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It is estimated that there are between 75,000 and 120,000 prostituted women in Italy, and 65 % of them are related to street prostitution. Thirty-seven per cent of them are minors, although it is difficult to make an accurate estimate, since girls tend to declare a higher age than they really are. 
Currently, the predominant nationalities of prostituted women are from Eastern Europe (26% Romania, 13% Albania and 7% Bulgaria), and from Africa, mainly Nigeria (31%). As for the other female groups, about 4% are South American women (Colombia and the Dominican Republic), while less than 1% are Asian women (mostly Chinese). There are 25 different nationalities among the women, the most numerically significant of which, in addition to those already mentioned, are Ukrainian, Brazilian and Russian. Women make up the majority of the presences on the street between day and night (70-80%), lesser presences for transsexuals are between 10-20%, men remain at 0.46% presences[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  https://www.pariopportunita.gov.it/media/2423/allto-7-relazione_nv_2021.pdf  ] 

The exploiters of prostituted women are always men, whether they are sex buyers, pimps or traffickers. We observe mainly an increase of the Romanian mafia, according to Europol[footnoteRef:2] data, a mafia that also operates through sexual exploitation of women and girls. [2: https://www.europol.europa.eu/media-press/newsroom/news/fake-love-devious-men-luring-young-women-prostitution-busted-in-spain-and-romania ] 
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In Europe, organised crime of Romanian origin is confirmed as one of the main criminal groups profiting from the phenomenon of human trafficking. According to the European Commission's most recent data, the number of traffickers of Romanian origin - whether suspected, arrested or convicted - is the largest, at 2,777.
Italy is not exempt from their action: among others, mention should be made of the Madame operation, which ended in January 2019 with the arrest of 13 people, mainly Romanians, responsible for extortion, induction, exploitation and aiding and abetting prostitution of young compatriots (Dia 2019).  As already mentioned, they use the “lover boy” method.
Alongside this is the Nigerian mafia, which exploits the most fragile and weakest women. Many of these women are very young, have had little or no education and are often in poverty or without families. Through a far-reaching criminal network they arrive in Italy and are then distributed throughout Europe. They end up under the control of so-called 'maman', women who exploit them on behalf of criminal organisations and threaten them with juju rituals[footnoteRef:3].  [3: https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjSqLOCzuyCAxXQ_7sIHYBbBlEQFnoECCwQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.itstime.it%2Fw%2Fnigerian-mafia-and-the-shady-trail-of-organ-trade-by-daniele-maria-barone%2F&usg=AOvVaw3Rsd_WWSWWxsLMFjdPWUoe&opi=89978449
] 

Before leaving for Europe, these women are persuaded and deluded about easy earnings and a better life. Once on European soil, they are sexually exploited in the lagers of black labour because for them it is the only way to earn money to be returned to the mafias. 
Psychological violence is the predominant dimension throughout the prostitution system. Violence is the means for recruitment in the country of origin, but also for exploitation in the country of destination, leveraging the girl's sense of guilt. On the street, girls are forced into violence related to sexual exploitation, when they have not already been abused by their families during childhood and adolescence. And always during exploitation, when the method of the lover boy or the juju ritual is no longer sufficient, physical and verbal violence is used that can subdue or annihilate the victim (Save the Children 2019).
We report here Liliam’s testimony, a survivor of trafficking and prostitution and member of our organisation, Resistenza Femminista:
<<Violence in prostitution can be of all kinds. Economic violence, because you always have a debt, the money you earn does not reach your hands:  you are a pimp’s property. Psychological violence consists of threats: 'if you don't do what I say I will kill your family’ (they have photos, address and documents to blackmail you). There is a lot of physical violence,  punters and the pimp beat you up when you don't do what they tell you, the worst sexual perverted acts>>.
Regarding sex buyers an Italian social worker portal[footnoteRef:4] reported a survey in which their personalities and attitudes are analysed. They are focused on selfish pleasure ('I pay and I don't need to reciprocate sexual pleasure', because the prostituted woman is considered a second class human being.); they dehumanise the prostituted woman seen exclusively as a 'sex machine' which, once the agreement is made, she cannot back out; they exert sadistic actions and domination (sex buyers get aroused precisely by the lack of consent, since this cannot be bought, and consequently they take pleasure from rape). [4: http://www.assistentisociali.org/poverta_ed_emarginazione/il-cliente-della-prostituzione-_-tipologia-dei-clienti-delle-prostitute.htm ] 

Consent, as already stated, cannot be bought: the punter  pays a woman who does not want to have sex with him. Rachel Moran, abolitionist activist and survivor of prostitution, in her book “Paid For. My journey through prostitution”, writes that the only time she experienced pleasure and desire with a punter, she did not ask for financial compensation '[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Moran Rachel, Paid For, Gill & Macmillan (October 4th, 2013) ] 

Another important piece of evidence is the Constitutional Court's 2019 judgement[footnoteRef:6] that saved the Merlin law from the attack of some pro-sex work exponents. The questions had been raised with specific reference to the activity of prostitution freely and knowingly exercised by so-called 'escorts'. The Bari judges argued, in particular, that prostitution is an expression of sexual freedom protected by the Constitution and that, therefore, punishing those who carry out an activity of intermediation between a prostituted woman and a sex buyer  or of aiding and abetting prostitution would be tantamount to compromising the exercise of both the prostituted' woman’ sexual freedom and her freedom of economic initiative.  [6:   https://www.altalex.com/documents/news/2019/03/06/corte-costituzionale-salva-la-legge-merlin#] 

The Constitutional Court held that the choice of criminal policy made with the Merlin Law, that is, to configure prostitution as an activity that is lawful in itself but at the same time to punish all the conduct of third parties that facilitate or exploit it, is not contrary to the Constitution.
Part of the judgement is quoted below: 'The Court excludes that the free and voluntary choice to prostitute oneself represents a way to live a free sexual self-determination, which can be qualified as an inviolable right of the human person, pursuant to Article 2 of the Constitution....(...) The offer of sexual services in exchange of money  does not represent at all a means of protection and development of the human person’. 
So the Constitutional Court adopts an opposite perspective to that of the judge a quo, holding that prostitution cannot be understood as a self-affirming modality of the human person because the choice made would not contribute to a widening of the range of opportunities of the person involved who would be relegated, on the contrary, to a condition of marginality[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  https://www.forumcostituzionale.it/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/nota_141_2019_picchi.pdf] 

In 2023, however, the Palermo Assize Court decided to deliberately ignore the Constitutional Court's 2019 judgement by defining a Nigerian girl as a 'voluntary prostitute', who had sued her compatriot for exploitation of prostitution, claiming that the woman could have done other work such as the ‘shampoo girl’[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  lei-accusa-protettore-secondo-giudici-prostituta-per-scelta_d1e290f8-b642-4829-be83-05eea0316ea1.html] 

Adelina, a trafficking survivor who died by suicide in 2021, had undertaken a campaign called 'Libera la Vita' by making a series of videos[footnoteRef:9] in which she proved that the so-called 'clients' were not at all interested in the safety of the prostituted woman. In one of these videos, Adelina confides to a sex buyer that if she does not earn enough money, the 'pimp' will beat her up. The man remains totally indifferent and even asks for a discount. Prostituted women have no rights, they are considered objects and are dehumanised. [9: https://www.resistenzafemminista.it/campagna-di-adelina-ex-vittima-di-tratta-per-smascherare-i-clienti-complici-del-racket/

] 

Liliam also explains the links between pornography and prostitution: <<Pornography fuels prostitution,  men ask their wives or girlfriends to fulfil their fantasies seen in pornographic films. Many of them rightly reject such perversion and they go to a prostituted woman, because by paying her she will have to do what they want. Many times, when they rape us in the brothel, there are porn videos on TV and you have to be very careful to do everything shown there otherwise if you don't, you will be beaten up by the pimp and sometimes even by the punter>>.
Currently in Italy there is an anti-trafficking system that acts against sex trafficking, but not against prostitution. Awareness-raising of civil society on the issue of sex trafficking does not seem to be carried out by the various regional anti-trafficking systems, or at least does not seem to be a priority. The distinction between sex trafficking and prostitution reveals the pro-sex work orientation of the system. Prostituted women are victims and not 'sex workers' as they are defined by the operators of the street units, who limit themselves to 'harm reduction' by distributing contraceptives to the women prostituted on the street.
The only law that acts against prostitution is the Merlin law, often attacked by those who want the legalisation of prostitution. The Merlin law came into force on 20 September 1958, with the aim of abolishing the brothels established during fascism, where women were forced into prostitution and subjected to the worst violence. The Merlin law remains a fixed point and is abolitionist in nature, thus making any person who facilitates the work of those who deliberately choose prostitution liable to prosecution for exploitation and aiding and abetting.
Exit programmes for prostituted women who are not trafficked do not exist. There are forms of protection (accommodation with protected residence, Italian course and job search, etc.) only if one is a potential victim of trafficking; usually, Nigerian women for whom the status of victim of trafficking is recognised access these paths. Much more difficult is the route for women from Eastern Europe. Many of the exit routes prove to be unsuccessful. 
Prostituted women come from poor, uneducated backgrounds and this does not make it easier for them to find work in Italy where unemployment, especially among women, has one of the highest rates in Europe. Trauma-focused psychological support, which is necessary for victims of trafficking and prostitution who are found to have frequent episodes of post-traumatic stress and other psychological disorders (depression, borderline disorder, panic attacks), is totally absent, or almost non-existent.
Even more difficult is the path for Eastern European women. 
«Eastern European women, being European, do not need an Article 18 residence permit and are mostly trafficked by more devious and more difficult to decipher methods such as the Lover Boy method mentioned above. Since they are not recognised as victims of trafficking, they do not access the relevant programmes. For them there is no public help whatsoever.», Michelangela Barba, President of the Ebano Onlus organisation, explains, adding: "Ebano Onlus gives them shelter and assistance completely at its own expense and without support from either public bodies or private foundations, precisely because women in prostitution who are not recognised as victims of trafficking do not exist as a vulnerable category except for the prevention of sexually transmitted diseases.»
Ebano is one of the very few abolitionist associations in Italy that offers exit programs to prostitution victims. It has long since broken away from the anti-trafficking system that insists on a clear division between prostitution and sex trafficking, as if the former had to be less violent than the latter.
To prevent violence in prostitution, the only way forward is the abolitionist model. Prostitution is in itself a form of violence against women and girls, so it must be countered by striking the demand and criminalising the sex buyers. 
Resistenza Femminista has always supported the Nordic model by fighting for a society free from sexual exploitation in which women and girls are seen as human beings and not commodities. Since 2011 we have carried out several abolitionist campaigns, raising awareness on the harm of prostitution among the public and politicians:  in 2018 we organised an important conference in our  Parliament, together with other abolitionist organisations and our fellow survivor Adelina which lead to a draft law to introduce the Nordic Model in Italy signed by Senator Alessandra Maiorino[footnoteRef:10]   [10:  https://www.senato.it/leg/18/BGT/Schede/FascicoloSchedeDDL/ebook/54781.pdf
] 

We would like to conclude with Liliam's words: <Prostitution is not a job, but violence against women and girls, you have no rights, they pay you to treat you as a slave, you must satisfy the punter and the pimp. Human rights for me means to have the opportunity to have a decent life: to eat, to drink drinkable water, to have a house, to study, which I did not have when I was a prostituted woman. >>
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