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UN-OHCHR Call for 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: _GoBack]Each human on this planet has the fundamental right to her/his own life, personal liberty and security, in any civilization, continent and country. Even the UN states that The Right to life, personal liberty and security of a person are acclaimed as universal rights by the United Nations itself. “Everyone has the right to life, liberty, and security of person. This includes the right to not be held in slavery or servitude, and to not be subjected to torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment.”[1]
Each time such a fundamental right is forcefully taken away through the illegal and vicious means of forced prostitution, it renders a deathly blow on the strength, valour, and values of any country following the laws of their respective constitutions. When the ruthlessness of the commercial mindset targets the very own body of individuals as objects of trade, the foundation of each country shivers and shudders. The increased numbers of prostitution in any said country shows the weakness of its promise to provide basic, universal human rights to its own citizens. In India, the ITPA (Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956) looks at prostitution as a severely punishable offense, whether it be the prostitute, or the pimp, or the “client”. As it states: “anyone over the age of 18 who knowingly lives on the earnings of another person's prostitution can be punished with up to two years in prison, a fine of up to 1,000 rupees, or both.” [2]

Being said that, it is important to realize that instead of decreasing in number even after implementing such direct and strong acts, the Indian subcontinent is still riddled with hidden forms of forced prostitution, like escort services in the tourism areas, grey areas in each and every state, police officers and politicians themselves becoming the “client” in the dark web of prostitution, using wives as prostitutes to bring money in the house by the husbands and/or her affinals, bringing poor women from neighbouring and low-income countries and making them prostitutes, and so on. Easy accessibility and availability of pornographic materials create erotic sensual desires in young people’s minds, which they then forcibly imply on the prostitutes. These are the disaggregated data which Non-Government Organizations like STOP (under R.B.C.Trust) keep on encountering time and again.

STOP is an anti-trafficking organization, which strives to create a gender-just society through holistic empowerment of marginalised women and children, provides quality education, marketable skill training sessions and leadership opportunities (including through the creation of social enterprises and community self-help groups) and by adopting a right-based, collaborative, transparent and participatory approach. During our training sessions empowering women by making them aware of the ills of prostitution and human trafficking, we give them a detailed explanation filled with illustrations about the reasons which force people to fall into the trap of prostitution, namely lack of income, sexual pleasure, attention from loved ones, and structural issues like unsafe migration, human trafficking and cyber-trafficking. 

The gory web of prostitution, entrenched in the history of many civilizations, is still going strong due to the presence of several anti-social structures and agencies. It is important to note that not one particular person or organization can be pinpointed for illegal prostitution, since it is an effect of the work of several networks and people involved within them. Even enforcers of the law and legal procedures often themselves become the “clients” in the said illegal trade of prostitution. In such a murky situation, even the severest of punishments seem like mocking the trust people have on their universal human rights.

The life of prostitutes and the hardships they face to keep themselves barely alive in spite of being absolutely vulnerable to brutal battering and myriad STD’s (Sexually Transmitted Diseases), is filled with agony, to say the least. From being beaten mercilessly to give their consent to enter into prostitution to being denied basic calories, water, sanitation, clothes, medicines, and any kind of counselling, prostitutes face a life lower than animals in this world. Violence through physical battering, mental, emotional and economic torture, becomes a routine affair in their daily lives. To earn one meal a day becomes an arduous task filled with all types and forms of violence.

This being the challenge, it should be kept in mind that ‘consent’ is a matter of great controversy when it comes to prostitution. It can be forcibly, or by luring, taken from the victim(s). STOP’s years of experience have shown that the very weakness of the girl/woman the offender uses to traffick her or trap her into prostitution becomes the reason for her to give in rather easily. The matter becomes grave when the victim has multiple weaknesses, combined with her being unaware about her rights, which the abuser uses to keep her chained in prostitution for years and decades.

Assisting and supporting women and girls who wish to leave prostitution is a crucial aspect of addressing the complex challenges associated with the sex industry. Various measures and support services are implemented to help individuals transition out of prostitution and build new lives. Here are the measures we as an NGO use to assist the survivors of violence and make them pave way for leading meaningful lives:

1. Exit Programs- repatriation and restoration:
   Specialized exit programs are designed to provide comprehensive support for individuals leaving prostitution. These programs often include counseling, education, job training, and all the forms of assistance detailed below. Each survivor goes through a protracted process of visiting the crime branch, police station(s), sometimes the court, and many other agencies, structures and examinations, before finally being allowed to go back to her own state within India (Restoration) or her native home outside India (Repatriation).

2. Counseling and Mental Health Services:
    Access to mental health services is crucial for individuals leaving prostitution, as they may have experienced trauma, abuse, and other mental health challenges. Counseling services can offer support in addressing these issues. STOP provides counsellors for dealing one to one with the survivors of violence and has achieved considerable success in making them live meaningful lives.

3. Legal Assistance:
   Legal support helps individuals navigate any legal challenges they may face, and STOP even provides legal assistance, and has gone to fight for the survivors in the Court time and again. 

4. Healthcare Services:
   Access to healthcare services, including sexual and reproductive health, substance abuse treatment, and general healthcare, is important for the well-being of those leaving prostitution.

5. Housing Assistance:
   STOP provides temporary accommodation to the trafficked survivors until they can be safely repatriated or restored back to their native place. If it takes a long time to repatriate or restore any survivor in her homeplace, STOP provides for her accommodation in Nari Niketan or Nirmal Chhaya, as per the requirement of the person.

6. Education and Job Training:
    Educational and vocational training programs help individuals acquire new skills, enhancing their prospects for finding sustainable employment outside of the sex industry. STOP gives vocational training to the survivors of prostitution and other forms of violence, and also educates the young generation.

7. Advocacy and Empowerment:
    Empowering individuals leaving prostitution involves advocating for their rights and providing opportunities for them to become advocates themselves. STOP has successfully conducted thousands of programmes, initiatives and awareness workshops signalling the ill-effects of prostitution, human trafficking and all other forms of violence against children and women. Recently, the organization has also started focusing on sexual exploitation of boys, which also include them being forced into prostitution. 

Creating a supportive network of services requires a collaborative effort of all agencies. This leads one to think about all the obstacles faced by the non-governmental organizations to safely repatriate or restore the survivors of prostitution and other forms of violence back home. The primary challenge always is to take consent from the survivor to start the process of repatriation/restoration. The survivor is generally kept inside the trap of prostitution mainly by creating a web of warnings and threatening(s) around her. Then the tiring process of court, crime branch, police enquiries and legal procedures often wear the victim out of any hope for justice. To keep them involved in the process till they get justice becomes another challenge of any organization dealing with them.
1. Shift to a Rights-Based Approach:
   STOP adopts a human rights-based approach that recognizes the agency and dignity of individuals in the sex trade and encourages other organization working on this field to follow the same. This involves ensuring that policies and interventions prioritize the protection and fulfillment of their human rights.

2. Legal Reforms:
   Law enforcements form the backbone of any country, and universal human rights are implemented using proper legal measures. But if the laws aren’t changed according to the time, chaos happens, and misuse and misinterpretation of the laws and rules can collapse entire nations. Prostitution as a form of illegal trade can still be curbed if the legal frameworks become adjusted to the flow of the tides of time. 

3. Access to Support Services:
  Ensuring the availability of comprehensive support services, including counseling, healthcare, education, vocational training and all other forms of assistance to meet the diverse needs of individuals in prostitution is a point which cannot be neglected. 

4. Alternatives: 
Our organization’s experience showed that women who have been rescued from prostitution may not be welcomed back at her natal home, or may not herself want to go back to her home. In such cases, providing her with skill training, or education, based on her bent of mind and medical conditions, can make her stable and empowered enough to lead an independent life of her own.

5. Public Awareness:
 Conducting awareness programmes, initiatives on a periodic basis and including newer content as and when required in a creative manner can increase prevention against human trafficking intensely. Making women, men and children aware about the basic tenets of universal human rights curbs trafficking in the long run and protects the future generations from falling into the illegal trade of prostitution. 

6. Collaboration:
   Fostering collaboration among governmental agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), law enforcement, healthcare providers, and community organizations can create safer channels to prevent prostitution and give opportunities to better meaningful lives to the survivors. STOP being an anti-trafficking organization has collaborated and formed quite a few coalitions to curb human trafficking and prostitution at both grassroots as well as organizational levels. SACRNPT , the acronym for South Asia Coalition of Resilient Network to Prevent Human Trafficking is one of them. STOP also collaborates with anti-trafficking networks like ATSEC and ECPAT International, and empowers grassroots organizations at border areas prone to trafficking and giving way to prostitution, for instance Indo-Nepal and Indo-Bangladesh borders.

7. Research and Data Collection:
    Investing in research and data collection keeps a neutral as well as a deep understanding of the realities of prostitution for any organization in the social sector, including the experiences and needs of those involved. Recently, STOP had partnered with ECPAT International to find out how much boys in many international zones are sexually exploited, even forced into prostitution at quite young ages. The knowledge gained from such research helps to keep a track of newer forms of prostitution implied by the offenders, the nature and demographics of the abusers and the varied reasons which push more and more genders into the morbid web of prostitution.

STOP has learnt an essential lesson by observing at all its successful repatriations and restorations: It is never late to fight back and stand up on your own feet. When a survivor has been rescued from the venomous fangs of forced prostitution, her/his life doesn’t end there- it just turns a new leaf, and all for a much better, meaningful purpose. 
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