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Building an EWL’s 
approach to prostitution 
and trafficking for sexual 

exploitation 



 The largest umbrella organisation of women’s 
associations in the EU 

 Promoting women’s rights and equality between 
women and men in Europe 

 Members in all 27 EU member states and 3 
candidate countries, as well as 20 European-
wide associations  representing over 2000 
women’s organisations 

The EWL: the democratic voice of 
women at European level 



EWL 1998 motion ‘Prostitution and trafficking’ 

 Prostitution and trafficking in women constitute a 
fundamental violation of women’s human rights 

 Prostitution and trafficking in women should not be 
associated with the terms "forced" or "free“ 

 The definition of male violence includes all forms of 
sexual exploitation 

 calling for protection of and access to services for 
women, and for education to equality 

The EWL position on prostitution and 
trafficking for sexual exploitation 



EWL 2001 motion ‘Make it a crime to buy women in 
prostitution and develop strong policies against 
pimping’ 

 Women are victims of a crime and of a system 

 They should not in any way be criminalised 

 Buying sex should be a crime 

 Policies should help women to get out of 
prostitution (financial assistance, education, job 
training, housing and health care) 

 Pimping should be tackled 

The EWL position on prostitution and 
trafficking for sexual exploitation 



Other EWL motions 

 Pornography is a form of male violence against women 

 Zero tolerance towards all forms of prostitution, 
including ‘services’ for persons with disabilities 

 Give women victims of trafficking a residence and/or 
work permit, psychological and psychiatric help, the 
opportunity to work and study, and compensation 

 Advertising of sex services should be prohibited 

 Need for prevention to women: education and 
vocational training and information 

 

The EWL position on prostitution and 
trafficking for sexual exploitation 



EWL’s approach to prostitution 

 The act of engaging in sexual relations for money  
Traditional image of the person in prostitution 

 But it also implies prostitute-users, procurers and 
networks, the State and society  Several actors 
involved  System of prostitution 



Trafficking in human beings 

… exists because prostitution exists : 

 79% of reported trafficking in human beings is for 
sexual exploitation. 
 

… exists because prostitution is profitable : 

 The profits generated during the exploitation of 
victims of sexual exploitation reach US$ 27.8 billion. 
 

UNODC 2009 Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, UNODC Preliminary 
findings of the human trafficking database (2003), Europol Mai 2007 

EWL’s approach to trafficking 



Three-year project ‘Nordic-
Baltic Network’ (2005-08), 
with NGOs and government 
agencies  
 

 Concrete activities to 
support and assist women 
victims of trafficking for 
sexual exploitation 
 

Building EWL expertise 



The links between prostitution and sex trafficking: a 
briefing handbook  (2006, EWL-CATW) 
 
EWL Briefing Trafficking in human beings in the EU: a 
gendered issue (2011) 
 
EWL video clip ‘Not for sale’ (2006) 
 

Building EWL expertise 



17 out of 27 EU member States 
have ratified the UN 

Convention of 1949 for the 
Suppression of the Traffic in 

Persons and of the 
Exploitation of the 

Prostitution of Others. 
 

What about your 
country? 

Prostitution in Europe…  



Prostitution in Europe…  

Three main approaches to the system of prostitution : 

 Regulationism: prostitution is a job, procuring is 
decriminalised (Germany, the Netherlands) 

 Abolitionism: prostitution is considered as violence 
against women, procuring and prostitute-users are 
criminalised (Sweden, Norway, Iceland) 

 Prohibition: ‘Just hide it!’Persons in prostitution and 
procuring are criminalised, sometimes also prostitute-
users (Croatia) 



Ten years of abolition (SE) 

Impact on prostituted persons 

 Reduction of street prostitution (halved) 

 No evidence of Swedish sex tourism abroad 

Impact on trafficking 

 Decrease of trafficking and organised crime 

Impact on society 

 Increased support to the law 

 Decrease of the number of prostitute-users 

 

 

 



Ten years of regulation (NL, GE) 

Impact on prostituted persons 

 Still poor conditions (NL & GE) 

 Decrease of well-being (emotional, social, legal...) 

 No alternatives: only 6% of cities provide help (NL) 

Impact on trafficking 

 Increase of trafficking and organised crime: half of the 
owners of legal brothels  have a criminal record (NL) 

 Increase of hidden prostitution: 83% of ads for 
prostitution relate to illegal brothels (NL) 

 50 to 90% of women in ‘legal industry’ being forced (NL) 



By tolerating the systems 
of prostitution, we 

support traffickers and 
organized crime. 

 
All forms of prostitution 
are a violation of human 

rights. 

To end trafficking in women, we 
need to end prostitution 



EWL abolitionist principles 
 

The prostitution of women and girls constitutes a 
fundamental violation of women’s human rights and 
a serious form of male violence against women. The 

tolerance of the EU and its member states for the 
system of prostitution allow for men’s use of and 

control over women’s body and sexuality, and fuels 
trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. The 

persistence of systems of prostitution in EU member 
states demonstrates the failure at European level to 
reach gender equality and promote women’s rights. 



EWL’s abolitionist principles: 
 

- Prostitution is violence against women 
 - Prostitution is an obstacle to equality 

between women and men 
 - Abolition is a progressive and realistic 

policy project 



 Between 80 and 95% of persons in prostitution have 
suffered some forms of violence before entering the system 
of prostitution (rape, incest, pedophilia) 

 62% of women in prostitution report having been raped 

 68% of women in prostitution meet the criteria for Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder like victims of torture 

 The repetition of a sexual act without any desire is a 
form of violence 

Prostitution is violence against women 



 For 25% of men, the concept of ‘rape’ for women in 
prostitution is ‘ridiculous’… 

 “She gave up her rights when she accepted my money” 

 Around 50% of buyers have paid for sex in other countries. 
They cite a variety of reasons for traveling to other 
countries for prostitution, including price, variety and 
exoticism. 

  The system of prostitution comprises all 
oppressions: patriarchal, racist, and economic… 

Prostitution perpetrates male 
domination and legitimises it 



The abolition of prostitution… 

 ... is about pursuing the struggle against all forms of 
violence against women: prostitution is part of the 
historical continuum of male violence against women; 
incest, rape, marital rape are outlawed thanks to 
women’s NGOs. 

  the abolition of the system of prostitution must be 
the next step to stop men’s control and use of women’s 
and girls’ bodies and sexuality 



The abolition of prostitution… 

 ... is about extracting sexuality and bodies from the 
market: there is no equality in an sexual relation based 
on money 

 The system of prostitution perpetuates patriarchal views 
on women’s sexuality 

  It is about real sexual freedom! 



The abolition of prostitution… 

 ... is about deconstructing the liberal discourse about 
choice: 9 out of 10 women in prostitution would like to 
exit the system of prostitution but feel unable to do so 

  We cannot build a project for society by adding 
individuals consents, we can build a strong policy project 
by setting a standard of human dignity for all women 
and girls around the world 

 



The abolition of prostitution… 

 ... is about changing mentalities and setting clear norms: 
it’s not possible in the 21st century to buy access to a 
woman’s or a girl’s body and sexuality 

  ... is about making equality between women and 
men a serious issue and reality! 

 

 



EWL political demands 
 

No repression towards persons in prostitution / No taxation of 
their incomes / Concrete alternatives / Unconditionality in the 

deliverance of residence permits to foreign persons in prostitution 
/ Equal treatment when victims of male violence 

 

Make it a crime to buy sexual ‘services’ / Campaigns on 
accountability and deterrence towards prostitute-users  

 

 Prevention of prostitution / Education to a respectful sexuality / 
Awareness raising on the reality of prostitution and break 

stereotypes 
 

Condemn all forms of procuring and pimping and refuse its 
decriminalisation / Restitution of all procuring benefits and funds 

 



Let’s put an end to the myths about 
prostitution! 

Nevada, where procuring is decriminalized, sees 
the highest rates of rape compared to all US states 

  Prostitution is not a solution to rape! 

 

http://www.prostitutionetsociete.fr/p
olitiques-publiques/legislations-
nationales/nevada-les-bordels-
exemplaires-d  
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 43% of men were with friends when they engaged 
with prostitution, 65% had their first experience 
arranged by friends or colleagues 

  Prostitution cannot be justified as the only 
solution for desperate men 

  
Anderson & O’Connell Davidson, 

 2002. Farley et al., 2009 

Let’s put an end to the myths about 
prostitution! 



 The average age of entry into prostitution is 13-14 
years 

  How can prostitution be about sexual freedom? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Benson, C. and Matthews, R. (1995), Street prostitution: Ten facts in search 
of a policy in International Journal of Sociology of the Law, Vol. 23, p395-415 

 

Let’s put an end to the myths about 
prostitution! 



Up to 95% of women in street prostitution are 
problematic drug users  

  Prostitution has nothing to do with economic 
independence for women 

 
Home Office (2004a).  
Paying the Price: A  
Consultation Paper  
on Prostitution. London:  
UK Government. 

Let’s put an end to the myths about 
prostitution! 



EWL campaign ‘Together for a 
Europe free from prostitution’ 



EWL campaign goals 

 To raise awareness on the reality of prostitution 
 To inform about the legal choices made in European 
countries and advocate for the abolitionist vision 
 To support abolitionist NGOs active at national level 
 To initiate a European abolitionist movement 
 To support women survivors of prostitution 
 To involve men and change peer pressure into 
positive attitude towards equality and respect for 
women’s rights 
  We need social and political change! 



EWL campaign  
‘Together for a Europe free from prostitution’ 

 Film and clip ‘Not for sale’ (2006) 

 Clip ‘For a change of perspective’ (2011) 

 Pledge  sign it! 

 Campaign webpages with information and 
resources 

 Postcard 

 Common logo 



 32 EWL member organisations involved in the 
campaign, in 18 countries 

 11 partners in Europe and the USA 

 31 MEPs stating their support to the campaign  

 3 personnalities from the cultural world 
 

  Support to national actions: Hungary, Portugal, 
France, Belgium in 2011 / Denmark, Finland, 
Portugal, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Italy, Spain, 
Luxembourg in 2012 

Abolitionist mobilisation in Europe 



 

 

 

 First event gathering supportive MEPs: 30 May, EP 

 ‘Be a sport. Keep it fair… Say NO to prostitution’ 

 Video clip ‘Sport, sex and fun’ 

 Group photo of MEPs + press release + press briefing 

 Clear message: prostitution is 
violence against women, 
sporting events cannot be an 
excuse to tolerate/justify 
prostitution, we need to change 
the perception of masculinity 

Abolitionist mobilisation in Europe 



Awareness 
raising in 
Hungary 

Campaign of MONA Foundation:  
‘I am responsible’ (2010-11) 



Petition of the Portuguese Platform for Women’s 
Rights (2011-12) 

Abolitionist mobilisation in Portugal 



How much is 
your ass?  

Your mouth? 
Your genitals? 

 
APRAMP (2008) 

Addressing 
men in 
Spain 



Demonstrattion 
in Denmark 



It’s shameful to buy 
a woman. 

 
By the way, people 

will get to know 
about it… 

Addressing 
men in 

Lithuania 



Campaigns 
from public 
authorities 

in Spain 

Are you so worthless that you need to pay? 
The price of prostitution includes: humiliation, miff, 

violence… 



Building 
partnership 

in France 

Awareness raising 
campaign co-organised 

by the City of 
Strasbourg and EWL 

partner Mouvement du 
Nid (2011) 



To find out more: 
www.womenlobby.org 

Thank you! 

http://www.womenlobby.org/

