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Global Consultation on Sex Work 
 
This document is intended to summarise the key issues and questions contained in the Consultation Pack, 
available to Amnesty Members on request by emailing swc@amnesty.org.uk.  
 
What is the consultation? 
Amnesty International’s research headquarters (the IS) undertook a study of the issue of sex work, and proposed a 
draft policy. Members are being asked for their opinions on what Amnesty’s position on sex work should be. There are 
3 options in Amnesty UK’s consultation:  
 
(1) Amnesty International should adopt a policy position to support the decriminalisation of activities related to the 

buying or selling of consensual sex between adults. 
(2) Amnesty International should adopt a policy position to support the partial decriminalisation of activities related to 

the buying of consensual sex between adults (allowing the criminalisation or punishment of those who buy sexual 
services). 

(3) Amnesty International should not adopt a position on the buying or selling of sexual services. 
 
How will a decision be made? 
The deadline for Amnesty UK’s consultation is Friday 21 March 2014. Amnesty UK members will then have an 
opportunity to discuss and vote on Amnesty UK’s position at the AGM on 12-13 April. Amnesty UK will then take part 
in an international meeting in June to discuss the issue with representatives from all the Amnesty sections around the 
world. The International Board is expected to take a final decision by September 2014. 
 
What is the proposed policy? 
Amnesty International opposes the criminalisation or punishment of activities relating to the buying or selling of 
consensual sex between adults. The policy does not take a position on whether sex work should be regulated. 
 
What is the proposed policy based on? 
- The human rights principle that consensual sexual conduct between adults—which excludes acts that involve 

coercion, deception, threats, or violence—is entitled to protection from state interference (but legitimate restrictions 
may be imposed on sex work).  

- Principles of harm reduction: on balance, the available evidence indicates that the criminalisation of sex work is 
more likely than not to reinforce discrimination against those who engage in these activities, to increase the 
likelihood that they will be subjected to harassment and violence, including ill-treatment at the hands of police, and 
to lead to the denial of due process and the exclusion from public benefits such as health services, housing, 
education, and immigration status. 

 
What is the applicable human rights law? 
Human rights law does not explicitly require either the criminalisation or decriminalisation of sex work.  
- The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women requires states to protect women 

and girls against exploitation in the context of prostitution, but does not prohibit prostitution or sex work itself.  
- The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring, or receipt of persons by means such as force, fraud, or 

deception for the purpose of sexual exploitation is trafficking in persons and is prohibited under international law, 
but sex work that does not include these elements is not trafficking.  

- Human rights law requires states to respect, protect, and fulfil the right to the highest attainable standard of health 
and require states to refrain from “interfering directly or indirectly with the right to health.” 

- States must also afford everybody the right to liberty and security of person, the right to freedom from arbitrary 
arrest or detention, and the right to be free from torture or other ill-treatment. States must observe the principle of 
nondiscrimination and, more generally, the reminder in the UDHR that “[a]ll human beings are born free and equal 
in dignity and rights.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:swc@amnesty.org.uk


 
What do other organisations and experts say? 
Public health research, the work of human rights organisations, and UN experts have found that the criminalisation of 
sex work exacerbates the risks sex workers face. 
- The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has consistently expressed concern regarding 

the criminalisation of women engaged in sex work. 
- International authorities and UN agencies have consistently criticised approaches that treat all sex work as 

trafficking, concluding that the conflation of sex work and trafficking is mistaken as a matter of international law and 
counterproductive in practice. 

- Anand Grover, the UN special rapporteur on the right to health, concluded in his 2010 report to the Human Rights 
Council, “The decriminalization or legalization of sex work with appropriate regulation forms a necessary part of a 
right-to-health approach to sex work, and can lead to improved health outcomes for sex workers.” 

- The final report of the Global Commission on HIV and the Law, an independent body convened by the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) on behalf of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), has 
called for comprehensive decriminalisation of sex work. 

- UN Women has confirmed its support for decriminalisation of sex work “in order to ensure the access of sex 
workers to all services, including HIV care and treatment.” 

- The World Health Organization calls for all countries to “work toward decriminalization of sex work and elimination 
of the unjust application of non-criminal laws and regulations against sex workers.” 

 
What are the justifications for criminalisation of sex work? 
The traditional bases for criminalising sex work are morality and public health grounds. Supporters of criminalisation 
argue that it protects society by creating deterrents to sex work. Criminalisation is also sometimes justified as a means 
of protecting sex workers. One argument is that sex work is inherently a form of violence against women. The 
rationale for this argument is that those who claim to sell sex voluntarily are coerced to do so by circumstances or by 
structural disadvantages such as poverty or gender inequality.  
 
Why does the proposed policy support decriminalisation of the purchase/demand for sex?  
The policy suggests that all criminal laws related to sex work generally create an environment of fear and 
marginalisation for sex workers, and undermine sex workers’ ability to collaborate, potentially identify violent clients, 
and to demand condom use of clients. The term ‘end demand’ is often used to mean policies that target clients of sex 
workers in an effort to reduce or eliminate sex work altogether. However, the UNAIDS Advisory Group on Sex Work 
has noted that there is no evidence that ‘end demand’ initiatives actually reduce sex work, or improve the quality of life 
for sex workers. They have actually been shown to increase sex workers’ vulnerability to violence and abuse by 
clients and police and to HIV transmission because the exchange remains criminalised. 
 
Can an individual ever meaningfully consent to sex work, or is it inherently a form of violence?  
Amnesty International’s consultation is based on the notion that those who engage in sex work are not always coerced 
into it and that you have to look at a wide range of factors, including socio-economic pressures. Amnesty neither 
judges individuals’ choices nor attempts to negate them, because to do so would ignore the ways that individuals act 
thoughtfully and deliberately to, at a minimum, survive or to empower themselves.  
 
Amnesty acknowledges that some believe that sex work is conducive to exploitation and incompatible with measures 
to advance gender equality and that some view sex work as a grave form of violence against women regardless of the 
specific contexts and conditions in which the exchange takes place. The proposed policy is not intended to dismiss 
those views but is focused on the reality that criminalisation does not effectively prevent exploitation or remedy gender 
stereotype. Removing criminal laws and policies that prevent sex workers from earning a living in a safe and dignified 
manner increases their protection from violence and their ability to exercise their human rights. 
 
What about trafficking? 
This policy does not change Amnesty International’s longstanding position that trafficking into any form of forced 
labour, including forced sex work or any other aspect of non-consensual sex, should be criminalised as a matter of 
international law. This view is firmly expressed throughout the draft policy proposal. 


