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“Consultation seeking views on UN Women approach to sex work, the sex trade and
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16 October 2016
This statement has been jointly prepared by 86 sex worker rights, women’s rights, and human rights
organizations.1
We are writing in response to UN Women’s call for submissions regarding UN Women’s policy on
sex work. A number of sex workers’, women’s and human rights organizations have been engaging
with UN Women for some months about this proposed policy, stressing the importance of a process
that meaningfully engages with a broad range of sex workers’ and women’s rights organizations as
essential to the policy development process.
While UN Women has stated that they are engaging in an open process, we are alarmed at the
possibility that the end result will not support the human rights of sex workers.1 For instance, the
wording of question 3, to us, indicates an already established point of view, “The sex trade is
gendered. How best can we protect women in the trade from harm, violence, stigma and
discrimination?” However, it is imperative to clearly distinguish consensual sex work from human
trafficking, as well as recognize that there are female, male and transgender sex workers. While we
would agree that sex workers of all genders face discrimination, harm, stigma and violence, there is
ample evidence showing that decriminalization of sex work is the best remedy to empower sex
workers to advocate for their rights and to engage with state and non-state actors to secure their
rights.
As a co-sponsor of UNAIDS, we urge UN Women to ensure that its new policy aligns with the
recommendations from the Global Commission on HIV and the Law and the UNAIDS Guidance Note
on HIV and Sex Work which recommends:
“States should move away from criminalising sex work or activities associated with it.
Decriminalisation of sex work should include removing criminal penalties for purchase and sale of sex,
management of sex workers and brothels, and other activities related to sex work.”2
In the following statement, we focus on five key recommendations for UN Women to consider in
their policy development process:
1. Development of the policy through a transparent and participatory process, engaging a
diverse range of sex workers from the global South and North.
We are deeply concerned that the only public consultation to date is an e-consultation. This process
risks excluding many of those who are critical to the discussion – sex workers in communities with
limited Internet and not familiar with UN jargon or human rights treaties. Therefore, we call on UN
Women to develop and engage in a transparent and inclusive consultation with sex workers’ rights,
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women’s rights, and other relevant organizations in the preparation of any UN Women policy in
relation to sex work.3
The process should be well planned, participatory and include sex workers representing the full
diversity of classes, races, sexes, genders, ethnicities, health status, ages, nationalities, citizenships,
languages, education levels, disabilities, and other factors, in order to ensure that those most
impacted by such policies/guidelines in various regions of the world are significantly engaged in the
process.
2. Anchored in human rights principles
UN Women, as a UN agency dedicated to advancing gender equality and the human rights of women,
should start with ensuring respect, protection, promotion and fulfilment of human rights, enshrined
in international and regional conventions and national constitutions.
Any UN Women policy in relation to sex work should recognize sex workers as rights holders and
decision makers. Their choices should be respected in relation to all areas of engagement in life,
including in relation to their sexuality, reproduction, employment, access to services and
information, freedom of movement and assembly. Sex worker’s participation in legal, policy and
programmatic processes in relation to sex work should be guaranteed.4
In this regard, recognizing sex worker’s labour as work, not dissimilar to other forms of labour, and
hence of their economic contribution to society, is integral to respecting, protecting and fulfilling sex
workers’ human rights. UN Women must align their policy with that of the International Labour
Organization (ILO). The ILO recognises sex work as informal labour in the official Report of the
Committee on HIV/AIDS, which accompanied the publication of the ILO standard ‘Recommendation
concerning HIV and AIDS and the World of Work, 2010 (No. 200)’.5 The ILO is clear that sex work is
covered by this instrument recognizing work in both formal and informal economies.
3. Distinguishing between sex work and trafficking
The conflation of consensual sex work and human trafficking leads to the implementation of
inappropriate responses that fail to assist either of these groups in realizing their rights, and can
contribute to violence and oppression.6 The narrow concentration of anti-trafficking programmes
on the sex industry distracts from efforts to prevent other forms of trafficking such as domestic
servitude and forced labour.7 Instead of victimising women who engage in consensual sex work and
questioning their capacity to make decision for themselves, UN Women should protect and promote
sex worker’s rights. We recognize that exploitation and labour rights abuses exist in the sex
industry; however, as shown in the literature the best way to address these human rights abuses is
through the fulfilment of sex workers human rights and through the opposition to all forms of legal
oppression of sex work.8 People who choose to engage in sex work, do so because it is a viable
alternative to other work and livelihood choices. Women’s agency and capacity to challenge their
exploitation and exercise their rights in relation to their occupation should be recognized.
Trafficking people is not the same as sex work involving consenting persons. A distinction, drawing
from the “Palermo Protocol,”9 must clearly demarcate voluntary sex work from involuntary and
coercive exploitation and trafficking, including the non-consensual trade of persons for this
purpose.10 UN agencies, such as WHO, UNAIDS, OHCHR, UNDP, international organizations such as
ILO, UN treaty monitoring bodies, and UN Special Rapporteurs carefully distinguish between sex
work and trafficking and sexual exploitation. UN Women should follow the same practice.11

4. The importance of decriminalization and removal of related punitive laws and policies12
Strong evidence shows that criminalization and otherwise punitive and restrictive regulation of sex
work puts sex workers at greater risk of violence and poor health outcomes. In contrast, an enabling
legal environment for sex workers increases their access to justice and services. Indeed, The Lancet
suggests that decriminalization could avert 33–46% of HIV infections globally in the next decade.13
In doing so, decriminalization is an important tactic for reaching several of the SDGs, including SDG
3 (good health), SDG 5 (gender equality) and SDG 10 (reduced inequality).
Criminalization and the application of other punitive or restrictive regulations that violate the rights
of sex workers and foster discriminatory practices and stigmatizing social attitudes, do not eliminate
sex work, but rather, create barriers to sex worker’s access to essential services like health care or
legal redress. It places women engaging in sex work at a higher risk of violence, 1415 and reduces sex
workers’ ability to organize with the aim to improve their health and safety or advance their
rights.16
Positive measures, including decriminalization of sex work, that respect and protect the rights and
promote the well-being of sex workers should be supported. This includes full decriminalization of
sex work consultation with sex workers prior to any introduction of regulations that aim to protect
the rights, health and safety of sex workers, including the formulation and implementation of
workplace occupational health and safety standards; recognizing sex work as labor and as an
economic contribution to society; provision of non-discriminatory health and social services; nondiscriminatory access to health insurance and social protections such as maternity leave; protection
of labor rights; and protection from forced eviction, police brutality and violence. 17
5. Addressing all forms of violence against all sex workers
UN Women’s policy should be anchored in evidence, and comprehensively address all forms of
discrimination and violence against sex workers. Violence against sex workers occurs not only
because of economic, social and legal disadvantages, but is perpetrated with impunity by state (law
enforcement officers) and non-state actors. Sex workers are often left without legal recourse or
access to health and legal services. Hence, a comprehensive structural response is needed to
eliminate violence against sex workers.18 Indeed, full decriminalisation of sex work in combination
with the recognition of sex worker’s rights and introduction of health and safety protections for sex
workers can lead to a dramatic reduction of violence against sex workers of all genders and the
reduction of corruption or organized crime.19
UN Women’s sex work policy should emphasize the importance of advancing sex workers’ access to
equal protection of the law,20 and address their lack of access to justice, remedies and redress. As
suggested by the call by UN Women and the IOM to the UN General Assembly on the occasion of UN
Summit for refugees and migrants21, national or migrant sex workers should have access to justice
mechanisms, as well as fair and adequate compensation for their work. They should also have access
to health care facilities. The access should be non-discriminatory, free from stigma, youth-friendly,
and the testimony and wishes of sex workers should be prioritized.22 Health services should be
available upon request and should not require second-party (spousal guardian or parental) consent.
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