
 
 

Submission to the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls to the Human Rights 
Council on prostitution and violence against women and girls 

 
As an overarching comment, IPPF is concerned by the framing of the SR VAWG’s call for submissions, 
which conflates sex work and trafficking of women and girls. IPPF defines ‘sex work’ as the provision 
of sexual services by and between consenting adults for some form of remuneration, with the terms 
agreed between the parties.i Where consent is absent for reasons including threat or use of force, 
deception, fraud, and abuse of power or involvement of a child, such activity would constitute a 
human rights abuse, as does trafficking into any labour sector, including domestic work, manual 
labour, construction and other industries.  
 
IPPF invites the SR VAWG to read the IPPF Sex Work Policy for a full analysis of the human rights 
implications of sex work, the result of more than a year of extensive consultations in all regions of 
the world alongside sex-workers and sex-worker-led organizations.    

 
IPPF takes the lead from the perspectives of sex worker-led organizations in using the term ‘sex 
worker.’ii The terms ‘prostitute’ and ‘prostitution’ are often connected with stigmatization, 
criminalization and a lack of agency, so we do not use these words.iii 
 
IPPF is deeply concerned that no questions are in the SR VAWG’s call for submissions are directed to 
those actually engaging in sex work. Rather than try to understand their lived realities, the SR VAWG 
asks others to describe them and speak on their behalf, violating the most basic principle of 
legitimate human rights fact-finding: engaging those directly affected. IPPF therefore strongly 
recommends the SR VAWG to engage with sex workers communities.  
 
Despite these concerns, IPPF provides the below input to the call for submission due to the 
importance of addressing the root causes of stigma and discrimination that drive violence against 
sex workers. 
 
Questions 4 & 5 
 
Sex workers experience intersecting forms of stigma and discrimination that cause significant 
challenges in being able to participate in civil society and enjoy their human rights. 
 
Overwhelmingly, the most extensive human rights violations and abuses that sex worker-led 
organisations and IPPF Member Associations report affecting sex workers are institutional violence 
and discrimination, in particular, by law enforcement officers.iv Criminalization fosters a climate of 
impunity for perpetrators of violence, as sex workers must work clandestinely and may not report 
abuse due to fears of legal repercussions.v Sex workers whose rights are violated by the police and 
the judicial system often have no legal recourse at all.  Sex worker human rights defenders can face 
reprisals for defending the rights of sex workers and forming sex worker-led organizations and 
unions.vi 
 
Sex workers face discrimination, inter alia when accessing housing, financial services (such as having 
a bank account) and in regards to child custody. Additionally, sex workers’ families, in particular their 
children, are stigmatized, face discrimination, and institutional violence, such as the removal of 
children from their parents’ custody. Even where sex work is considered only an administrative 
offence in local legislation, such as via ordinances concerning ‘public order,’ sex workers are still 
targeted. In these situations, sex workers are subjected to harassment, extortion, illegal detainment, 
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and violence perpetrated by police and other law enforcement officials on the basis of these local 
regulations.vii   
 
These barriers are exacerbated for sex workers facing intersecting forms of marginalization, 
including gender non-conforming and transgender sex workers, Black, Indigenous, and people of 
colour (BIPOC) sex workers, sex workers with disabilities, sex workers who use drugs, migrant sex 
workers, sex workers living in poverty and those living with HIV. This is because sex work, like any 
other type of work, is affected by systemic inequalities, including gender inequality 
 
Questions 6, 7, 11, 12, and 15 
 
Evidence shows that any model in which the sale, purchase, or benefit from sex work is criminalized 
does not stop sex workers from working and does not eliminate sex work.viii The idea that there is a 
distinction between ‘full’ and ‘partial’ criminalization is sometimes part of discussions of legal 
frameworks. Sex worker-led organizations reject this notion, explaining that any degree of 
criminalization harms sex workers and renders them more susceptible to other forms of legal 
oppression.ix Moreover, these forms of criminalization have a negative effect on sex workers’ health, 
wellbeing and livelihood. Their vulnerability to violence and other rights violations is increased as 
they are forced to work clandestinely and take risks to mitigate the consequences imposed on them 
by these kinds of criminalization.x 
 
There is strong evidence regarding the positive impacts of decriminalization on public health and 
human rights. Modelling estimates have indicated that the decriminalization of sex work could 
reduce HIV infections,xi and UNAIDS has called the decriminalization of sex work “key to changing 
the course of the HIV epidemics among sex workers and in countries as a whole.”xii In New Zealand, 
where sex work has been decriminalized since 2003, street-based sex workers are much more likely 
to report violence they experience to the police.xiii Decriminalization of sex work in New Zealand 
ended the practice of courts removing sex workers’ children from their homes and care simply 
because parents were found to be, or suspected to be, sex workers.xiv In New South Wales (NSW), 
Australia, decriminalization of sex work improved worker safety and health interventions in 
comparison to other legislative models in the country, and reduced incidents of police corruption to 
zero (where previously police corruption had been a significant issue for sex workers).xv 
 
The criminalization of sex work perpetuates negative societal biases which exacerbate violence, 
discrimination, and stigma against them, while hampering their access to health, social services and 
justice.xvi Criminalization has a negative impact on sex workers’ right to family life, both through 
direct violations and through the stigma it fuels. Many sex workers have their parental rights 
restricted or denied if they are arrested, charged or suspected of engaging in sex work.xvii Sex 
workers’ children are denied, as a result of stigma, access to education and health care.xviii  
 
Sex workers’ health and safety are also jeopardized by criminalization, increasing their risk of HIV, 
STIs, and sexual and physical violence. Police may confiscate condoms, safe sex information and 
medications, and use them in courts as evidence.xix Punitive policies relating to HIV and STI exposure, 
non-disclosure, and transmission deter sex workers from seeking testing, treatment and care for fear 
of legal consequences.xx Criminalization also poses challenges for outreach, hampering sex workers’ 
access to health services. Health care providers in general, and sex worker peer health care 
providers in particular, face policing and other reprisals when conducting outreach to communities 
of sex workers.xxi 
 
 
 



 
 
Question 9  

 

Consent always takes place within a context of power dynamics. All choices and decisions, 
including those regarding choice of livelihood, are influenced by the social context and power 
dynamics in which one makes them, including the contexts of capitalism, patriarchy, gender 
inequality, and institutionalized forms of discrimination based on age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
economic status, migration status, health status, education, disability and more. Historically, sex 
work has been treated differently from other areas of life in which adults make decisions, because it 
has been stigmatized as a moral transgression as a result of patriarchal norms and purity culture.xxii  
 
Gender inequality in a patriarchal society does not invalidate women’s consent to any other form of 
labor, such as domestic or care work, mining, or sewing in a garment factory, and it does not 
invalidate their informed consent to engage in sex work either. Adults’ autonomy and capacity to 
consent to sex work must be respected in the same way that people’s capacity to consent to engage  
in any other form of work, working environment, or make any other decision about their lives, is 
respected.  
 
Unequal gender and other power relations are foundational to all marketplaces under capitalism, 
which largely serve to reinforce the economic power of cisgendered men in male-dominated 
patriarchal societies. Patriarchal social norms, generational poverty, the feminization of poverty, 
discriminatory migration policies, and political structures exert intersecting forms of oppression, 
including gender inequalities, on sex workers. These inequalities and structures of power are 
compounded by others, such as heteronormativity, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, racism, 
classism and gendered familial and social structures that affect the ability of sex workers to enjoy 
their human rights. It is essential that comprehensive, cross-sectoral efforts to dismantle gender 
inequality in legal, political and social institutions accompany decriminalization of sex work. 
 
Sex work as an activity between consenting adults is different from trafficking and associated human 
rights violations. Consensual sexual activity between adults is an exercise of the human right to 
bodily autonomy, including when it takes place while providing sexual services.  
 
The ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)xxiii and Forced Labour Protocol (Article 1(3))xxiv 
make clear that forced or compulsory labour is "all work or service which is exacted from any person 
under the threat of a penalty and for which the person has not offered himself or herself voluntarily." 
These abuses can (and do) occur in any labour sector, including sex work, and should be prevented 
as violations of the rights of workers. Sex worker-led organizations have consistently opposed the 
conflation of sex work with human trafficking, noting that such conflation is untrue and has negative 
effects on their lives and the respect of their human rights (including discriminatory migration 
policies).xxv There is no evidence that interventions that equate sex work with trafficking eradicate 
sexual exploitation, forced labour, or human trafficking; on the contrary, these interventions 
frequently put sex workers at risk and violate their rights.xxvi Additionally, anti-trafficking initiatives 
can lead to discriminatory profiling and increased scrutiny and harassment which restrict the free 
movement of cisgendered women, transgender people and migrant sex workers. 
 
Question 11 
 
Due to the criminalization and the lack of recognition of sex work as legitimate form of work in 
national and local policies, most sex workers are excluded from social protection and social welfare 
frameworks worldwide,xxvii in violation of their human rights. Sex workers are also often denied 
access to financial services, loans and banking, making them economically vulnerable in numerous 



 
 
ways. They may also be prevented from diversifying their income sources or transitioning to other 
forms of work due to criminal records related to sex work.  
 
Recognizing sex work as work has the potential to shift power imbalances in sex workers’ 
relationships with state agents, such as law enforcement, who can otherwise use the threat of 
working ‘outside the law’ to violate the rights of sex workers. It opens up possibilities for sex workers 
to improve their working conditions, interact more equitably with other sectors of labour, and be 
recognized in their communities as workers making a societal contribution.  Recognizing sex work as 
work also allows sex workers to receive, for example, benefits such as maternity leave, occupational 
health and safety protection, and retirement allocations.  
 
The recognition of sex work as work is paramount to sex workers’ ability to exercise their human 
rights. At the same time, governments must also address structural inequalities, including gender 
and racial inequalities that result in women and LGBTIQ+ people finding themselves in situations 
where they only have a single choice of occupation. IPPF advocates for a diversity of livelihood 
opportunities and for governments to respect, protect and fulfil the human right to work through 
access to quality education, training opportunities, and social services. In line with this, IPPF 
validates the lived experiences of people who decide to engage in sex work. Simultaneously, we 
support the right to decent work and decent working conditions as described by International 
Labour Organisation standards and conventions. 
 
Question 15  

 
Sex workers have been systematically discriminated and excluded from discussions on their rights, 
as they have been in this call for submissions. As the community impacted, sex workers’ leadership 
and meaningful participation as equal collaborators must be prioritized from the outset in all 
discussions, policies, legislation and programming which concerns their lives. The principles of sex 
workers’ meaningful involvement and assessment tools to gauge progress have already been 
developed by sex worker-led organizations, and these must be implemented.xxviii  
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