sexual violence (rape, forced sexual acts other than intercourse, BDSM, forced sexual acts during the menstrual period, during pregnancy or immediately after a curettage etc.); economic violence (non-payment or underpayment by dissatisfied clients/pimps); administrative penalties are imposed on women who engage in street solicitation in Romania.
“Therapy does not erase trauma; it only helps you live with it” (survivor of prostitution and sexual exploitation).
5. Who is responsible for the perpetration of violence against women and girls in prostitution?
We believe the parties/factors responsible for the perpetration of violence against women and girls in prostitution are: buyers, pimps, traffickers, criminal networks, individuals within the community (harassment, assault), systemic factors: societal (including gender inequality, stigmatization); legal frameworks (legalization of prostitution or criminalisation of women in prostitution), lack of awareness from the law enforcement (police should start from the premise that any woman in prostitution might be a victim of trafficking, and be adequately instructed toward proactive identification of victims), pornography, failure of support systems (inadequate support systems, such as social services and shelters, may leave women and girls in prostitution without recourse or assistance, making them more vulnerable to violence).
6. Describe the linkages, if any, between prostitution and the violation of the human rights of women and girls.
The linkages between prostitution and the violation of the human rights of women and girls are complex. 
· Child trafficking: Street prostitution of children is somehow considered part of the Roma ethnic identity in some communities, not being regarded as sexual exploitation of minors;
· Trafficking: right to be free from slavery and forced labor;
· Exploitation and coercion: right to liberty and security of person, deprivation of autonomy;
· Violence and abuse: right to life, right to be free from torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment, and right to bodily integrity;
· Health risks and access to healthcare: exposure to sexually transmitted infections, limited access to healthcare - right to the highest attainable standard of health;
· Stigmatization and discrimination: rights to privacy, dignity, and non-discrimination;
· Socio-economic disparities: violation of economic and social rights.
7. What links are there between pornography and/or other forms of sexual exploitation and prostitution?
Both pornography and prostitution are driven by demand, and depict the woman as the object of sexual gratification. Pornography is one of the root causes of prostitution/exploitation, as it involves desensitization to violence and distortion of the perception of consent. Most pornographic movies depict the woman as the submissive party, and the “alpha male” as the domineering party, thus normalizing aggressive and abusive behaviour towards women. Pornographic material is also produced as a result of prostitution/exploitation to generate income indefinitely.
	Pornography is used to train victims of human trafficking. Pronography is a gateway into buying of people in prostitution. We see a very high number of minor victims of child pornography (CSAM) who are coerced and recruited into sexual exploitation through sextortion. CSAM is used to groom children into online sexual exploitation.
8. How is the issue of consent dealt with? Is it possible to speak about meaningful consent for prostituted women and girls?
Even in cases where consent was seemingly given, there is a significant abuse of vulnerability or abuse of authority (elements of “means” in the HT definition) involved. When analysing consent, power imbalances and deceptive tactics (i.e, in the “loverboy” method), as well as abusive experience in childhood/adolescence must be considered, as they impair freedom and decision making, making consent irrelevant.
9. How effective have legislative frameworks and policies been in preventing and responding to violence against women and girls in prostitution?
Romania lacks legal frameworks or policies addressing violence against women and girls in prostitution. Street solicitation incurs administrative penalties, and there is a prevalent dismissive attitude toward complaints of sexual abuse within law enforcement. 
11. What measures are in place to assist and support women and girls who wish to leave prostitution?
In Romania there are very few organisations assisting women in prostitution, and resources are scarce (i.e., condoms, HIV tests). Furthermore, there are no state funds allocated to this aspect, nor public funding addressed to NGOs to tackle this matter.
12. What are the obstacles faced by organizations and frontline service providers in their mission to support victims and survivors of prostitution?
Lack of resources. In Romania there are no funds allocated by the state; NGOs depend on donors, mainly from abroad.
The reluctance of girls/women to talk to authorities, so they can be formally identified as victims of exploitation, as many of them are being forced into prostitution by their own husbands or partners.
Stigma and judgemental attitudes in society pose challenges to the socio-professional integration of women with a history of prostitution. 
Fines. Despite completing qualification courses, their criminal record makes marriage, employment, and securing bank loans difficult. The employer may receive a notice from the bailiff stating that one-third of their employee’s salary will be withheld for decades to cover the payment of fines for disturbing public order.
Lack of redress measures. The justice process is cumbersome for victims and survivors of prostitution and the possibility to seek redress is almost non-existent.
Gaps in legislation: National legislation still lists the crime of prostitution of minors which violated many international legal obligations.
13. What are some of the lessons learned about what works and what does not when it comes to stemming any negative human rights consequences from the prostitution of women and girls?
Individuals in prostitution, particularly in Romania, face severe human rights deprivation. Rehabilitation and social reintegration are challenging due to lack of work experience, substantial fines, single motherhood, lack of exit programmes and job opportunities, making it nearly impossible for them to rebuild their lives.
	What works in Romania at the local level is the providing vocational training programmes, based on women’s interests and skills, and socio-professional integration in order to provide alternative sources of income. The flexibility of a part-time job, rather than the requirements of a full-time job, restores their dignity and confidence, and gives them the opportunity to gradually transition out of prostitution, as they develop a sustainable work schedule. The key principle is empowerment. Restoring freedom of choice is essential because their freedom has been stolen. 
	Romanian legislation criminalizes the knowing use of services of trafficking victims, but the effectiveness of this provision is limited, as only in a few cases it was possible to prove that the client knew the person in prostitution was a victim of human trafficking.
14. Are frontline organizations and survivors' organisations sufficiently included in policymaking at the national and international level?
Romania lacks survivor-led organizations, and existing anti-trafficking NGOs are currently working towards equitable representation in legally recognized working groups within state structures, including the Parliament, the Government, and local authorities. Many times, consultations are tokenistic, rather than meaningful and equitable.

15. What recommendations do you have to prevent and end violence associated with the prostitution for women and girls?
We believe that people in prostitution are inherently vulnerable and face compound vulnerabilities. The prostitution system is deeply rooted in power imbalances and inequalities, as well as racial stereotypes, as highlighted in the latest study done by the OSCE[footnoteRef:1]. Meanwhile, pimps and traffickers act with impunity, as do clients - the perpetrators who a lot of times are completely ignored by legal frameworks and justice systems. If we want to successfully prevent violence against women we need to ensure there are sustainable alternatives for education, employment, and socio-economic support that cover not just the person in prostitution, but also their family and/ or dependents. Legal frameworks need to also ensure gender and age sensitive provisions that include pathways to reintegration for people in prostitution and comprehensive protections that are holistic and individualized.  [1:  Mapping the online landscape of risks of trafficking in human beings on sexual services websites across the OSCE region ] 
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