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Why Prostitution degrades Dignity and compromises Safety?
Introduction
Prajwala(www.prajwalaindia.com) an anti-trafficking organization based in India has been combating sex trafficking and sex crimes since its establishment in 1996. With nearly three decades of experience, Prajwala has conducted rescue operations across India and internationally and has successfully assisted in the rescue of 28,400 victims and rehabilitated 26,800 survivors. Notably, Prajwala played a pivotal role in the establishment of the Indian cybercrime portal "cybercrime.gov.in" and the creation of Aparajitha, a survivors’ network providing crucial support to those affected. 50% of Prajwala’s staff are survivors of sex trafficking and prostitution.
In this note, Prajwala aims to shed light on the pervasive issue of prostitution in India and strongly advocates against its legalization. Prajwala asserts that all forms of prostitution are inherently exploitative and harmful, perpetuating cycles of violence, exploitation, and degradation for those involved. Through its extensive experience and dedication to combating sex trafficking and sex crimes, Prajwala emphasizes the urgent need for comprehensive measures to address the root causes of prostitution and provide meaningful support to vulnerable individuals.
1. The Intersection of Vulnerability and Exploitation: Understanding the History and Realities of Prostitution in India
The stark reality of sex trafficking and prostitution in India is a deeply concerning and complex issue. Despite the challenging nature of estimating the number of women and girls trapped in prostitution, the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) reported over 6,500 identified human trafficking victims in 2022, with a staggering 60% being women and girls.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  National Crime Records Bureau. (2022). Crime in India 2022: Statistics. Retrieved from https://ncrb.gov.in/uploads/nationalcrimerecordsbureau/custom/1701607577CrimeinIndia2022Book1.pdf] 

The gravity of the situation becomes even more apparent when considering the alarming number of missing women, many of whom could potentially be victims of trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation. According to NCRB data from 2021, an astounding 3,75,058 women above 18 years of age went missing across the country. The true extent of the problem, masked by underreporting and obscured by the missing persons' data, demands a thorough examination and a strategic approach to safeguard the rights and dignity of those at risk.
The history of prostitution in India is a complex tapestry woven from socio-cultural, economic, and religious threads, spanning centuries of evolution and transformation. Throughout this history, the intersectionality of factors like poverty, caste discrimination, gender inequality, and lack of education has created fertile ground for exploitation and coercion, pushing primarily women and girls from socially marginalized communities including dalits, tribals and backward castes into prostitution as a means of survival. 
Forced entry into prostitution is a harsh reality for many individuals in India, particularly the vulnerable women and girls. Economic desperation, deceptive/fraudulent practices for jobs, love, marriage; familial pressure, are used by trafficking networks to coerce vulnerable individuals into the trade, trapping them in exploitative situations with limited avenues for escape. Our own experience while working with victims shows that these women did not choose prostitution among a range of economic options. Their “options” or ‘constrained choices’ were more in the realm of survival for themselves and their children. Of the women rescued and admitted in Prajwala Safe Homes over 80% were trafficked and 20% chose it due to constrained choices. 
Prostitution in India takes various forms, including brothel-based prostitution, street-based prostitution, escort services, and increasingly, online solicitation. Despite the prevalence of these forms, recognition and acknowledgment of their existence vary across regions and communities. While brothel-based and street-based prostitution is more visible and often acknowledged, prostitution under the garb of beauty parlors, spa and online prostitution which is facilitated in hotels/motels, resorts, apartments remain largely hidden, making it challenging to address and provide support to those involved.
In recent years, and with covid pandemic, the advent of digital technologies has ushered in the era of cyber-enabled prostitution, presenting new challenges and dangers for emotionally vulnerable women and girls from any strata of the society and opening a borderless space for predators to operate. Online platforms, social media, instant messaging apps and mobile applications serve as virtual marketplaces for soliciting clients and arranging transactions, expanding the reach of sex trade and exposing individuals to heightened risks such as trafficking, exploitation, and violence. The anonymity and lack of regulation in cyberspace further compound these risks, leaving vulnerable individuals even more vulnerable to exploitation and making the exploiters more invisible. The cyber space has also blurred the identification of certain communities or economic strata as the vulnerable population and opened the scope for any emotionally vulnerable woman or child to be a potential victim. Cyber technology has also introduced newer forms of virtual prostitution (no physical contact) through livestreaming and chatting.   
2. Prostitution: A Manifestation of Systemic Gender Violence
“Women involved in street prostitution are 60 to 100 times more likely to be murdered than are non-prostitute females[footnoteRef:2]”  [2:  Salfati CG, James AR, Ferguson L. Prostitute homicides: a descriptive study. J Interpers Violence. 2008 Apr;23(4):505-43. doi: 10.1177/0886260507312946. PMID: 18319375.] 

Prostitution as one of the worst forms of gender-based violence, represents a stark manifestation of the systemic oppression and exploitation faced by women and girls worldwide, India is not an exception. At its core, prostitution is rooted in unequal power dynamics, where predominantly women and girls are coerced, trafficked, or otherwise forced into the trade due to economic desperation, lack of viable alternatives, or societal marginalization. The commercialization of women's bodies reduces them to commodities, stripping away their agency and dignity, and subjecting them to various forms of violence and exploitation. Prajwala believes that sexual violence is inherent in prostitution, where consent is coerced or non-existent.
Prostitution intersects with multiple forms of violence, including physical, psychological, sexual, and economic abuse. Interactions with thousands of women and girls removed from prostitution who live in Prajwala safe homes has revealed the horrors they had to endure daily, from threats to their physical safety, with many experiencing physical violence at the hands of clients, pimps, or brothel owners to being subjected to acts that include burns with cigarettes, slashes with blades, being tied to bedposts, bodily mutilated, gang rape, sadism and various forms of sado machoism.  Most of them were also subjected to repeated abortions, substance abuse, alcohol addiction, recurrent STI and RTI and constantly psychologically assaulted with threats and intimidation.  HIV/AIDS, STD’s, Cervical Cancer, TBI (traumatic brain injury), Tuberculosis and all forms of psychological disorders are the various health issues that has been constantly observed among all victims admitted in the safe homes. Most often the psychological toll of constant objectification and degradation erodes the sense of self-worth and contributes to long-lasting trauma which requires long term continuum of care.
It has also been observed that the emergence of cyber-enabled prostitution has further exacerbated the risks and dangers faced by these women. The act of recording and distributing videos of victims perpetuates a cycle of permanent re-victimization and re-exploitation. Each time these videos are watched or shared, victims are subjected to renewed trauma and exploitation, compounding their suffering and perpetuating their victimization. Most victims of cyber enabled prostitution have expressed ‘lack of closure’ as they fear everyone in the community have viewed their videos.  This vicious cycle not only amplifies the psychological and emotional harm inflicted upon victims but also perpetuates their exploitation by feeding into the demand for such content. It is imperative to recognize and address the devastating impact of cyber prostitution, both in terms of the initial exploitation and the ongoing revictimization inflicted upon survivors. 
3. Prostitution as a Commercial Endeavor: The Challenge of Recovery and Restoration
Prostitution, inherently a commercial endeavor, presents significant challenges in the recovery and restoration of victims. Exploiting vulnerability for profit, the business of prostitution prioritizes financial gain over the well-being of prostituted persons. This commercialization of exploitation extends to the realm of cyber prostitution, where victims face ongoing trauma without closure.
This commercialization makes it imperative to provide those removed from prostitution a temporary safe home/space which is not only non-threatening but also away from nefarious individuals who would want to coerce them back to the same situation for commercial gains. 
Prostitution is directly also dependent on the porn industry which generates demand. A direct correlation was seen in the increasing number of children being coerced into commercial sexual exploitation/prostitution and the increase in easily accessible online child sexually abusive material/child porn. Between 2018 and 2021, 150 children, the youngest being 3years old and the oldest 10 years old were rescued from prostitution and admitted to safe homes run by Prajwala. 
4. Legal & Policy Framework 
The Indian law (Immoral Traffic Persons Prevention Act,1956) specifically defines prostitution as ‘commercial sexual exploitation’ but does not take an explicit position against prostitution. ‘Sale of sexual services’ between two consenting adults is not illegal but every other act in prostitution such as pimping, brothel keeping, procuring or selling a person for prostitution and soliciting is a criminal offence. The law also provides for rescue and removal of women and girls from places of commercial sexual exploitation, care and protection of victims and closure of brothels. It is one of the few legislations that empowers civil society organization to assist police in the rescue/removal, and support judicial officers in the care and protection/rehabilitation of victims. While the law is 68 years old, but the implementation of the same is not uniform across the country and officers in the criminal justice system continue to require sustained capacity building to apply the provisions. 
While the Immoral Traffic Person’s Prevention Act, 1956 is in consonance with all International Conventions including the Palermo Protocol and provides for long-term care and protection for recovery and restoration of victims; the lack of understanding in the criminal justice system on the provisions of the law ensures poor implementation. 
In 2022, the Supreme Court of India in Budhadev Karmaskar v. State of West Bengal & Ors[footnoteRef:3] upheld the right of sex workers to live with dignity. The ironic reality of this case was that it was triggered by the murder of a woman in prostitution by a customer/client. In this matter the court issued a set of directives aimed at ensuring and upholding the dignity of sex workers on the behest of groups that supported legalization of sex work. These directions were flawed due to its selective consideration of recommendations and failure to address systemic issues. The judgment fails to fully address the complexities surrounding the detention of adult women in protection homes. While acknowledging the conflict with their liberty, the judgment overlooks critical factors such as the lack of agency for women in prostitution and in the absence of holistic recovery and rehabilitation options the challenges they face in social reintegration upon release. By merely considering their release without addressing these issues, the judgment falls short of providing meaningful solutions and safeguarding the rights of these vulnerable women. The judgement failed to recognize that a significant reflection period in a non-threatening space  is crucial as it provides adult victims with time to heal and recover, to consider their options, seek support, and make informed decisions about their future. Without this essential period of reflection, individuals are more susceptible to ongoing exploitation and may be coerced into remaining in exploitative situations without the opportunity to seek help or escape and may even normalize exploitation and seek for legitimization.    [3:  Budhadev Karmaskar v. State of West Bengal & Ors. 2022 SCC OnLine SC 704] 

This normalization of exploitation by society and our legal authorities contributes to the broader culture of violence against women, perpetuating harmful attitudes and behaviors that undermine gender equality and perpetuate systemic oppression. 
Government of India’s position not to legalize prostitution is not supported by comprehensive policies and welfare measures that will facilitate a favorable eco-system for the exit of women from prostitution. Schemes meant for rescue and rehabilitation are badly implemented with poor monitoring mechanism. There have been several instances when predators have used this opportunity to start a safe home and get access to most vulnerable women and girls who are then re-victimized and exploited. Low prioritization of such issues has built a fertile ground for predators to work with impunity. 
In comparison to women, schemes for girls are better implemented and monitored. The prioritization accorded by the judiciary in ensuring interim and final compensation for child victims is also very well streamlined and access to justice has been recognized as a ‘right’ for all child victims, sadly this understanding does not extend to adult victims.  
5. Challenges for Frontline Workers
In India prostitution is mostly associated with organized criminal syndicates who have local, intra-state and inter-state linkages. Immediately after a rescue or removal of women and girls from prostitution these syndicates start attacking the frontline workers under the garb of custody petition in the court. These attacks also might manifest as physical attacks on safe homes. There have been several instances when young female criminals have infiltrated into safe homes posing as victims and initiated an attack from within the shelter creating a riot like situation. The indoctrination of the victims by these criminals to resist any support extended in the safe home constitutes the hostility the frontline workers face within a safe home on a day today basis.  Intimidated with dire consequences of shaming or harming near and dear; victims are compelled to follow the directions given.
The ‘sex workers’ lobby backed by ‘progressive liberal’ are a significant group that create constant obstacles in any effort of frontline workers to remove adult women from prostitution. Terming it ‘human rights violation’ they put all efforts to defame and discredit efforts of organization involved in rescue and rehabilitation efforts. While this lobby is apparently silent about ‘children’ they will put all efforts to bail out adult female traffickers who have exploited children.       
6. Ensuring Comprehensive Rehabilitation and Support for Victims of Prostitution
Our three decades of work has demonstrated that ‘rehabilitation’ is not a myth. There is a need for a combination of institutional and non-institutional framework for reflection, recovery and rehabilitation. Immediately after a rescue/removal there is a need for non-threatening safe homes with holistic services including trauma care, health care, life-skills, education, livelihood skills and employability program. This is a reflection period which should be away from any toxic influence providing a space for a victim to heal and enter the space of being a survivor. There is a need for continuum of care after exiting the safe home in the form of community-based rehabilitation program that will smoothen social reintegration.     
To address these challenges and provide meaningful support to victims, key stakeholders must collaborate to implement comprehensive rehabilitation and support programs.
Key Recommendations:
1. Trauma Informed Support Services: Establish and maintain trauma informed support services which includes safe homes specifically designed to support victims of prostitution, helplines for exit support, short term employability training, support for job placements, micro-credit support for entrepreneurs and support for restoration of civic identity. Specially designed safe homes should ensure holistic therapeutic care and space for healing and recovery from physical and psychological damages. 
2. Holistic Programs for Community Based Rehabilitation: Ensuring continuum of care, design community-based intervention that will support survivors negotiate social stigma, gain life-skills, livelihood skills, viable and sustainable livelihood options and safety nets for emotional support.     
4. Strengthen Legal Protections: Strengthen legal protections for victims of prostitution to prevent re-exploitation and ensure their safety and well-being. This includes stringent measures against traffickers and perpetrators of exploitation, as well as legal reforms to provide adequate support and resources for victims.
5. Demand Reduction Strategies: Implement demand reduction strategies such as implement stringently the provisions of the law that criminalizing clients/customers and closure of brothels. Design campaigns targeting men and boys focusing on usage of pornography and paid sex targeting attitudinal change.      

Conclusion 
In conclusion, Prajwala asserts that any attempt towards legalization of prostitution undermines critical efforts to combat trafficking and prostitution by normalizing the commercialization of human beings. This approach perpetuates a damaging cycle of exploitation, legitimizing the mistreatment of victims within specific parameters. Lacking sufficient legal protections, victims are left vulnerable to ongoing exploitation, potentially coerced into enduring exploitative situations. The legalization of prostitution, in Prajwala's perspective, fails to address the root causes of this issue and contributes to a culture of impunity, where perpetrators face minimal consequences for their actions. Overall, Prajwala emphasizes that the legalization of prostitution exacerbates the challenges of providing rehabilitation and support to victims, thereby impeding efforts to ensure their safety, dignity, and overall well-being.
Prajwala underscores the importance of a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach that not only addresses the root causes of exploitation but also provides holistic care and reinforces legal protections. Through collaborative efforts across sectors and a strong commitment to prioritizing the well-being of survivors, stakeholders can collectively work towards breaking the cycle of exploitation, empowering victims to rebuild their lives with dignity and resilience.
