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She went into the prostitution business thinking it would be a glamorous lifestyle, full of luxuries and cash. She’d seen the movie ‘Pretty Woman’ and thought it would be like that. One Perth sex worker soon found out it was anything but. She lasted 11-12 years before she finally got out. By then she was addicted to any drug she could get her hands on.

We can only picture what this woman went through during those years, but most of us will try not to – we don’t want to go there.
Of course most of those who do go there didn’t want to either. The vast majority would have been sexually abused as children and have incredibly low self-esteem. They are normally drug-dependent and will certainly experience violence while working as a prostitute. Most will see no way out and many will attempt suicide.

It’s been termed ‘the oldest profession in the world’, and there are those who think it should be accepted and regulated like any other profession. The Prostitution Amendment Bill 2007, which is being debated in the West Australian Parliament, seeks to decriminalise and regulate brothels. It has the worthy aim of improving the welfare of prostitutes through a host of regulations such as the requirement to provide free condoms and health information.

Sounds great. Surely we all want prostitutes to have better lives. So why are people so concerned? Why are public meetings being held, petitions organised, and industry experts flown in from overseas?

Often when concerns are raised about issues that have a moral aspect, the campaigners are labelled as ‘ideologues’ – people who will zealously advocate a particular point of view regardless of the facts.

What is becoming starkly clear, however, is that the ideologues in this issue are those who are pushing to decriminalise brothels despite credible researched evidence and expert testimony about the real harm this will cause. Let’s look at some of that evidence.

Professor Emerita of Women's Studies and Medical Ethics at the University of Massachusetts, Dr Janice Raymond Ph.D. writing in ‘Ten Reasons for Not Legalizing Prostitution And a Legal Response to the Demand for Prostitution’ (2003) states “legitimating prostitution as work makes the harm of prostitution to women invisible, expands the sex industry, and does not empower the women in prostitution.” 

She says that decriminalisation of the sex industry is: a gift to pimps, traffickers and the sex industry; promotes sex trafficking; expands the sex industry; increases clandestine, illegal and street prostitution; increases child prostitution; does not protect the women in prostitution; increases the demand for prostitution; does not promote women’s health; does not enhance women’s choice; and is not something most women in the sex industry want.

Dr Mary Sullivan Ph.D. of the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women, Australia, writing in ‘What Happens When Prostitution Becomes Work? An Update on Legalisation of Prostitution in Australia’ (2005) states “Attempts to treat prostitution businesses as similar to other mainstream workplaces actually obscure the intrinsic violence of prostitution. This violence is entrenched in everyday ‘work’ practices and the ‘work’ environment and results in ongoing physical and mental harm for women who must accept that in a legal system such violence has been normalised as just part of the job.” 

In the paper ‘Bad for the Body, Bad for the Heart: Prostitution Harms Women Even if Legalized or Decriminalized’ (2004), Dr Melissa Farley Ph.D., Prostitution Research and Education, looks at examples from the 2003 New Zealand Prostitution Law. 

Based on her research, she concludes: “Legal sex businesses provide locations where sexual harassment, sexual exploitation, and violence against women are perpetrated with impunity. State-sponsored prostitution endangers all women and children in that acts of sexual predation are normalized.”

This is just some of the authoritative research showing the harm of decriminalising the sex industry, as is being proposed. But there is a much-better alternative – the so-called ‘Swedish model’ - which could reduce the exploitation of women in WA’s sex industry. The research also points to its success.

After realising the mistake of going down the path of legalising the sex industry, the Swedish government passed laws in 1999 to criminalise the purchase of sex and the ownership of brothels.

The Swedish laws have seen the number of women involved in prostitution in that country cut by two-thirds and have reduced the number of men buying sex by 80 per-cent. There has also been a massive reduction in the number of women trafficked into the country for sexual purposes. Former Swedish government advisor, Gunilla Ekberg, detailed the benefits of the Swedish model to politicians and the public during her visit to Perth last week.

Many West Australians are probably surprised to find out that women are trafficked into the State for prostitution, but it is a sad reality that will worsen if the Prostitution Amendment Bill 2007 is passed.

Earlier this year a Thai woman, who became a sex save at a Sydney brothel at the age of 13, became the first person in Australia to be compensated as a victim of sex trafficking. Hundreds of women are trafficked into Australia each year to work in brothels, so she wasn’t the first – she was just the first to get compensated. Interestingly, the Melbourne human rights lawyer who helped win this case, after being thanked by the woman, was quoted in The Age as saying: "This case has already given me tremendous satisfaction … I would not want my daughter to go through what you went through."

Last week, among the heated debate in Parliament on the brothel issue, the question was raised – how would we feel if our daughters were prostitutes? It’s a good question. None of us would see prostitution as a ‘profession’ we would want our daughters to enter. 

Let’s not subject this State to the kind of ideology that sees prostitution normalised, pimps prospering and the sex industry exploding. Instead let’s look to the Swedish model – a model that has been proven to significantly reduce the numbers of women harmed and exploited by prostitution.
Governments have a duty to govern for the common good not to follow ideologies with no credible basis in fact. There is no glamour in prostitution, only violence, addiction and hopelessness. Legalising it will not make it better. Let’s think of all of the daughters of this State when deciding which path to choose.

The Prostitution Law Amendment Working Committee is a committee of Christian, women’s, family and social justice groups set up to fight the West Australian Government’s proposals to decriminalise brothels.
