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he third phase of the INDOORS project was 
carried out between January 2013 and 
December 2014 in partnership with nine 
organisations in nine member states of the 
European Union: Austria, Bulgaria, France, 
Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Portugal and Spain. 

The main aim of the project was to reduce 
the exposure of female indoor-based sex 
workers to risks and violence by promoting 
their empowerment at a grass-roots level.  

 

The INDOORS III objectives 

Spread and optimise the use of new 
technologies in order to: 

- adapt to the actual trends within the 
European sex industry 

- reach out to indoor-based sex workers who 
are less accessible 

- counsel, even anonymously, sex workers 
on health, legal and social issues on a large 
scale 

Develop strategies to reach indoor-based 
sex workers, in particular those who work in 
hidden places, are more exposed to risk and 
are more vulnerable.   

Create and maintain contact with indoor-
based sex workers by informing and 
supporting them in order to reduce isolation. 

Enhance the group's knowledge, access to 
services, rights and legal protection through 
information and practical advice. 

Tackle the issue of sex workers' rights by 
carrying out awareness campaigns aimed at 
the general public and, indirectly, potential 
clients and professionals who work with and 
for sex workers. 

Sensitise and assist professionals in 
establishing adequate services for sex 
workers who are victims of violence. 

Provide an updated overview of the needs 
expressed by the target group in order to 
facilitate a proactive adaptation of services. 

Provide an overview of the realities             
of the indoor sex work scene in nine 
European cities, namely: Amsterdam, Genoa, 
Hamburg, Helsinki, Madrid, Marseille, Porto, 
Sofia and Vienna. 

Favour community engagement and 
community-based mobilisation through peer 

participation, while facilitating a horizontal 
exchange of knowledge and experience. 

Favour the transferability of experiences 
and capacity building to increase the 
efficiency and impact of actions undertaken. 

Favour networking at local, national and 
European levels in order to strengthen the 
impact and dissemination of actions carried 
out by the INDOORS project. 

 

The INDOORS III products 

Flexible use of information 
technologies 
Development and implementation of 
information and communication 
technologies in outreach, advocacy and 
empowerment 

Advocating for the rights of sex workers 
Developing campaigns to sensitise the 
general public, policy makers and authorities 

Peer education in sex work 
A guide on the development and 
implementation of peer education 
methodologies within the context of sex 
work in eight European countries 

Empowerment through rights awareness 
Manual on the empowerment of sex workers 
through the promotion of equal access to 
rights and legal protection 

Outreach in indoor sex work settings  
2013 – 2014 | A report based on the mapping 
of the indoor sex work sector in nine 
European cities, contextualised by national 
overviews 
 

 

The INDOORS products are available                
at www.indoors-project.eu and at the 
partners' websites.  

The main coordinator of the                  
INDOORS project is the French 
organisation Autres Regards. 

 

 

 

 

T 
 

http://www.indoors-project.eu/
http://www.indoors-project.eu/
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Partners 
 

AUSTRIA | LEFÖ 

Since the early 1990s, LEFÖ has offered 
counselling and support for migrant women 
doing sex work in Austria, and has actively 
lobbied for the legal and social recognition of 
sex workers. Since 1995, LEFÖ has been part 
of the European research and support 
network known as TAMPEP (European 
Network for HIV/STI Prevention and Health 
Promotion among Migrant Sex Workers).  

LEFÖ | Counselling, education and 
accompaniment for migrant women 
Kettenbrückengasse 15/4  
1050 Vienna, Austria  
Tel.: +43 1 581 18 81  
Fax: +43 1 581 18 81 14  
tampep@lefoe.at 
www.lefoe.at 

 

BULGARIA | HESED 

HESED was founded in 1998 as a successor 
of the first organisation working in the field 
of HIV/AIDS prevention in Bulgaria. The 
organisation aims to create opportunities for 
individual and community development, 
promote health and social well-being and 
develop and promote effective approaches 
for the successful integration of 
disadvantaged communities. The foundation 
established, and still offers, outreach services 
for community mobilisation and psycho-
social support for vulnerable groups.  

HESED | Health and Social                           
Development Foundation 
70 Tzaribrodska str., 2

nd
 floor, office 4 

1309 Sofia, Bulgaria 
Tel.: +359 2 851 8108 
Fax: +359 2 953 3455 
prohealth@hesed.bg 
www.hesed.bg 

 

FINLAND | Pro-tukipiste 

Pro-tukipiste ry was founded in 1990, and is 
a registered non-profit organisation that 
promotes sex workers' rights and offers 
professional low threshold social support, 
healthcare services and legal advice for sex 
workers in the Helsinki and Tampere 
regions. Services are free of charge and 
anonymous, as well as politically and 
religiously independent. As a nation-wide 
expert organisation, Pro-tukipiste also offers 

consultation on issues concerning 
prostitution, sex work and trafficking in 
human beings. 

Pro-tukipiste 
Vilhonkatu 4B 20 
00100 Helsinki, Finland 
Tel.: +358 9 2512 73 0 
Fax: +358 9 2512 73 88 
toimisto@pro-tukipiste.fi 
www.pro-tukipiste.fi 

 

FRANCE | Autres Regards 

Autres Regards is a community-based 
organisation located in Marseille that has 
worked with and for street-based sex 
workers of all genders since 1995. The 
organisation works on the prevention of 
HIV/AIDS and STIs, health promotion, the 
improvement of access to health services and 
fundamental rights for sex workers. In 
January 2009, Autres Regards extended its 
activities to indoor-based sex workers.  

Autres Regards  
3, rue de Bône  
13005 Marseille, France  
Tel.: +33 4 91 42 42 90  
contact@autresregards.org 
www.autresregards.org 

 

GERMANY | Ragazza 

Ragazza is an NGO that has offered support 
and counselling for drug-using outdoor-
based female sex workers in Hamburg since 
1991. The organisation offers a secure place 
for the target group, including warm meals, 
overnight accommodation, a consumer room, 
needle exchange services, counselling on 
health and social issues and accompaniment 
to public health services. Ragazza carries out 
outreach activities, harm reduction 
interventions and advocacy work for the 
rights of drug-using sex workers. 

Ragazza e.V. 
Brennerstr. 19 
20099 Hamburg, Germany 
Tel.: +49 40 39 909 303 
Fax: +49 40 2805 5033 
ragazza@w4w.net 
www.ragazza-hamburg.de 
tampep.germany@gmail.com 

 

ITALY | Le Graziose, CDCP Genova 

Le Graziose was created in 2007 as the 
Genoese branch of the Committee for Civil 
Rights of Prostitutes (CDCP – ONLUS), which 
was founded in 1982. It is a non-profit 
association that promotes the civil and 
human rights of sex workers, offers 

mailto:tampep@lefoe.at
http://www.lefoe.at/
mailto:mail@hesed.bg
http://www.hesed.bg/
mailto:toimisto@pro-tukipiste.fi
http://www.pro-tukipiste.fi/
mailto:contact@autresregards.org
http://www.autresregards.ord/
mailto:ragazza@w4w.net
http://www.ragazza-hamburg.de/
mailto:tampep.germany@gmail.com
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counselling on sex work-related issues, 
implements empowerment strategies for sex 
workers and is involved in projects against 
the exploitation and trafficking of human 
beings. Le Graziose also supports campaigns 
on HIV/AIDS, STIs and harm reduction 
interventions.  

Le Graziose  
Via della Maddalena 11A 
16100 Genova, Italy 
Tel.: +39 333 1558473  
legraziosedigenova@hotmail.it 
www.lucciole.org 

 

NETHERLANDS | TAMPEP International 
Foundation  

The TAMPEP International Foundation carries 
out EU and international projects concerning 
migrant and national sex workers' health and 
well-being, sex workers' rights, advocacy and 
health promotion. TAMPEP was founded in 
1993 and started out as a regional network. 
TAMPEP currently leads a network of 
community-based service providers operating 
in 28 European countries and is a member of 
the Global Network of Sex Work Projects and 
ICRSE (International Committee on the Rights of 
Sex Workers in Europe). 

TAMPEP International Foundation 
Eerste Helmersstraat 17-B3 
1054 CX Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
Tel.: +31 20 692 6912 
tampep@xs4all.nl 
www.tampep.eu 

 

PORTUGAL | APDES 

APDES is a non-profit organisation that was 
founded in 2004. APDES promotes 
sustainable development among vulnerable 
communities and populations (drug users, 
migrants, sex workers, unemployed persons) 
through the improvement of access to health 
services, employment and education, thus 
seeking to empower these populations and 
reinforce social cohesion. Its interventions 
are based on action-research principles,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

participatory methodologies, proximity 
strategies, and principles of citizenship and 
human rights. APDES implements national 
and EU projects that seek to promote sex 
workers' rights and improve sex workers' 
working conditions. 

APDES | Agência Piaget                                                        
para o Desenvolvimento 
Alameda Jean Piaget, n°100 
4411-801 Arcozelo 
Apartado 1523 
Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal 
Tel.: +351 227 531 106 
info@apdes.pt 
www.apdes.pt 

 

SPAIN | Hetaira 

The Colectivo Hetaira was founded in 1995 
as the initiative of a group of female sex 
workers and women from other working 
sectors, as a means to fight social 
stigmatisation and as an instrument for sex 
workers to defend their rights. The 
association has since then been a reference 
point for the defence of sex workers' rights to 
work in peace, to organise themselves, to 
unionise, to contribute to a state pension, 
and to be free to denounce physical 
aggressions. 

Colectivo Hetaira 
c/ Fuencarral, 18, 4° F. 
28004 Madrid, Spain 
Tel.: +34 915 232 678 
hetaira@colectivohetaira.org 
www.colectivohetaira.org 

 

The red umbrella  
is the symbol for  
sex workers' rights  
around the world.  
It is used in images  
and during  
public demonstrations.  
It has been  
a worldwide  
symbol since 2001,  
when it was used  
for the first time  
by sex workers  
during a  
demonstration  
at the  
Venice Art Biennale,  
as part of  
an art installation  
of the Slovenian artist  
Tadej Pogačar. 

mailto:legraziosedigenova@hotmail.it
http://www.lucciole.org/
mailto:tampep@xs4all.nl
http://www.tampep.eu/
mailto:info@apdes.pt
http://www.apdes.pt/
mailto:hetaira@colectivohetaira.org
http://www.colectivohetaira.org/


8 

Report on                       
INDOOR SEX WORK 
settings 
 

In the last ten years, the European Union has seen a 
considerable shift from outdoor to indoor sex work 
settings. Due to this restructuring, it has become more 
difficult for service providers to reach sex workers and 
offer health prevention and legal support.  

A large-scale redevelopment and implementation of new 
contact strategies is needed to cover more indoor settings 
and provide sex workers with comprehensive quality 
services. 

 

t the same time, the INDOORS partners have observed political changes at 

the national and European levels that deeply affect the living and working 

conditions of sex workers. Together with the rise of information and 

communication technologies, repressive measures have driven sex 

workers into indoor settings that are less visible and harder to reach for 

outreach teams. The general trend of criminalising sex work increases the 

vulnerability and isolation of sex workers, and contributes to the rise of 

stigmatisation and violence against sex workers. 

Outreach in Indoor Sex Work Settings aims to give a comprehensive and 

non-judgemental overview and analysis of the indoor prostitution scene 

covered by outreach services. To give a broader perspective and context 

for the local mappings of the nine partner cities, this report also presents 

national contexts and trends related to the prostitution scene. 

While contributing to a deeper knowledge and understanding of the indoor 

sex work scene at a local and national level, this report will also help 

organisations working with and for sex workers to assess and address the 

specific needs of indoor sex workers, especially with regard to health 

prevention, the promotion of sex workers' rights and violence reduction. 

 

A 
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Outreach in Indoor Sex Work Settings presents the mapping of local 

European indoor sex work sectors, done via outreach work in the nine 

cities of the INDOORS project: Amsterdam, Genoa, Hamburg, Helsinki, 

Madrid, Marseille, Porto, Sofia and Vienna. 

As indoor sex workers are not a homogeneous group and indoor venues 

vary from one city to another, the outreach work and intervention 

strategies as well as the situations and needs of sex workers differ.  

 

This report concerns female indoor-based sex workers, but 
also (to a less representative degree) transgender and male 
sex workers, and covers different venues, such as clubs, 
apartments, bassi, massage parlours, brothels, Laufhäuser, 
bars, saunas, clubs, sex shops and windows.  

The information used for the mapping was collected during 
outreach work carried out by the partner organisations 
from January 2013 to June 2014. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

 

This mapping represents trends in the local indoor                        
sex work sector and in the intervention strategies of the 
partner organisations.  

It should be emphasised that this mapping does not 
constitute scientific research, but is based on information 
collected mostly during outreach. It represents trends                
and illustrates a complex and multifaceted reality, which                 
is difficult to access and analyse. 

 

Methodology used for the local reports 

utreach work was undertaken following a common professional approach 

based on risk reduction and human rights principles: the respect and non-

judgement of sex workers, the promotion of sex workers' empowerment, 

non-interference in their work and the guarantee of anonymity and 

confidentiality. Peers, cultural mediators, social workers, counsellors, 

nurses and psychologists were involved in the outreach work. 

Outreach work took place through different methods of contact: face-to-

face, or via the phone and information and communication technologies 

(chat room, Facebook, blogs, forum, emails, SMS, etc.). 

Given the different specificities of the local indoor scenes on the one hand, 

and the necessity of having a comprehensive report on the other, a 

common questionnaire was used to collect information for the local 

mapping, and the partners were then able to adapt their data compilation 

using a communal database according to what was more relevant to the 

analysis. 

The questionnaire was used as a basis for the routine outreach work of 

partner organisations, but was always filled in subsequent to the contact in 

order to enable a more spontaneous conversation and to ensure a non-

intrusive and trustful contact. 

The report presents different contacts initiated by the partners or by sex 

workers, but only part of the data collected by the partners is used for the 

local analysis. Inclusion of only the most complete contact data avoided a 

O 
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high number of unknowns in the mapping charts. To avoid misunder-

standings, the total number of contacts, as well as the number of contacts 

on which each local report is based, is given prior to each analysis.  

It is important to underline that this report is based mainly on the 

extensive expertise and analysis of the outreach teams, and is supported by 

some of the figures drawn from the data compiled.  

The local reports illustrate only one reality of the local scene, and do 

not strive to be completely representative of the prostitution scene in 

each city. 

Ensuring a safe environment while contacting sex workers allowed the 

creation of enough space in the discussion for sensitive issues to be 

brought up by sex workers and the outreach teams.  

Although this is a guiding principle in the partners' work, the figures and 

the analysis only represent trends within the indoor prostitution 

scene, and should be treated very cautiously. This is all the more true 

when dealing with personal issues or topics related to human rights abuse, 

such as violence, stigma, and discrimination. 

 

Methodology used for national trends 

Understanding sex work at a local level implies comprehending it within 

broader national and European contexts, such as migration and labour 

policies, national and international mobility and national trends related to 

violence and discrimination. 

Each partner was asked to collect information to contextualise the national 

focus. Several sources of information were used, such as laws and 

regulations, official reports, activity reports from other organisations, 

information from the media and direct consultations with partner 

organisations, sex workers and sex worker-led organisations. 

Again, although specific care was taken to ensure that the presented data 

was in accordance with the national reality, these national overviews 

only represent trends within the indoor sex work scene, and the 

complexity and heterogeneity of the prostitution scene require us to 

treat these trends carefully. 
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Structure 

The national overviews of the nine partner countries are presented 

through six themes: 

 Structure of indoor sex work 

 Impact of migration and labour policies on the working and living 

conditions of sex workers 

 Safer sex and vulnerability factors related to HIV/STIs 

 National and international mobility 

 Violence and discrimination 

 Isolation 

This presentation allows the highlighting of similarities and differences in 

each country, always with the aim of presenting the impact on sex workers. 

Some countries may not be represented everywhere, and some trends are 

presented on a transversal level, as they concern all of the countries in the 

report. 

 

For each city, the local reports of the nine partner cities are presented 

through seven themes: 

 Outreach methodology 

 Sex work scene 

 Sex work venues and working conditions 

 Main needs of sex workers 

 Mobility 

 Violence and discrimination 

 Isolation 

The local context and the political and legal environments are not the same 

in the nine partner cities, nor are the indoor venues. The outreach methods 

vary accordingly. This report seeks to reflect the indoor sex work realities 

of each city as closely as possible. 
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VIOLENCE against                                   
sex workers 
 

A high level of violence affects sex workers' lives.                
Violence is not inherent to sex work, but violence is still 
often at the heart of abolitionist campaigns as a way of 
legitimising the criminalisation of sex work. 

In order to understand violence against sex workers 
broadly, it is important to consider all of the factors that 
expose sex workers to violence. 

 

iolence is linked to the stigma and discrimination experienced by sex 

workers.1 Discrimination against sex workers is rooted in stigmatisation of 

sex work. Violence does not affect sex workers evenly; it depends heavily 

on the working conditions, settings, and structural conditions of sex work.  

The levels of violence experienced by sex workers are likely to be 

underreported. This can be due to the reluctance of some sex workers to 

report violence in contexts where they are living and working, their legal 

status and their lifelong experience of stigmatisation and discrimination 

instead of protection. Outreach teams face the same obstacle: sex workers 

rarely report situations of violence, even when asked directly. 

Due to the absence of data on the specific forms of violence that affect sex 

workers, outreach organisations and experts have instead agreed on the 

particular risk factors for being exposed to violence in the current context 

of sex work. A broad conception of violence is adopted, which includes the 

restriction and abuse of labour and social rights.  In order to define in 

which context sex workers and their communities experience violence, the 

following definitions, or indicators, of violence are used. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 WHO, Violence against sex workers and HIV prevention, 2005, p. 1.  

V 
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International definition of violence 

According to the World Health Organisation, violence is "the intentional 

use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, 

another person, or against a group or community that either results in or 

has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, 

maldevelopment, or deprivation."2 

Based on the Fourth World Conference on Women, violence – specifically 

gender-based violence – is defined as "any act of gender-based violence 

that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or mental harm or 

suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary 

deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life."3 

 

Typology of violence for the INDOORS project 

The WHO also presents a typology of violence that, while not uniformly 

accepted, can be a useful way to understand the contexts in which violence 

occurs, along with the interactions between types of violence. This 

typology distinguishes four modes in which violence may be inflicted: 

physical, sexual, psychological and deprivation.4 

Based on the typology of violence presented by the WHO, the INDOORS 

partners propose the following definitions of violence. 

 

 Physical violence 

Physical violence shall include any violence that affects the physical 

integrity of the person. Physical violence includes sexual violence. Sexual 

violence shall include a wide variety of abuses, including rape and sexual 

threats. Sexual abuse is any kind of physical intrusion of a sexual nature, 

whether perpetrated by violence, coercion, threat or surprise. It can also 

include sexual behaviour that the victim finds humiliating and degrading. 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 WHO, World report on violence and health, 2002, 
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/en 
3 Fourth World Conference on Women - Beijing Declaration (1995), 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/Beijing%20full%20report%20E.pdf 
4 http://www.who.int/violenceprevention/approach/definition/en 



15 

 Psychological violence 

Psychological violence shall include any kind of violence that aims to 

destabilise the victim, and to affect and/or destroy the victim's self-

confidence and mental health. Psychological violence may also be used to 

maintain control over the victim and to intimidate her/him. It may include 

threats, bullying and intimidation; harassment, persecution and terror; 

control, harassment and psychological terror; stalking. 

 

 Economic exploitation 

Economic exploitation shall at minimum include forced labour, servitude 

and slavery. There is no international definition of exploitation.5 The only 

reference on the international level is a non-exhaustive list of forms of 

exploitation in the Palermo Protocol in 2000,6 in its article 3a: 

"Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the 

prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour 

or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal 

of organs".7 

 

 Verbal violence 

Verbal violence shall include any violence that takes the form of insults, 

humiliation, and defamation. This violence may also have a psychological 

impact and be considered psychological violence by the person. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 In French, page 35 to 53, 
http://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/etude_traite_et_exploitation_des_etres_humains_en_france.
pdf 
6 Protocol to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, especially women and children, 
2000 
7http://www.uncjin.org/Documents/Conventions/dcatoc/final_documents_2/convention_%20traff
_eng.pdf 
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NATIONAL overviews 
 

 

In this chapter, the national contexts of the nine partners 
countries, Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain, are grouped 
under six different items for a more comprehensive 
analysis. In following this structure, similarities and 
differences are easier to grasp, and the impact on sex 
workers' rights is easier to understand.  

Sex work is not homogeneous and realities are                      
diverse. The following data only represents trends                        
that have been observed at the national level. 

 

 

Structure of the indoor sex work scene 
 

he structure of the indoor sex work scene varies between the nine partner 

countries and within the countries themselves. There are also major 

obstacles to obtaining reliable numbers and demographic informa-

tion on sex workers. Knowledge of the structure of indoor sex work 

settings depends on the geographic coverage of service provision (which 

may be different in cities and rural areas), the general situation of indoor 

sex work (which can be in hidden places) and the methods that are 

currently used to – legally or illegally – register sex workers. 

The indoor sex work scene covers diverse realities and is constantly 

changing. As a common trend in each country, female sex workers 

represent the majority of sex workers, but transgender and male sex 

workers are also a significant part of the prostitution scene. Migrant sex 

workers tend to be the majority, although it depends on the countries, the 

cities and the venues. 

  

 

 

T 

 

 

1 
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AUSTRIA 

  There are no official figures on the total number                                      
of sex workers in Austria, only approximations.  

Sex workers are required to register in Austria, so the police can obtain 

data on registered sex workers, but the real figures are believed to be much 

higher, as the majority of sex workers work illegally.  

Approximately 90-95% of the sex workers in Austria are migrants, the 

majority coming from EU countries, especially Romania, Bulgaria and 

Hungary. Romanians are the largest group, followed by Hungarian and 

Bulgarian sex workers. The number of very young sex workers is 

increasing.8  

Since January 2014, there has been a notable increase in sex workers 

coming from China due to a new permit, which allows them to enter 

Austria without a visa.9 Although Chinese sex workers are not allowed to 

work legally in Austria due to migration laws, this group is growing.  

Chinese sex workers mostly work in (illegalised) massage parlours.  

Another trend in Austria is the significant increase of transgender sex 

workers, mostly from Latin America. The majority of this group already 

possess citizenship from a European country, such as Spain or Italy.  

Sex workers in Austria mostly work in indoor venues.  

Street prostitution is only allowed in Vienna, where approximately 60 to 70 

female and transgender sex workers are working in the permitted zones 

for street prostitution.10  

The indoor scene is Austria is undergoing a notable change. Recently, in 

several municipalities of Austria, police as well as NGOs working with sex 

workers have noted a shift to big Laufhäuser and clubs. The number of 

"classical" brothels is decreasing, while new types of venues, such as the 

Laufhaus, are constantly increasing. This also leads to an increase in sex 

workers working in these larger venues.  

Austria's prostitution scene is highly influenced by the legislative 

differences in the nine provinces, which is reflected in the figures of 

(legally) working sex workers in Austria.   

                                                           
8 Regelung der Prostitution in Österreich. Empfehlungen der Arbeitsgruppe „Länderkompetenzen 
Prostitution“ (AG-LKP) im Rahmen der Task Force Menschenhandel. Vienna, May 2012. 
9 Information coming from the chief of the office of prostitution in Vienna, where registration also 
takes place  
(meeting on the 25th of April).  
10 Data from outreach activities and local mapping of LEFÖ. 
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In Vienna, for example, in the year 2013 approximately 3,500 sex workers 

were registered and 280 brothels were approved by the police.11 In Upper 

Austria, with the amendment of the prostitution law in 201212 a licensing 

system for brothels was introduced. Yet, there are no more than 13 legally 

registered brothels in the capital, Linz, as the municipality believes that 

this number is high enough.13 In Vorarlberg, a municipal district in Austria, 

there are currently no legal brothels, so no sex workers are legally allowed 

to work there.  

 

BULGARIA 

  The sex work scene in Bulgaria is diverse                                                  
and constantly changing.  

On some points, such as the structure and sectors of the sex industry, 

mobility and risky behaviours, the overview of available data sources is 

absolutely relevant to the indoors scene. However, on other points, such as 

male prostitution, high class escort services and casual sex workers, the 

reality is not adequately represented. 

Generally, the outdoor sector of sex work in Bulgaria mostly consists of 

male, female and transgender sex workers, some of whom also use drugs 

(mainly heroin). Their vulnerability to violence and HIV/STI transmission 

is particularly high. Outdoor sex workers in Bulgaria are often Roma ethnic 

minorities, persons with a lower level of education and/or youths who 

grew up in social institutions. 

The majority of sex workers in the indoor sector of sex work in Bulgaria 

are females aged 18 to 40, with some (though very few) transgender sex 

workers. There are some drug use patterns in indoor sex work settings as 

well, mainly cocaine use that is often client-related.  

Indoor sex work and escort services are often disguised using officially 

registered occupations, such as bartending, waitressing or cleaning in 

erotic bars, clubs, massage parlours, TIR parking areas, etc., with official 

contracts, tax payment and health insurance (often at the minimum level). 

There is a lower level of violence and vulnerability in indoor sex work 

settings. 

                                                           
11 Information coming from the chief of the office of prostitution in Vienna, where registration also 
takes place  
(meeting on the 25th of April). 
12http://www.ris.bka.gv.at/Dokumente/Lgbl/LGBL_OB_20120928_80/LGBL_OB_20120928_80.html 
13 Information coming from the service provider LENA – Caritas from Linz (conversation on the 7th 
of May 2014).  
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The outdoor and indoor sectors have been covered by the national HIV 

prevention program's outreach services for the last ten years (2004-2014). 

Sex workers who belong to the Roma ethnic minority                       
are more vulnerable. 

Sex workers belong to the Roma ethnic minority mainly work outdoors, 

but also in some cases indoors. Sex work is often the only job alternative 

available to them, and they face double discrimination because of their 

ethnic origin. Living in closed communities with high rates of 

unemployment, poverty and illiteracy, most of these sex workers remain 

without insurance, outside of the social and healthcare systems and with 

difficult or no access to service providers and support. 

The context of the sex business in Bulgaria                               
makes mobilisation and self-organisation difficult. 

Few sex workers dare to step up and speak out for rights and respectful 

treatment. The fact that sex work is not recognised as work and remains a 

clandestine field leaves room for third parties (acting illegally) to control 

the industry, with deplorable consequences for sex workers. These 

vulnerability factors are related to the non-recognition of labour rights.  

 

FINLAND 

  There is no reliable data on the structure of prostitution                         
or the number of sex workers in Finland.  

The most recent academic study that presents an evidence-based 

description of the field of sex work and the estimated number of sex 

workers was the 2005 doctoral thesis written by Anna Kontula. This data is 

now outdated, and does not entirely represent the current situation. 

Pro-tukipiste contacts approximately 1,500-2,500 sex workers on an 

annual basis, and of these about 95% work indoors (in Thai massage 

parlours, erotic bars, and in shops that provide private shows). The 

internet is the most common medium for finding clients. Clients are 

typically met in hotels and private apartments. There are no figures on how 

many sex workers work out of private apartments, although the situation 

is mostly the same in all major cities. There is also seasonal activity, for 

example in ski centres during ski season. 
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The national assistance system for victims of human trafficking publishes 

statistics on the number of persons in the system and the number of 

persons newly accepted into the system by the end of each year. Figures on 

persons trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation are compiled 

separately. 

 

FRANCE 

  In France, there is no reliable data on                                                          
the total number of sex workers.  

There is no official registration of sex workers. Some data is often given by 

the media and relayed in official law proposals, but this is based on 

approximations with no link to field knowledge and only in relation to a 

partial segment of prostitution. These numbers are based on police sources 

and the number of trafficking cases brought into court.14 

It is wiser to consider the trends given by service providers at a local level, 

although they face several obstacles to obtaining reliable information: the 

indoor sex work scene remains largely unknown, there are gaps in the 

geographical coverage of service provision and the population is mobile. 

The majority of the sex workers contacted by the                      
service providers in France are female sex workers,                        
but transgender and male sex workers are also a                  
significant part of the sex work scene. 

The structure of the indoor sex work scene is not well known, and reported 

trends are based mostly on the information collected during the outreach 

work carried out by service providers. 

Service providers report several trends. Indoor sex workers work on the 

internet and meet their clients in flats, in hotels or at their clients' homes.15 

Several other venues are used for indoor sex work, although it is forbidden 

to work in the following commercial facilities: bars, hostess bars, massage 

parlours, saunas, etc. Thus, sexual services are not necessarily proposed in 

these places.16  

                                                           
14 The Central Office for the repression of trafficking (OCRETH) speaks about 18,000 to 20,000 
persons. Rapport annuel, 2010. 
15 Information based on data collection coming from several organisations, May 2014 : Médecins du 
Monde, Projet Lotus Bus ; Cabiria, Prostboyz ; Griselidis, Action Internet ; Autres Regards, Projet 
INDOORS. 
16 Information based on data collection coming from several organisations, May 2014 : Médecins du 
Monde, Projet Lotus Bus ; Cabiria, Prostboyz ; Autres Regards, Projet INDOORS. 
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GERMANY 

Based on the information and experience of BUFAS17 and BesD,18 some 

trends in the national indoor sex work scene in Germany can be inferred.  

  The majority of sex workers are female (about 90%).                            
Male and transgender sex workers each represent                                         
about 5% of the sex work scene. 

The majority of female sex workers are between 25 and 35 years old, 

although there is a growing group between 18 and 24 (mainly Bulgarians 

and Romanians), a significant group between 36 and 45 and some older 

than 45 (mostly German, Polish and Thai sex workers). 

The majority are migrant sex workers, among female as well as male and 

transgender sex workers. The majority of female and male migrant sex 

workers come from the European Union, mainly from Bulgaria, Romania, 

Poland, Hungary and Czech Republic.  

Latin American (mainly from the Dominican Republic and Colombia) and 

Asian sex workers (mainly from Thailand) are the second biggest group. 

African sex workers are the smallest group among sex workers. The 

majority of transgender sex workers come from Asia and Latin America.  

The majority of sexual services in Germany are                            
offered indoors (about 80%) in apartments, brothels, 
massage parlours, Laufhäuser, bars and clubs. 

 

ITALY 

  Although it is difficult to have precise knowledge of                                
the number of sex workers in Italy, research by                                
sociologists and organisations that carry out outreach 
programmes aimed at sex workers claims that sex works are                       
a very diverse population. 

 

                                                           
17 Reports presented by the BUFAS member organisations at the last three BUFAS meetings 
(Bündnis der Fachberatungsstellen für Sexarbeiterinnen und Sexarbeiter e.V./Federation of Sex Work 
Projects, www.bufas.net) in March and September 2013, and March 2014. 
18Documents of the BesD (Berufsverband für erotische und sexuelle Dienstleistungen/Trade 
Association for Erotic and Sexual Services, www.berufsverband-sexarbeit.de). 

http://www.bufas.net/
http://www.berufsverband-sexarbeit.de/
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Results from the survey "Punto e a capo sulla tratta," which was conducted 

in 201319 through interviews with organisations and projects that 

implement outreach work and provide shelter for victims of trafficking in 

Italy (156 institutions and organisations that usually work in the field were 

involved in the study), revealed that approximately 23,000 sex workers 

have been contacted on the streets.  

The same survey also evidenced the fact that the level of indoor outreach 

activity is very low; in 2013, overall indoor contacts amounted to 2,936, of 

which 2,617 were women, 29 were men and 290 were transgender. This is 

certainly a modest figure when compared to the alleged estimate of more 

than 15,000 indoor sex workers,20 which is undoubtedly due to the 

difficulty of getting in touch with indoor sex workers, something that the 

staff at Le Graziose has also noticed.  

Escorts in Italy are mostly young women aged between                   
20 and 40 years, on average. The most common 
nationalities that are present in indoor sex work are                     
still Latin American (Brazilian and Colombian                                        
in particular) and Italian.  

However, Romanians and women from other Eastern European countries 

(Romania, Bulgaria, Russia, the Ukraine, etc.) are increasingly moving 

indoors. A new aspect, probably caused by the economic crisis, is the 

advent of numerous young Italian women aged 21-22 years who were 

completely absent from the prostitution scene in the past.  

They are students or unemployed women, and their presence has 

generated a change in what sex workers offer. This phenomenon has not 

yet been thoroughly analysed and as such remains unclear, although 

according to the media it is growing quickly.   

Sex workers contact their clients through advertising via the internet and 

newspapers, and meetings take place in a flat or at the client's home. The 

number of massage parlours has increased throughout Italy.  

These massage parlours, which are Chinese-run businesses where adult 

women offer a complete massage with erotic/sexual activity at the end, are 

visibly on the rise in all Italian cities. Research conducted in Emilia 

Romagna by the field project InVisibile published findings21 that evidenced 

                                                           
19 Punto e a capo sulla Tratta- by Caritas Italiana in collaboration with CNCA - Coordinamento 
Nazionale Communità di Accoglienza, Gruppo Abele and Associazione On the Road. 
20 In 2008 the Consozio Parsec estimated that indoor sex workers numbered from 12,000 to 13,500. 
21 Ombre Cinesi- Prostituzione cinese in Emilia Romagna: conoscere per intervenire, I Quaderni Del 
Progetto Oltre la Strada. 2013. 
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that there were 213 phone numbers related to advertised parlours just in 

that region. 

Newspapers and websites where sex workers advertise their services in 

big cities also show evidence of these massage parlours' presence: 61% are 

located in northern Italian cities, 25% in central Italy (including the capital, 

Rome) and only 14% in the south.22 

 

THE NETHERLANDS 

  In The Netherlands, despite the numerous evaluations                         
of the Dutch authorities,23 the tax office, the police and                       
annual data edited by the National Rapporteur on Human 
Trafficking,24 there are obstacles to obtaining reliable                              
numbers and demographic information on sex workers. 

Outreach organisations can infer some trends, but they face several 

obstacles: they do not have contact with sex workers in clandestine and 

unlicensed settings, and the population is highly mobile. 

Following a consultation of outreach organisations in      
major cities, clients' websites, sex workers and other 
sources, the TAMPEP mapping in 2010 estimated the 
maximum number of sex workers to be around 10,000                      
to 15,000.  

It is also possible to estimate that the majority of sex workers are female 

(90%). Since 2000,25 there has been a consistent decrease of migrant 

female sex workers in the Netherlands.  

This downward trend can partly be attributed to legislation, which only 

allows EU nationals to do sex work and has led to an overall reduction of 

prostitution workplaces. One other shift is due to the fact that since 

January 2014, Bulgarian and Romanian workers have been allowed to 

practice all forms of sex work. These facts bring the estimated percentage 

of sex workers from Central Europe, the Balkans and the Baltic states (only 

EU countries) to more than 60% of the total number of migrants in sex 

work in the Netherlands. 

                                                           
22 Data from "Punto e a Capo sulla Tratta." 
23 Periodic evaluations of the effect of the law from Dutch authorities, Daalder, 2002, 2007. 
24 Nationaal Rapporteur Mensenhandel, 2013: gives figures based on the number of cases that are 
brought to court or are in the investigation phase. 
25 TAMPEP mappings in 1999, 2001, 2003, 2005 and 2008. 
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In the Netherlands, 95% of sex work is practiced indoors. 

Street prostitution is regulated in "tolerance zones," which are steadily 

being closed. Only four are still open with a small number of sex workers 

who are allowed to enter; entrance is controlled using a pass system. 

The more visible and extensive form of indoor sex work in the Netherlands 

is window prostitution. However, since 2010 local authorities in 

Amsterdam and The Hague have continued to downsize window 

prostitution, and in 2013 the city of Utrecht closed all window brothels. 

Between 2000 and 2012, the licensed prostitution sector in the 

Netherlands contracted in size considerably.26 This was mostly due to 

policy measures aimed at reducing the size of the prostitution sector, 

although other factors contributed to this as well, such as: the rise of 

internet-generated prostitution, the increase in home prostitution and 

individual escort services (although there are no firm numbers) and the 

rise of massage parlours (licensed and unlicensed). 

It is difficult to estimate the number of sex workers working in the 

unlicensed sector, such as in escort services, hotels, home prostitution, 

temporary sex facilities or massage parlours. 

 

PORTUGAL 

  Portuguese studies and data from intervention                              
projects that work with sex workers provide some                          
information on sex work and sex workers in Portugal.  

Nevertheless, the hidden nature of this phenomenon prevents its accurate 

characterisation, and makes it difficult to reliably estimate the total 

number of sex workers and commercial sex establishments regionally and 

nationally. 

According to one of the most extensive studies carried out on sex work in 

Portugal,27  most sex workers are female, but there are also significant 

numbers of male and transgender sex workers in Portugal, at least in 

relation to indoor sex work. The majority of sex workers seem to be 

between the ages of 26 and 35. 

                                                           
26 In 2000, the number of private clubs was estimated at 800 (Visser, 2000). In November 2010, 
according to the president of  the association of 'relax parlours,' the umbrella organisation 
representing small clubs, there were only 360-370 clubs left. 
27 Dias et al., 2011 (HIV/AIDS infection among men who have sex with men and sex workers – with 
the collaboration of 30 NGOs; concerns 1040 sex workers); Barroso, 2013 (Indoor sex workers in 
Lisbon; concerns 268 sex workers); Oliveira, 2013 (Sex workers working in apartments in Lisbon; 
concerns 121 sex workers). 
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SPAIN 

  According to information and experiences shared by                               
sex workers' rights associations (through the National                    
Platform for Sex Workers' Rights) and sex workers who                           
work in other places in Spain, it is possible to identify                            
some trends within the national indoor scene in Spain.  

Female and transsexual female sex workers form the majority, although 

there are also male sex workers, mostly aged 20 to 45 years. The vast 

majority are migrants from various parts of Latin America and notably 

Romania. There are few national sex workers.  

In Spain, there has been an increase in Romanians and Latin Americans in 

recent years. The sex work field reflects the presence of these large 

migrant groups in the country. One explanation for these migration 

patterns could be that Spanish is a common language among Latin 

Americans. Additionally, Romanians claim to learn Spanish quickly, as their 

language is also Latin-based. Moreover, as always with immigration trends, 

large communities of these nationalities have already been living in Spain 

for several decades. Many of them have family members and/or friends in 

Spain. 

Indoor sex work takes place in clubs, flats and online. 
Indoor prostitution varies, depending on which                                  
part of the country sex workers are in.  

In some rural areas, the living and working conditions of sex workers are 

different from those of sex workers in large cities. Sex workers who work 

in cities are more likely to have access to resources and meet support 

associations, while clubs located in rural areas may never be visited by an 

organisation due to the lack of sex worker support associations in the 

region.  

This implies great isolation for rural sex workers, while service providers 

remain ignorant of their working conditions.   

Clubs are situated in various parts of cities, mainly in central neighbour-

hoods or on the outskirts, just off the motorways. In clubs and flats, the 

majority of sex workers (especially female sex workers) work for third 

parties. In some cases they work autonomously, sharing flat management 

with their colleagues.  
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According to Spanish law, venue owners must sign a document that does 

not recognise a labour relationship with sex workers. This impacts the 

vulnerability of sex workers: owners can impose working conditions, their 

own rules of conduct and standards. This contract is hard to contest, as it is 

not a labour contract, and sex workers have no rights. The cost of sexual 

services depends on the venue. In some places the pricing is set, and in 

others it is at the sex worker's discretion. In many venues, sex workers 

have less freedom to select their clients and the types of sexual services 

they choose to offer. 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on                 
the working and living conditions of sex workers 
 

he INDOORS partners have observed that legislations, policies and 

practices regarding sex work are becoming increasingly repressive, 

strongly affecting the working and living conditions of sex workers 

throughout Europe. 

In Bulgaria, Finland, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain, the framing is 

abolitionist, with tendencies to criminalise and repress sex workers.  

Despite the regulatory approach used in Austria, the Netherlands and 

Germany, sex work is still marginalised and stigmatised, and the measures 

taken are closer to repression and control than to improvement of the 

empowerment and autonomy of sex workers. 

 

Countries with abolitionist framing 

In Bulgaria, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain, the legal framework does 

not recognise the concept of sex work, or else defines it vaguely, as is the 

case in Finland. In Spain, prostitution was decriminalised in 1995, but sex 

workers' rights are not recognised.  

In these countries, sex work is neither legalised nor prohibited, but there is 

a dominant framework of criminalisation. Policies and measures related to 

sex work can be found in criminal codes and immigration laws. 

This framework has a severe impact on the working and living conditions 

of sex workers, and several common points can be underlined. 

T 
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  Lack of specific national measures creating                                    
regional and local differences in application, marginalising                                          
sex workers and making their work clandestine 

In Bulgaria, Finland, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain, as sex work is 

not specifically regulated at a national level, each region and city can adopt 

its own regulations and measures. These measures often do not provide a 

clear definition of terms, therefore leaving ample room for police 

interpretation and harassment. As a result, sex workers labour in 

precarious conditions, on the verge of illegality and often subject to 

patrolling by the police. They also have to deal with police abuse of power. 

Heterogeneous local regulations or national legislations with multiple 

implications increase sex workers' mobility, vulnerability and ignorance of 

their rights, ultimately affecting their ability to work in favourable 

conditions. 

Furthermore, the fact that prostitution measures are covered by criminal 

codes changes the public's perspective and understanding of the problem, 

deepening stigmatisation of the group and placing sex workers in a more 

vulnerable position.  

The lack of clear rules deprives sex workers of their citizenship rights, as 

the state abdicates its obligations to these citizens, including the obligation 

to provide alternatives for better living and working conditions. State 

institutions generally apply restrictive rather than protective policy, 

especially towards socially excluded groups. 

  No recognition of labour rights and                                                       
benefits linked to their activity 

In these countries, sex workers are not entitled to having access to labour 

rights and labour benefits linked to their work, such as maternity leave, 

sick leave, vacation, overtime, unemployment insurance, retirement, etc. 

Like other citizens, they must contribute and pay taxes, yet they do not 

receive any social protections. This creates a barrier in access to health and 

to safe, hygienic and dignified working conditions, hindering the adoption 

of consistent preventive measures, such as condom use, and limiting life 

choices and opportunities for professional mobility. 

Furthermore, tax legislation can be used as a tool of repression against 

indoor and outdoor sex workers. The police and the tax authority conduct 

raids and inspections, arbitrarily charging high fines based on incomes that 

cannot be proven. 
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Finally, without any recognition of labour rights, sex workers working in 

collective venues controlled by third parties face obstacles to defending 

their working conditions: prices, services, duration of the contract, etc. This 

creates a grey area in the sex work industry and has negative conse-

quences for sex workers. 

  Broad definition of pimping affecting                                                                 
sex workers' living and working conditions 

In Bulgaria, Finland, France, Italy and Portugal, organising indoor sex 

work is criminalised, and the laws criminalising pimping have such a wide 

spectrum of implications that they have a direct impact on the working 

conditions of sex workers. 

In practice, pimping may entail one person renting an apartment to 

another person for the purposes of prostitution while being aware of the 

prostitution. Working together in an apartment or being a sex worker does 

not offer protection from this law, as both sex workers may be punished 

for pimping. 

In Finland, pimping also entails publishing online advertisements for the 

sexual services of another person and charging money for it. This approach 

to pimping impedes contact, protection and support between colleagues, 

and makes sex workers more vulnerable to violence. 

This measure also affects sex workers' ability to enjoy the basic human 

right to a private and family life. For instance, the partner or family 

member of a sex worker may be accused of exploitation if she/he benefits 

from income gained via prostitution. 

This causes the confusion of those who work freely with those who (in 

reality) are victims of trafficking or exploitation.  

  The non-distinction between prostitution                                                         
and trafficking increasing the stigmatisation and                            
victimisation of sex workers 

In all of these countries, sex work is approached exclusively through 

criminal measures, thereby increasing the stigmatisation of sex workers 

while decreasing their self-esteem.  

Sex workers are denied the possibility of choosing (freely) to provide paid 

sexual services. Sex workers are considered "vulnerable" people who do 

not know what is in their best interest, and their choices are dismissed as 

invalid. This stigmatisation has a direct impact on sex workers' ability to go 
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to the police in case of abuse or violence, and to discuss their health or 

practices with healthcare providers. 

Conflating sex work with human trafficking renders a large number of 

realities invisible, which makes it impossible to meet sex workers' needs. 

This persistent conflation also leads to laws and interventions that 

negatively impact sex workers while undermining efforts to stop 

trafficking. 

Furthermore, especially in Spain, service providers are concerned about 

the hidden aims behind the crusade against human trafficking. According 

to their experience,28 the lack of a distinction between sex work and human 

trafficking permits the use of anti-trafficking laws to deport migrant sex 

workers, instead of focusing on victims of violence or economic 

exploitation. 

  Immigration laws applied against sex workers 

A significant and alerting trend is the application of immigration laws 

against sex workers. Authorities deprive sex workers who are in irregular 

situations of freedom via police raids in prostitution venues and public 

spaces, sending them to detention centres for eventual deportation to their 

countries of origin. This is especially the case in France – in Paris29 – as 

well as in Spain,30 where Chinese female sex workers are frequently 

arrested, detained and deported when in the country illegally. 

In Finland, according to the Aliens Act, an individual from outside the EU 

can be deported from Finland they are suspected of selling sexual services. 

As a rule, the deportation is often combined with a year's ban on entry, 

whether into Finland or the entire Schengen area. The person's 

information and suspected involvement in sex work are also entered into 

the Schengen system. 

In Italy, immigration policies penalise migrant sex workers. The 

introduction of security measures31 has created an exacerbated climate of 

persecution. Police raids and inspections on the streets and indoors have 

led to the detainment of undocumented migrants in detention centres. 

Undocumented migrants' access to healthcare is very limited, as are their 

possibilities to search for housing and work. 

 

                                                           
28 Information from the Organisations of the National Platform for Sex Workers' Rights in Spain. 
29 Data collection coming from Médecins du Monde, Projet Lotus Bus, May 2014. 
30 Information from the Organisations of the National Platform for Sex Workers' Rights in Spain. 
31 Pacchetto sicurezza Legge Maroni  decreto legge 23 maggio 2008, n. 92. 
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More generally, because of inadequate protection measures, migrant sex 

workers are in a highly vulnerable position: they fear exposure to and 

contact with the authorities, and are more vulnerable to violence; they face 

more discrimination, even when using conventional services; they face real 

obstacles to accessing health services.  

  Tendency to criminalise activities related to sex work 

In Bulgaria, Finland, France, Italy and Spain, there is a tendency to 

debate, vote on and promulgate regulations that criminalise sex work. 

In Spain, the proposition of a law on "Public Safety" not only restricts basic 

rights, such as the right to demonstrate, but also aims to ban prostitution in 

public spaces through road safety regulations, which intend to fine sex 

workers' clients. The Madrid City Council has announced a public space 

regulation by-law limiting the use of public spaces – especially by 

vulnerable collectives. As far as prostitution is concerned, the intention is 

to fine clients. 

In France, the French National Assembly voted for the criminalisation of 

clients in December 2013, and the Special Commission of the Senate voted 

against this in July 2014. The legislative path remains unclear, as it will 

once again be put to a vote before the French National Assembly. 

These measures and regulations infringe basic constitutional rights while 

criminalising and stigmatising sex workers, making prostitution more 

clandestine and working conditions worse, therefore exposing sex workers 

to situations of increased vulnerability. Under these conditions, access to 

health and rights, and thus the prevention of STIs and HIV, is complicated.  

In Italy, due to the state's failure to recognise sex work, there are no legal 

or social guarantees in sex work, and sex workers labour in very 

precarious and marginalised conditions without any rights. 

Laws that penalise sex work abolish even the most basic human rights of 

sex workers. For example, as a consequence of the by-laws (ordinanze) that 

have been issued by several mayors, sex workers are forbidden from 

moving freely on the streets or even talking to people. 
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Countries with a regulatory approach 

In Austria, the Netherlands and Germany, sex work is regulated and 

legalised. Despite these regulations, sex work is not recognised as contract 

labour in Austria and is still marginalised and stigmatised in the three 

countries. 

The INDOORS partners have observed that the measures taken in these 

countries are closer to repression and control rather than improvement of 

the empowerment and autonomy of sex workers. 

  Sex work is still a stigmatised job                                                                       
in comparison to others 

Despite the legalisation of sex work in the Netherlands in 2000 and in 

Germany in 2002, sex work is still stigmatised and has not yet reached the 

status of legal equality with other autonomous professions. 

In the Netherlands, self-employment is the most "obvious" form of labour 

that could protect the autonomy and self-regulation of workers in the sex 

industry. However, self-employed sex workers encounter many problems, 

such as the behaviours of window owners, the arbitrary raising of rent and 

prices for extra services.  

In the club and escort agency sector, the current major form of labour 

relation between workers and brothel owners is the so-called "opting-in 

arrangement." This is a form of contract that falls between free-lancing and 

employment. This format was a well-meaning attempt to improve the 

situation of sex workers and guarantee their autonomy, but there is a lack 

of clear procedure to support the real autonomy of sex workers in choosing 

their working hours and clients, along with a gap in access to social 

security benefits. The risk in this sector is that the costs of prostitution are 

ultimately borne by the sex worker, while the proprietor profits.  

With the rise of information and communication technologies, sex workers' 

freedom to choose their working hours, workplace and working conditions 

has potentially increased. However, there is no space for the recognition of 

this form of sex work as independent work outside of licensed premises. In 

the new legal framework, it will be considered illegal because all work 

should fall under the regulatory system of licences and control. 

However, legalisation allows for policy dialogue on the improvement of the 

position of sex workers in the frame of labour and tax institutions, as well 

as the comparison of sex workers' working conditions to those of other 

labourers. 
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In Austria, national and provincial laws regulate sex work. Nevertheless, 

sex work is not yet recognised as dependent employed labour, and 

therefore lacks social welfare benefits, which are only linked to 

employment contracts. 

  Difficulties in accessing labour rights due                                                         
to differences of application between provinces and                                           
lack of knowledge among authorities 

Sex workers face several difficulties in understanding and having access to 

their rights. 

In Austria, according to the Austrian National Constitution, sex work is an 

issue that should be dealt with by the provinces, each of which regulates 

the initiation and provision of sexual services through different laws. Since 

April 2012, sex work is no longer considered "against good morals;" 

however, this landmark decision by the Austrian Supreme Court has not 

yet led to further legal or political implications. As there are no uniform 

legal regulations, the result is a complexity of laws and executive practices 

that impede sex workers' effective access to their rights. 

In Germany, the lack of knowledge and information among different 

authorities regarding the labour and social rights of sex workers and EU 

citizens leads to insecurity and misunderstandings. In Hannover, for 

instance, the Job Centre, which is the authority responsible for arranging 

job placements for unemployed persons, is extremely rigorous and 

imposes several obstacles when it comes to sex workers who wish to move 

on from sex work, particularly if they are Bulgarian or Romanian citizens.    

  Difficulties linked to the taxation                                                                
systems increase discrimination 

In Austria, the Ministry of Finance announced that from July 1, 2014 

onwards, indoor sex workers will be considered either self-employed (as 

was previously their only option) or else employed under dependent 

contracts, therefore requiring venue owners to pay income taxes.32 Tax 

offices will decide on a case-by-case basis whether each sex worker's 

working conditions can be defined as employment or self-employment. At 

the same time, the Ministry of Finance of Austria declared that even if a sex 

worker is considered employed under taxation law, this does not mean 

that sex work is automatically considered gainful employment under 

                                                           
32  http://diestandard.at/2000001730690/Die-Unsicherheit-im-Rotlichtgewerbe 
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labour law.33 The consequences of these new taxation laws are still unclear, 

but it can be stated that without the same amendments in labour 

legislation and the recognition of sex work as gainful employment, this is 

disproportionate regulation and discrimination.  

In the Netherlands, there have been complaints about problems with the 

tax office, as well as the general difficulty of carrying out the administrative 

duties that the tax office requires of self-employed workers. Also, financial 

and insurance institutions are reluctant to have sex workers as costumers 

because of the stigma attached to prostitution. 

Germany is a federation, which means that each of its 16 states has the 

autonomy to adapt laws according to its legislation. This situation is very 

visible in the payment of taxes for sex work. Depending on the town, sex 

workers have to pay different daily lump sums or no taxes at all. The lump 

sums can range from 7 to 30 euros per day. This leads to great insecurity 

and misunderstandings, both for sex workers as well as the authorities. 

  The proliferation of repressive policies against                                            
sex workers and the tightening of sex work regulations                                  
is pushing sex workers into the clandestine sector 

In the Netherlands, on March 1, 2014, the government submitted a bill to 

parliament34 that will tighten the regulation of prostitution, in particular 

the licensing requirements for brothels and other sex establishments, and 

improve government oversight. Employers who do not comply with 

licensing requirements can be prosecuted. The bill also increases the 

required minimum age for legal prostitution from 18 to 21. Clients who 

circumvent the age requirement of 21 years for the sex workers providing 

the services can also be prosecuted.  

The government expects stricter regulations to have a strong deterrent 

effect on traffickers, while helping prevent exploitative practices. However, 

this trend of implementing progressively stricter rules and tighter 

regulation has a deeply negative impact on the working conditions of 

(national and migrant) sex workers.  

Furthermore, the ongoing closure of legal brothels and windows has 

precipitated a shift of sex workers to more clandestine sex work settings, 

where dependency and the potential for control by organisers are greater.  

                                                           
33 https://findok.bmf.gv.at/findok?execution=e1s3&segmentId=0b40b85e-3f72-4d4f-affb-
73a15f1b4a07 
34 The bill was submitted on November 10, 2009, but came back from the Senate to the Minister of 
Justice. The Minister amended it (Novelle) and submitted it again to Parliament on March 1, 2014. 
Original bill, http://www.eerstekamer.nl/wetsvoorstel/32211_wet_regulering_prostitutie. Novelle, 
http://www.eerstekamer.nl/wetsvoorstel/33885_novelle_wet_regulering 

http://www.eerstekamer.nl/wetsvoorstel/32211_wet_regulering_prostitutie
http://www.eerstekamer.nl/wetsvoorstel/33885_novelle_wet_regulering
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In Germany, gentrification and repression against outdoor and indoor sex 

workers are increasing. The Sperrgebietsverordnung, the law that 

determines where outdoor and/or indoor prostitution are prohibited, 

varies from city to city and from state to state. For instance, in some cities, 

brothels are permitted only in commercial and industrial areas, but self-

employed sex workers may work in apartments in residential areas. 

Munich, for instance, is a so-called Sperrgebiet, a "prohibited zone" for both 

indoor and outdoor prostitution, while Berlin has no such regulation, and 

the state of Baden-Würtenberg is a 98% Sperrgebiet.  

The gentrification process within some traditional street prostitution areas 

in the largest German towns has increased repression and discrimination 

against outdoor-based female, male and transgender sex workers. In 

Hamburg and Dortmund, sex workers and their clients have been fined on 

the streets. An increasing number of towns are adopting these measures. 

Since October 2013, there have been some abolitionist campaigns in 

Germany demanding the criminalisation of clients, more control over sex 

work venues and even the return of mandatory health examinations.  

In addition to these campaigns, the German government will further 

develop the Prostitution Law of 2002 as part of the current government's 

coalition agreement. This new law will be called Prostitutes Protection Law. 

The first draft of the law was presented in August 2014. The official version 

must be ready by June 2015. The new law will come into force on January 

1st, 2016.  

The propositions of the new law are: mandatory registration of all sex 

workers, mandatory concessions for brothels and other sex work venues, 

complete control over sex work venues by all authorities, prohibition of 

advertisement, reintroduction of mandatory health examinations, mainte-

nance of all "prohibited zones" (Sperrgebiete) and raising the age of 

consent for working in prostitution from 18 to 21.  

  Compared to the 2002 Prostitution Law, the                                            
new German law will completely roll back the rights                                    
of  sex workers by enabling law enforcement                                              
agencies to persecute sex workers and operators                                            
of prostitution businesses.  
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This bill appears to be based on the perception of sex work as a social evil 

that the government cannot rid society of, obligating the government to 

further regulate it. The bill adds to the existing stigma attached to sex work 

and the violence resulting from it. This will not protect sex workers, but 

rather force them to go underground.35  

  Restrictive migration policies increase                                                           
the vulnerability of migrant sex workers 

In Austria, the right to work legally in sex work is strongly linked to the 

right to stay in the country legally. Only citizens from the European Union 

and asylum seekers are legally allowed to work in the sex work sector in 

Austria without restrictions. People from third countries (outside of the 

European Union) who have a residence permit from another EU country 

are not allowed to work as sex workers. This restrictive migration and 

labour law pushes female and transgender sex workers coming from third 

countries into the illegalised sector, where they work mostly in 

apartments. 

In the Netherlands, for people from outside the EU, sex work is the only 

type of labour for which it is not possible to obtain a work permit (WAV: 

Wet Arbeid Vreemdeling). The procedural and logical framework of this 

exception in labour law for foreigners is as follows: as soon as a (non-EU) 

person intends to carry out work for a third person, the employer has to 

apply for a work permit. Given that prostitution is legal work, applying for 

a work permit should be possible, but this is by definition not possible 

because the law makes an exception for activities that are connected to 

offering sexual services (including erotic shows) for and with third parties. 

This prohibition existed before the legalisation of prostitution, when the 

law stated that it was not possible to obtain a work permit for an activity 

that was not legal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 http://researchprojectgermany.wordpress.com/2014/08/19/a-law-to-protect-society-from-an-
imaginary-evil/ 

http://researchprojectgermany.wordpress.com/2014/08/19/a-law-to-protect-society-from-an-imaginary-evil/
http://researchprojectgermany.wordpress.com/2014/08/19/a-law-to-protect-society-from-an-imaginary-evil/
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Safer sex and vulnerability factors                                           
related to HIV/STIs 
 

ex workers are key persons in HIV and STI prevention. They have a 

working knowledge of HIV/STI prevention in general, and their level of 

condom use is high in comparison to the general population.36 

In all of the partner countries, safer sex practices and condom use are 

closely linked to several factors, such as working conditions, policies and 

clampdowns, which increase sex workers' vulnerability to HIV/STIs. 

Therefore, continuous outreach work and the spreading of information 

regarding HIV/STIs and labour rights are of crucial importance for 

preventing AIDS, STIs, violence and economic exploitation. 

Aside from these factors, it is important to note that HIV/STI prevalence 

can increase in the general population, especially in Bulgaria, which is at 

the crossroads of two epidemics with the added possibility of the rapid 

development of concentrated epidemics in separate groups identified as 

most-at-risk,37 and in Portugal, where there is currently a high HIV/STI 

prevalence among sex workers.38 

 

  Legal barriers in access to health services 

One of the serious concerns among the partner countries is the new 

Spanish law on health that puts sex workers, among other citizens, at 

greater risk of contracting HIV and STIs. Since August 2012, free and 

universal access to healthcare has been available only to EU citizens and 

those who have regularised their status in Spain. This means that many 

migrants are entitled only to emergency assistance, which is additionally 

stigmatising for migrant sex workers. 

In addition, according to the new law, only women who are entitled to 

public healthcare have access to cost-free abortions, while other women 

still have to pay.  

Thanks to the struggles of and critique from NGOs, public health 

organisations and HIV-related organisations, all chronic diseases (such as 

HIV) are now being treated regardless of the person's administrative status 

                                                           
36 TAMPEP report, 2009 p.43. 
37 UNAIDS, 
http://www.unaids.org/en/dataanalysis/knowyourresponse/countryprogressreports/2012countri
es/ce_BG_Narrative_Report[1].pdf 
38 PREVIH study, Dias et al., 2011. 
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for public health reasons. A platform ("yosisanidaduniversal")39 has also 

been launched in order to fight the new law and provide advocacy and 

accompaniment in order to ensure effective access to health services.  

Due to a lack of information coupled with a fear of going to the doctor and 

having to pay for assistance, many people ignore their rights, do not seek 

healthcare and do not contact the accompaniment platform. The new law 

constitutes a loss of rights and is having disastrous consequences on the 

welfare of the population. There have already been deaths related to the 

discrimination caused by the new law. 

In Italy, in the past years access to health services has been difficult for 

undocumented migrants due to the criminalisation of irregular 

immigration. This offence was introduced by the so-called "security 

measures" of 2009, advanced by the then Interior Minister, Roberto 

Maroni. On January 21, 2014, the Senate approved a bill that called on the 

government to abolish the crime of illegal immigration by rendering it an 

administrative offence. The introduction of the crime of illegal immigration 

was also strongly criticised by many associations, including LILA and 

Anlaids, because it created an additional barrier for undocumented 

migrants to accessing health services. 

Of the 20 regions in Italy, only seven regions (Calabria, Campania, Friuli 

Venezia Giulia, Lazio, Liguria, Apulia, Sicily) and one autonomous province 

(Trento) ratified the agreement. However, few of them implemented the 

most substantive parts of the agreement. The remaining 13 regions have 

not commented on the issue.40 This is clearly a violation of the right to 

healthcare.  

A study titled "Implementation of the Programme of Action on Women in 

Beijing (Five-Year Survey: 2009-2014)," which was recently presented in 

July 2014 by a number of Italian CSOs working from a gender perspective 

on various issues in the Beijing Platform for Action, reported a fall in 

funding for the prevention of AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases, and 

the lack of health assistance for migrant women.41   

In the Netherlands, after many years the public health authorities in most 

large Dutch cities have gained sufficient trust among sex workers and 

owners to run an effective STI/HIV prevention programme that is 

completely based on voluntary cooperation from sex workers. This 

                                                           
39 http://yosisanidaduniversal.net 
40 Article by Daniela Lorenzetti, Sapienza, University of Rome, first published in Anlaids ByMail n. 59 
di febbraio 2014 
41 Rapporto sull’attuazione della Piattaforma d’Azione di Pechino Rilevazione quinquennale: 2009-
2014 Cosa veramente è stato fatto in Italia, P. 20, http://asud.net/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/Pechino2009_2014.doc_July-22_DEF-1.pdf 

http://www.anlaidsonlus.it/download/anlaids_bymail02-14.pdf
http://www.anlaidsonlus.it/download/anlaids_bymail02-14.pdf
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cooperation and the health sector's position of trust and autonomy could 

be compromised if the public health authorities is required to enforce 

municipal by-laws in the future, potentially creating barriers to open and 

free access to services.  

 

  The high mobility of sex workers 

The high mobility of sex workers has an impact on their access to health 

services. Although service providers offer thorough coverage of voluntary, 

anonymous and free of charge HIV and STI testing, counselling and 

treatment for some STIs for all national and migrant sex workers, mobility 

can lead to a lack of information about available services. 

Mobility is a vulnerability factor, as it may increase sex workers' isolation 

from the sex worker community and service providers. 

 

  Lack of knowledge on STI/HIV prevention 

A lack of knowledge and clear understanding of the consequences of 

practicing unsafe sex, mainly oral sex, is one of the vulnerability factors 

related to HIV/STIs. 

This vulnerability is particularly true for migrant sex workers due to 

language barriers or common beliefs. In Bulgaria, Roma sex workers are 

more vulnerable than others, as they are isolated and communication 

remains within the group, allowing the continued use of different folk 

beliefs and unsafe practices for STI protection.42 

It has also been commonly observed that sex workers who have been 

working longer have a better knowledge of HIV/STI prevention than 

younger migrants and newcomers to the sex industry. 

 

  Economic insecurity 

Economic insecurity and financial factors weaken sex workers' bargaining 

position in negotiations with clients, and have a negative impact on sex 

workers who tend to adopt unsafe practices in order to gain more clients. 

Increasing poverty and (even more so) control and repression impact 

safety in sex work, making money often the only motivation behind safer 

or unsafe behaviour. For instance, a client could receive additional services, 

including sex without a condom, if offering more money. The economic 

crisis has had a strong impact on the industry, and is pushing an increasing 

                                                           
42 IBBS (Integrated Bio-Behavioural Survey) report of EU project BORDERNET work 2011 – 2012. 
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number of sex workers to agree to clients' demands in order to keep their 

business, especially with regards to offering fellatio without protection. 

 

  Increasing demand for unsafe sex 

Although sex workers are very concerned about their health, they face a 

growing demand for unsafe (oral) sex. Clients are increasingly resisting 

condom use.  

On the other hand, unprotected oral sex is a practice that is considered 

almost "normal." Some sex workers assert that it brings them more clients 

and consequently more income, and that it is the only way to deal with 

competition within the business.  

 

  Pressure at the workplace 

The existence of a coercive pressure in the workplace is a strong 

vulnerability factor related to HIV/STIs. Sex workers' autonomy may be 

limited, affecting their ability to negotiate safer sex with clients. In Spain, 

some venue managers or owners advertise services directly, and put 

pressure on sex workers to offer unprotected (oral) sex, aiming at bigger 

profits. 

In countries with an abolitionist framing, the legislative context and the 

lack of clear labour regulations impede the possibility for sex workers to 

assert their rights in a balanced labour relationship, and to access efficient 

health and prevention support. 

 

  Criminalisation and stigmatisation of sex work 

Criminalisation, stigmatisation and discrimination contribute to the 

vulnerability of sex workers and prevent them from accessing health 

services. These factors drive sex work underground, impeding efforts to 

reach sex workers and their clients with HIV prevention, treatment, care 

and support programmes.43  

The stigma attached to sex work also stops sex workers from asking for 

information and seeking medical support because they feel ashamed and 

afraid that someone could discover what they are doing. The majority of 

sex workers do not disclose their work to their general practitioner and do 

not ask for HIV/STI tests. It is important to inform sex workers and 

encourage them to go to free, comprehensive and respectful health 

services. 

                                                           
43 UNAIDS, Guidance Note on HIV and Sex work, 2009 and 2012. 



40 

  Prevention tools used as instruments of control 

Repressive measures are also used against sex workers, and have a 

profoundly negative impact on health prevention. In France, several 

organisations working with and for sex workers have evidenced the fact 

that prevention means, such as condoms, are used as evidence of 

infraction. Having condoms in one's bag can lead to arrest, as this can be 

used as proof of soliciting despite the fact that sexual relations, even if paid, 

are not punishable by law.  

This seriously contravenes the health prevention aims of service 

providers,44 and demonstrates the absurdity of public policies in France: 

while the police use condoms as instruments of control, public health 

services distribute them as prevention tools. 

 

Focus on a study on health | FINLAND 

In a study in 2013, Finland's National Institute for Health and Welfare and Pro-

tukipiste ry collected basic information on the health and wellbeing of adult erotic, 

escort, and sex workers in Finland, including the incidence of HIV and hepatitis C.45 

The study contacted 234 individuals working in the sex and erotic industry. 

Respondents were mainly residents, as it was more difficult to reach the mobile 

population.  

The study mapped the health and wellbeing of erotic and sex workers by gathering 

information on how participants felt about their living conditions, health, competence 

and economic livelihood. The study also measured the incidence of infectious 

diseases, and was realised through questionnaires and the collection of saliva 

samples. Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous, and research was 

conducted in Finnish, Thai, Russian and English. Peer workers assisted in the 

collection of information. The participation of an active and versatile peer group in 

conducting the study made it possible to reach erotic and sex workers broadly, and to 

provide valuable information. 

 

 

                                                           
44 Ligue des Droits de l’Homme, Mission d’Enquête, un harcèlement institutionnalisé, 2012 ; 
Information based on data collection coming from several organisations, May 2014 : Médecins du 
Monde, Projet Lotus Bus ; Cabiria, Prostboyz ; Griselidis, Action Internet ; Autres Regards, Projet 
INDOORS. 
45 Kirsi Liitsola, Jaana Kauppinen, Minna Nikula, Essi Thesslund, Minna Huovinen, Erja Aalto, Jukka 
Ollgren, Henrikki Brummer-Korvenkontio: Terveyttä seksi- ja erotiikka-alalla.  Erotiikka-, escort-,  ja 
seksityötä tekevien terveys- ja hyvinvointi Suomessa. [Health in sex and erotic work. The health and 
welfare of erotic, escort and sex workers in Finland].National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL). 
Discussionpaper 45/2013, Helsinki, Finland, 2013 (online publication). 
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The study illustrated the radically different socio-economic situations of sex and erotic 

workers, along with the various groups they represented, and these differences were 

visible throughout the entire research process. Erotic, escort and sex work were 

respondents' main sources of income. 

 Differences in perceptions of health and wellbeing 

A notable statistical difference in matters related to wellbeing was evident between 

the different language groups. English-language respondents reported the most 

positive evaluations of their health, while Thai-language respondents reported the 

least positive. Russian-language respondents reported the highest level of satisfaction 

with their ability to accomplish daily tasks, while Thai-language respondents reported 

the lowest level of satisfaction. The Pro-tukipiste team estimates that this could be 

tied to their economic situation, and this lack of funds may affect their psychic and 

physical health as well. It could also lead sex workers to accept all clients out of 

necessity, regardless of the health and safety risks involved.  

 Unequal access to public social and healthcare services 

The study also measured respondents' access to public social and healthcare services 

in Finland by asking if respondents had a Finnish health insurance card. Results 

showed that the majority of English-language (90%) and Russian-language (63%) 

respondents were left out of the public social and healthcare system in Finland. In 

addition, the study showed that almost half of the respondents had access to Pro-

tukipiste's services. 

 Sex and erotic workers are concerned about their health 

Respondents were asked about HIV and STI testing, hepatitis vaccination, and the use 

of intravenous drugs and condoms in their sex work. HIV and STI testing were at a 

good level among respondents. There was no statistically significant difference 

between language groups in the incidence of HIV or hepatitis C. Overall, the level of 

HIV prevalence and a high level of condom use mean that sex workers are still one of 

the key groups in HIV prevention.  

 Stigma hides problems and limits access to services  

The study identified signs that the social stigma surrounding commercial sex had a 

negative impact on sex and erotic workers' possibilities to speak openly about their 

concerns, for instance in healthcare and in seeking help with problems. Over half of 

the respondents felt that it would be difficult or impossible to discuss sex or erotic 

work with a doctor. Based on an open question, the three most common ways of 

dealing with problems specific to erotic, escort, or sex work were: contacting Pro-

tukipiste, speaking with someone who does the same kind of work, and dealing with 

the problem on one's own without contacting outsiders. Individual responses only 

mentioned contacting the police, but not social or healthcare officials, for instance.  
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 Conclusions 

As a result of their marginalised status, sex workers are still in a more vulnerable 

position than many other minority groups. For this reason, there should be low 

threshold support services available to them, and these services should be easily and 

anonymously accessible. Sex work is still a significant source of income for the mobile 

female population as they try to earn a living and support their families. In most of 

Europe, they have to work in the semi-illegal grey sector, where the risk of physical 

and economic exploitation is great. 

The results of this study clearly indicate that sex workers find services useful, and use 

them to maintain their own health and wellbeing. When using public services, sex 

workers do not discuss their work because they fear that this could lead to 

discriminatory treatment. Many sex workers do not even know about their rights and 

responsibilities, so accurate and up-to-date information is important. 

Many sex workers do not feel that they are a part of society, but rather that they are 

a problem that society wants to eliminate. This presented itself in the study, such that 

the majority of respondents wished that they would be treated like everyone else, 

and that people would understand that sex work is work and their source of income. 

Exclusion from participation in society and outsider status were also evident in the 

troubling result that the majority of respondents would only contact Pro-tukipiste or 

their colleagues (rather than the authorities) when faced with a problem. Thus, they 

do not trust the authorities even when their health and safety are threatened. 

 

 

 

National and international mobility 
 

ex work is a transnational phenomenon. The high mobility of indoor (and 

outdoor) sex workers has been observed throughout Europe on different 

levels: on the local level (changing workplaces within one city), on the 

national level (travelling and changing workplaces all over the country) 

and internationally. 

It is important to note that in some countries, such as in Bulgaria and 

France, the international mobility of indoor sex workers remains largely 

unknown. 
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International mobility often follows traditional migration routes. Countries 

that are geographically on migration routes or in the middle of Europe 

favour the mobility of sex workers. The high mobility of indoor sex 

workers has both positive and negative effects, in part also depending on 

whether the mobility is chosen or controlled by third parties. Local 

regulations and measures, diminution of available workplaces, economic 

factors and mobility decided by third parties are some of the diverse 

mobility factors.  

 

  Local measures and regulations  

Throughout Europe, national legislations and measures are implemented 

at the local level, or else regulations are written directly at the local level. 

This results in a complexity of laws, regulations and interpretations that 

often leads to false information or misinterpretation of the legal context at 

the local level. For mobile sex workers in particular, it is not easy to 

understand the different sex work contexts. Local measures and 

regulations are one of the root causes of mobility, both nationally as well 

internationally: "(…) mobility must be considered an unintended 

consequence of the very rules and measures governments employ to try to 

control prostitution."46  

This is the case when a country, like Austria, enforces a law that forbids 

non-EU nationals with a visa from another EU country from doing sex 

work. As a consequence, citizens from outside the European Union have to 

leave the country or are fined.47  

In Italy, repression by law enforcement mostly affects undocumented 

migrants, who often change cities and apartments in an attempt to elude 

police control. Yet, even EU citizens from Romania or Bulgaria fear law 

enforcement, as they are subject to legislation that obliges them to return 

to their country. 

 

  Diminution of workplaces 

With the increasing restriction of legal indoor and outdoor workplaces, sex 

workers are also forced to be more flexible and mobile. 

This is the case in Austria, where street prostitution was abolished in the 

"Prater" in the 2nd district of Vienna in October 2013 – one of the few 

places where it was still possible to work outdoors in Vienna.  

                                                           
46  Wagenaar, Altlink, Amesberger: Final report of the International Comparative Study of 
Prostitution Policy: Austria and the Netherlands. 2013, p: 28. 
47  Wagenaar, Altlink, Amesberger: Final report of the International Comparative Study of 
Prostitution Policy: Austria and the Netherlands. 2013, p: 28. 
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This new rule has forced sex workers to search for new workplaces within 

the territory as well as abroad.  

In the Netherlands, one of the reasons for internal mobility is the 

progressive closing of the majority of legal and licensed sex work premises 

by the ordinances and new limitations of the regulatory system. Sex 

workers are obliged to find new workplaces in other cities, which remains 

very difficult given the limitation of the number of premises. It seems that 

this tendency is pushing sex workers into the illegal sector. 

 

  Economic factors and the search of                                                          
better working conditions 

Generally, a range of push-pull factors impacts mobility, including seasonal 

sex work, a constant demand for "new" faces and the search for better 

income and working conditions. For these reasons, sex workers often move 

from one city to another or from one venue to another in the same city. 

In Bulgaria, outreach teams have also observed rather high sex worker 

mobility from small towns and villages to big cities, resorts and border 

areas.48  

In Spain and in other partner countries, sex work has been hit by the 

economic crisis in the same way as other sectors, and many sex workers 

have felt a decrease in revenue. This may also be an economic factor 

contributing to migration to another place. In Germany, for instance, a 

new phenomenon worth nothing is the increased migration of Spanish and 

Latin American (with Spanish documents) female and transgender sex 

workers due to the financial crisis in Spain.       

 

  Mobility decided by third parties 

Sex workers move either of their own accord or due to people who control 

them, such as exploitative organisers within the sex industry. 

For instance, in Portugal, according to the expertise of the partner 

organisation a significant segment of sex workers is constantly mobile, 

spending periods of 15 days or more in different workplaces often located 

in various cities and even outside the country. Most indoor settings have 

adopted this system of mobility, resulting in the high turnover of sex 

workers. Inherent to this working logic is the willingness of the owners to 

always have "new faces" in the house in order to offer the clients more 

diversity. 

                                                           
48 Petrunov G., Vasileva A., … “Prostitution and sexual exploitation” 2010 
http://www.riskmonitor.bg/en/publication/prostitutsiya-i-seksualna-eksploatatsiya-v-balgariya 
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This mobility and variability results in certain constraints, such as difficulty 

establishing a social support network, a lack of knowledge of the territories 

where they are staying and consequent detachment from existing support 

services. 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 
 

lthough sex workers face violence and discrimination in their work and 

lives, the levels of violence that they experience are likely to be 

underreported due to the reluctance of some sex workers to report 

violence in contexts where they are living and working. This may be linked 

to their legal status and a fear of contact with the police,49 and their lifelong 

experience of stigma and discrimination instead of protection. 

Depending on the context, several factors increase sex workers' 

vulnerability, such as stigma and the institutional criminalisation of sex 

work. Furthermore, social isolation, lack of access to rights and deplorable 

working conditions are greatly related to the non-recognition of labour 

rights. 

 

  Repressive measures and policies against sex work 

In the partner countries, the institutional criminalisation of sex work has 

increased. Several repressive measures and policies against sex workers 

have increased their vulnerability, and imply a connection between sex 

work and crime to the general public. 

In Portugal, as in other countries, the law has an essential role in the 

production and maintenance of stigma towards this population. The 

Portuguese legislative framework on sex work may lead to sex workers' 

exclusion; as labourers in an occupation that is not legally recognised, sex 

workers have no rights or the power to demand them.50 This situation 

limits their access to justice – they are afraid to report cases of violence – 

as well as their access to health, which is per se a form of violence against 

this population.   

Laws that criminalise sex work favour stigma and promote conditions for 

economic exploitation and other forms of violence.51 

                                                           
49 NSWP, 2010. 
50 Oliveira, 2004. 
51 Banach and Metzenrath, 2000; NSWP, 2010 cited in APDES, 2012. 

A 



46 

In France, police harassment takes place constantly in some cities, both 

outdoors and indoors. Although systematic profiling is prohibited by 

international law, it is used as a tool for the repression, control and 

mapping of sex workers, their activity and mobility. The broad definitions 

of soliciting and pimping allow the collection of fingerprints, photographs 

and information about sex workers' incomes and private lives for this 

purpose. In the process, they are considered potential offenders or victims. 

Systematic profiling is clearly against international law and the right to a 

private life.52 

In Italy, according to authors of the treatise Punto e a capo sulla tratta,53 

the majority of social workers interviewed claimed that people coerced 

into prostitution are subjected to gender-based violence (61.7%). In 

addition, they face other institutional and psychological violence when 

treated with prejudice and discrimination by state representatives in 

police stations, detention centres and health centres. A number of actions, 

such as by-laws against prostitution, police raids and the displacement of 

sex workers from town centres to hidden and insecure areas on the 

outskirts of the city, render whoever is involved vulnerable and more 

exposed to aggression and violence. 

In Austria, violence and discrimination against sex workers are also 

present in national policy. Sex workers are forced to undergo mandatory 

health examinations on a regular basis (weekly, in some provinces such as 

Vienna; in others twice a month), and in some places sex workers must 

even pay for this "service." Many sex workers speak out against the prac-

tice of mandatory health checks and condemn it as stigmatising, as it 

implies that sex workers are a danger to public health. There are sex 

workers, however, who do not mind going to health checks, but disapprove 

of the conditions under which the examinations take place (too often, long 

waiting hours, inconvenient hours, rude and discriminatory treatment 

from the medical staff, etc.). All sex workers demand low profile, anony-

mous and free access to health examinations and treatment.  

Mandatory health checks not only vary in terms of time, distance and cost, 

but also in the medical practice itself. In some provinces, for example, 

"ambulatory doctoral practices" emerged in the last year, meaning that the 

doctors were going from brothel to brothel to provide health checks there. 

This implies not just a risk in terms of hygienic and medical standards, but 

also endangers sex workers' right to privacy because the mandatory health 

checks happen directly at their workplaces.  

                                                           
52 Collectif Droits et Prostitution, Les violences faites aux travailleuses du sexe en France, 2012. 
53 Punto e a capo sulla Tratta- by Caritas Italiana in collaboration with CNCA - Coordinamento 
Nazionale Communità di Accoglienza, Gruppo Abele and Associazione On the Road. 
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  Stigmatisation, discrimination and                                                          
victimising attitude towards sex workers 

Stigma and discrimination harm sex  workers. For example, the assumption 

that all sex workers are victims disempowers them, and can lead to 

punitive laws associated with sex work that prevent sex workers from 

reporting violence and abuse and keep them from accessing support 

services. Moreover, in the current European debate on prostitution versus 

trafficking, the dominant discourse that links sex work to trafficking 

contributes to the perpetuation of stigma against sex workers. 

In Germany and in the Netherlands, despite legalisation, sex work is still 

stigmatised by the general public and policymakers, due in part to media 

reports that still present sex work from a predominantly moralising 

perspective. 

In Bulgaria, over the past years repression against sex workers has 

intensified, with arrests, fines and even prison. Local law enforcement 

conflates sex work with trafficking; furthermore, there is still a penal code 

article that "stipulates imprisonment for "non-labour" income gained in an 

'immoral' and 'unauthorised' way. (…) Its repeal is the first important step 

in the process of formulating appropriate policies targeting prostitution 

and human trafficking."54 

After the summer of 2013, the situation and the political environment in 

Bulgaria changed, and prostitution issues were left to some extent out of 

public attention. According to service providers with outreach teams, the 

level of institutional violence has decreased and the sex work scene has 

gained more business characteristics. 

Still, media representation of sex workers' topics and problems is focused 

only on sensationalisation and presenting a moralised point of view, which 

considers the actors on the scene to be second-class citizens, instilling in 

society discriminatory attitudes towards marginal groups. These themes 

need additional study, with recognition of cultural specificities but mainly 

presenting the personal choices of people left without possibilities for 

earning a living. 

In Portugal, Spain and France, the situation is no different. Public opinion 

on sex work and the stigma associated with this activity are forms of 

violence that have a negative impact in sex workers' lives. As a debated 

topic, sex work is often addressed – either in the media or in other social 

arenas – using alarmist and victimising messages that strengthen preju-

dices and stereotypes, motivate discriminatory practices and reinforce 

stigmatisation, exclusion, isolation and secrecy. 
                                                           
54 Lawmaker, "Is the Prostitute a Human Being?”, S. Popov, 2013. 
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The truth about trafficking | GERMANY 

Despite claims by some that the Prostitution Law of 2002 facilitated trafficking in 

women and increased violence and economic exploitation, the numbers delivered by 

the German Federal Criminal Police Office prove exactly the opposite. Their last 

report (2012) shows not only that the number of cases has remained the same since 

2008, but that the number of victims has even decreased. Those against the 

legalisation of sex work have been using false numbers and information to influence 

the current discussion regarding the development of the 2002 Prostitution Law, which 

aims to improve the labour and social conditions of sex workers in Germany.  

In 2005, Germany ratified the Framework Decision of the European Council on July 19, 

2002 to Combat Trafficking in Human Beings, but did not implement its regulations 

until the end of 2013.   

The following data on violence related to "sexual exploitation" refers to 2012:55 

 In Germany, the number of closed investigative procedures on "sexual exploitation" 

has remained the same for the last five years: about 500 per year. In 2012 there were 

491 cases. 

 The main offenses in 2012 were offenses against sexual self-determination (30%), 

violence (30%) and deprivation of liberty (15%).  

  Main nationalities of the perpetrators: 32% German, 23% Bulgarian, 14% 

Romanian. A total of 769 perpetrators. 

  Victims: in 2012 there were 5% less victims (612) than in 2011 (640). In 2012, 90% 

of them were women. 

  Main nationalities of the victims: 90% were European:  Bulgarian 25%, Romanian 

20%, German 20%. Others: Hungarian, Polish and from the Czech Republic.  

  Ages of the victims: 36% between 18 and 20 years old, 20% between 21 and 24, 

and 25% over 24 years old. 

 

 

Aside from facing stigmatisation and discrimination based on their work, 

sex workers have had to deal with an increase in assaults and 

discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender and origin. 

In Germany, for instance, there has been remarkable discrimination 

against Bulgarians and Romanians in general, and particularly against sex 

workers belonging to these two nationalities. Their significantly increasing 

numbers since 2007 have made them targets of discrimination from the 

                                                           
55 German Federal Criminal Police Office; Menschenhandel, Bundeslagebild 2012. 
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police, the authorities and colleagues in the indoor and outdoor sex work 

scenes. Although Bulgarians and Romanians have had full access to the 

labour market since 2014, they are often treated as second-class citizens. 

 

  Working conditions and level of autonomy 

Deplorable working conditions and a lack of autonomy (choice of venues, 

clients, prices, services), are vulnerability factors related to the non-

recognition of labour rights.  

In several countries, such as in France and in Finland, sex workers do not 

have the right of assembly or the right to work together in a venue. This 

inability to choose a more secure way of working increases the risk of 

exposure to violence.56 

Being new to the business also increases a sex worker's vulnerability to 

violence. Newcomers lack professional training, are unsure of their 

boundaries and how to negotiate, do not know the tricks of the business 

and can thus be taken advantage of. 

In Spain, as sex workers are not protected by any laws, they can be subject 

to many types of violence. Business owners who do not recognise any type 

of working relationship or contract with sex workers can get away with not 

paying them, as can clients.  

In the Netherlands, legalisation has led to greater regulation of the sex 

industry, and to increasingly repressive policies and policy 

implementation. The ongoing closure of legal brothels and windows has 

precipitated a shift of sex workers to more clandestine (unlicensed) sex 

work settings, where the risk of being dependent on exploitative 

controllers is higher, making them increasingly vulnerable to abuse.  

Levels of experienced violence are similar for both national and migrant 

sex workers. A weakened social status, stigmatisation and control by third 

parties play a role in making sex workers more vulnerable to physical and 

sexual violence from clients, partners, pimps or other organisers.  

Legal status is still a very strong cause of vulnerability for migrant sex 

workers, indicating that migrants' legal situation has not improved. This 

increase also reflects the lack of information for migrant sex workers on 

rights and obligations, and the inability of non-EU migrants to work legally 

in sex work. Poor or precarious living conditions, social isolation, exclusion 

and vulnerability to economic exploitation are closely linked. Migrant sex 

workers are generally more vulnerable than national sex workers.  

                                                           
56 Autres Regards, Marseille, observation of the outreach team – Lotus Bus, Paris, observation of the 
outreach team. 
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In the Netherlands, during the last year the living conditions of migrant 

sex workers have worsened. With fewer options for doing sex work, they 

have been hit particularly hard by the implementation of increasingly 

repressive policies and regulations, and the recent closures of brothels and 

windows.  

Cases of unacceptable working conditions and/or deprivation of labour 

rights related to migrant workers in illegal sex work settings are reported 

by outreach teams. For example, migrant sex workers receive unacceptably 

low wages, work excessively long hours or work in very dirty or unsafe 

circumstances. Victims of economic and physical exploitation also report 

other practices used by employers or intermediaries to create dependency 

(or multiple dependencies) for the purpose of coercion. Restriction of 

freedom and freedom of choice are also examples of physical and economic 

exploitation.  

 

  Obstacles to accessing rights, protection                                                      
and health and social support 

Examples of obstacles to accessing rights, protection and support are 

numerous among sex workers. 

Aside from the stigma attached to sex work, which confines sex workers by 

propagating the notion that they do not deserve protection, service 

providers, the police and institutions often impede efficient access to rights 

and may treat sex workers with prejudice without consequences.  

In Spain, according to sex workers and outreach teams, when the police 

conduct raids they are rough and disrespectful. When there were instances 

of violence, the police were viewed to have been involved in the violence 

themselves. Sex workers do not feel that they will be protected by the 

police if they need to turn to them. They feel that either the police cannot 

help them because their complaint has to do with sex work, or then that 

the police will not help them because they are sex workers and therefore 

not credible. This has been demonstrated by sex workers who have refused 

to press charges, and by the hesitation that other victims have expressed 

about going to the police. Physical violence can occur and go unreported 

because perpetrators think that they are immune to the law, and/or sex 

workers believe that they will not receive protection from the police.    

This speaks volumes about how non-legalised sex work affects sex 

workers' basic rights as individuals. 
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In France, more specifically in Paris among Chinese sex workers,57 access 

to rights for victims of violence is particularly difficult for several reasons: 

the language barrier, fear of denunciation and fear of losing housing or 

workplace (as the owner could be informed of sex workers' activities or 

prosecuted for pimping). Sex workers with intermediaries have even more 

difficulty accessing their rights, as they may be pressured by their 

intermediaries (who fear being prosecuted for pimping) to not contact the 

police. 

In addition, mobility is a great vulnerability factor in term of access to 

rights, as mobile sex workers have a gap in their knowledge of available 

service providers. 

In the Netherlands, although the legalisation of prostitution meant the 

recognition of sex work as labour and the granting of labour rights to 

national and EU sex workers, the majority of sex workers do not fully 

exercise their rights and in many cases are uninformed about their rights 

and obligations. The authorities have largely neglected the importance of 

supporting the position of sex workers as labourers, which would have 

given them the tools and knowledge to resist physical and economic 

exploitation. As a result, sex workers have experienced little measurable 

improvement of their social position.  

 

 

Isolation 
 

ex workers can be isolated at work because they choose to be, either 

because they prefer to work alone or because they favour anonymity.  

However, when it is not chosen, sex workers' isolation from other sex 

workers and/or service providers has multiple consequences: distance 

from service providers; a lack of knowledge of laws and the legal capacity 

to defend themselves in case of problems or violence; the inability to share 

knowledge on health, safety and negotiation strategies with other sex 

workers; more generally, the inability to organise to defend their rights. 

Several factors can increase the isolation of sex workers, such as high 

mobility and dispersed venues throughout the territory. Isolation can also 

increase due to gaps in service provision, the stigma that affects sex work 

and the illegal status of migrants. 

                                                           
57 Lotus Bus, Paris, observation of the outreach team. 
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In the majority of the partner countries, services providers are 

concentrated in larger cities. Rural areas are often not covered, and not all 

sex workers have sufficient access to services.  

However, when high quality and complete services exist, other isolation 

factors can still appear: language barriers, stigmatisation, lack of 

knowledge of the sex work scene, impeded access for undocumented 

migrants, etc. 

 

  Gap in service provision: insufficient                                               
geographical coverage, language barrier 

In Bulgaria, a national HIV prevention programme (funded by the GFATM) 

was implemented for the period of 2004-2014, providing a large part of the 

country with services. As a result of this long-term and effective work, sex 

workers in Bulgaria succeeded in keeping rates of HIV prevalence low in 

comparison to other groups, such as MSM and IDUs, where HIV 

transmission is steadily increasing. 

This programme is the only one in Bulgaria providing any kind of support 

to sex workers at a national level. This programme will end in December 

2014, and as of today the national and local authorities have no clear vision 

of if or how it could continue functioning. As a consequence, sex workers 

will remain without HIV prevention services and any institutional support. 

According to the national programme for the prevention and control of HIV 

and sexually transmitted infections in the Republic of Bulgaria 2008-2015, 

HIV is expected to spread among the general population and vulnerable 

groups in 2015 if no steps are taken. The spread of HIV among sex workers 

will increase to 1.26% in 2015, up from 0.368% in 2007.58 

The future of all vulnerable groups is described in the Initiative for Health 

Foundation's film, called "The HIV Epidemic Just around the Corner" 

(2013): "The risk that these programmes might remain without financial 

resources is a risk for IDUs, but also for society as a whole and social health 

in general. They simply will have no access to services."59 Considering the 

high mobility of sex workers to Western Europe, it can be expected that 

this problem will also have an impact beyond the country's borders. 

In the Netherlands, the concentration of targeted services in larger cities 

and the geographical spread of sex work settings means that not all sex 

workers have reliable access to services. While the Department of Health 

                                                           
58 National programme for prevention and control of HIV and sexually transmitted infections in 
Republic of Bulgaria 2008-2015, Council of Ministers, 2008, p.13. 
http://www.mh.government.bg/Articles.aspx?lang=bg-BG&pageid=427&categoryid=1469 
59 http://www.allreadable.com/vid/2cc0C70u 
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(GGD) operates low threshold, public health clinics throughout the 

Netherlands, where sex workers can go for STI screenings, many are not 

aware of these services or face language barriers. Special prostitution 

programmes also conduct outreach in most of the major prostitution areas, 

but many sex workers still go unreached. In major cities, centres for sex 

workers provide comprehensive services, including medical, social and 

psychological services, as well as vocational training, language classes and 

support for victims of trafficking or violence. Despite the existence of these 

targeted quality services dedicated to sex workers, lack of access still exists 

due to different factors: services are not offered where sex workers are 

working, the unlicensed sector is spreading (therefore driving sex workers 

underground) and there is a lack of multilingual support at health and 

social centres for sex workers.   

 

An example of free, voluntary                                                          
and anonymous service | GERMANY  

Health services - Female, male and transgender German and migrant sex workers 

have access to the HIV/AIDS and STI public health services found in major German 

cities, which offer testing, counselling and some treatments for free on a voluntary 

and anonymous basis. Most of these health centres also conduct outreach work 

within the sex work scene, usually accompanied by cultural mediators or translators. 

They distribute information, condoms and lubricants for free. These services are also 

available to sex workers who are undocumented or lack health insurance. Those who 

do not have valid health insurance in Germany must pay for all costs related to any 

consultations or treatments, including HIV/AIDS treatment. 

Social services - Female, male and transgender German and migrant sex workers also 

have access to a variety of NGOs offering counselling, legal support and social support 

for free on a voluntary and anonymous basis. Most of these NGOs work with cultural 

mediators or translators. They often also offer German language courses. 

Organisations dealing with drug using sex workers offer syringe exchange as well.   

The major cities in Germany offer the abovementioned services, including Berlin, 

Hamburg, Frankfurt, Cologne, Munich, Hannover, Bremen, Düsseldorf, Dortmund, 

Nuremberg, Bochum, Essen and Freiburg. There is a very well functioning network of 

health services as well as NGOs working with and for sex workers in Germany, 

including sex workers' self-organised groups and NGOs.    
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  Lack of knowledge of the sex work                                                                 
scene and stigmatisation 

The prevalence of stigmatising attitudes in society and among service 

providers greatly increases the isolation of sex workers.  

In society, sex workers are isolated because of the stigma attached to their 

profession. Sex workers do not want to disclose their activities for this 

reason. This forces them to lead double lives, which is psychologically 

taxing. Only few of them are empowered enough to speak out freely and 

demand that society acknowledge and accept them.  

This stigma leads to sex workers' isolation from their family, friends and 

society in general. Furthermore, it leaves them vulnerable to blackmail. 

The secrecy also leads to sex workers not actively asking for help or 

information when they need it. This can be dangerous, especially when the 

sex worker is new to the business and can be taken advantage of. 

In all countries, stigmatisation is a barrier to accessing service providers, 

as many sex workers avoid health and social services for fear of being 

identified as sex workers, and many health practitioners have had no 

sensitivity training on sex work or sex workers.  

In Portugal, the outreach team's60 experience also revealed that 

administrative assistants, health professionals, doctors, nurses and nursing 

assistants have gaps in their knowledge, as well as attitudes and 

behaviours based on stereotypes and prejudices; this inhibits sex workers' 

access to these services, particularly if they are migrants. This is common 

and worrisome for socially vulnerable and isolated populations, fostering 

greater exclusion. It is essential to raise professionals' awareness of sex 

workers' and migrants' rights, as well as teach them the appropriate 

approach to providing care in order to combat prejudice.  

 

  Greater isolation for undocumented migrants 

In the Netherlands, while services for HIV/STI screening are available at 

no cost, uninsured and/or undocumented sex workers have no free access 

to general healthcare. Without legal residency, it is not possible for 

migrants to buy insurance; they bear the financial burden for any general 

medical services they may need. Although emergency care is in principal 

available to anyone regardless of status, organisations have observed more 

cases of undocumented migrants being refused treatment in hospitals. 

                                                           
60 Porto G observations, outreach team from APDES. 
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 There are a few goodwill initiatives trying to counter the gap in health 

services for uninsured and/or undocumented migrants, where health 

professionals donate their services. Ultimately, the majority of these sex 

workers return to their home countries when they are seriously ill, or wait 

until they visit to take care of necessary medical consultations or 

diagnoses. Given financial strain and often complicated living/working 

circumstance, this presents the potential for serious health risks.  

Undocumented migrants' isolation in Italy is great. Access to health 

services, especially psychological and social support, is reserved only for 

Italians or migrant sex workers with a residence permit. This situation 

virtually excludes all undocumented migrants, forcing them to rely on 

criminal organisations to set up internal forms of assistance. This is true 

for Chinese and Thai sex workers, who use the internal services of the 

groups they belong to without any real control or assurance of the 

adoption of medical protocols. Unlike street work, where outreach workers 

can meet with outdoor sex workers, it is difficult to contact indoor sex 

workers and provide them with information on the accessibility of 

services. 

In Portugal, the majority of sex workers seek community services, but 

access to these services is more difficult for migrants. However, access is 

promoted and facilitated by several national organisations that work 

directly with sex workers. 
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LOCAL reports 
 

 

In countries with an abolitionist framing (Bulgaria, France, 
Finland, Italy, Portugal and Spain) and in those using a 
regulatory approach (Austria, the Netherlands and 
Germany), sex work has been stigmatised for a very long 
time and is seen as a degrading economic activity. 

Aside from all of the observed national trends related to 
policies, access to health prevention, rights and exposure to 
violence, one transversal trend can be underlined: sex 
workers are not considered valid stakeholders, and tend 
not to be included or heard in the drafting of policies and 
measures that concern them. 

To understand the context of indoor sex work more deeply, 
local reports concerning the nine partner cities – 
Amsterdam, Genoa, Hamburg, Helsinki, Madrid, Marseille, 
Porto, Sofia, Vienna – present data collected during the 
partner organisations' outreach work, including 
information on outreach methodology, the local sex work 
scene, sex work venues and working conditions, the main 
needs of sex workers, mobility, violence, discrimination and 
isolation. 

Different methodological choices were made by the 
partners to present the following local data and reports. 
These results should not be considered completely 
representative of the different local realities, as often the 
data represented only a part of the local outreach 
implemented by the partners and/or a part of the local 
indoor scenes. 
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AMSTERDAM 
 

 

Outreach methodology 

utreach work in Amsterdam is mostly conducted in licensed venues 

(windows, clubs and brothels). However, in order to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of sex work in the city, some mapping data 

was also collected from sex workers working in unlicensed settings 

(apartments, bars, escort agencies and massage parlours) through 

collaboration with sex workers and peers. 

It is important to clarify that the coverage of unlicensed settings is limited 

by traditional outreach services. TAMPEP seeks to be in contact with sex 

workers who provide services independently and/or work in and from 

premises that are not yet under the obligations of the licensing system.  

The current estimate61 of the number of sex workers in Amsterdam and the 

surrounding areas ranges from a minimum of 4,000 to a maximum of 7,850 

sex workers per year. It is difficult to have a reliable estimate based on 

annual data, as these numbers can be affected by double counting and the 

turnover and mobility of sex workers. Other estimates62 of the number of 

sex workers in the licensed sector per day in window and club prosti-

tution in Amsterdam count approximately 650 sex workers.  As such, the 

outreach team could never cover a wider segment of the sex work scene in 

the city. On top of that, little is known about the situation of sex workers 

working in unlicensed venues or working only occasionally. 

 

  Methodological choices 

 Each contact entered into the INDOORS database was a new sex worker, 

based on a unique and comprehensive contact. No follow-ups were 

included in this analysis; 

 Selection of the mapping tool was based on the diversity of the sex work 

settings in the city/region; 

                                                           
61 Factsheet Prostitutie Amsterdam (2013), http://www.amsterdam.nl/zorg-welzijn/programma/ 
(accessed July 2014). 
62Final Report of the International Comparative Study of Prostitution Policy: Austria and the 
Netherlands. Authors: Hendrik Wagenaar, Sietske Altink, Helga Amesberg. Den Haag 2013. 

O 
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 This report considers results in terms of percentages, but the narrative 

also makes use of citations to indicate preferences when an individual sex 

worker provided multiple responses. 

This methodological choice was necessary in order to paint a more realistic 

picture of the situation of sex work and sex workers in the city. In this 

way, the data from the 130 counselling conversations functions as a 

"sample." 

The mapping results should not be considered absolute or entirely 

representative of the current situation. This is primarily due to the 

extreme difficulty of collecting information that accurately quantifies and 

represents the sex industry and its workers. Systematic collection of 

information is further complicated by the fact that the sex worker 

population includes migrants who move from place to place and country to 

country. In addition, many sex workers work in sex work venues that are 

not easily identified as such. The only reliable source is the expertise of 

organisations and projects working in the field and/or those in direct 

contact with the sex worker population. Nonetheless, these sources of 

information are inevitably biased. Most services, projects and organisa-

tions focus on a particular sector of the sex industry and as a result have 

only a partial view of it. By combining estimates from many different 

organisations in the field, TAMPEP hopes to gain a general idea of the main 

trends in prostitution. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

In Amsterdam, various organisations contact sex workers and conduct 

outreach activities and services. The Prostitution & Health Centre is the 

municipality of Amsterdam's initiative to attend to sex workers' needs. The 

team is composed of nurses, counsellors, cultural mediators and social 

workers.  

Outreach activities in indoor venues – the only form of sex work scene in 

Amsterdam – are conducted by the Centre and other collaborating organi-

sations. SOA/AIDS Netherlands and PIC (the Prostitution Information 

Centre) are also active in contacting sex workers in the city and in the 

country. 

Outreach is done regularly. The frequency of these services depends, 

however, on the settings. The main service provision centre in the city is 

the Prostitution & Health Centre (PG292), which offers a comprehensive 

set of services (health, labour rights, social support, training programmes, 

cultural mediation, anti-trafficking protection, reintegration programmes 
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for other labour sectors, policy advice and referrals to other specific 

services). Additionally, outreach teams are capable of referring sex 

workers to different kinds of services when needed. 

In the case of TAMPEP's sample of contacts/counselling activities 

entered into the INDOORS database, the majority of contacts were made 

during outreach (57.7%), followed by contacts made by sex workers 

(42.3%). Because contacts were mainly made by peers, the key 

intermediary persons were sex workers in most cases (93.8%). A small 

number of contacts (5%) were mediated by owners or managers.  

Outreach work is the main form of contacting sex workers, and was the 

setting in which most of the contacts took place (60%), followed by 

contacts made at the service providers' premises (38.7%). Although it does 

not appear in the data collected, sex workers were often reached 

(sometimes for follow-up) by phone or online. Sometimes, outreach work 

combined more than one of these forms of contact, i.e. first a call and then a 

visit. In all cases, there was face-to-face contact.   

The main characteristic of counselling is the potential for long 

conversations and the provision of information and services at sex 

workers' workplaces, which, in general, are easy for expert outreach 

workers to access. Some other projects make use of online facilities, such 

as blogs and other websites, to maintain contact. 

When contact was made by the sex worker, in 43.6% of cases it was done 

online. This means that sex workers reached the service provider through 

the internet. In fewer cases (23.7%), sex workers contacted the service 

provider by phone. Sex workers seldom made contact during outreach 

(14.5%) and public events (10.9%).  

These outreach projects and service providers frequently work together 

using a referral system based on various positions, main goals, 

competencies and missions. TAMPEP maintains direct contact with 

(migrant) sex workers through peer-to-peer work and other community 

representatives and NGOs that contact this target group.  

 

  Reason for choosing this method of contacting sex workers 

The vast majority of sex workers in the city are based in different areas of 

the licensed indoor sector. For this reason, these premises are targeted by 

fieldwork. The licensed sector is very broad: windows (409 licenses), 

brothels/sex clubs (16 licences) and escort agencies (24 licenses).63 In the 

                                                           
63 From the official data of the municipality of Amsterdam: the legal sex business in the city in 2013 - 
source http://www.amsterdam.nl/zorg-welzijn/programma/. (accessed July 2014). A
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licensed sector, brothel owners must comply with the city prostitution 

policy and be actively involved in the wellbeing and safety of sex 

workers.64  

Little is known about unlicensed sex work venues, and for this reason the 

municipality has no official statistics regarding such places. Sex workers 

who practice these independent forms of sex work do so in various 

settings, which (thus far) are not under licensing obligation, as this 

obligation only applies to organised business premises. Moreover, many 

sex workers in the unlicensed sex work sector work across the entire 

country because they are not tied to one location, and combine individual 

escort services with work in apartments, hotels, clubs, etc. Contact with 

this group of sex workers depends on specialised blogs and websites or 

peer-to-peer contact. Moreover, face-to-face contact in many cases takes 

place only if sex workers know the service providers and visit their 

premises.  

 

Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 75 57.7% 

The sex worker 55 42.3% 

TOTAL  130 100 % 

 

Key person/ intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 75 93.7% 

Owners or managers 4 5% 

Another organisation / institution 1 1.3% 

TOTAL 80 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER | Based on the results of this mapping exercise, around 5.4% of 

sex workers working in Amsterdam identify as transgender, with the 

remainder comprising of 85.4% women and 9.2% men. These results have 

not changed significantly compared to the previous INDOORS outreach 

report (2012).  

 

                                                           
64 See the rules and policy: http://www.amsterdam.nl/zorg-welzijn/programma/. (accessed July 
2014). 

http://www.amsterdam.nl/zorg-welzijn/programma/
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 AGE | The prostitution scene in Amsterdam is very diverse, and different 

sexual services are offered. The ages of sex workers vary considerably from 

setting to setting. 43.8% of sex workers are aged between 26 and 35, 

followed by younger sex workers (27.7%) in the 18-25 age group. These 

results have not changed significantly compared to the previous INDOORS 

outreach report (2012).  

 MIGRATION | Almost 58.5% of sex workers are migrants, and 25 

different nationalities were encountered during this mapping exercise. 

There was a slight reduction of migrants compared to the previous 

INDOORS outreach report (2012). This difference arose because efforts 

were focused on contacting other settings, namely the most invisible ones. 

The sex work venues that are reached significantly determine the picture 

of the sex worker population. According to the municipality of Amsterdam, 

75% of sex workers are migrants, particularly from Central and East 

Europe (EU countries).65  

 ORIGIN AND NATIONALITIES | The results correspond to the national 

trend of migrant sex workers coming predominantly from new EU 

countries (with 71.1% of respondents coming from EU countries as a 

whole). Many women from Eastern European countries are working in 

window brothels, a group of whom appear to be working autonomously. In 

some window areas, there are a striking number of Romanian, Bulgarian 

and Hungarian women.  

Inevitably, this data provides a partial picture of the prostitution scene. As 

is the case for all organisations working with sex workers in Amsterdam 

and in the country as a whole, it is currently impossible to have extensive 

knowledge of the situations of unlicensed prostitution venues and 

individual workers. Multiple forms of sex work are also difficult to identify, 

since these sex workers change venues and/or combine different forms of 

sexual services.  

 

GENDER 

Female 111 85.4% 

Male 12 9.2% 

Transgender 7 5.4% 

TOTAL 130 100 % 

 

 

                                                           
65 http://www.amsterdam.nl/zorg-welzijn/programma/ A
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MIGRATION 

Migrants 76 58.5% 

Nationals 54 41.5% 

TOTAL 130 100 % 

  

ORIGIN 

European Union 54 71.1% 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 6 7.9% 

Balkan countries 1 1.3% 

Latin America and Caribbean 8 10.5% 

Asia Pacific 4 5.3% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 3 3.9% 

TOTAL 76 100 % 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

 

  Residence and prostitution permits 

Since 2000, only EU citizens and long-term migrants with permission to 

stay have been allowed to work in prostitution, as they have no obligation 

to apply for a work permit. This is due not to prostitution regulation law, 

but to the general labour law on access to the labour market in the 

Netherlands. Since January 1, 2014, Romanian and Bulgarian sex workers 

have also been allowed access to the labour market as employees (or self-

employed persons).  

This means that Bulgarian and Romanian sex workers who were allowed 

to work in prostitution only as independent workers before January 2014 

now have an equal position with other migrant sex workers from EU 

countries and national sex workers. They can also work in the sex industry 

as employees or using the opting-in arrangement. Considering that this is a 

new legal development, this mapping was not able to identify any shift in 

the working situations of these sex workers, which are very much 

determined by  access to information and the volume of workplaces in an 

indoor setting (other than windows). 

For people from outside the EU, sex work is the only type of work for 

which it is not possible to obtain a work permit (WAV:  Wet Arbeid 

Vreemdeling). The procedural and logical framework of this exception in 
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the labour law for foreigners is as follows: as soon as a (non-EU) person 

intends to carry out work for a third person, the employer has to apply for 

a work permit. Given that prostitution is legal work, applying for a work 

permit should be possible, but is by definition not possible because the law 

makes an exception for activities that are connected to offering sexual 

services (including erotic shows) for and with third parties. This 

prohibition existed prior to the legalisation of prostitution, when the law 

stated that it was not possible to obtain a work permit for an activity that 

was not legal. 

 

  Work in the sex industry 

In the Netherlands, not all of the sex workers who possess residence 

permits and are legally in the country are working legally in the sex 

industry. This mapping revealed the contradictory nature of the Dutch 

prostitution system in numbers. Although 77.6% of sex workers are in a 

regular situation in the Netherlands, 52.6% have an irregular status in the 

sex industry. Hence, 25% of the sex workers contacted were in a regular 

situation in the country, but in an irregular sex work situation. 

Currently, working in the unlicensed sex work scene (massage parlours, 

saunas, bars and hotels) is not an illegal activity, albeit irregular. Thus, 

many sex workers prefer to avoid the legal regulations around sex work for 

various reasons. In some cases, sex workers make an informed choice to 

work outside of the licensing system due to the high number of obligations 

associated with it, which can affect sex workers' privacy, autonomy and 

income (more taxes, or payment of high fees to work in clubs/brothels). 

The complicated procedures and the fact that unlicensed settings can have 

more favourable working conditions for some sex workers are also factors 

worth nothing.  

Currently, the division between a regular and irregular status in sex work 

is mainly based on the licensed and unlicensed dichotomy. Under this 

system, nationals may also be working irregularly because the form of 

work that they do does not fit into the licensing system. For example, 

escorts (nationals or migrants) working in their apartments do not have 

permission (in some municipalities) to work under the licensing system, 

which forces them to work irregularly. 
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  New local regulations (by-laws) for prostitution             

Plan for 2012-2017 
 Sex workers must be at least 21 years of age in order to work in the 

prostitution industry 

 Window prostitution establishments must be closed between 6:00 am 

and 8:00 am 

 Sex workers must be self-sufficient, and can speak Dutch or English / 

German / Spanish to an operator, client or caregiver to make themselves 

understood 

 Sex workers are registered at the Chamber of Commerce 

 More obligations have been laid down for proprietors. They are required 

to do the following: 

- Ensure adequate supervision and specify the working and rental 

conditions 

- Prepare a business plan outlining the measures taken to protect the 

position of sex workers and improve their working conditions 

- Conduct entrance interviews with all sex workers in their 

establishments; in case of doubt regarding a sex worker's ability to 

work independently, the proprietor may refer him or her for an 

independent consultation with the Community Health Services 

(GGD), which are allowed to give a "negative working advice" if the 

interview does not show sufficient evidence that the sex worker is 

self-reliant and working voluntarily.  

  

These regulations have been applied in Amsterdam, and are aimed at: 

 Strengthening the position of sex workers 

 Preventing the influx of vulnerable male and female sex workers 

 Tackling abuses in the licensed industry 

 Tackling the illegal industry 

 

If the national law proposal on prostitution is approved, these will be 

national regulations for all forms of commercial sex, including private 

apartments. Other regulations may also apply. However, these regulations 

could force independent (national and migrant) sex workers underground 

and/or into illegality if they are not able to comply with the rules or if 

municipalities do not approve their licenses.  
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In other words, labour regulations and immigration law determine the 

legal position of sex workers in the country. In spite of the fact that the 

regulation seeks to strengthen the position of sex workers, the many 

requirements and rules for working regularly in prostitution 

establishments form barriers for groups of sex workers who cannot fulfil 

these obligations. Moreover, the new obligations do not tackle 

discrimination, stigma or social acceptance of sex work.  

This report surely underestimates the percentage of irregular sex workers 

(19.7%), as there is still very little outreach to and information about this 

sector. However, it is known that many sex workers are outside the legal 

system.  

 

  Health insurance 

62.2% of sex workers have health insurance, with all national sex workers 

being insured. From the total number of migrant sex workers, 52.6% are 

uninsured, mostly due to stigma and economic barriers. In principle, health 

insurance is compulsory for everyone (nationals and legal migrants) in the 

Netherlands. The sex workers who are uninsured are most likely in an 

irregular situation in the country, use health insurance in their country of 

origin or even access health services through service providers.  

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

In the Netherlands, any form of licensed enterprise is understood 

within the concept of the brothel. However, within this category many 

forms of licensed brothels can be found, such as windows, escort 

agencies and clubs. In this sense, to run a sex business in the Netherlands 

one must have a brothel licence, which has its own specificities according 

to the manner in which sexual services are provided. Specificities also vary 

from one municipality to the other. 

The mapping, however, used a different interpretation of the brothel 

concept in comparison to Dutch law's broad definition. Following this 

division, in the city the majority of the sex work venues are windows 

(39.9%), apartments (16.7%), and clubs (14.5%).  
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There was a significant decrease of outreach in brothels (9%). It is 

noteworthy that apartments often fall within the sphere of the 

clandestine, unlicensed sector. It is well known that sex workers in 

Amsterdam work in multiple premises, rather than sticking to one.  

 Window brothels | Hence, the results indicate that window brothels are 

the main setting in the city. This corresponds to the high number of sex 

workers working alone (60%), which is a standard practice in this setting. 

In this work format, the window brothel owner has a licence to rent the 

venue (according to the specific municipal regulations) to independent sex 

workers. This rental period can last for a day, week or month. The cost of 

renting a window is normally high; however, it is considered a safe place to 

work. 

 Clubs and private houses | There has been a steady reduction (50%) in 

the number of (licensed) clubs and private houses (brothels) in the 

Netherlands. The total number of window brothels has also decreased in 

recent years. This trend has a direct impact on the working conditions of 

sex workers: for example, higher rent for the windows, unfair employment 

practices and unfavourable workplace conditions, particularly in clubs and 

brothels. Sex workers complain about low prices for the services provided, 

decreasing numbers of clients and increased competition, which lead to a 

reduction in the price of sexual services. 

 Internet | This unfavourable situation in licensed premises explains the 

trend of sex workers seeking new opportunities in the form of 

independent work. There are numerous websites through which sexual 

services are offered. Most often, these are offered by the sex workers 

themselves, who either work from their own homes (providing services as 

independent escorts), rent hotel rooms in which to receive clients or work 

in shared settings (rooms or apartments) rented together with colleagues. 

Sex workers in licensed clubs, private houses, massage parlours and escort 

agencies are also finding customers through the internet and then 

arranging appointments with them in licensed establishments. 

In spite of the fact that the prostitution law has not yet been passed by the 

Senate, compulsory registration of sex workers was enforced in one 

municipality (Utrecht), and many other municipal regulations have been 

implemented as well, as explained above. However, over-regulation and an 

absence of industry innovation have led some sex workers to depend on 

organisers within the sex industry. 
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Places of work 

Apartment 23 16.7% 

Hotel 5 3.6% 

Bar 16 11.6% 

Brothel 9 6.5% 

Club 20 14.5% 

Massage parlours 4 2.9% 

Sauna 6 4.3% 

Windows 55 39.9% 

TOTAL 138 100 % 

 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

The vast majority of sex workers stated that they have a high level of 

condom use and safer sex practices (67.7%). In most cases, inconsistent 

condom use was related to low-risk practices.  

While levels of condom use and safer sex practices are still good among 

migrant and national sex workers, both are often under more stress, either 

financial or structural, and in a weaker bargaining position when 

negotiating with clients. Although the demand for unprotected sexual 

encounters comes mainly from clients, club and brothel managers/owners 

also sometimes advertise and pressure sex workers to offer unprotected 

(oral) sex, aiming for bigger profits. 

The difficulty of refusing unsafe sexual practices is very often rooted in the 

financial and economic pressure that many sex workers must cope with: 

coercion in the workplace, growing competition in the sex industry and the 

lack of a clear understanding of the consequences of practicing unsafe 

(oral) sex.  

To challenge these numbers, it is crucial to strengthen information on 

health and rights, increase the autonomy of sex workers (including 

migrants), provide better working conditions and support sex workers' 

voices in decision- and policymaking.  
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Main needs of sex workers 

 

  Social needs 

The themes discussed were numerous, and they corresponded to sex 

workers' social needs. The mapping reveals that sex workers' main social 

needs are related (in general) to working conditions, legislation and 

information about services. Legal issues are still a highly mentioned need. 

This result was observed among nationals and migrants, regardless of 

gender. Meanwhile, migrant male sex workers expressed the need for 

housing and personal safety, and migrant transgender sex workers 

expressed the need for information on transgender issues. Other social 

needs were also mentioned and discussed.  

As a result, it can be inferred that all sex workers are concerned with the 

circumstances of their work, their working conditions, their relationships 

with brothel owners and the impact of changing legislation, especially 

regarding new rules and obligations. This trend is directly related to the 

ongoing political discussion in the Netherlands, and the implementation of 

municipal rules and obligations. 

 

  Health needs 

In relation to health, the pattern of needs varied greatly according to the 

gender of the contact. Female sex workers, whether migrant or national, 

are mainly concerned with general health, STIs, hepatitis counselling and 

testing and gynecological issues. Special attention should be paid to the fact 

that migrants in particular have a greater need for general healthcare. This 

result could be a consequence of expensive and inaccessible health 

insurance (for migrant workers) in the country, especially for those who 

have an irregular residence and sex work status. For male and transgender 

sex workers, needs relate heavily to HIV and STI issues, among others. It is 

important, however, to clarify that few male and transgender sex workers 

were contacted, so the results presented regarding this population can only 

be interpreted as a trend and not as conclusive data. 

 

  Services offered to sex workers 

The services offered in the Netherlands are comprehensive and address 

sex workers' main needs. More outreach and services, however, need to be 

provided to sex workers working in the unlicensed sector. In general, new 

and/or additional services geared towards covering the needs of (new) 
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target groups are required, especially in relation to the new legal 

framework and regulations on sex work. 

These additional services and interventions should primarily focus on 

providing useful (legal) information, bridging language barriers and 

increasing the self-confidence of sex workers through services aimed at 

empowerment and support. In relation to male and transgender sex 

workers, it is difficult to confirm the extent to which the services are 

suitable due to the fact that the number of contacts with these workers, as 

in this analysis, may be insufficient. 

 

 

Mobility 

 

  National and international mobility 

The current situation reveals a high number of sex workers who, for many 

reasons (personal and professional), choose to cross borders. Mobility is 

high both inside and outside the country (27.7% and 33.8% of sex workers, 

respectively), and is related to the number of opportunities available, 

which includes a support network of people – friends and acquaintances – 

who can assist sex workers in moving and finding a job and a place to live. 

Compared to the previous INDOORS outreach report (2011-2012), there 

was a significant reduction of internal and external mobility, which could 

be related to repressive sex work policies and measures in the Netherlands 

and in Europe, currently.  

Another reason for less internal mobility is the difficulty of finding other 

workplaces due to the lack of premises, increased control in apartment 

sectors and tax officers' activities. 

The trend is that migrants are more mobile than nationals, and the 

countries chosen are all close by or within the EU. Few sex workers travel 

outside this area to work. 

 

  Reasons for mobility 

Mobility among sex workers is like mobility in any other profession. People 

look for jobs where the demand is higher and where they can earn more 

money. The trend of more sex workers from new EU countries in the city 

applies to other forms of labour as well.  
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In the Dutch case, many sex workers migrate to the Netherlands because 

prostitution is not criminalised in the country. Still, restrictions apply to 

non-EU sex workers. Another point worth noting is that 50% of the legal 

sex work venues were closed over the past five years. This has increased 

internal mobility in the Netherlands because renting a window, for 

example, is not always easy or possible in the city. For instance, in 2013 the 

window brothel area of the city of Utrecht was closed completely. Sex 

workers began to work occasionally in neighbouring countries, such 

Germany and Belgium, and this is currently still the case. Their stays in 

these countries are normally short-term, sometimes only for a few days 

working in a club or in a window (also a common setting in Hamburg, 

Germany). 

Another fact is that nationals are less likely to cross borders or change the 

city where they work because their professional status in the Netherlands 

is better than in many other countries. Migrant sex workers are by 

definition a mobile population. The results reflect mainstream migration 

(within EU borders). Roma sex workers are still very linked to their 

communities, and migrate for sociocultural reasons.   

 

National mobility 

Yes 36 27.7% 

No 94 72.3% 

TOTAL 130 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 44 33.8% 

No 86 66.2% 

TOTAL 130 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

 

  Violence 

Violence is a sensitive issue for sex workers. Victims of violence often do 

not wish to discuss such experiences with strangers, so a positive response 

to this topic mostly requires a relationship of trust with the outreach team. 

This is harder to establish in first-time contacts with sex workers, which 



71 

was the case for all of the contacts featured in this analysis. In addition, 

violence is not always perceived or acknowledged by sex workers due to 

processes of marginalisation and stigmatisation. 

In spite of this, the results of this mapping showed that in 51.5% of 

contacts, violence was a discussed topic. This data is based on direct 

answers from sex workers, rather than on the opinions of the outreach 

team. From these contacts, 76.1% of sex workers said that they had 

experienced violence, following by 20.9% who said that they had never 

experienced violence. For 48.5% of the sex workers contacted, no 

experience of violence was reported, or violence was not an issue 

discussed by the outreach team. Results did not vary significantly 

compared to the previous INDOORS outreach assessment.  

 

  Forms of violence  

All answers reported in this section refer directly and only to those sex 

workers who reported cases of violence, and not to the whole range of 

contacts. Additionally, as explained above, the psychological state of the 

sex worker and her/his trust in the outreach team greatly influence 

whether a question on violence will be answered or not. This could explain 

the high number of contacts for whom no data was recorded on forms of 

violence. 

Based on the figures, it can be inferred that the types of violence vary, and 

multiple answers were often reported. This has to do with the fact that 

many sex workers identified more than one form of violence, which leads 

us to conclude that the experiences of violence reported here are related to 

lifelong experiences as well as to environment and workplace. This means 

that sex workers did not necessarily answer this question based on their 

own experiences of different forms of violence. It should be noted that 

violence can also be related to sex workers' private lives, and not only to 

their profession. 

The outreach data shows that 32.9% of the sex workers contacted have 

experienced physical violence: 25.2% verbal, 21% economic exploitation, 

19.6% physiological violence and one even mentioned a robbery incident. 

These results are based on multiple answers, as sex workers may have 

experienced one or more forms of violence during their lives.  
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  Perpetrators of violence  

It is important to note that because violence happens at different times, in 

different places and with different perpetrators, this question had multiple 

answers. In this sense, one sex worker could have had more than one 

experience of violence with different perpetrators. Most sex workers (36) 

reported that the violence they had experienced was perpetrated by 

clients. Private networks (relatives, friends, acquaintances) comprised the 

second most significant source of violence (26 contacts).  

Still, contrary to the previous INDOORS assessment, other perpetrators 

were cited, including public authorities/institutional officials (25 contacts), 

the police (15), owners/managers (14) and traffickers (13).  

 

  Discrimination  

Discrimination was discussed in 64.6% of contacts: 50.4% of sex workers 

confirmed having faced discrimination due to sex work, 15.6% due to 

migration, 13.3% due to ethnic origin and 11.1% due to sexual orientation. 

Discrimination is linked to the lack of social acceptance of sex work 

(stigma), barriers to accessing the labour market (due to migration status 

and/or labour regulations) and racism. Transgender and male sex workers 

are also affected by homophobia and transphobia.  

In 39.5% of cases, public authorities/institutional officials were the 

perpetrators of discrimination. The police (12.3%) and banks/financial 

institutions (11.7%) were also frequently cited by sex workers. There is a 

clear relationship between labour and immigration laws and the level of 

discrimination that sex workers face from the state. Some sex workers 

have also had their bank account applications denied, as sex work is still 

perceived as illegal despite its legalisation in 2000.   

 

 

Isolation 

 

Knowledge of existing services is high, along with the use of information 

and services by sex workers. 37.4% of contacts knew another service 

provider; 24.5% knew informal services from their communities; yet 23% 

still knew of no service providers. Medical services for sex workers 

(10.8%) were also cited.  
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Isolation is relatively low, as 76.2% have ties to other sex workers. Among 

these, 58.6% described the quality of their relationships with other sex 

workers as good, especially for the exchange of information. However, 

38.4% said that they rarely had contact with other sex workers.  

The current conflation of prostitution with trafficking in policy and public 

opinion has become a barrier for migrant sex workers, who are afraid of 

being identified as victims or of being seen as lacking independence or 

autonomy by social and healthcare professionals. Moreover, the new 

regulations (explained above) have weakened sex workers' ability to 

express their needs, as brothel owners and public health service providers 

are entitled to judging their autonomy and voluntary engagement in sex 

work. In some cases, sex workers have had their right to privacy violated 

due to over-regulated procedures that disempower them and abuse their 

rights. Several police raids have closed prostitution areas for weeks, 

causing many sex workers to lose their workplaces and goods.  

Finally, the linkage of health service provision with the role of inspection is 

ethically questionable, and may further hinder sex workers' ability to 

access services and express their needs. This also increases the isolation of 

sex workers, as they do not wish to contact service providers who will 

denounce them. Neutrality is fundamental to the provision of services to 

sex workers, particularly migrants and those who are most vulnerable. 

Services should not be linked to police procedures or other means of 

rescuing victims.  
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GENOA 
 

 

Outreach methodology 

his report presents data that was collected between March 2013 and June 

2014 in Genoa, Italy. The 114 interviews that were collected represent only 

a portion of the contacts that were made by the CDCP – Le Graziose 

outreach workers during the two-year INDOORS project. The information 

that is presented here should be considered carefully, as only part of a 

varied phenomenon is reported, and Genoa is quite peculiar with respect 

to other Italian cities.   

As it was hardly possible (for a number of reasons) to hold long interviews 

with all of the sex workers who were contacted, only detailed interviews 

are reported here.  

Thanks to the approach used by the outreach team when it contacted sex 

workers, the number of sex workers who refused contact was very low and 

did not exceed 10%. Sex workers do not publicise their work addresses, 

generally flats, in newspaper adverts, whereas their mobile numbers and 

sometimes emails are published. It was therefore necessary to present the 

outreach team beforehand by calling the sex workers. This was the only 

way to ask a sex worker for her/his address in order to organise a meeting 

with the outreach workers. In some cases, the sex worker did not provide 

her/his address, and so the contacts were made only by phone in order to 

give information. Sex workers were also invited to join the organisation's 

online chat or to come to the drop-in centre if they felt the need to stay in 

touch with the service.  

CDCP/Le Graziose's outreach work is not carried out everywhere in Genoa, 

and usually takes place for the advertisement of an event, the dissemi-

nation of specific information or whenever there is an urgent need to 

discuss specific issues with a high number of sex workers. 

The CDCP/Le Graziose outreach staff put in a lot of effort during the two-

year project. The team shared information through Facebook, email, chat 

and on forums, thus also reaching out to sex workers in other areas of the 

city or in nearby towns.  

T 
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The majority of the contacts in the database refer to sex workers who were 

contacted face-to-face during outreach in the Maddalena district, or by 

phone. In Genoa, sex workers work in the Maddalena district, a restricted 

area, where they can be seen standing at their doors as though they work 

on the streets.  

This allows outreach workers to contact sex workers directly, and to 

establish good relations with them in order to collect detailed information. 

Being a sex worker-led organisation, CDCP/Le Graziose contacts sex work-

ers in all of the activities that it promotes. Sex workers who work for CDCP 

serve as intermediaries for disseminating information and bringing 

demands, suggestions and problems from their peers to the organisation, 

as well as accompanying them to the drop-in centre. The centre is open 

twice a week, and outreach workers meet sex workers there regularly.  

Whenever important problems, such as police raids, repressive measures, 

etc. arise, sex workers contact CDCP/Le Graziose immediately. 

 

Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 66 57.9% 

The sex worker 45 39.5% 

Other 3 2.6% 

TOTAL 114 100 % 

Other: a public social service; a friend of a sex worker's colleague 

 

Key person/ intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 64 90.1% 

Owners or managers 1 1.4% 

Another organisation / institution 6 8.5% 

TOTAL 71 100 % 

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

Internet 5 7.6% 

Telephone 30 45.5% 

Email 3 4.5% 

A forum 1 1.5% 

During accompaniment 2 3% 

During outreach (visits) 25 37.9% 

TOTAL 66 100 % 
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When contact was made by sex workers, how was contact                                                    
with the service provider made? 

During outreach 22 48.9% 

During e-outreach 5 11.1% 

Internet 3 6.7% 

During a public event 13 28.9% 

Other 1 2.2% 

TOTAL 45 100 % 

Other: at the service provider's office 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

The majority of the sex workers who were contacted were women, because 

sex workers in Genoa are mostly female. A stable number of transgender 

sex workers work in the Maddalena district, while male sex workers work 

in other contexts and areas of the city. 

The average age of sex workers in this district is quite high, as the age 

range varies between 26 and 35, and 36 to 45 years. Romanian sex 

workers are the youngest. Outreach workers did not identify any young 

Italian girls who do sex work. This phenomenon is on the rise in Italy, 

although it is not yet visible in Genoa.  

As a historical sex work area, there are no minors and few cases of 

trafficking or coerced prostitution in the Maddalena district. Few migrant 

women from Sub-Saharan Africa work and live in the area, and alternate 

between indoor sex work and street work. They are, in general, victims of 

trafficking. 

 Migrants | Although the outreach staff in Genoa is aware of the fact that 

the majority of sex workers are migrants from Latin American countries, 

this is only partially evidenced in the data due to the fact that only detailed 

contacts were included. Aside from Italian sex workers, who are less 

mobile and have long-term relationships with the outreach staff, Latin 

American sex workers have been present in Genoa for several years, while 

sex workers from other countries stay for short periods. Romanian sex 

workers are invisible in the district, and most of them were contacted by 

phone. This explains why it was more difficult to carry out detailed 

interviews.  

In recent years, repressive immigration laws have caused an increase in 

the number of migrants with an irregular immigration status because it has 
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become more difficult for migrants to regularise their legal status in Italy. 

Immigration laws greatly affect the situation of sex workers, and because 

the majority of sex workers are migrants, the consequence is that the 

number of migrant sex workers in an irregular situation has risen.  

In addition, the number of sex workers who do not have health insurance 

has increased, as undocumented migrants do not have the right to health 

insurance, only to emergency care. 

 

GENDER 

Female 88 77.2% 

Male 6 5.3% 

Transgender 19 16.7% 

Non-response  1 0.8% 

TOTAL 114 100 % 

 

MIGRATION 

Migrants 79 69.3% 

Nationals 35 30.7% 

TOTAL 114 100 % 

  

ORIGIN 

European Union 23 29.1% 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 5 6.3% 

Balkan countries 5 6.3% 

Latin America and Caribbean 27 34.3% 

Asia Pacific 4 5.1% 

Maghreb 5 6.3% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 8 10.1% 

Non-response 2 2.5% 

TOTAL 79 100 % 

 

NATIONALITIES 

1. Romania 6. China 

2. Dominican Republic (The) 7. Serbia 

3. Brazil 8. Nigeria 

4. Colombia 9. Spain 

5. Morocco 10. Albania 

Twenty-one nationalities were reported in total. G
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Sex work venues and working conditions 

The majority of indoor sex workers work alone in apartments. There are 

also bars and clubs, which are mainly located in the area where sex 

workers work on the streets at night, but it is more difficult to contact sex 

workers there. A membership card is required in the majority of clubs, 

while bar owners interfere in outreach work. In addition, sex workers are 

often not willing to be contacted by outreach workers in front of their 

clients or colleagues. Some sex workers work in apartments as well as in 

bars and clubs, and although clubs do not appear in the results, this trend 

is shown by the number of reported venues (166). Very few sex workers 

work in the apartments where they live, with the majority having a 

different workplace. 

 

Places of work 

Apartment 103 62% 

Hotel 12 7.2% 

Bar 13 7.8% 

Massage parlours 9 5.4% 

Sauna 5 3% 

Other 7 4.2% 

Non-response 2 1.2% 

TOTAL 166 100 % 

Other: on the road 

 

Seventy-three percent of the sex workers who were contacted 

reported practicing safer sex. This information should be considered 

carefully, as this mostly depends on the situation and reality that every 

single sex worker faces when alone with a client. 

Those who reported practicing unsafe sex mainly reported practicing 

unprotected oral sex. 

The high number of sex workers who work in Genoa and the ensuing 

competition constitute major vulnerability factors for unsafe practices 

related to HIV and STIs. Competition obstructs the transfer of best 

practices from older to younger sex workers. Moreover, many sex workers 

tend to take more risks in order to attract more clients. In addition to this, 

sex workers are subjected to stigma and legal pressures (police control, 

fines, etc.) that render them more vulnerable to the demands of clients, 

who often offer more money for unprotected sex. 
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Main needs of sex workers 

  Social needs 

Migrant sex workers need information on their legal status due to the 

restrictive immigration laws that are currently in force.   

They also need information on sex workers' rights due to the repressive 

attitudes of the police and public authorities, who often do not respect 

these rights.  

CDCP places emphasis on issues that inspire sex workers to ask questions 

about sex workers' rights and current regulations. 

 

  Health needs 

Based on the outreach team's knowledge, and as evidenced by data 

collected during interviews, indoor sex workers need healthcare and 

information. The higher number of questions related to condoms, HIV/ 

AIDS, STIs, etc. reflects the consequences of the closure of the outreach unit 

that promoted harm reduction two years ago. There has also been a 

significant increase in the requests for gynecological and general health 

check-ups for the same reason.  

During outreach, which was conducted once in a week in the Maddalena 

district, the workers focused on prevention and safer sex practices. When 

necessary, outreach workers accompanied sex workers to the relevant 

health and social services.  

After outreach activity ceased, the CDCP increased its presence, assistance 

and accompaniment to service providers. However, more resources would 

be required to reinforce this activity. 

 

 

Mobility 

Internal and external mobility is high among migrant sex workers. Italian 

sex workers are not as mobile, but sometimes work in other Italian cities 

and only rarely move to other European countries. 

Migrant sex workers are subject to greater repression by the police, 

especially if they do not have a valid residence permit. They interact less 

with their surroundings, face more discrimination from local residents and 

so willingly move elsewhere to look for better working conditions. 

G
EN

O
A

 



80 

With regards to internal mobility, migrant and national sex workers 

principally move to Rome and Milan, which are the largest Italian cities and 

have good transportation connections to Genoa. Sex workers move to other 

cities through their personal contacts. 

As for international mobility, the trend for migrant indoor sex workers, 

especially Latin American sex workers, is to move to Spain, where chances 

of regularising their legal status are higher. 

Some sex workers choose to work for a certain period of time in countries 

where sex work is legal, such as Germany, Switzerland, Austria or the 

Netherlands, because they believe working in these countries will be 

easier. Personal contacts are the main reason why sex workers move to 

other European countries. 

 

National mobility 

Yes 44 38.8% 

No 69 60.3% 

Non-response 1 0.9% 

TOTAL 114 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 28 24.6% 

No 82 71.9% 

Non-response 4 3.5% 

TOTAL (number and percentage) 114 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

Issues related to violence or discrimination were discussed with only some 

of the sex workers who were contacted. Thirty-six percent of contacts 

discussed violence, while 39% discussed discrimination. This is due to the 

fact that these are very delicate issues, as experienced outreach workers 

have pointed out. In fact, the strategy used by outreach workers was to 

discuss such issues preferably when sex workers had a good relationship 

with them. 

 

 



81 

  Violence 

Of the 41 indoor sex workers who discussed violence, 25 reported that 

they had experienced it themselves and 26 said that they knew of other sex 

workers who had experienced it. Several sex workers who discussed 

violence that their colleagues had faced were able to distance themselves 

from what had happened. 

 

  Forms of violence  

Physical, verbal and psychological violence were the main forms of 

violence that were reported. 

Based on their experience, outreach workers assert that verbal and 

psychological violence are often not recognised as such. Sex workers often 

consider these forms of violence to be part of their work. 

 

  Perpetrators of violence  

Customers were the main perpetrators of violence in the cases that were 

reported (27 cases). Violence by customers has increased as a result of 

restrictive immigration laws and local regulations that penalise sex 

workers, which have had the effect of rendering sex workers more 

vulnerable while pushing migrant sex workers into situations that are at 

the limit of legality.  

The media has frequently publicised news that systematically stigmatises 

sex workers, or printed reports on laws and regulations against sex work 

and publicised police raids against sex workers. This explains why several 

sex workers consider reporting violence to be of no use, if not dangerous, 

and feel more exposed and vulnerable. 

In addition, undocumented migrant sex workers are afraid of pressing 

charges against perpetrators because they would be expelled from the 

country.  

Violent clients are aware of the fact that they will most likely not be 

accused or punished. There has been a significant increase in violence 

perpetrated by the police (16 cases) due to police raids that are being 

carried out to intimidate sex workers. For instance, the police inspect 

apartments and take sex workers to the police station for questioning, 

detaining them there for hours. If several sex workers work in the same 

apartment, they are charged with the offences of aiding and abetting or 

exploitation. 
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In addition to this, violence between co-workers has increased (14 cases) 

as a consequence of the high number of sex workers who work in a limited 

area of the city, where competition is high. 

Only six cases of sex workers who pressed charges were reported. This 

significantly low number is indicative of the fact that sex workers do not 

trust the police, and believe that they would not be protected against 

possible retaliations. 

 

  Discrimination  

Of the 44 indoor sex workers who discussed discrimination, 35 reported 

having experienced it themselves, while 25 said that they knew of sex 

workers who had experienced it. Only in six cases did sex workers report 

never having experienced discrimination. Although these results must be 

considered carefully, they indicate that discrimination is inherent to sex 

work. 

The basis of the discrimination that was experienced by sex workers can be 

divided into three main categories: sex work (27 cases), gender (31 cases) 

– women are more affected by discrimination – and migration (14 cases). 

Sex workers reported that the three categories were intertwined. 

There is a high level of discrimination perpetrated by operators of public 

and private services (20 cases were perpetrated by public authorities and 

civil servants, five cases were perpetrated by the staff of service providers), 

and this strongly affects access to social and health services for sex 

workers. 

For example, in divorce cases, children are almost always assigned to the 

other spouse. In some cases, social service workers informed sex workers 

that they would only receive help if they stopped doing sex work. 

Repression and frequent police raids increase discrimination and 

stigmatisation by the general public, reinforcing the idea that sex work is 

wrong or even illegal. 
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Isolation 

The outreach team recognises that most sex workers who work in the 

centre of Genoa are aware of what services to turn to for legal, social or 

medical help. Outreach workers and the drop-in centre were very active 

until two years ago, and peers collaborated with CDCP by disseminating 

information to their colleagues. 

After the cessation of outreach work, it became difficult to pass 

information to new sex workers. The CDCP drop-in centre still operates, 

however, and peers and sex workers who work with CDCP accompany 

newcomers there. 

In spite of the fact that some sex workers work in individual settings, 

contact and collaboration between sex workers is constant, as they work 

close to each other. It is also common for two or more sex workers to rent 

an apartment together in order to share costs and work in a safer venue.  

Some sex workers have also assisted their sisters, cousins and friends by 

helping them find a workplace. What sex workers see as solidarity and the 

exchange of practices, the Italian law views as exploitation or aiding and 

abetting. In other words, sex workers who choose to work together freely 

or help each other can be accused of these crimes. 
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HAMBURG 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this local report was collected during outreach carried 

out from March 2013 to June 2014 in the city of Hamburg, Germany. The 

298 contacts considered in this report represent only a small part of the 

outreach implemented by the team during the two years of the project, as a 

total of 967 sex workers were contacted during the mapping period. 

During outreach, the team covered apartments, Laufhäuser, massage 

parlours and brothels.  

This data should be considered very cautiously, as it represents only one of 

the complex and multifaceted realities of the indoor sex work sector. This 

report chooses to consider only contacts with the most complete 

information. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

Sex workers were visited at their workplaces (apartments, brothels, 

massage parlours, clubs and Laufhäuser) by cultural mediators and nurses. 

During this period, cultural mediators came from Bolivia, Bulgaria, 

Colombia, Croatia, Poland and Romania, and nurses came from Colombia 

and Kazakhstan.  

Outreach work is always done by three persons: a cultural mediator and a 

nurse, or two cultural mediators, and a driver. As indoor venues are spread 

out all over town, a car is necessary to reach as many addresses as possible 

on any given day of outreach activity.     

Outreach is carried out once or twice a week for about five hours, between 

12:00 pm and 6:00 pm. About 10 addresses are chosen every time from an 

address list with about 200 addresses of indoor sex work venues, and on 

average six are visited each time. The same address is usually visited every 

three to four months. The duration of each visit varies from five to 60 

minutes.  

 

T 
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The address list is updated approximately every two months. Addresses 

are drawn from specialised websites on the internet. In some cases, 

however, sex workers themselves are the ones to suggest other addresses, 

thus facilitating contact with new sex workers enormously.   

 Aims | The aims of outreach work are to contact new sex workers, 

deepen contact with known sex workers, provide information on legal and 

health issues and distribute leaflets on HIV/STI prevention, safer sex and 

legal matters related to migration and sex work legislation in Germany. 

These leaflets are available in 19 different languages. Moreover, outreach 

work includes the distribution of condoms and lubricants. Outreach 

activities also serve as a way of referring sex workers to medical and social 

counselling centres in town. These services – offered by NGOs and the 

public health service – provide anonymous, voluntary, confidential and free 

of charge counselling and support for German and migrant female, male 

and transgender sex workers.      

 Contact | Venues are never phoned beforehand. Outreach workers ring 

the bell and present themselves as members of a women's organisation 

who are there to give information. Sex workers are mostly approached 

directly, as the majority work independently. However, in a venue where 

there is a manager, the outreach team explains their intent and shows the 

materials that they are distributing. They avoid any sort of discussion or 

conflict. If they are not welcome, they leave the place immediately and, if 

desired, leave the materials for the sex workers.  

The nurses are responsible for providing more in-depth information on 

health issues, as well as carrying out workshops on health. These 

workshops are offered on a spontaneous basis, without previous 

appointments. They are carried out according to sex workers' questions 

and their availability.   

Outreach activities also serve as a way of finding appropriate venues for 

carrying out legal workshops, which have a more formally developed 

structure, by appointment on issues that are agreed upon beforehand. 

These workshops are run by the cultural mediators, who are trained to do 

this.   

 

  Failed contacts 

In the 16 months of the mapping period, 967 sex workers were contacted 

(about 60 per month) over 128 outreach days (about eight per month), 

during which 758 addresses were visited (about six per outreach day), 

each address having been visited at least twice in that period.  H
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When contact failed, it was due to factors linked to the venue itself or the 

sex worker.  

 Venues | Of the 758 addresses visited, in 162 cases the door was not 

open, in 69 cases the address did not exist anymore or the building was 

being renovated and in 17 cases the manager did not allow contact with 

sex workers. The result was that in 510 cases (about 70%), contact was 

established, and in 248 (about 30%) it was not.   

 Sex workers | Of the 967 sex workers contacted, in 277 cases either the 

sex worker had no interest in contact, was busy and had no time available, 

spoke no German or any language available through the cultural mediators 

or was afraid or shy and refused the contact. The result was that in 690 

cases (about 70%) there was concrete contact and an exchange of 

information, and in 277 cases (about 30%) no contact was possible.  

 

  Quality of the contact 

One very important fact to point out regarding the 967 sex workers who 

were contacted is that 80% of them were new contacts for the outreach 

team, while only 20% were already known to the team.  

This fact is very relevant because it shows the extremely high mobility of 

sex workers, and therefore highlights the need for continuous and regular 

outreach activities to cover the lack of information regarding health and 

legal issues, as well as services and support in Hamburg, among the high 

number of newcomers.   

 

Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 298 100 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

During outreach (visits) 296 99.3 % 

Other 2 0.7 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

Other: contact with a sex worker was facilitated by the local public health service 
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Prostitution scene 

 GENDER | Compared to 2011, there was an increase in transgender sex 

workers in the indoor scene. While three years ago they accounted for 

about 6%, nowadays they represent about 10% of the total. The 

nationalities did not change: the majority of those contacted came from 

Asia (Thailand and the Philippines) or Latin America (Venezuela, Colombia, 

Ecuador, Dominican Republic, Argentina and Peru). Others came from 

Turkey or Spain.   

This increase could be explained by the establishment of a community of 

transgender sex workers mainly from Venezuela.  

  

GENDER 

Female 268 89.9 % 

Transgender 30 10.1 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

 

 

 AGE | There was a shift in the age of indoors-based sex workers: an 

increase of younger sex workers between 18 and 25 years old, mainly from 

Bulgaria and Romania, and a decrease of older sex workers over 45 years 

old. This can be explained by the increased migration of sex workers from 

Bulgaria and Romania, nowadays the largest group of sex workers from the 

EU. 

While in 2011 the group between 18 and 25 years of age accounted for 

about 25% of sex workers, they currently represent about 30% of the total.  

The main group of sex workers – between 26 and 35 years of age – also 

increased compared to three years ago: while in 2011 they represented 

about 35%, they are nowadays almost 40% of the total.  

Therefore, the number of "older" sex workers has decreased. The group 

between 36 and 45 years of age remained almost the same size – about 

20% of the total – while that of sex workers older than 45 decreased from 

16% in 2011 to 10% in 2014. This last group is composed almost 

exclusively of Polish, Thai and German sex workers.   
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 MIGRATION | The data appearing in this report, related to the regions of 

origin and the nationalities of migrant sex workers, is based on only 298 

contacts and does not correspond to the reality because the data of 2014 

only considered about 30% of the total contacts made during the mapping 

period. The data of the 2011 mapping, however, considered the total 

number of contacts made during that period. 

The following analysis will therefore compare the data of 2011 (432 

contacts total) to that of 2014 (967 contacts total) in order to provide a 

more realistic picture of the indoor scene in Hamburg regarding the 

countries and regions of origin of migrant sex workers. 

The higher number of migrants on the indoor scene, compared to that of 

Germans, is not new. It is, however, not as extreme as in the data below. 

The numbers appearing in the data below – 2% Germans and 98% 

migrants – have to do with the specificity of the outreach work done by the 

Ragazza indoor team, which primarily contacts migrant sex workers and 

not Germans. A realistic estimate regarding the indoor scene would be 

70% migrants and 30% Germans.  

What is, however, remarkable is the number of different nationalities 

recorded among migrant sex workers. In 2014, there were 35 different 

nationalities among migrant sex workers, while in 2011 there were even 

more: a total of 37 different nationalities were counted at that time.  

Hamburg, the second largest city in Germany, with 1.8 million inhabitants, 

the biggest harbour in the country and its well known red-light district, 

apparently continues to attract people from around the world, including 

women, men and transgender people already working or wishing to work 

in the Hamburg sex industry.  

 

Regions of Origin 

 2011 2014 

European Union (including Germans) 38 % 50 % 

Asia 30 % 20 % 

Latin America 20 % 20 % 

Eastern Europe 10 % 9 % 

Africa 2% 1% 
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The changes in the distribution of migrant sex workers' regions of origin 

are visible: there was an increase in sex workers from the EU and a 

corresponding decrease of Asian sex workers. This fact is visible both in 

the indoors as well as the outdoors scene in Hamburg, and is confirmed by 

the outreach activities carried out by Ragazza and information shared with 

other NGOs and the local public health service.   

This increase in women and men from EU countries, mainly from Bulgaria 

and Romania, has also been felt in other German cities. They are currently 

the largest group of migrants in the German sex industry.  

 

Top 10 Nationalities 

 2011 2014 

1 Thailand Romania 

2 Germany Thailand 

3 Bulgaria Bulgaria 

4 Russia Russia 

5 Poland Poland 

6 Romania Germany 

7 Dominican Republic Dominican Republic 

8 Brazil Colombia 

9 Colombia Hungary 

10 Latvia Brazil 

 

Changes in the nationalities of migrant sex workers over the last three 

years are clearly visible: as mentioned, sex workers from Bulgaria and 

Romania currently form the largest group, ranking within the first five of 

the top 10 countries of origin. 

However, despite these changes, Thai sex workers continue to be a very 

significant national group among migrant sex workers in Hamburg. The 

Thai sex worker community established itself in the city in the 80's, and 

has since then become an important transit point for those moving on to 

other cities in Germany and in Scandinavia. They mostly work together, in 

massage parlours or small brothels. 
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Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

 

  Legal situation in Germany  

Eighty-two percent of sex workers contacted reported having a legal status 

in the country. This is due to the fact that 50% are European citizens, while 

others have a residence permit mostly through marriage to German men. 

This reveals a different side of the sex work scene, in which the majority of 

sex workers are legally in the country, unlike 10 to 15 years ago when the 

majority were undocumented, and therefore extremely vulnerable and 

dependent.  

In 2011 the situation was similar – about 80% of sex workers contacted 

had a legal status in Germany. The difference concerns the number of 

undocumented sex workers – about 5% in 2011 and about 15% in 2014. 

This difference could be explained by the higher number of non-responses 

in 2011 – about 15% – while in 2014 only about 2% did not respond to this 

question.   

An important note regarding Latin American sex workers: there are a 

number of Latin American sex workers with residence permits and 

passports from other EU countries, namely Spain, Italy and Portugal. The 

consequence is frequent mobility between these countries, mainly from 

Spain.   

 

  Legal situation in sex work 

This question requires more sensitivity and a higher level of trust between 

the sex worker and the cultural mediator, which is the reason why the 

number of non-responses was so high – almost 30%.  

Sex work has been legal in Germany since 2002, and sex workers have to 

have a tax ID and a registered residence. A great number of migrant sex 

workers, however, do not know about these regulations, or do not know 

how to proceed in order to meet these requirements. This explains why 

more than 50% of sex workers are not legally in sex work, while only 20% 

are in a regular situation.  

The lack of information on legal matters is a serious problem among 

migrant sex workers, even among those coming from other EU countries. 

Some think that by being European or possessing a European passport, 

they are allowed to work in Germany, while others do not even know that 

sex work has been legalised in Germany. 



91 

This situation still causes countless misunderstandings, and will even 

worsen if the new Law on Prostitution, scheduled to come into force in 

January 2016, brings about the changes that it proposes. Mandatory 

registration, for instance, would force those who want to remain 

anonymous in prostitution to out themselves. Due to stigma and 

discrimination, the majority of those working in sex work want to remain 

anonymous, meaning that the majority will be driven into illegality. For 

migrants, this will be worse because they will then be seen as illegal sex 

workers and migrants. Repression and excessive control will increase 

dependency and vulnerability. 

 

  Health insurance 

Although the difference is not great – about 45% of sex workers are health 

insured, while about 50% are not (5% did not answer the question) – one 

could say that the majority of sex workers have no health insurance, or else 

have health insurance that is not valid in Germany.  

What often happens is that sex workers report being insured, but only in 

their home countries or in another EU country where they have residence. 

This often occurs  among Latin Americans, who have a residence permit in 

Spain but are not registered in Germany or do not have a European health 

insurance.  

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

The numbers show that about 65% of sex workers work in apartments, 

which are also where they live (about 68%), and that usually about three 

sex workers live and work together (about 66%) in these apartments. 

There are apartments with women of just one nationality, and others with 

mixed nationalities, including Germans and migrants. There are also 

apartments with only transgender sex workers, while some are mixed, 

with female and transgender sex workers. 

 Laufhaus | This phenomenon often occurs in Laufhäuser as well (almost 

20% of the venues). The difference between Laufhäuser and apartments is 

that in Laufhäuser, it is possible to see sex workers working and living in a 

room alone, with another sex worker or with even two other sex workers. 

The mixture of nationalities and genders happens in Laufhäuser as well.  H
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Financial reasons and mobility explain the fact that most sex workers live 

and work in the same place: by doing this, they avoid paying two rents, and 

are at the same time much more flexible regarding the possibility of 

renting their space to another sex worker while they temporarily travel 

elsewhere to work. Another reason why sex workers of different 

nationalities share an apartment could be the possibility of offering more 

to their clients, which would increase their income. 

 Massage parlours | Massage parlours, although not so widespread in 

Hamburg (almost 10% of venues), have been changing their structure 

lately: while some years ago one could only find Thai sex workers in such 

venues, nowadays one finds sex workers of various nationalities, including 

Latin Americans and sex workers from different EU countries. Thus, while 

sex workers are flexible concerning their workplace when it comes to 

better working conditions or a higher income, their workplaces are flexible 

as well. Massage parlours are mostly run by older Thai women, who are in 

some cases former sex workers themselves. 

The figures from the 2014 report almost confirm what one could already 

see in 2011, though at the time these trends were not as clear because the 

non-response rate was quite high. In 2011, about 58% of sex workers 

worked in apartments, while only 22% worked and lived in the same place 

(48% non-response), and in about 42% of cases there were three sex 

workers living and working together.  

The majority of indoors-based sex workers work in Hamburg on an 

autonomous basis, mainly in apartments. Managers are seen in Laufhäuser 

and massage parlours.  

 

Places of work 

Apartment 195 65.4 % 

Bar 6 2.0 % 

Brothel 4 1.3 % 

Club 11 3.7 % 

Massage parlours 24 8.1 % 

Laufhaus 55 18.5 % 

Other 3 1 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

Other: dominatrix studio (2); sex cinema (1) 
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  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

Unprotected oral sex is the most commonly offered unprotected sexual 

service by sex workers. This happens among German as well as migrant 

sex workers. This is due to increasing competition and the possibility of 

earning more money, but (as reported by sex workers) is mainly because 

of increasing demands from clients for unprotected sex. However, there is 

often also a lack of knowledge about the risk of HIV and STI infection 

through oral sex.       

Although about 80% of sex workers reported practicing safer sex, it is 

possible that the level of those practicing unprotected sex is higher than 

the 15% who reported doing so.  

Many sex workers said that if they would insist on using condoms during 

oral sex, they would lose all of their clients. This situation is difficult to 

tackle because there are no public campaigns in Hamburg or in Germany 

aimed at the clients of sex workers, which increases pressure on sex 

workers' ability and consciousness to negotiate and insist on safer sex 

practices.     

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

Due to the fact that German sex workers represent only 2% of the results 

described below, the following analysis will only refer to migrant sex 

workers.  

  

  Health needs 

The need for HIV/STI counselling and testing is an ongoing issue, despite 

what is offered by the public health service, where it is possible to use 

these services on an anonymous, confidential and free of charge basis. The 

biggest challenge to accessing services is very often simply a lack of 

knowledge of their existence. 

The need to access anonymous and free of charge gynecological services is 

very significant, and can be explained by the fact that the public health 

service does not offer them, providing instead only counselling and testing 

for HIV and STIs. The demand in this field, however, is enormous. When 

sex workers do not have health insurance, they have to first seek the 

service that they need, and then face the subsequent challenges of paying 
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for the service and dealing with possible communication difficulties and 

stigmatisation.  

This explains the high need for access to the public health system and 

general care, including dental care. Due to the fact that the majority of sex 

workers do not have health insurance, or have insurance that is not valid in 

Germany, many sex workers either return to their home countries for 

healthcare, practice self-medication or wait too long to seek healthcare, 

fearing having to pay more than they can afford or that their occupation 

will be discovered.  

 

  Social needs 

The fact that learning German was the most frequently mentioned need 

shows that there has been an increasing level of consciousness among 

European sex workers, who constitute the largest group among migrant 

sex workers, about their rights as European citizens and their intent to 

establish themselves in Germany on a legal basis.  

This fact is underlined by their need for information on how to complete 

residence registration, pay taxes, solve accounting problems and access 

legal and social support in order to achieve better working conditions and 

regulated legal integration.  

 

  Services offered to sex workers 

The important fact to note regarding migrant sex workers is that more 

than 50% of them do not have health insurance, which indicates the need 

for a structured referral network to support this group. In Hamburg, such a 

structure exists to a certain extent.      

The fact that various NGOs and the public health service in Hamburg are 

well connected facilitates referrals. Collaboration between organisations 

that do outreach and those that offer services to sex workers permits 

regular and continuous observation of the scene, and helps expedite 

necessary reactions based on needs or advocacy activities.   

Due to the need for a more intensive dissemination of information on the 

services available and sex workers' rights, Ragazza developed new flyers 

containing the required information. These themes were mentioned as a 

need by the entire group of sex workers contacted. This includes the need 

for information on the rights of European and non-European citizens to 

accessing services as well.  
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Mobility 

 

  National mobility 

Reasons for internal mobility are: the quest for anonymity by working in a 

different town than where one lives; the search for better working 

conditions and higher income possibilities elsewhere; accompanying 

clients during trips; being forced to change places if one is in a dependent 

or irregular legal situation.  

Compared to 2011, there was an increase in internal mobility: while three 

years ago 18% of sex workers declared moving throughout Germany to do 

sex work, in 2014 this figure was 27%. As the non-response level was 

almost 30%, one can presume that this internal mobility is even higher 

than the figure mentioned here. 

Another factor worth noting is the increase in the number of cities 

mentioned since 2011: while in 2011 16 cities were mentioned, in 2014 

there were a total of 27 different German cities mentioned, evidencing that 

the changing of workplaces between different cities was quite frequent.    

 

  International mobility 

Reasons for external mobility: the need or the wish to look for work 

elsewhere; to escape an economic crisis or a conflict situation in one's own 

country; to escape homophobia.  

Some factors are characteristic influences for external migration:  

 Geography | It is quite common for Polish, Czech and Hungarian women 

to come to work in Germany for a short period of time, and then return to 

their home countries. In this case, they do not necessarily do sex work in 

their home countries, but rather only in Germany.     

 The migration process itself | Some EU countries are seen as transit 

countries, giving women the opportunity to work for a short time while 

waiting to move on to Germany. There are some women, however, who 

already worked in the sex industry in their home countries before coming 

to Germany, as is the case for some Bulgarians, Romanians, Czech, Thai and 

Polish women.    

Compared to 2011, there was a slight increase in the number of countries 

mentioned: while in 2011 18 countries were mentioned, in 2014 that 

number rose to 19 countries.  
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An important finding to note is the high number of times that Spain was 

mentioned. The majority of these cases were Latin American women and 

transgender sex workers who lived in Spain, worked there in the sex 

industry with a legal status and often also a Spanish passport, and came to 

Germany due to Spain's economic crisis. Latin American sex workers with 

Portuguese and Italian documents were also found in this situation.  

 Interesting facts | Romanian sex workers travel to and from Spain 

frequently. Also, Sweden was the 9th most frequently mentioned country, 

despite the repressive local measures against sex workers.     

 

Internal mobility 

Yes 80 26.8 % 

No 135 45.3 % 

Non-response 83 27.9 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 104 34.9 % 

No 94 31.5 % 

Non-response 100 33.6 % 

TOTAL 298 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

 

  Violence 

Violence is an issue that is very difficult to approach, which is the reason 

why it was discussed in only about 20% of contacts (60 cases out of 298). It 

is a very sensitive issue, and therefore difficult to tackle for two main 

reasons:  

 Trust | If the sex worker is a new contact, her/his relationship with the 

cultural mediator lacks the trust and confidence necessary for such a 

discussion. This trust takes time to build, and can sometimes never be fully 

gained.  
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 Stigma | Because violence is a stigmatised issue with a high degree of 

shame or insecurity surrounding it, it is still a difficult issue to approach 

even with sex workers who the outreach team knows. Often, violence is 

simply denied in order to avoid confronting it. The 80% of contacted sex 

workers who reported never having experienced violence may be telling 

the truth , but this figure could also be hiding situations where sex workers 

did not want to discuss the issue and simply answered negatively to stop 

the conversation.   

The figures of 2014 are very similar to those of 2011. From the 298 

contacts that were considered in 2014, only eight declared having 

experienced some sort of violence, and four mentioned colleagues who had 

experienced it. This could mean that either violence is not an issue in the 

Hamburg scene, or that it is taboo. 

However, experience shows that migrant sex workers, even those with a 

legal status, are more vulnerable because they often do not speak German 

and thus cannot defend themselves or press charges. They do not feel safe 

and prefer to stay hidden. If these sex workers would have had regular 

contact with organisations for migrant women, this problem could have 

been solved more quickly. 

Physical violence was the most frequently reported (eight cases), followed 

by verbal attacks (seven cases), psychological violence (four cases) and 

economic exploitation (four cases). Based on the numbers, one can 

determine that sex workers are subjected to multiple forms of violence, 

with the main perpetrators being clients and the most common setting 

being the workplace.  

 

  Discrimination 

Stigma and discrimination were discussed even less: discrimination was 

discussed in only 18 cases out of 298 (6%). The reasons why this occurs 

are the same as for violence, with one additional factor: in many cases, the 

person does not know that she/he is being stigmatised or does not feel that 

she/he is being discriminated against.  

For migrants, this lack of recognition often leads to acceptance and/or the 

misconception that such behaviour is a "normal" part of the local culture, 

and so one must understand and accept it.  

This acceptance sometimes applies to other forms of violence as well. As 

one sex worker commented: "Violence is a part of this job."  
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Figures related to stigma in the 2014 survey were very similar to those in 

the 2011 study. Only four contacts reported experiencing discrimination, 

mainly due to sex work and/or ethnic origin. This sort of behaviour came 

mainly from the police or other public authorities, and occurred 

predominantly in the workplace.  

 

  Charges 

Despite the legalisation of sex work in Germany, violence and discri-

mination still exist. However, experience shows that they are rather 

uncommon phenomena within the Hamburg sex work scene.  

Out of the 12 cases in which sex workers reported that they or else a 

colleague had experienced violence, and out of the five cases of 

discrimination (including the four mentioned above, plus one contact who 

mentioned that a colleague had been discriminated against), only one sex 

worker pressed charges. In 12 of these cases, the sex workers did not press 

charges because they felt that they had insufficient protection from the 

police, or else were afraid to lose their workplace.    

Access to counselling and legal protection in case of trafficking is handled 

by organisations for migrant women or for victims or trafficking, which 

have contact with specialised lawyers. The public health service, in these 

cases, also refers sex workers to the abovementioned organisations.   

 

 

Isolation 

  Access to services 

There are several services available to German and migrant sex workers in 

Hamburg. They all offer anonymous, confidential and free of charge 

counselling and accompaniment, even for undocumented migrants. Apart 

from the public health service, there are organisations offering support for 

migrant and German sex worker, youth, drug using sex workers and male 

sex workers.  

The Ragazza outreach team refers sex workers to all of these services, 

which form the Hamburg Advice Group on Prostitution (Ratschlag 

Prostitution Hamburg) and are engaged in advocacy activities on local and 

national levels. 
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  Isolation factors 

The degree of isolation in Hamburg was not as high as expected, taking into 

consideration sex workers' high degree of mobility (80% of contacts were 

new). From the data collected, about 55% knew of some sort of service, 

with the public health service being the most well known, established and 

well structured service for sex workers, including migrants, as they have 

opening hours with different interpreters.  

NGOs for migrants and other social services were less known. This should 

be taken into consideration more seriously, as the data above shows that 

sex workers are in need of more information on other services offered in 

the city, as well as access to social and legal support.  

The language barrier and the high turnover of sex workers in Hamburg 

could be isolation factors, given that almost 45% of sex workers reported 

not knowing of any service providers in town whatsoever.  

However, the network among sex workers apparently functions very well, 

as about 95% declared having contact with other sex workers, which could 

be a factor that diminishes isolation and permits the exchange of 

information, mutual support and solidarity.       

 

  Other activities 

Having another source of income is in this case a sign of autonomy and has 

no negative impact on sex workers' living or working conditions. Almost 

80% of contacts reported that sex work was their only source of income at 

the moment, while about 6% said that they had another source of income. 

Thai sex workers also reported offering health-related massage services. 
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HELSINKI 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this local report was collected during outreach carried 

out from April 2013 to March 2014 in the city of Helsinki, Finland. The 168 

contacts considered for this report represent only a small part of the 

outreach implemented by the team during the two years of the project, as 

the team made a total of 3,218 contacts through outreach work and drop-

ins during the mapping period. The outreach coverage included outreach 

work done by Pro-tukipiste's Helsinki branch during drop-ins, at bars and 

massage parlours and in online chats from April 1, 2013 to March 30, 2014. 

The survey content and the report data should be considered carefully, as 

they represent only part of a diverse reality and only feature contacts that 

involved longer discussions that dealt with the themes in the question-

naire. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

Pro-tukipiste does outreach work in bars once a month (five hours), on the 

streets once a week (five and a half hours), in online chats once a week 

(one and a half hours), and in Thai massage parlours once a week (four 

hours). Outreach work is done in pairs, meaning that there are at least two 

of Pro-tukipiste's staff working during every shift of outreach work. In 

street work, there can be up to two pairs of outreach workers, meaning 

four outreach workers altogether. Pro-tukipiste's outreach team does 

street work with the A Clinic Foundation's Street Clinic Project outreach 

team, which includes one peer worker. 

The Helsinki unit has a low threshold drop-in twice a week that lasts four 

hours. There are four to five staff members at each drop-in. On Monday 

drop-ins, there is a social worker and a nurse present, as well as a pair of 

outreach workers. On Thursday drop-ins, there is also a doctor. Services 

are available in Finnish, English, Russian, Estonian, Thai and (on 

Thursdays) Spanish. There are 30 to 70 visitors during each drop-in. 
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Both workers in the outreach team that visits Thai massage parlours speak 

Thai and understand Thai culture. This pair visits various Thai massage 

parlours one day per week for a period of four hours. Over the past year, 

three to nine Thai massage parlours were visited per shift. For the most 

part, the outreach team met female sex workers, but there were also male 

and transgender sex workers. 

 Outreach | Outreach work is done in the Helsinki city centre's erotic 

bars once a month. A pair of outreach workers meets the sex workers in 

these bars, and the content of their outreach work depends on what the sex 

workers need. During one evening, the outreach team usually visits two to 

three bars and also makes contact with sex workers outside of bars. 

Online chat-based outreach work is done in pairs. The members of the 

work pair do not need to be in the same location, and can stay in contact 

electronically during the time of the e-outreach session. In chat work, the 

outreach workers use Pro-tukipiste's Pro24/7 programme to sign into two 

chat rooms where (they estimate) Pro-tukipiste's target group can be 

reached. During the time of the e-outreach session, the outreach workers 

feed information into the public chat room to make it known that there are 

Pro-tukipiste workers present and that it is possible to chat with them 

privately (online). This service is marketed via banners on websites where 

sex workers advertise their services. 

 Contacts | Contacts are usually brief, whether they happen during drop-

ins or outreach. Longer discussions happen more generally during private 

individual appointments. The majority of the contacts included in this 

report are from individual appointments made by sex workers 

themselves, who came to Pro-tukipiste through outreach or drop-in. 

For this reason, over 90% of the contacts were initiated by sex workers. In 

outreach work, it is rare to have conversations that are long enough to fulfil 

the mutually agreed upon criteria for the report questionnaire. As a result, 

the number of contacts made via outreach work remained quite small, at 

5%. 

Pro-tukipiste Helsinki had 6,600 contacts altogether during 2013 (this 

includes outreach work, drop-ins, and appointments). In 2014, the total 

number of contacts stood at 3,050 as of the end of May. The results of the 

INDOORS survey were compared to Pro-tukipiste's own electronic 

statistical database in order to assess how the data collected for this report 

corresponded to all of Pro-tukipiste's work collectively. 
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  Failed contacts 

Contact refusals were not recorded, but sightings were (in other words, 

seeing a sex worker in a bar, on the street, etc., although she/he was not 

contacted or could not be contacted). The most common reasons for not 

being able to contact a sex worker were situations in which the outreach 

worker did not wish to interrupt or disturb the sex worker (for instance 

during negotiations with a customer), or else the sex worker clearly 

avoided the outreach worker. There were 145 sightings of this sort during 

the data collection period of this report. 

 

Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 8 4.8% 

The sex worker 155 92.2% 

Other 3 1.8% 

Non-response 2 1.2% 

TOTAL 168 100 % 

 

Key person/ intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 16 80% 

Owners or managers 2 10% 

Another organisation / institution 2 10% 

TOTAL 20 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER | The profile of service users is consistent with the profile 

drawn from Pro-tukipiste's own statistics. In the report data, women make 

up 96% of the respondents, and in Pro-tukipiste's own statistics the 

corresponding figure is 94%. Compared to 2011, the share of male 

respondents was surprisingly high, and this was due to the fact that Pro-

tukipiste began outreach work in gay chat rooms. There are only a few chat 

contacts included in this report because most chats were very brief or else 

only consisted of the person's personal information. Transgender 

respondents made up 0% of this year's data, and in Pro-tukipiste's 

customer profile they held a 1% share. 
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GENDER 

Female 161 95.8% 

Male 2 1.2% 

Non-response  5 3% 

TOTAL 168 100 % 

 

 

 AGE | The age profile was different compared to results from 2011. The 

number of contacts under the age of 25 was very small, at 1%. In the 

previous report, they held a 17% share. The most likely reason is that a 

very common place to contact youths is the internet, where conversations 

are more brief and superficial than what was included in this report. The 

majority of Finnish sex workers fell into the 26-35 age group, whereas 83% 

of migrant sex workers were over age 35.  

This age structure was quite similar to that of the 2011 report: the middle-

aged share was high. Sex workers who have worked in massage parlours 

for a long time have multifaceted problems and/or need support, and for 

this reason their share was so pronounced in the data. Pro-tukipiste does 

not collect statistical information on age, so there was no data available for 

comparison. According to staff estimates, the number of Pro-tukipiste 

clients under the age of 35 is high, so in this aspect the report's figures do 

not represent the reality. 

 

 MIGRATION | The distribution of nationals and migrants matched Pro-

tukipiste's own statistics; 82% of contacts were migrants, and in Pro-

tukipiste's database this figure is also 82%. The number of nationals in the 

2011 report was exceptionally high because Pro-tukipiste began online 

Finnish-language outreach work that year. There were many contacts, but 

they were brief. The largest group in the 2011 report was Russian. 

However, in this report the Thai share was high. This rise is due to the fact 

that outreach work in Thai massage parlours is long-term, and Pro-

tukipiste has been able to do more of it.  

When funding stopped, Pro-tukipiste had to temporarily cease outreach 

work in massage parlours, but during INDOORS III this work began again. 

During the study, the frequency of outreach work was increased to once a 

week (previously one to two times a month). The work has been long-term 

and the field's trust in Pro-tukipiste's workers has grown during the time 

of the study. 
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The most common countries of origin were Thailand, Russia, and Estonia. 

The Asia Pacific share (48%) was slightly overemphasised due to the high 

number of Thai contacts. According to Pro-tukipiste's own statistics, the 

figures for the corresponding time period are nonetheless correct: 40% of 

contacts were from the Asia Pacific, and 34% were from Eastern Europe 

and Central Asia. The number of different nationalities was lower than in 

2011. For instance, Latin America was not visible in Pro-tukipiste's work 

with its clients. About 15% of contacts did not have health insurance, and 

this figure is confirmed by Pro-tukipiste's statistics: 16% of Pro-tukipiste's 

client base does not have any health insurance whatsoever. 

 

MIGRATION 

Migrants 144 85.7% 

Nationals 23 13.7% 

Non-response 1 0.6% 

TOTAL  168 100 % 

 

ORIGIN 

European Union 15 10.4% 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 45 31.3% 

North America 5 3.5% 

Asia Pacific 69 47.9% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 10 6.9% 

TOTAL 144 100 % 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

No major changes have been made to Finnish law between the time of the 

2011 report and the current study. What has become increasingly an issue 

is that sex workers who have received residence permits from other EU 

countries, and as such are legally residing and seeking employment in 

Finland, do not know their labour or residence rights in any other country 

but that from which they originally received their residence permit.  

This can create problems when, for instance, sex workers believe that the 

business ID issued to them by the tax authority is also legal permission to 

work. Many are surprised to learn that while it is possible to reside in a 

country legally and register oneself with the tax authority as an entre-
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preneur, this does not in itself entitle one to work; rather, one must apply 

for a work permit. In practice, this means that sex workers can pay taxes 

without receiving any benefits in return. There are also examples of sex 

workers with unclear residence or work permit situations who do not dare 

contact the authorities even in cases of serious violence. 

Sex work is not considered legitimate work, which means that one cannot 

receive a work permit for it. In Finland, sex work is not seen as a labour 

issue at all. The possibility of being granted a residence permit depends on 

the grounds upon which one applies. In most cases, citizens of countries 

outside the EEA need a worker's residence permit to work in Finland. The 

permit is issued for the purposes of one or more fields of work and may be 

temporary or continuous.  

Migration policy and criminal policy are the main frames used for 

evaluating the status of migrant sex workers. For non-EU citizens, the 

Aliens Act is the most effective form of regulation, because if a non-EU sex 

worker is suspected of selling sexual services, she/he may be refused entry 

into the country. This is perhaps the most important reason why non-EU 

migrants avoid all contact with the Finnish authorities. 

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

Indoor sex work represents 95% of the Helsinki sex work scene. There are 

a few bars and night clubs, approximately 50 Thai massage parlours, and 

10 to 15 shops and clubs where striptease takes place. There are also 

apartments and private flats, which are used as venues for working. Sex 

work venues are all over the downtown area, along with one specific area 

where most of the Thai massage parlours are situated.  

Fundamentally, the indoors scene is the same now as it was in the 2011 

report. The relative share of massage parlours is larger than before, but 

there has been no quantifiable change in the indoors venues in Helsinki. 

The percentage of contacts made in bars is smaller than in 2011, and this is 

due to the increased monitoring and control of bars by the authorities and 

the police. As a result, one erotic bar even changed its concept and would 

no longer allow Pro-tukipiste's workers to enter. The owners were 

concerned that the presence of Pro-tukipiste employees would raise 

suspicions that prostitution was being allowed on the premises. 

H
EL

SI
N

K
I 



106 

Based on figures, a shift towards working in private apartments has 

happened since 2011. The internet's role in sex work has also grown in 

comparison to the previous report, and one possible reason could be that 

Pro-tukipiste is doing more outreach work on the internet. 

 

Places of work 

Apartment 52 24.3% 

Hotel 8 3.7% 

Bar 24 11.2% 

Club 23 10.8% 

Massage parlours 68 31.7% 

Sex shop 4 1.9% 

Other 12 5.6% 

Non-response 23 10.8% 

TOTAL 214 100 % 

Other: internet 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

Typically, sex workers discuss their work practices only if they are related 

to their health or security. The most common reason for discussing work 

practices is that a sex worker wants to know how to reduce health risks 

(both physical and psychological). In general, safer sex practices are a high 

priority and sex workers are very interested in their health and safety. 

Newcomers are the most vulnerable group, especially if they come from 

regions where safer sex materials are hard to find or are very expensive. 

Concrete instructions and face-to face counselling are very much 

appreciated by Pro-tukipiste's service users.  

During online outreach work, Pro-tukipiste's outreach workers have 

contacted people (typically between the ages of 18 and 25) interested in 

beginning sex work. The support work Pro-tukipiste does with them 

focuses on sexual health, safety, and the importance of respecting one's 

boundaries and rights. Usually people also bring up their economic 

situation and want to discuss the process of making choices between the 

different sources of income available to them.  Internet-based work has 

allowed Pro-tukipiste to offer support nationwide. 

In a study that concluded in 2013, Finland's National Institute for Health 

and Welfare and Pro-tukipiste ry gathered basic information on the health 

and wellbeing of adult erotic, escort, and sex workers in Finland, including 
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the incidence of HIV and hepatitis C. This research, henceforth referred to 

as the Terhy study, collected data from 234 individuals working in the sex 

and erotic industry in Finland. The study's respondents actively protected 

themselves by using condoms during sexual contact in their work. Condom 

use during the most recent instance of sexual intercourse in sex work was 

95% on average, varying from 92% of Finnish-language respondents to 

100% of English-language respondents.  Unprotected sex was thus rare, 

both in the data for this report and in the results from the Terhy study. As a 

consequence, it is not possible to draw any conclusions on current risky 

behaviours based on this information. 

However, one noteworthy factor that could contribute to risky behaviour 

related to HIV/STIs is tightened police control. Sex workers are afraid to 

carry condoms and lubricants (which can be used by the police to 

incriminate them), and when they do carry them they store them in places 

that increase the risk of condom breakage.  

 Access to healthcare | One additional vulnerability factor to consider is 

unequal access to healthcare. In Finland, health insurance is based on 

residence. If one is registered as a resident in Helsinki, then one is covered 

by national health insurance. Those who do not have insurance have to use 

private and very expensive health services, or else Pro-tukipiste's low 

threshold, anonymous basic health services.  

Eighty three percent of the sex workers in the INDOORS study had health 

insurance. This is due to the fact that many of the migrant contacts 

permanently reside in Finland and are entitled to public services as well. 

On the other hand, the report only includes contacts that involved longer 

conversations and in depth discussions of the themes in the questionnaire. 

Consequently, briefer contacts made during outreach work (for instance in 

bars) with foreign sex workers who do not live permanently in Finland 

were left out. 

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

  Social needs  

The services that Pro-tukipiste provides have traditionally focused on basic 

social services and social support, which are quite broad in scope. Social 

support includes various topics, such as social benefits and information 

about social services in general.  The need for legal advice has increased; 
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this concerns both administrative legislation and information about rights 

and legislation related to sex work. 

In Pro-tukipiste's work with sex workers of a foreign origin, issues tied to 

entrepreneurship, residence permits and work permits have become more 

prominent since 2011. Pro-tukipiste has tried to discuss these themes in 

peer group meetings. Other issues of importance have been support in old 

age, and the situation of children and youth. Pro-tukipiste responded to 

this need by starting the Wairun group for Thai youth in cooperation with 

the parishes of Helsinki. 

 

  Health needs 

Many sex workers have needs surrounding general health issues. Sex 

workers need health services that are not restricted to STI's; a holistic 

approach to health is necessary. Nevertheless, HIV/STI testing is the most 

frequently requested service. Quite often, the possibility of anonymous 

testing with counselling that is sensitive to sex work is the main reason for 

coming for the first time.  

Based on results from the Terhy study, HIV and STI testing are at a good 

level. Approximately 60% of Terhy respondents had done HIV testing 

sometime in the past 12 months. Approximately 60% of respondents also 

reported other STI testing in the last 12 months, varying from 69% of 

Finnish-language respondents to 29% of Thai-language respondents. 

Protection against hepatitis varied greatly between different language 

groups in the Terhy study. Forty-nine percent of respondents had received 

at least one vaccination against hepatitis B, ranging from 61% of Finnish-

language respondents to 10% of Thai-language respondents. Meanwhile, 

44% of respondents reported having at least one vaccination against 

hepatitis A. Over half of Finnish respondents had received at least one 

hepatitis A vaccination, while Thai- and English-language respondents did 

not report receiving any hepatitis A vaccinations. During the time of the 

Terhy study, Pro-tukipiste began offering hepatitis C testing. 

 

  Services offered to sex workers 

Pro-tukipiste evaluated the effectiveness of its services in 2013. The 

evaluation consisted of customer questionnaires and interviews, on the 

basis of which services are constantly being developed to respond better to 

the needs of sex workers. In the questionnaires, respondents expressed 

gratitude for all existing services. There were requests for extending 
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opening hours and for organising theme nights, which could deal with 

issues such as women's health, safety, self-defence and beauty, for 

example. Respondents also wished for a lawyer's services. 

According to client feedback, the services offered hit the mark. Cultural 

mediation plays an important role in service provision. The possibility of 

using services in one's own language increases their benefits. Cultural 

mediation also makes it possible for sex workers to tell outreach workers 

what their service needs are. It is not possible to fulfil every request, but 

Pro-tukipiste always considers suggestions in its development plans. 

Currently, Pro-tukipiste's cultural mediation resources cover the main 

nationalities represented among its service users. 

 

 

Mobility 

The biggest challenge when dealing with mobility was that the subject was 

hardly discussed. In the current data, the non-response rate was much 

lower (59%) than in the 2011 study data (78%). Nonetheless, due to this 

lack of information it is difficult to assess sex workers' mobility within 

Finland. Migrants are more mobile than nationals. Levi, which is a central 

location for winter sports and skiing, came up as the number one 

destination. Otherwise, mobility appears to be mainly between large and 

midsized cities. 

The same lack of data affects mobility across borders. Limiting the content 

of the report strictly to longer conversations may have affected the results 

with regard to cross-border mobility. In the current data, for example, 

mobility between the Nordic countries cannot be seen. Data on mobility is 

not directly available from Pro-tukipiste's own statistical database. 

Based on experience, Pro-tukipiste estimates that mobility is quite 

common and has increased over the past years. The mobility of sex 

workers is quite high both across borders and inside the country. Migrants 

are more mobile internally than nationals. The results support Pro-

tukipiste's view that especially migrants from non-EU countries are 

moving within the country for fear of being caught and deported. 

Repressive actions against visible prostitution in public venues have 

increased mobility. In addition, bars closing or changing their concepts 

forces sex workers to seek income from other cities. Competition between 

sex workers also affects mobility. 
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Sex workers' mobility follows general migration trends. There are no 

traditional chains, such as country of origin – transit country – country of 

destination. Rather, people are constantly moving. Southern Europe's 

worsening employment situation has forced people to migrate to northern 

EU countries in search of work.  

Within Finland, Thai workers move from city to city. The owners of 

massage parlours usually have several venues in different cities, and 

employees are sent to work in other places if they are needed there. 

However, based on report data, mobility is mainly seasonal, with some sex 

workers heading north to ski centres during the peak of ski season in the 

winter. 

 

Internal mobility 

Yes 22 13.1% 

No 48 28.6% 

Non-response 98 58.3% 

TOTAL 168 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 18 10.7% 

No 42 25.0% 

Non-response 108 64.3% 

TOTAL 168 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

Respondents discussed violence (19%) more often than discrimination 

(10%). The majority of those who discussed violence had been the target of 

that violence themselves. Based on percentages, violence was discussed 

more during this study than in the previous INDOORS study. One reason 

for this increase could be that the current study data includes victims of 

human trafficking. Another reason could be Pro-tukipiste's resumption of 

regular outreach work in Thai massage parlours. Pro-tukipiste's outreach 

work with Thai massage parlour workers has revealed criminal activity 

that had previously remained hidden from the authorities. The group's 

trust in Pro-tukipiste's employees is strong.  
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All in all, violence is a theme that was not discussed often in this study. One 

reason could be that violence does not happen so often that it would show 

in the data. On the other hand, the stigma surrounding sex work could 

prevent sex workers from discussing their experiences with the police, 

other authorities or even Pro-tukipiste's employees, even though Pro-

tukipiste's employees are well prepared to have that discussion. The idea 

behind outreach work is to provide help and support according to the 

client's needs, so in fieldwork any discussion of violence would only 

happen if initiated by the sex worker. Increased resources to provide more 

low threshold talk support would be very important in this area. 

One issue to take note of is the methodological choice that Pro-tukipiste 

made in the study survey: because a new entry was created for each 

contact, it is difficult to tell if the sex workers who experienced violence 

brought it up in every contact or if they mentioned it only once or twice. It 

is unfortunate that such an important topic is almost impossible to analyse 

on the basis of these results. 

 

  Violence 

Nine percent of those who discussed violence said that they had not 

experienced violence while doing sex work. The most common form of 

violence was economic exploitation, and the second most common form of 

violence was physical and psychological. Due to the relatively small 

amount of discussion surrounding violence, differences between the 

various types of violence were small and it was not possible to draw 

extensive conclusions from them. As regards the perpetrators of violence, 

there were no differences between the results of the 2014 study and the 

2011 study. 

 

  Discrimination 

A lack of responses also affected Pro-tukipiste's results on discrimination. 

It is nevertheless worth noting that in the 2011 study, police perpetration 

of discrimination was as high as 41%. The large number was tied to the 

tightening of control and raids surrounding street prostitution and erotic 

bars. This increase of control was justified as part of the anti-trafficking 

effort. During that time, many sex workers (migrants in particular) 

reported offensive and racist treatment from the police. Experiences of 

discrimination were discussed in Pro-tukipiste's services often, and Pro-

tukipiste actively tried to address faults in police behaviour, which has in 

part won more trust from some client groups such that violence and 
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discrimination have become easier to discuss. Currently, the situation has 

calmed down and there are far fewer reports of police discrimination, but 

because the subject was discussed so often during that time, it has become 

easier to bring up the theme. In the current study data on discrimination, 

the police still account for 18% of perpetrators. 

 

  Charges 

The majority of sex workers who experience violence or discrimination 

still do not report it to the authorities or press charges against the 

perpetrators. Sex workers do not believe that they will receive justice for 

rights violations. In the case of intimate partner violence or abuse by a 

loved one, the emotional relationship with the perpetrator prevents sex 

workers from reporting the incident(s). 

 

 

Isolation 

Current study results on service accessibility are almost identical to those 

from 2011. Regular outreach work and easily accessible low threshold 

services have made it possible to use Pro-tukipiste's services. Thanks to 

cultural mediators, a portion of migrant sex workers can even have 

services in their own language. 

The high number of Thai contacts in the study affected the high degree of 

communality. Thai culture is very communal, and while massage parlours 

are a workplace, they are also a space for community interaction. This 

same supportive sense of community can be found in other sex work 

venues. For instance, sex workers' closed forums online play a significant 

role in peer communication and support. In this study, 77% of respondents 

had some kind of connection to one or many other sex workers. The 

majority of contacts (76%) said sex work was their only source of income. 

Isolation in sex work differs according to the way of working. Those who 

work alone and online have less contact with their colleagues than the 

workers who are in bars or massage parlours. More open and public 

premises within the indoors scene offer a communal space where sex 

workers can meet and be in contact with their peers.  

There are many different ethnic subgroups within the indoors scene. If 

someone is excluded from her/his community, all of the risks associated 

with isolation grow remarkably high. Isolation at work means a lack of 
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peer support, a lack of information on where to turn in unsafe situations, 

and a lack of information on where to get support and protection when 

needed. Those sex workers who know other sex workers use their 

connections to share important information about safety, services etc. 

In society, isolation is compounded by stigma. The stigma attached to sex 

work intensifies integration problems for migrants in particular. Few sex 

workers want to be open about their occupation because of the heavy 

stigma attached to it. Disclosure of sex work can lead to serious 

consequences in different spheres of a sex worker's life (in job searches, 

parenting, housing, etc.). One of the biggest psychological burdens for sex 

workers is that they have to conceal such a big part of their lives.   

Isolation affects all indoor sex workers to some extent. Migrant sex 

workers in particular tend to create strong subgroups within their own 

ethnic communities and within Finnish society. Isolation from society puts 

all indoor migrant workers in a vulnerable position because they lack 

knowledge of their rights and existing services. Misinformation in the 

community is common, and many sex workers end up paying high fees just 

for basic advice.  

Knowledge of service availability varies. Many in the sex work field know 

about Pro-tukipiste's services. People who have been living in Finland 

typically know about other services as well. However, knowing of existing 

services is not a guarantee that one knows how to use those services 

properly. This is why ultimately low threshold, easily accessible services 

are necessary, and why peer networks are so valuable. 
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MADRID 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this survey was collected during outreach carried out 

from March 2013 until mid-June 2014. The outreach took place in the city 

centre of Madrid in bars, clubs and flats exclusively with female indoor sex 

workers. Seventeen venues were visited, and there were 447 contacts in 

total. 

The outreach covered only a small percentage of the sex work venues in 

Madrid, especially in the city centre. There are no official figures on sex 

work venues. There were many other clusters of sex work venues 

throughout the capital where managers did not grant access. 

Furthermore, the sex work context described here also concerns 

transgender and male sex workers, although the team only contacted 

female sex workers.  

For all of these reasons, this data should be treated cautiously, as it 

represents only one of the complex and multifaceted realities of the indoor 

sex work sector. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

During 2013 and the beginning of 2014, the team continued developing 

their work on premises where they had been working before, with the 

exception of two clubs that closed and one club that changed its schedule 

during the night. Due to the creation of a new work group, the outreach 

team has also started visiting new indoor sex work venues. 

The outreach visits took place once a week, but sometimes (due to some 

incidents) once every 15 days. 

In total, the outreach team visited two buildings in Legazpi, four 

individual flats and 11 clubs in the downtown. The team stopped 

visiting road clubs because the managers only allowed them entrance 

during times or into areas with no female sex workers. The visits took 

place approximately once a month in each place, depending on the human 

resources available. 

T 



115 

The outreach team's approach to accessing new indoor venues has always 

been to ask the owner, explain to her/him who the outreach team is, what 

they do and the characteristics, objectives and methodology of their visits 

to the premises. At this point during the visit, the relationship with the 

owner is cordial, and sometimes the team has also been able to discuss sex 

work. 

The methodology regarding female sex workers is based on offering 

information and support through a progressive, close and confidential 

relationship that makes them feel comfortable with the team's presence 

and the issues and needs that they want the team to address. An essential 

issue faced with female sex workers is the explanation of what kind of 

organisation Hetaira is, and the team's perspective on sex work, given that 

two of the main objectives are individual empowerment and group 

empowerment for sex workers to collectively organise (highlighting 

consciousness of their rights and the struggle against stigma).  

On the other hand, the organisation also offers counselling on sex work 

practices and legal, health, psychological and social issues. Every time the 

team does outreach, they encourage women working in clubs and flats to 

visit Hetaira's premises, though they generally do not come. However, they 

are increasing their visits little by little for various reasons, principally: 

voluntary termination of pregnancy, training workshops, computer classes, 

legal and social advice, etc. 

Sex workers generally welcome the political stance of the organisation. 

They sometimes react with agreement and enthusiasm, sometimes with 

total indifference, but no one has ever reacted negatively. 

 The high mobility of female indoor sex workers | The team meets new 

women every time it conducts outreach work, with the result that its 

members must introduce themselves from the very beginning each time. 

The team leaves two posters with information on how to contact the 

organisation in each flat, and sex workers can hang these posters in the 

kitchen or in the dressing room. This way, women who did not meet the 

outreach team can access the information as well.  

Another issue that complicates the creation of a confident and confidential 

atmosphere with sex workers is the fact that outreach is conducted in their 

workplace, often in a group and sometimes with owners and managers. 

This minimises chances for sex workers to discuss personal issues and 

problems connected to their workplace. When they come to the 

organisation's premises, this problem is solved and they can communicate 

better with the team. 
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Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 420 94% 

The sex worker 26 5.8% 

Other 1 0.2% 

TOTAL 447 100 % 

Other: another organisation/institution 

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

Email 1 0.2% 

At the service provider's centre 31 7.4% 

During outreach (visits) 387 92.2% 

During a public event 1 0.2% 

TOTAL 420 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER, AGE, MIGRATION | As in previous periods, the main regions of 

origin for indoor sex workers contacted during outreach were Latin 

America (Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Dominican Republic) and Eastern 

Europe (Romania). All female sex workers were biological women, given 

that there were no transsexuals on the premises that were visited. The 

majority of female sex workers are young, between 20 and 45 years old, 

but there are exceptions of women over 55. 

Generally, the majority of female sex workers have a regular legal and 

administrative status, however some said that they were in an illegal 

administrative situation. It is difficult to know exactly what their situation 

is regarding their legal status because this is an issue that is not discussed 

during first meetings, but rather when sex workers feel more trustful of the 

team. 

 

GENDER 

Female 436 97.6% 

Male 9 2.0% 

Transgender 1 0.2% 

Non-response  1 0.2% 

TOTAL (number and percentage) 447 100 % 
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MIGRATION 

Migrants 406 90.9% 

Nationals 39 8.7% 

Non-response 2 0.4% 

TOTAL 447 100 % 

 

ORIGIN 

European Union 109 26.8% 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 9 2.2% 

Balkan countries 2 0.5% 

Latin America and Caribbean 267 65.8% 

Asia Pacific 11 2.7% 

Maghreb 4 1% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 4 1% 

TOTAL 406 100 % 

 

 CHANGES | Since 2011-2012, some aspects have changed due to the 

difficult economic situation in Spain. 

With the present conservative government, Madrid and the country as a 

whole have suffered dangerous setbacks in essential rights areas: labour, 

social, freedom of expression and demonstration, equality between women 

and men, healthcare, sexual and reproductive health, abortion, etc. The 

economic situation has not improved, and has not stopped worsening 

either. The financial crisis has increased the number of people living at risk 

of poverty and therefore vulnerability, while the government continues to 

respond with austerity measures that cut social rights. 

The number of women who have started doing sex work because of 

unemployment has gradually increased. There are more Spanish women 

who have entered sex work as a result of this situation (however, the 

phenomenon is not as widespread as the media suggests), and there are 

many women who emigrate to other European countries, such as Sweden, 

Germany, Italy and France. A lack of customers has led to the closure of 

some of the premises that were visited in 2011. Prices for services have 

dropped, and sex workers are having to work more hours to earn what 

they used to gain after a few hours. For all of these reasons, the work 

atmosphere has worsened and there is more competition among indoor 

sex workers, sometimes pushing them into riskier situations. As a totality, 

this makes sex workers more vulnerable in negotiations with customers 

and venue owners. M
A
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The atmosphere is discouraging; women are tired and worried by the lack 

of work. Prostitution is no longer as profitable a business as it used to be, 

and this creates an unsatisfactory situation for all sex workers. 

Furthermore, all of these problems negatively impact sex workers' working 

conditions and quality of life because they put a strain on relationships and 

support between co-workers.  

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

  Sex work  

As sex work in Spain is neither legal nor illegal, there is no need for a work 

permit to engage in sex work. In Spain, as in all EU countries, it is becoming 

increasingly difficult to regularise one's situation, and sex workers cannot 

obtain a contract for sex work in order to regularise their immigration 

status.  

 

  Migration  

Immigration laws are still very strict, and the persecution of migrants is a 

daily practice in Madrid. There are raids in working-class neighbourhoods 

and at metro exits, all based on racial profiling. There are many migrants 

who have been detained in Alien Detention Centres, where they are not 

informed of their rights. 

The government continues to conduct raids in indoor sex work venues 

under the guise of combating human trafficking. This results in the 

detention of sex workers (who engaged in sex work of their own accord) in 

Alien Detention Centres, where they are subsequently deported. In Madrid, 

Hetaira's team has encountered these sorts of cases, and continues to 

encourage sex workers to contact them if they know of anyone in this 

situation. For this reason, Hetaira collaborates with the Platform for the 

Closing down of Alien Detention Centres. This platform offers advice, 

accompaniment and information for people who are in these detention 

centres. 

 

 

 

 



119 

  Repressive measures  

The repressive laws against sex workers have increased, and follow 

different patterns. 

The Madrid city council has announced a new city ordinance that will fine 

customers. Sex workers are concerned by this because it will affect them 

personally; they will lose the capacity to negotiate and will be in a much 

more vulnerable position, as they will be forced to work in more isolated 

areas and negotiate agreements with customers more quickly. As a result, 

in February 2014 groups of street sex workers assembled and protested 

the announcement of the new citizen security law and the new city 

ordinance. A spokesperson attended a meeting with the city council in 

order to express the sex worker community's fears and the consequences 

that such repressive laws will have on sex workers. There were no 

negotiations, and the city council reinforced its negative stance and 

disregard for the consequences of the city ordinance. 

The city ordinance is aimed at street sex workers, because its hidden 

agenda is to eliminate outdoor sex work and move all sex workers into 

indoor venues, where they have no protection from owners' abuses. 

Even though the city ordinance has not yet been implemented, its effects 

are already visible. Customers are afraid of being fined, and are starting to 

buy services less often or else in a more hurried and clandestine manner, 

leaving little time for negotiating services and terms.  

After the announcement of the city ordinance, police harassment has 

increased and has created a state of alarm among sex workers and their 

customers. There is an atmosphere of repression and fear in areas where 

there are street sex workers. 

The stigma, the lack of identification as sex workers, the view that sex work 

is temporary, the need for privacy, etc. are all factors that make sex 

workers accept their lack of rights and the arbitrariness of those who run 

their workplaces as something normal and inevitable. 

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

Since 2011, the sex work venues visited by the outreach team have had the 

same structure: they are managed by third parties. Sex workers do not 

manage these venues independently. The venues are structured in such a M
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way that there is always a group of female sex workers working together, 

and a club manager or apartment overseer. One could say that these are 

typical sex work venues. 

Sex workers work together with third parties because they choose to work 

in an establishment, rather than being independent at home or renting a 

flat. Many sex workers feel that it is safer to work this way than to work 

alone at home, and that this helps keep sex work separate from their 

private lives. 

 Earnings | According to the team's knowledge, sex workers keep 50% of 

their earnings from the services that they offer and the drinks that 

customers buy.  

In the clubs located downtown, female sex workers can choose their work 

schedules, but if they are not present for all of the hours that the club is 

open (this is normally from 6:00 pm to 3:00 am), they do not receive their 

daily salary – a salary that they are paid apart from any services provided. 

Nowadays, sex workers try to complete the established schedule because 

on some days they do not have any customers, and this daily salary is the 

only money that they earn. 

In the flats that were visited, female sex workers were also able to choose 

their schedules, though this may not be the case everywhere. Some sex 

workers told the team about flats where there are many strict rules, very 

long opening hours and specific sexual practices. 

In 2013, the team started visiting two blocks of buildings with many sex 

work flats in each of them. One featured a typical example of low level 

prostitution. The prices were very low and the venues were very 

precarious. They were so-called "sube y baja" (up and down) venues, 

named after the promptness of their services. The atmosphere was more 

sordid, tense and degrading than in the other flats that were visited by the 

team, and the level of anguish was higher because of the financial crisis. 

Alcohol consumption is very common. Some of the female sex workers told 

the team that they do not drink any alcohol and that they ask customers to 

buy them a non-alcoholic drinks, but it is very common for sex workers to 

drink because many customers want them to do so. It is not usual for sex 

workers to discuss the consumption of other drugs, but the team is aware 

that drug use has greater relevance in other settings. In some cases, sex 

workers discussed the issue openly and expressed the wish to enter rehab. 
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Places of work 

Apartment 184 40.9% 

Hotel 7 1.6% 

Club 257 57.1% 

Other 1 0.2% 

Non-response 1 0.2% 

TOTAL 450 100 % 

Other: through an agency 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

Unsafe sexual practices were an issue that the sex workers who were 

contacted usually discussed in the third person, as they did not recognise 

these issues in connection with themselves. 

The necessity of practicing safer sex during anal and vaginal penetration is 

something that the majority of female sex workers understood with 

absolute clarity, but according to the knowledge of the team, unsafe oral 

sex is quite common and difficult for women to recognise as dangerous.  

Many flats do not impose any kinds of practices, but they do ask for oral 

sex without protection, so the practice is seen as normal. 

The female sex workers who were contacted also had excessive hygiene 

habits that contributed to STI and HIV vulnerability, such that it became an 

issue that the team needed to discuss during outreach and in workshops. 

The financial crisis is also a factor that promotes unsafe sexual practices. 

Due to the urgent need for income, some female sex workers take more 

risks. 

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

  Health needs  

The main healthcare needs of the sex workers who were contacted were 

access to STI and HIV tests, public healthcare and abortion. 

Sex workers continue to get tested in specialised public centres, where the 

majority have been happy with the treatment and services that they have 

received. These centres (despite the legal change in healthcare) still 

operate as they did in 2011, on the principle that they receive everyone 

and do not ask for documentation before granting access to services. 
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Access to public healthcare after the legal reform became a problem for 

people in an irregular administrative situation, as well as for those who 

were not paying for social security. There are informed sex workers who 

try to demand their rights, but many sex workers do not want to start 

bureaucratic processes because they consider them too difficult and 

complex, and prefer to go to private doctors or to emergency care facilities. 

This happens despite the complete information that is provided by the 

team and the accompaniment services that it offers to help with this 

process.  

In relation to abortion, women who have a health insurance card can still 

access cost-free abortion services up to 14 weeks of gestation. The new law 

that was announced by the government has not yet come into force. 

Women who have no health insurance card cannot access cost-free 

abortion. There are, however, some women who can still have an abortion 

even without an insurance card, through the platform "yosisanidad-

universal" (Iyesuniversalhealthcare). However, this mechanism is not 

widely known, and the situation promotes clandestine and unsafe 

abortions. 

 

  Social needs  

In Madrid, there are many organisations that provide social assistance to 

sex workers, but most of them are based on an abolitionist perspective and 

do not take sex workers' rights into account. This implies that sex workers 

are well attended at an assistance level, but not in facing stigma and 

empowerment, given that these organisations' modes of operation produce 

the contrary effect through victimisation. 

Since 2011, due to cutbacks in social spending, access to public social 

services has become more difficult and grants for assistance organisations 

have decreased, forcing many to reduce their staff or close. As a result, sex 

workers end up having less access to social rights, such as the minimum 

integration income (RMI), unemployment benefits, housing, help for single 

mothers, training, etc. 

The most common issues discussed by sex workers were their adminis-

trative situation (accessing or renewing permits, obtaining Spanish 

nationality), access to healthcare, payment of taxes as a freelancer, etc. 

They were surprised when the outreach team informed them of their rights 

and discussed their working conditions from a rights-based perspective. 

Most sex workers did not express concrete needs, but rather the main need 

to talk openly about their work and their fear of being judged. 
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Mobility 

In the majority of cases, when sex workers discussed mobility, they 

mentioned it in the third person, referring to co-workers who had gone to 

other places or friends who had left a long time ago. According to this and 

the outreach team's knowledge, many sex workers are mobile within Spain 

and internationally.  

 

  National mobility  

Migration within national borders is normally between flats, where sex 

workers work for approximately one month. In many cases, the mode of 

operation is based on working several hours, days or even weeks, during 

which time the sex worker does not leave the flat in order to make the 

most of the trip and earn as high an income as possible. This could threaten 

their physical and psychological health. 

 

  International mobility  

International mobility is normally temporary, and the main objective is to 

find better working conditions and return to Spain. Sex workers do 

consider Spain to be their permanent place of residence.  

The female sex workers who were contacted considered France and Italy 

to be countries where the situation was more complex. When they chose to 

work in those countries, it was because they had a close friend who could 

support them. The most frequently reported countries were Germany, the 

Netherlands and Switzerland. 

 

National mobility 

Yes 19 4.3% 

No 61 13.6% 

Non-response 367 82.1% 

TOTAL  447 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 15 3.4% 

No 63 14% 

Non-response 369 82.6% 

TOTAL 447 100 % 
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Violence and discrimination 

As was the case in the last report in 2011-2012, discussion of violence and 

discrimination took place only in a limited number of contacts: violence 

was discussed in 20 contacts (4.5%), and discrimination was discussed in 7 

contacts (1.6%). This was due to the high mobility and continuous 

turnover in the venues that were visited. These changes resulted in an 

atmosphere that made it difficult to discuss these issues. 

Given this, the data cannot be analysed.  

The most important aspect to note is the impunity of aggressors against 

sex workers. Regardless of whether the violence is physical, psychological 

or verbal, it is always met with impunity based on stigma and the lack of 

justice that sex workers feel they will receive against their aggressors. In 

many cases, sex workers do not identify a violent act as such, seeing it 

instead as normal because they have internalised the stigma. 

 The situation | The financial crisis, the atmosphere of criminalisation 

and the general persecution of sex workers have worsened since 2011. The 

deterioration of the situation has resulted in an increase of circumstances 

that render sex workers more vulnerable to violence. Pressure from 

owners and customers has also increased, promoting the establishment of 

physical, psychological and verbally violent situations.  

Discrimination and violence are complex issues to discuss with sex 

workers. Violence increases with growing inequality, along with 

persecution, criminalisation and stigma. The policies that criminalise sex 

work and the mass media paint a victimising and degrading picture of sex 

workers. This encourages stigmatisation and therefore discrimination. 

For many women, it is difficult to recognise that they are being subjected to 

discrimination, either because of shame or because they try to normalise 

certain discriminatory behaviours. In the majority of cases, the team 

noticed that the sex workers they contacted were subjected to 

discrimination on the basis of their occupation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



125 

Isolation 

In Madrid, there are several services dedicated to sex workers and 

migrants, and indoor sex workers are aware of these different services.  

However, Madrid is not representative of other areas in Spain, especially 

rural areas, where sex workers are highly isolated and have nowhere to go. 

In Madrid, it is also important to underline that the team has done outreach 

in the most "open-minded" venues (where the team had easier access), 

thus favouring contact with sex workers who have access to other 

organisations.  

There are also other, more hidden places where the team does not have 

access, and it is very possible that sex workers there do not know of any 

organisations. 
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MARSEILLE 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this survey was collected during outreach carried out 

from January 2013 until June 2014. The team contacted sex workers who 

work in private locations, such as apartments, hotels and bars. The team 

also visited a specific historical part of the city regularly, where several 

apartments are situated. Other sex work venues exist in Marseille, such as 

saunas and sex shops. However, Autres Regards' outreach focused only on a 

part of the local indoor scene.  

This report is based on 101 contacts with 101 different sex workers. These 

contacts represent a part of the outreach implemented by the team 

during the two years of the project, and should be treated very 

cautiously. Data was collected only from the most "complete" contacts, 

with the most complete information. This is why the percentage of sex 

workers contacted during visits (54%) is higher than the percentage of sex 

workers contacted through phone calls (45%), even if in reality phone calls 

were the most used method of contact. 

Comparisons between this and the previous report (2011-2012) will be 

drawn whenever possible, mostly based on the expertise of the outreach 

team, and taking into account the fact that the number of mapped contacts 

and the types of mapped venues differed in both reports. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

Outreach was conducted through phone calls, visits and to a minor extent 

through information and communication technologies, with the main 

contact tool being the phone. Some sex workers contacted Autres Regards 

via the organisation's chat room, some visited the service provider's office 

and others made contact via word of mouth. 

Sex workers' contact information was found online (on specialised or 

general websites) and in a local newspaper.  

Sometimes intermediaries, especially sex workers, were used to facilitate 

contact with other sex workers, but this remained the exception.  

T 
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 Phone calls | Were the main method for establishing initial contact with 

indoor sex workers, and were made during the day between 11:00 am and 

5:00 pm. The selected hours of contact took into account their working 

hours and those of the team.  

The outreach team was composed of a social worker and a peer. The peer 

worker played an important role, as she was the main contact person for 

phone calls. 

The outreach worker began the phone call by describing the organisation, 

its non-judgemental approach to sex work and the services it offers: 

medical, psychological and social support. The approach was explained as 

being mainly based on health prevention, which is why the outreach 

worker often chose to speak with sex workers about HIV/STI prevention 

and condom breakage, but rights and advocacy were also discussed. 

Once a discussion took place, a text message containing the organisation's 

contact information (phone number, email, website) was sent after the 

phone call.  

This methodology was always adapted to suit sex workers' wishes and 

availability.  

 Visits | Were also part of the outreach methodology, and the team 

offered  to meet sex workers at their workplaces early on in discussions, 

especially in private apartments, or in a more neutral location. During the 

two years of project, there were some opportunities to visit and meet sex 

workers outside the office, after having made initial contact via telephone.  

Outreach work was also carried out in a specific area in Marseille, where 

sex workers work in apartments, close to each other. 

This contact allowed the team to understand the situation and working 

conditions of sex workers more deeply, and to approach sensitive themes, 

such as violence and discrimination, more easily. 

 Communication | Sex workers were also contacted using information 

and communication technologies, such as the organisation's SIT chat66 

and Facebook page. The SIT chat took place once a week, from 4:00 pm to 

5:30 pm, and was moderated by a peer worker and an outreach worker. 

The chat on Facebook took place several times a week on an irregular 

basis, as needed. While Facebook only targeted sex workers with whom 

contact had already been made, the SIT was a tool that allowed Autres 

                                                           
66 For more information on the SIT (Social Intervention Tool), visit https://sittool.net/. For the 
organisation's SIT page, see https://autres-regards.sittool.net/.  M
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Regards to reach "new" sex workers. Only a small number of contacts took 

place using these two methods.  

 Bars | Outreach in bars continues to be implemented, although more 

irregularly, as it is difficult to have a real discussion about sex work in 

hostess bars and measure the action's impact. The main reason is that sex 

work is prohibited in these specific venues, and owners and bartenders 

could be punished for pimping. Hostesses cannot speak freely about sex 

work, and the outreach team must establish a strong link with them first. 

Thus, for the time being, the team discusses general health and security at 

these workplaces. 

 Contacts | The outreach team made 590 contacts in total; a third of 

these contacts failed. Either no one was available at the time of the 

contact (this was especially true for phone calls), or sex workers refused to 

have a long discussion with the outreach team. Some of them said that they 

would contact Autres Regards later if the need arose, and kept the address 

and phone number. 

It is difficult to assess why some of the sex workers who were contacted 

refused the contact. Sometimes they clearly stated why they were not 

interested (e.g. not in sex work anymore, not concerned, wish to remain 

anonymous), but sometimes they simply said, "I'm not interested," and it 

was difficult to continue the conversation by phone, as sometimes sex 

workers simply cut the conversation short.  

For two-thirds of the contacts, sex workers were interested and the 

link was maintained with the majority of them, either by phone, through 

visits or through the use of information and communication technologies. 

During the two years of the project, outreach methodology was modified 

and readapted according to its impact, the needs of sex workers and the 

team's human resources. 

The methodology is in constant evolution. Indoor sex workers remain hard 

to reach, as their workplaces are hidden and their addresses are not visible 

on the internet. Sex workers often want to remain anonymous, fearing 

scrutiny from public authorities (the police, tax authorities).  

 Migrants | Migrants are particularly difficult to reach because of the 

language barrier. Therefore, it is necessary to develop outreach tools, such 

as text messages and chat rooms in different languages, and outreach 

workers should ideally be multilingual. In the latter case, sex workers from 

the same language community can also help act as intermediaries to 

improve the service provider's contact with other sex workers. 
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Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 80 79.2 % 

The sex worker 21 20.8 % 

TOTAL 101 100 % 

 

Intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 18 90 % 

Owners or managers 1 5 % 

Another organisation / institution 1 5 % 

TOTAL 20 100  

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

Telephone 36 45 % 

During accompaniment 1 1.3 % 

During outreach (visits) 43 53.8 % 

TOTAL  80 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER | The majority of indoor sex workers are women (80.2%), while 

transgender people represent the second largest group (16.8%). Male sex 

workers were underrepresented in the data (3%); this can be explained by 

the fact that the outreach team decided to concentrate its efforts on women 

and transgender people for the study. No major changes were observed in 

the last two years concerning gender. 

 AGE | The majority of sex workers contacted were aged 46 and upwards 

(30.7%), or fell into the 26-35 age group (26%). This is a notable change 

compared to the previous mapping (2011-2012), as the age is slightly 

higher. According to the team's knowledge, this does not completely 

correspond to the reality, as the sex workers who were visited in various 

sex work venues, such as apartments, were older than the sex workers who 

were contacted by phone. Nevertheless, this age distribution gives a good 

overview of the diversity of the sex work scene. The data on age came from 

information provided by sex workers themselves or from advertisements. 

Advertised ages are not reliable because sex workers never reveal their 

real age: younger sex workers advertise an older age, while older sex 

workers advertise a younger age.  M
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Transgender people held a more significant share of the 18-25 age bracket. 

The team estimates that it is easier for transgender people to work in 

indoor sex work than in outdoor sex work because of the high level of 

stigmatisation and discrimination that they face for being transgender. 

 MIGRATION | Migrants accounted for 53.5% of the sex workers 

encountered during this mapping. It was easier for the team to ask about 

the migration patterns and nationalities of sex workers during visits than 

on the telephone. Indeed, it was a choice not to ask about nationality 

directly during phone calls, because the team was concerned that such a 

call would unintentionally come across to sex workers as police 

investigation of migrants. Due to the fact that migration is a sensitive 

subject, Autres Regards lacks sufficient data for comparison to the 2011-

2012 results, and is aware that it is not possible to have a complete 

overview of the local scene. Nevertheless, according to the outreach team's 

knowledge, proportions within the data represent the reality of the indoor 

sex work scene quite accurately.  

 ORIGIN AND NATIONALITIES | Based on the results of this mapping, 

migrant sex workers mainly come from two regions: the European Union 

(Spain, Portugal and especially Romania) and Sub-Saharan Africa. Some sex 

workers also come from the Maghreb (Algeria). Fourteen nationalities 

were counted in total. These numbers reflect the migration reality that can 

be found among the general population in Marseille, which is an important 

point on Mediterranean migration routes.  

Still, this data should be treated carefully, as it represents only a part of the 

local indoor sex work scene. The migrant share of the indoor sex work 

scene is estimated to be more significant, especially on general websites, 

where it is easy to publish an ad even if the sex worker does not speak 

French very well. 

 

GENDER 

Female 81 80.2 % 

Male 3 3 % 

Transgender 17 16.8 % 

TOTAL 101 100 % 
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MIGRATION 

Migrants 54 53.5 % 

Nationals 44 43.6 % 

Non-response 3 3 % 

TOTAL 101 100 % 

  

ORIGIN 

European Union 17 31.5 % 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 2 3.7 % 

Latin America and Caribbean 10 18.5 % 

Asia Pacific 2 3.7 % 

Maghreb 9 16.7 % 

Sub-Saharan Africa 14 25.9 % 

TOTAL 54 100 % 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

A vast majority of indoor sex workers who were contacted for this 

mapping were in a regular situation (78%) and had health insurance 

(81%). One could assume that being in an irregular situation is a major 

obstacle for sex workers to accessing service providers: they are more 

mobile and hidden, seeking anonymity and fearing police scrutiny.  

 

  Sex work  

Aside from the fact that sex work is neither prohibited nor regulated, 

French legislation is clearly abolitionist. The national legislation has many 

implications, especially as sex workers are often the targets of laws that 

impact their ability to work in favourable conditions. Because of the 

national legislative circumstances, sex work is still a marginalised and 

clandestine activity.  

The law on pimping has a clearly negative impact on sex workers' working 

conditions and lives: sex workers face legal difficulties when working 

together in the same place, which impedes contact, protection and support 

between colleagues; and sex workers cannot enjoy the basic human right 

to a private and family life, as pimping covers such a broad range of actions 

that even partners of sex workers can be charged with pimping if they 

cannot prove that they have their own financial resources. M
A

R
SE

IL
LE

 



132 

Organising indoor sex work is also forbidden. Sex work is prohibited in 

hotels, saunas, bars, clubs and other areas open to the public, which 

impedes the outreach work of organisations. Based on recent police 

practices, sex workers advertising online are monitored, and the evidence 

can be used by the tax administration for an audit. 

 

  Changes  

The French National Assembly voted for the criminalisation of clients in 

December 2013, and the Special Commission of the Senate voted against 

this in July 2014. The legislative path is not yet clear and this question 

remains current, as it will once again be put to a vote before the French 

National Assembly. The law criminalising clients will amplify the negative 

consequences of the law criminalising soliciting. Due to police repression, 

sex workers have been forced to hide in order to work, and to move to 

other regions and countries. Sex workers have found themselves 

increasingly isolated and in precarious situations. Under these conditions, 

access to health and rights, and thus the prevention of STIs and HIV, is 

complicated. 

 

  Migration  

There are no specific provisions for migrants with regard to sex work. 

Since sex work is not considered work, it is not a legal means for 

regularising one's situation. The proliferation of municipal bylaws against 

sex work and the tightening of migration policies put indoor sex workers in 

a highly vulnerable situation. 

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

The majority of the sex workers who were contacted for this mapping 

work alone (87%) in apartments (71.7%), located across the city and 

also in a specific area near the centre. Sex workers also work in hotels 

(25%) and in hostess bars (1.7%), saunas and sex shops:  venues that are 

underrepresented in this mapping.  

It is important to note that sex workers are mobile within the city and 

work in multiple venues; the results of this mapping prove this mixed form 

of sex work. 
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 Bars | The outreach team did not have proper access to hostess bars, as 

sex work is forbidden in these venues. They are not official workplaces, 

and it is very difficult to make direct contact with sex workers there. Sex 

workers in hostess bars cannot speak about sex work, or else do not want 

to. The owner or the bartender in a hostess bar could easily be accused of 

pimping, and it is assumed that they do not allow sex workers to speak 

freely about sex work. 

 Apartments | Concerning apartments, indoor sex workers work either in 

their own apartments (38%), in apartments rented specifically for sex 

work (43%), or visit clients for outcalls (15%). Sex workers also practice a 

mixed form of sex work, as some of them offer both outcalls and incalls. 

The team assumes that there are multiple reasons behind how sex workers 

choose their workplace: income potential, more safety, client demands, the 

desire for anonymity, fear of the police and fear of legislation related to sex 

work. 

 Migrants | The percentage of migrant sex workers working at home is 

higher (41%) than the percentage of national sex workers doing the same 

(25%). This result is interesting, because it is generally difficult for 

migrants to rent an apartment in France: they need a payslip and must be 

in a regular situation. For those who cannot do this, the choice of venue 

depends (as it does for nationals) on multiple factors, and on their own 

limits and their assessment of risks. It also reveals their precarious and 

insecure situation.  

 Work structure | The The majority of indoor sex workers work alone, 

while only a few work with one or more sex workers (13%). This fact is 

explained by several factors. First, it might be a choice, as indoor sex 

workers want to maintain their anonymity; they do not know each other 

and do not want to have contact with one another. The occasional nature of 

the activity for many sex workers could account for their tendency to work 

alone, and their lack of interest in knowing each other and exchanging 

information. 

Another reason is that the law in France concerning pimping is very broad. 

In practice, pimping may entail one person renting an apartment to 

another person for the purposes of prostitution while being aware of the 

prostitution. Working together in an apartment or being a sex worker does 

not provide protection against this law, as both sex workers may be 

punished for pimping. This has a significant effect on the way sex workers 

work, as it impedes contact, protection and support between colleagues, 

and puts sex workers in a situation of increased vulnerability to violence. 
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  Changes  

Over the last two years, the structure of the venues has not evolved much, 

but there is always a high turnover of sex workers working in apartments. 

As most of the apartments are dispersed throughout the city, they may 

close and re-open elsewhere without the service provider's knowledge. For 

this reason, it is difficult to maintain an accurate and thorough mapping of 

the local indoor scene. Several websites where ads were published as well 

as some hostess bars in Marseille have shut down following accusations of 

pimping. 

 

Places of work 

Apartment 86 71.7 % 

Hotel 30 25 % 

Bar 2 1.7 % 

Sauna 1 0.8 % 

Sex shop 1 0.8 % 

TOTAL 120 100 % 

 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STI 

The vast majority of sex workers contacted reported practicing safer 

sex (90%). This information should be considered with care, as sex 

workers may not want to discuss this issue with the team, as well as 

because this fact mostly depends on the circumstances that the sex worker 

faces while with a client. 

Nevertheless, this shows that sex workers remain key persons in HIV and 

STI prevention, as they generally have a good understanding of safer sex 

practices and a good level of condom use. 

Among those who declared practicing unsafe sex, the main sexual practice 

discussed was unprotected oral sex, and more specifically fellatio. 

According to the team's observations, the main reason is that sex workers 

downplay the risks and/or are unaware of them. Many sex workers believe 

that the risk of contracting HIV/AIDS through unprotected fellatio is 

minimal, underestimating other STI risks as well. Aside from this, sex 

workers told the team that client demand is an important factor. This 

confirms the necessity of developing campaigns targeting clients and 

continuing to focus outreach on health prevention. 
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Many other factors can influence the sexual practices offered and the 

capacity of the sex worker to negotiate them: working conditions, being 

new in the business and economic insecurity, etc. 

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

  Social needs  

During the two years of the project – and this is a major change compared 

to the previous mapping in 2011-2012 – national and migrant sex workers' 

main concern was to be informed about sex workers' rights, current policy 

changes and the impact that these would have on their working conditions. 

This major concern is linked to the political context in France: sex workers 

are increasingly stigmatised, and the law on the criminalisation of clients 

has been successively presented in the French National Assembly and the 

Senate. 

Other needs that were expressed included safety, personal safety, safety at 

the workplace, and the desire for private appointments with the service 

provider. 

Female and transgender migrants expressed the need for legal support, 

although the majority were in a regular situation. This could point to the 

legal insecurity that affects many migrants in France at the moment. 

 

  Health needs  

Both female and transgender national and migrant sex workers expressed 

the need for effective access to public health services, and to STI and HIV 

counselling and testing. In the previous project, the main needs were more 

related to gynecological issues. The fact that sex workers' needs are more 

tied to their work and how to take care of their health in practice shows an 

evolution in their concerns. It could also indicate that their access to public 

health services is still poor, either because sex workers are not aware of 

available services or because they face obstacles, such as language barriers 

and stigma. 

Transgender migrant sex workers also expressed the need for information 

about breast implants and hormone treatment. 
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  Services offered to sex workers  

No major changes have occurred over the last two years. Outreach work is 

primarily based on health promotion and risk reduction because this is the 

organisation's main activity. This is why the outreach team discussed the 

organisation's activities and services, along with HIV/AIDS, STIs, safer sex, 

condoms, etc. Experience has shown that indoor sex workers are not fully 

aware of safer sex practices, and have insufficient knowledge of STIs. It is 

important to inform sex workers, especially occasional sex workers, about 

safer sex practices, but this is not the information that sex workers request 

to begin with, and is generally a need that they do not express. Discussions 

are adapted to their circumstances and their need to discuss sex workers' 

rights, their working conditions and legal and social matters. Autres 

Regards, as a community organisation working with sex workers, can 

respond to these needs, offering (among other things) the possibility for 

indoor sex workers to exchange their experiences with other sex workers 

at the office or in a more neutral space, if they wish. 

 

 

Mobility 

Among the indoor sex workers who were contacted, 20% did not mention 

national mobility and 28% did not mention international mobility. 

The two main reasons are that it was not spontaneously discussed by the 

outreach team, either on the phone or during visits, and that it seems not to 

be a discussion priority for sex workers. 

 

  National mobility  

In terms of national mobility, 35% of migrant indoor sex workers stated 

that they move regularly between several cities, and 27% of national 

indoor sex workers reported mobility within France. The majority of in-

country mobility occurs between Marseille – or its region – and Paris and 

Lyon, as well as within the south of France: Toulon, Toulouse, Nice and 

Nimes. Sex workers also move regularly between cities close to Marseille, 

such as Aix and Aubagne.  

This data represents a great evolution, as mobility information was scarce 

in the INDOORS II project. 
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According to the team's field knowledge, the main reasons for mobility are 

to attract new clients who like to meet "new" sex workers, and to have the 

opportunity to earn more money. 

Another reason for mobility is linked to the fact that some sex workers 

might not want to work in the city where they live. Mobility could also be 

due to clients' demands, especially for those sex workers who have a 

personal website and do outcalls. 

 

  International mobility 

On the international level, mainly migrant indoor sex workers are mobile, 

as only two national sex workers reported working in other countries. The 

main international mobility routes are within Europe, mostly between 

Spain and Germany, but also in Italy and Portugal. The two national sex 

workers who worked in other countries preferred working in French-

speaking countries, such as Belgium and Switzerland, where national 

legislations are more favourable for sex work. 

 

National mobility 

Yes 32 31.7 % 

No 49 48.5 % 

Non-response 20 19.8 % 

TOTAL 101 100 % 

 

Mobility in other countries 

Yes 18 17.8 % 

No 55 54.5 % 

Non-response 28 27.7 % 

TOTAL 101 100 % 
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Violence and discrimination 

  Violence 

Discussing violence is difficult, especially when contacting sex workers by 

phone. This subject demands trust and a strong connection, and sometimes 

several contacts, something that is not easy to achieve with mobile sex 

workers. The outreach team estimates that the data presented here 

underrepresents the reality, as an increase of violence has been observed 

outdoors and indoors since 2011. 

In almost 35% of the cases (35 persons), violence was not discussed. After 

two or more contacts, some sex workers began to discuss violence, but 

they remained in the minority. It was as if violence was a secret, or 

something that they did not want to discuss with someone relatively 

unknown to them. When the team discussed violence, they specifically 

asked if the sex worker had personally experienced violence. Of the 66 

persons who spoke with the team about violence, 19 said that they had 

experienced it, and four said that another sex worker had experienced it. 

Migrant and national sex workers were equally affected.  

 

  Forms of violence  

Physical violence (12 cases) tends to be more reported and identified by 

sex workers than psychological violence (seven cases) or verbal violence 

(six cases). For many sex workers, psychological and verbal violence are so 

intertwined with sex work that they do not necessarily identify them. 

Indoor sex workers informed the team that since the debate on the 

criminalisation of clients began, they have faced more dangerous 

situations: clients are more afraid and are becoming aggressive; sex 

workers are putting themselves in situations where they have less 

bargaining power to negotiate services and prices; one sex worker even 

stated that since the law was discussed, she was approached by pimps to 

work for them, proposing better working conditions and better earnings. 

 

  Perpetrators of violence  

The most frequently reported perpetrators are clients – or persons who 

come with the purpose of buying sexual services but ultimately do not – 

and pedestrians or passersby. This is highly representative of the stigma 

affecting sex workers: whore stigma is pervasive in society, both among 

clients and the general public. Another consequence of this stigma is that 

indoor sex workers do not mention this violence, as it is "part of the work." 
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  Indicators of violence  

According to the organisation's knowledge, there are several indicators of 

violence among indoor and outdoor sex workers. Sex workers working 

alone seem to be more vulnerable to every kind of violence. It is also 

thought that the occasional nature of sex work plays a significant role in 

violence; young and occasional sex workers are more vulnerable. They do 

not know how to protect themselves, how to select their clients or 

negotiate with them, which workplaces are the most safe, etc. They also do 

not know fellow sex workers with whom they can exchange information on 

practices. 

Finally, current policies and repressive measures perpetuate the belief that 

violence is "normal" and that sex workers do not deserve to be protected. 

This is evidenced by the fact that of the 19 persons who experienced 

violence, only four pressed charges. The police are often not perceived as 

operating in a protective capacity; sex workers do not rely on the police, 

fearing that they will not be taken seriously. There is a general mistrust of 

the authorities and the judicial system. 

 

  Discrimination 

There was a very low mention of discrimination, as in 62% (63 persons) of 

cases it was not discussed. Furthermore, only 12 sex workers reported 

having experienced discrimination. It is therefore difficult to draw 

conclusions based on this data. According to the team's expertise, the main 

reasons why discrimination is such a difficult issue to tackle are that firstly, 

discrimination is a human rights violation that is difficult for sex workers 

to define and recognise as such. This could partly explain why sex workers 

do not always realise when they are being discriminated against, or at least 

they do not experience it as such. Secondly, it is not an easy subject to 

approach, especially during a first contact. For sex workers to talk freely 

about their exposure to stigma, a relationship of trust needs to be 

established first.  

The most frequently reported basis for discrimination was being a sex 

worker (10 cases), but sex workers were also discriminated against for 

being migrants, women or transgender, and for their sexual orientation. 

Discrimination was reported as being perpetrated mainly and equally by 

clients, the police, public authorities and institutional officials predomi-

nantly outside of the workplace. 
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These results reveal that sex workers often have no one to turn to in cases 

of stigmatisation, as it is precisely this discrimination that is perpetrated by 

the bodies that should protect sex workers. 

According to the team's experience, the political and legislative context also 

has a direct impact on discrimination. Institutions and service providers 

mainly consider sex work a form of violence against women, and do not 

approach the issue in terms of rights. The public is not sufficiently aware of 

sex workers' conditions, rights and needs, and still stigmatises them. 

 

 

Isolation 

Among the indoor sex workers who were contacted, 56% reported 

knowing another service provider, while 25% reported knowing none of 

the local service providers. 

According to the data, isolation among indoor sex workers seems to have 

decreased, as 72% of sex workers said that they were in contact – good 

contact even, as they reported exchanging information – with other sex 

workers. 

This seems to be a major change compared to the 2011-2012 mapping, 

when indoor sex workers were highly isolated. 

This change could be linked to several factors: first of all, the mapped 

venues were not the same as in the previous report, and indoor sex 

workers working in that specific area of Marseille are in constant contact 

with each other, exchanging information on practices, clients and service 

provision in the city. Secondly, the snowball effect of constant outreach 

work seems to have had a positive impact on indoor sex workers, as some 

of them have initiated contact with the team and distributed the 

organisation's cards to their peers. Finally, the team has also observed that 

the repressive measures and practices, coupled with the law proposal for 

the criminalisation of clients, have provoked a sense of community-

building and solidarity – some isolated indoor sex workers are trying to 

find support through organisations and other sex workers. 

Aside from this trend, according to the team's knowledge, the majority of 

indoor sex workers remain highly isolated and have few links to local 

service providers or other sex workers. Factors behind this isolation 

include high turnover and mobility between cities, as well as the need for 

anonymity because of the fear of stigmatisation. The fact that some indoor 

sex workers also have other jobs increases their need for secrecy 

surrounding sex work. 
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PORTO 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this survey was collected during outreach carried out 

from April 2013 until June 2014. The data covers only a part of the indoor 

sex work scene in Porto, Portugal. The organisation APDES contacted sex 

workers who worked mainly in private apartments, but also in massage 

parlours, nightclubs, bars and hotels, where the highest concentration of 

sex work in Porto is thought to be. 

Information collected from 470 indoor sex workers was reported in the 

database. It is important to note that this represents only a part of the 

reality, as the team made 1,975 contacts in total during the project, and all 

venues were not covered by the outreach work. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

To meet the main objectives of APDES, the methodological framework 

integrated different approaches: harm reduction, primary prevention, 

health promotion, action research, ethnography, peer education, online 

intervention and non-formal and informal education.  

This comprehensive framework is relevant because it integrates several 

efficient strategies in the prevention of HIV: it respects the individual and 

her/his choices; promotes informed decision-making; adapts the 

intervention dimensions to the client's real needs; emphasises outreach 

work to address isolated and hidden target groups; promotes and valorises 

sex workers' participation in all project phases; enables the peer figure to 

promote the health of her/his community and expand the range of 

intervention;  emphasises sex workers' mobilisation and citizenship and 

intervenes in the circumstances that generate this target group's 

vulnerability.  

APDES recognises that the dynamics of sex work are affected by contextual 

determinants, such as the law, discrimination, misinformation and the lack 

of information among health and social professionals, pressures at the 

workplace, clients' demands, etc. In this sense, the project tried to 

intervene in a more holistic and multilevel way, addressing other target 

T 



142 

groups: clients, managers of sex work settings, health workers, decision 

makers and the community on a general level. 

 Contacts | Contact with sex workers was made during domiciliary visits, 

accompaniment and referrals to social/health services and medical and 

juridical appointments. The team planned two or three days of outreach 

work per week, as well as fixed accompaniment to the gynecologist. 

However, accompaniment was also arranged more frequently based on sex 

workers' demands. Aside from this, the organisation contacted its target 

groups using information and communication technologies, mainly mobile 

phones and the internet (Facebook, chat, email, forums).  

Initial contact with sex workers was typically established through an 

outreach visit. During the visit, a needs assessment took place and the sex 

worker was informed of the services that APDES provides through its 

partnerships with strategic service providers (legal support, STI testing, 

psychological support, etc.). The data presented in this report is mainly 

from such outreach visits (98.3%).  

At the outset of APDES's interventions with sex workers, outreach workers 

consulted sex workers' advertisements in the local newspaper to contact 

them, present the organisation's aims and services and suggest an outreach 

visit to the workplace. This method was used to address new contacts, 

though less so as the project went on. Even if the team operated within a 

well defined geographical area, this area was often redefined and expanded 

based on sex workers' requests.  

 Apartments | The The team never visited apartments without being 

invited, and tried to negotiate with sex workers on the best time to visit, 

additionally calling upon arrival to verify if the time was still suitable or if 

the team should wait in case the sex worker was still busy. As sex workers 

are highly mobile, it was very common to find new contacts in previously 

known apartments, which typically involved longer stays. The average time 

that the outreach team spent in each apartment was about 40 minutes.  

The team is vested in the maintenance of its relationships with its clients, 

so it was usual for some sex workers to have been in touch with the team 

for at least one year. 

 Nichtclubs | In regard to nightclubs, the methodology for establishing 

contact was different and was adapted to the dynamics of these settings. As 

these are open spaces that do not use the newspaper to advertise their 

services, the team started by conducting observational visits and 

contacting the owners of these premises, presenting the organisation and 

proposing outreach visits. If the owners were interested in the service, they 
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provided their phone numbers and recommend an optimal time for the 

team to visit, which was usually during the earlier part of the night. Since 

March 2014, the team has worked in nightclubs one night per month; 

however, the team hopes to increase the frequency of these visits to twice a 

month in the future. Typically, when the team visits a nightclub, it contacts 

the owner first, who subsequently informs the sex workers working there 

on that specific night. The visit's dynamic is similar to that of apartment 

visits in terms of the topics discussed and presentation, although it is 

usually briefer because the team does not want to interfere with the 

atmosphere of the place, as clients can enter at any time. 

After visits, some sex workers have recommended APDES to other 

colleagues, resulting in a snowball effect that expanded the range of the 

project's reach. 

 Team | Since it began its interventions with sex workers, APDES has 

worked with two peer educators, who play a central role as 

intermediaries between the team and sex workers, especially concerning 

the team's profile and inclusion in sex work settings. They are quite 

autonomous and their outreach visits are self-managed, even with the team 

supervisor's constant monitoring. The peer educators provide the team 

with important feedback and information.  

Each member of the outreach team is responsible for planning outreach 

visits, recording data collected for monitoring and evaluation purposes and 

referring sex workers to the organisation's services.  

Over the last 16 months, the team contacted 470 sex workers during its 

outreach visits. These contacts were made mainly by the team (51%) and 

by sex workers (34.5%). Considering the snowball effect described above, 

the majority of contacts made by the team (301 cases) were predominantly 

mediated by another sex worker (75.1%) or owners/managers of sex work 

settings (24.3%), but also by peer educators or another organisation/ 

institution.  

 

  Failed contacts  

Typically, the majority of those contacted were interested in the team's 

services and visits, especially if they had heard of the organisation before. 

However, when the team called new contacts, sex workers sometimes 

refused their visit on the grounds that they did not need the services or 

wanted to maintain their anonymity (mainly when they were Portuguese), 

or else the managers of their workplace did not want the team to visit, 

either because they were suspicious of the team or felt that the team's 
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presence would make them lose time/money. In other cases, a sex worker 

already known to the team required a visit, but asked the team to meet 

her/him in an alternative location because the venue's owner did not want 

visitors and did not want the team to identify the place. 

 

Who initiated contact 

The service provider / outreach team 240 51% 

The sex worker 162 34.5% 

Other 68 14.5% 

TOTAL 470 100 % 

Other: peer educator working in the outreach team 

 

Key person/ intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 226 75% 

Owners or managers 73 24.3% 

Another organisation / institution 2 0.7% 

TOTAL 301 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER | The gender distribution of sex workers contacted during this 

survey was more or less the same as in 2011, with 89.6% being female sex 

workers, 6.4% male sex workers and 4% transgender. 

 AGE | The age distribution of sex workers was similar to data collected 

in 2011. More than 40% of sex workers were aged between 26 and 35, and 

31% were aged between 36 and 45. It is also significant to note that 17.2% 

of contacts were over 46 years old, which counters the idea that only young 

people are sex workers.  

 MIGRATION | Of the sex workers who were contacted, 51.7% were 

migrants and 48.3% were nationals. This data is substantially different 

from the data collected in 2011, where more that 70% were migrants. The 

outreach team also perceived this change. In a context of economic crisis, 

several migrant sex workers are returning to their countries of origin, 

migrating to other European countries or even leaving sex work because 

they feel that it is no longer profitable. The higher representation of 

Portuguese sex workers can also be explained by the confidence that sex 
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workers have in APDES. In the beginning, Portuguese sex workers were 

more suspicious and unwilling to "open their doors." On the other hand, 

according to the team's perception, there are some Portuguese entering 

sex work who consider it a way to earn an income.   

When linking gender and migration, there are no significant differences 

concerning nationality, given that the number of national female and male 

sex workers is more or less the same as that of migrants; the same is not 

true for transgender sex workers, who are mostly migrants.  

 ORIGIN AND NATIONALITIES | The majority of the sex workers who were 

contacted came from Latin America and the Caribbean (90.5%). In this 

migrant population, 10 different nationalities were reported. Compared to 

the 2011 data, Brazilians are still the most significant migrant population 

in Portugal, essentially due to a common historical past and a shared 

language.  

 

GENDER 

Female 421 89.6% 

Male 30 6.4% 

Transgender 19 4% 

TOTAL 470 100 % 

 

MIGRATION 

Migrants 243 51.7% 

Nationals 227 48.3% 

TOTAL 470 100 % 

  

ORIGIN 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 6 2.5% 

Latin America and Caribbean 220 90.5% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 16 6.6% 

Non-response 1 0.4% 

TOTAL 243 100 % 

 

 

 

 

P
O

R
TO

 



146 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

  Legal situation of migrants  

The number of undocumented migrant sex workers contacted by the team 

(47.3%) was slightly higher than that of documented migrant sex workers 

(42.4%), who had worked legally in Portugal before entering sex work, 

were married to a Portuguese or had Portuguese children. However, 

considering the team's general target group (larger than the population 

considered in this report), the contrast is in reality significantly greater, 

with an even higher percentage of sex workers who do not have residence 

permits. 

 

  Health insurance  

According to the data presented below, 80.4% of all sex workers contacted 

had health insurance. Concerning migrant sex workers, 151 reported that 

they had health insurance, and nearly half of this number (71) did not.  

 

  Portuguese legislation  

According to Portuguese law, prostitution has not been considered a crime 

since 1983, but still cannot be defined as legitimate work due to certain 

legal conditions. The article that criminalises pandering is formulated in a 

way that renders any venue where sex work occurs illegal. It is therefore 

impossible to draw up labour contracts for sex work, declare sex work for 

the purposes of taxation or claim social security benefits on the basis of sex 

work.  

In addition, even without any specific legislation to prohibit it, sex work is 

frequently rejected by society. However, public discussion around the legal 

framework on sex work is increasing in recent years, and has been taking 

new directions. This is in part a result of concrete advocacy efforts carried 

out by certain individuals and NGOs, particularly APDES, which published 

(and presented to parliament) Recommendations for the Redefinition of 

the Legal Framework of Sex Work in Portugal, and disseminated the 

INDOORS awareness-raising campaigns  ̶  the video Equal Rights, and later 

the postcard Different Jobs, Equal Rights. 
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  Migration and labour policies  

They certainly affect sex workers' lives. Even if Portugal is considered to be 

"migrant friendly," it is not easy for migrants to obtain a residence permit, 

and it is even harder for migrant sex workers because sex work is not 

considered a legal profession. Not having a residence permit puts sex 

workers in a very fragile situation: they fear exposure, they fear contact 

with the authorities and are more vulnerable to violence; they face more 

discrimination, even when using conventional services, and they face real 

obstacles to accessing health services.  

Nevertheless, all citizens, including migrants in an irregular situation, are 

entitled to healthcare through the National Health Service, even if they are 

expected to pay the stipulated price for each service. Some services related 

to public health (family planning, pregnancy, HIV/AIDS) are free of charge, 

and according to the Portuguese Constitution, medical care cannot be 

refused to anyone under any circumstances. Most migrant sex workers do 

not know this, and have little contact with public health services.  

Recently, peer educators and sex workers have reported an increase of 

raids conducted by the Portuguese immigration and border police (SEF). 

The team was informed that the SEF sometimes use the existence of 

prevention materials as proof of a crime, therefore interfering with 

prevention efforts. This situation motivated an intervention by the team, 

asking for a formal meeting with the SEF in order to denounce this 

situation, and to promote awareness of the impact of these sorts of actions 

on the promotion of safer sex and STI prevention. 

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

APDES' outreach team has been in the field for the last six years, and 

during this time has become familiar with a segment of indoor sex work 

that may not be representative of all indoor venues. APDES' interventions 

are concentrated on apartments, but other venues are also an important 

part of indoor sex work in Porto (such as nightclubs, massage parlours, 

etc.), and limited contact with these environments prevents the team from 

providing an accurate characterisation.  The team is also aware that there 

are far more apartments than those which it visits.  
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APDES only goes where it is asked to, where the organisation is welcome 

and mainly where resources allow it to go. Nevertheless, the data 

presented in this survey is very representative of APDES' experience with 

this population. 

APDES mainly contacted sex workers working in apartments (82.3%), 

which are believed to be the most usual sex work venue. These apartments 

are spread throughout the metropolitan area of Porto, with a higher 

concentration in the centre of the city. Less frequently, the outreach team 

contacted sex workers working in clubs, brothels or bars (2.2%; 2.8%; 

1.8%), massage parlours (8.4%) and hotels/motels. 

 Apartments | Most sex workers work in apartments (66.9%) and live 

elsewhere. For 16.7%, their workplace is also their home.  

The sex industry (encountered so far) is mainly structured in a collective 

way: apartments often have two or more sex workers. According to this 

study's sample, 56.6% work with more than one person and 30.2% work 

one other person. Based on what the team has heard from sex workers, 

they mostly work together for security reasons, to ease costs and to offer 

clients a wider range: in terms of appearances (different sex workers can 

suit different clients' tastes), and in terms of practices (for example, in 

some places only few sex workers offer anal sex, or work together offering 

other kinds of services, such as lesbian shows).  There are no differences 

between national or migrant sex workers in this regard.  

Each apartment is usually managed by a receptionist, typically a woman 

whom the owner trusts, whose functions are to place ads in the newspaper, 

negotiate prices/services with clients when they call, be aware of what is 

happening in the rooms, etc. 

Regarding working hours, the team found apartments working from eight 

to 24 hours a day. Many apartments use a rotating system, with different 

sex workers every 15 days ("praças"). When sex workers work in this 

system, they lack autonomy and are expected to respect the schedule and 

rules of the house. However, according to what they have told the team, sex 

workers choose their clients and the services that they offer. 

Less often, the team encounters sex workers who prefer to work by 

themselves (11.9%). Self-employment is, however, difficult for migrants in 

an irregular situation because of difficulties renting or buying a place to 

work or live in, and because of higher exposure to the police.   
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Places of work 

Apartment 410 82.4% 

Bar 9 1.8% 

Brothel 14 2.8% 

Club 11 2.2% 

Massage parlours 42 8.4% 

Sauna 1 0.2% 

Other 4 0.8% 

Non-response 7 1.4% 

TOTAL (number and percentage) 498 100 % 

Other: on the road; household 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

In terms of the most common risky behaviours related to HIV, the majority 

of sex workers reported practicing safer sex (78.5%). When they admitted 

to practicing unsafe sex, the most common practices were oral sex (48 

cases of cunnilingus and 36 cases of fellatio) and unprotected sex with 

their partners. When asked why they had unprotected sexual contact, their 

main reasons were the demands of the client (26.3%) or because they 

underestimated the risk (32.3%). Several sex workers also reported cases 

of condom breakage (15%), which is why usually the outreach team 

explains how to use prevention materials and what to do if a condom 

breaks.  

A few sex workers reported other unsafe practices, but the majority of sex 

workers reported that several other sex workers were practicing unsafe 

sex in order to gain more clients and income. Upon opening the local 

newspaper to the section featuring sex workers’ advertisements, it is also 

possible to see several ads offering unsafe sexual practices. According to 

the team's perceptions, there are several contextual dimensions that act as 

vulnerability factors for risky behaviours, namely clients' demands and 

prices offered for unsafe sex, the compulsory requirements of some sex 

work venues and a lack of information in general.  

These vulnerability factors are exacerbated by the current economic crisis: 

the number and frequency of clients' visits are decreasing, they want to pay 

less, it is more difficult to negotiate safer sexual practices with them and 

the market is more competitive, with several sex workers decreasing the 

prices of their services and proposing unsafe sexual practices in order to 

gain more clients. 
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Main needs of sex workers 

  Health needs 

The main themes discussed by the outreach team were: HIV/AIDS, STIs 

and hepatitis; safer sex, condoms, lubricants and sexual practices; what to 

do if a condom breaks; general care and working conditions. These were 

key points in the conversations that outreach workers had with sex 

workers. The team always discusses these issues during the first visit, and 

reinforces these preventive messages during all subsequent contact with 

sex workers.  

Another important topic that was discussed with sex workers was 

negotiation strategies with clients, with the aim of giving sex workers 

useful tools that they could use to promote personal health and safety. 

Almost all women (nationals and migrants) reported needing access to 

gynecological and psychological/psychiatric services.  

The main health needs expressed by sex workers during this survey were 

in relation to vaccination, dental care and general healthcare; these were 

noted by almost all indoor sex workers, while the need for access to public 

health services was expressed mainly by migrants. The stigma attached to 

being a sex worker and a migrant, a lack of information and the fear of 

repatriation collectively prevent this population's access to the healthcare 

system. 

The need for hormone treatment and condom breakage/emergency 

treatment was expressed by transgender and Portuguese male sex 

workers. Transgender sex workers presented particularly risky behaviours 

related to hormone treatment and the practice of anal sex. 

 

  Social needs 

Indoor sex workers mostly expressed the same social needs, with access to 

social services and better working conditions being the most frequently 

identified. The team often promotes discussion of working conditions, 

exploring strategies for improving them or the possibility of integrating 

social movements and events. 

The need for legal support and information on rights and legislation 

related to sex work was more frequent for migrants. This is partly due to 

the high number of migrant sex workers living in Portugal in an irregular 

situation, often without knowledge of their rights and in need of legal 

advice.  
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Needs related to isolation and living conditions were mostly expressed by 

transgender and migrant women. This is due in part to social disapproval 

of sex work; migrant women and transgender people are doubly 

discriminated against, hampering their access to public services. 

Both female and male Portuguese sex workers reported an interest in 

information on stopping sex work and beginning professional integration. 

Transgender sex workers expressed the need for information specific to 

transgender issues.  

 

  Services available 

Since 2011, the majority of APDES's services have remained the same. 

However, the team has established new partnerships in order to address 

the specific needs of sex workers. In terms of juridical support, the team 

had previously focused on issues related to migration, but has recently 

expanded the range of support options available to sex workers.  

Since 2012, the team has referred certain cases to Pro Bono, an 

organisation of lawyers who volunteer their time and services, as well as to 

a lawyer from a law firm that is able to assist with some cases. Aside from 

this, APDES also has a department that works on issues related to micro-

entrepreneurship, self-employment and microcredit, and this department 

advises and assists sex workers with business ideas.  

 

 

Mobility 

  International mobility  

The principal destination countries chosen by national indoor sex workers 

were Spain, Switzerland and the Netherlands. Meanwhile, migrants chose 

Spain, Italy, the Netherlands and Denmark. 

 

  National mobility  

While some sex workers always work in the same venue or geographical 

area, there are other sex workers who work in diverse settings and 

locations. According to the data below, the mobility of indoor sex workers 

is mainly national, although some sex workers move to other countries, 

mainly in Europe, to work for a period of time. Portuguese sex workers 

prefer to work and travel near their area of residence in order to preserve 
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their routines and networks. The majority of sex workers who are mobile 

on a national level are migrants. They usually spend 15 days working in a 

specific venue/city, and then move on to another place/city for another 15 

days, and so on. These short stays in different places are motivated by the 

sex work market, which values "novelty" for attracting more clients. Some 

migrants who fear contact with the Portuguese immigration and border 

authority (in Portuguese SEF/Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras) believe 

that mobility decreases this possibility. 

Additionally, according to the organisation's peer educators, national and 

international mobility are on the rise due to the current economic crisis 

and the pressure that it puts on this informal labour market. Along with the 

rest of the population, some sex workers view migration as a potential 

solution to the lack of work. Other sex workers are risking moving to 

unknown places in search of more profitable venues. 

Another phenomenon that the outreach team has observed is that several 

migrants are returning to their countries of origin because working in 

Portugal is no longer profitable. 

 

National mobility 

Yes 96 20.4% 

No 309 65.8% 

Non-response 65 13.8% 

TOTAL 470 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 30 6.4% 

No 339 72.1% 

Non-response 101 21.5% 

TOTAL 470 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

  Violence 

Most of the sex workers who were contacted said that they had never 

experienced violence (75%, or 108 cases). Sex workers rarely report 

violence, even when directly asked. It is believed that some situations are 
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not understood as violent by sex workers, while the team would classify 

them as such. For example, the denial of access to healthcare is seldom 

seen as a form of violence, yet this happens quite often. The word 

"violence" is typically immediately connected to "physical violence." On the 

other hand, even when incidents are related to physical or verbal violence, 

the majority of sex workers prefer to not report these situations because 

they are illegally in the country, do not want problems with their 

neighbours or are afraid of reprisal.  

Considering the statistical data in this report, violence was not discussed in 

69.5% (326 cases) of the contacts made. Violence and discrimination are 

topics that are not usually discussed in every domiciliary visit because the 

team visits the same venues and sex workers several times, and the topics 

vary according to the sex workers' needs. The most frequently discussed 

themes are related to health and social services, based on the needs 

expressed by sex workers and the main services that the team has to offer. 

Violence is usually discussed if/when it occurs, and requires a deep level of 

confidence between the team and the person in question. In addition, sex 

workers sometimes contact the team to ask for advice or support in cases 

of recent or immediate violence. In this sense, while the data above is 

related to outreach visits, there are other moments when violence is 

reported and discussed in depth. 

 

  Forms of violence  

According to the survey data, there were 31 cases of violence reported. In 

the majority of these cases, the forms of violence were verbal and 

psychological, each with a 31.7% incidence rate. While sex workers shared 

these experiences with the team, in most cases they did not view the 

situations as violent because they typically associated violence with 

physical acts. Experiences of physical violence were reported in 22.2% of 

cases, and physical exploitation in 7.9% of cases.  

Regarding the specific forms of violence suffered by sex workers, the team 

registered 14 cases of insults/humiliation at work, followed by nine cases 

of threats or harassment at work, eight cases of hitting/beating and eight 

cases of theft at work (objects and/or money).  

 

  Perpetrator of violence  

Relatives, friends and acquaintances (14 cases) and colleagues (11 cases) 

were the main perpetrators of violence, followed by clients, venue owners/ 

managers and public authorities/institutional officials. The isolation that is P
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characteristic of indoors settings and the unregulated nature of the sex 

industry increase sex workers' exposure to violence perpetrated by 

various offenders. Several sex workers also reported violence perpetrated 

by other offenders (17.5%), mainly neighbours, society, ex-boyfriends and 

anonymous parties (mainly by telephone).  

The majority of violent incidents occurred at the workplace (48.7%), 

with 33.7% of incidents occurring outside of work. 

 

  Discrimination 

Discrimination was discussed with 94 sex workers (20.1%): 53 sex 

workers said that they had never experienced discrimination, while 35 

reported cases of discrimination (36.1%). The majority of reported 

discrimination cases were related to sex work (48.3%), migration (25.9%) 

and ethnic origin (13.8%). The main forms of discrimination were 

verbal, related to child custody if sex workers were migrants, 

discrimination from health and social services and pressure from 

neighbours. The main perpetrators of discrimination were relatives, 

friends and acquaintances (18%), followed by public authorities/ 

institutional officials, colleagues and clients. However, most of the reported 

discrimination cases had other perpetrators (50%), mainly: the 

community in general and neighbours. Most of the discrimination 

cases happened outside of the workplace (53.7%), with 22% taking place 

at work. 

In the majority of cases, the sex workers did not press charges (78.7%) 

because they were afraid of repatriation (4 cases), had an emotional 

connection to the perpetrator (3 cases), or did not have protection from 

the police (3 cases). In addition to this, 12 sex workers reported other 

motives, such as: "it makes no sense." 

 

 

Isolation 

Regarding sex workers' links to social and medical networks, most sex 

workers reported knowing other services in the community, and only 2.5% 

reported knowing of none. This data corresponds to the team's 

experience: the majority of sex workers know of or have contacted at least 

one health or social service provider in the community. However, there are 

still several sex workers who do not know of existing formal or informal 

social or health services, and are not familiar with Portuguese migration 

law.  This is especially the case for undocumented migrants, who are afraid 
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of being identified. To counter this lack of access to services, the team has 

established partnerships with strategic service providers to enlarge and 

enforce its target group's social and medical network through referrals. 

Based on the survey data, 417 sex workers reported having a link to other 

sex workers (88.7%), and most said that this connection was good, 

especially for the exchange of information with peers (77.7%). In fact, 

during the team's outreach visits it was possible to confirm the natural 

occurrence of this exchange of information. Usually, the information 

provided by the team was later disseminated by sex workers to their 

colleagues. Often, sex workers contacted the team asking for support or 

information because a colleague had recommended that they do so. 

Even if most sex workers have professional relationships with their 

colleagues, not all sex workers build personal relationships or friendships 

at work. In fact, during outreach visits, it is common to encounter sex 

workers who do not trust their colleagues due to negative past experiences 

or because of competition at work. As a result of this mistrust, several sex 

workers choose to work alone or avoid contact with other sex workers, 

thereby actively creating their isolation. 

Sex workers who are not open about their occupation often feel isolated. 

Due to the stigma surrounding sex work, some sex workers lead a double 

life, hiding or lying about their profession to their family and close 

relations. This situation is very stressful because the sex worker is always 

afraid of being discovered. It is difficult to manage and separate two lives, 

and usually sex workers feel alone because they do not have anyone to 

vent to.  

Some undocumented migrants also feel isolated. As migrants, their friends 

and family are far away, and because they are always hiding from the SEF, 

they remain alone. However, there are also migrants who strive to create 

closer relationships with their colleagues in order to build a social support 

network in Portugal and avoid isolation. Based on the team's experience, it 

is common to find reciprocity and deep friendships among migrant sex 

workers – they usually live or spend leisure time together and help each 

other through difficult times. 
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SOFIA 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

he data presented in this report was collected during outreach carried out 

from April 2013 until June 2014. The team's outreach work normally took 

place in the following locations: Sofia (central and suburbs) and its 

surroundings; Borovetz (a winter ski resort 70 km from Sofia); Elin Pelin, 

Botevgrad, Vratza and Montana (cities on European route E79), Kalotina 

and Slivnitza (TIR parking areas near the Serbian border, 60 km from 

Sofia); and on the internet. This report covers only some of the places 

visited, and excludes Elin Pelin, Botevgrad, Vratza and Montana. 

Furthermore, this survey includes only 203 contacts out of 11,052 contacts 

made by the team throughout the entire project, with more than 1,500 of 

the total contacts including people present on the sex work scene (sex 

workers, their partners, managers and clients). 

For all of these reasons, this data should be treated very cautiously, as it 

represents only one of the complex and multifaceted realities of the indoor 

sex work sector. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

HESED's outreach work is based on two contact methodologies: 

 Direct visits  

Every sex work venue known to the team in Sofia and its surroundings is 

visited according to a schedule prepared every week, and every indoor 

venue must be visited at least once a month. Every new venue can be 

visited in one of two ways – through so called "cold contacts," when the 

outreach team does not know anyone in the venue and there is a chance 

that the contact could be refused; or through referral by sex workers 

and/or mangers from another venue, in which case the outreach team 

usually knows someone in the new venue and contact is often well 

received. The team considers the snowball effect to be the most efficient 

way of reaching new venues, because the team and services are accepted 

T 
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more easily when they are recommended by key informants, and the 

contact itself is then deeper and more trustful. 

All venues are visited by two types of mobile teams – one team of social 

workers and/ or psychologists with a car offering safer sex materials and 

consultations on different topics; and a second team consisting of a social 

worker and a nurse with a medical unit (microbus equipped with the same 

supplies as a medical cabinet), offering free and anonymous testing for HIV, 

syphilis and hepatitis B and C, as well as medical consultations.  

One visit to an indoor venue could last between 10 and 30 minutes, 

depending on the venue's rules, the presence and availability of sex work-

ers, etc. The team works according to the principle of non-interference 

with sex workers' labour, and always respects their duties and internal 

rules.  

Often, contact with venues is enhanced by phone calls initiated by outreach 

workers in order to inform sex workers of their intent to visit.  

 Contacts via internet 

In the last three to four years, HESED has developed new strategies for 

reaching more sex workers, offering them consultations through e-mail 

and chat using the Social Intervention Tool,67 at https://hesed.sittool.net. 

This service is available twice a week, every Monday and Thursday from 

5:00 pm to 6:00 pm, and is operated by three consultants from HESED's 

team. 

 

  Failed contacts  

The outreach team knows of at least eight indoor venues (clubs and 

apartments) that have been operating actively for years, but contact with 

these locations has been very unstable. There were successful contacts 

with some of these places (June 2012) when only sex workers were 

present to accept the services offered, but when managers were present 

the contacts always failed. It could be that the owners/managers are 

unsure of the outreach service and associate it with state institutions and 

the police; also, according to the expert opinions of outreach workers, 

there is drug use in these places and owners/managers could be punished 

by law, so they are not open to having visitors who are not clients.  

 

                                                           
67 For more information on the SIT (Social Intervention Tool), visit https://sittool.net/.  SO
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For the period of 2013-2014, the outreach team worked in 31 indoor 

venues, which constitute about 80% of the indoor scene known to the team 

in Sofia and its surroundings.  

 

Who initiated contact 

The service provider / outreach team 198 97.5% 

The sex worker 5 2.5% 

TOTAL 203 100 % 

 

Key person/ intermediary used in the contact 

Another sex worker 19 63.3% 

Owners or managers 11 36.7% 

TOTAL 30 100 % 

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

Internet 1 0.5% 

Telephone 3 1.5% 

At the service provider's centre 1 0.5% 

During outreach (visits) 193 97.5% 

TOTAL 198 100 % 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

The prostitution scene in Sofia and its surroundings is quite diverse and 

constantly changing. In some respects, such as the structure and sectors of 

the sex industry, mobility and risky behaviours, the overview given by the 

outreach team is relevant to the indoors scene. However, in other respects 

the reality is not sufficiently explored or represented – for example, in 

relation to male prostitution, high class escort services and casual sex 

workers. There have been no changes since the previous report from the 

INDOORS II project. 

 GENDER | Outreach work is strongly focused on female sex workers, as 

they are the main group of people offering paid sexual services, especially 

indoors.  
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 AGE | The majority of sex workers contacted were aged 18 to 35; there 

were few minors or mature women working indoors, according to this 

mapping. This is because outreach work accesses nightclubs (where sex 

services need to be offered by younger girls, who also dance there) more 

than brothels or apartments. 

 MIGRATION | Bulgaria is the country of origin for many sex workers 

working abroad, mainly in Western Europe. However, there are very few 

sex workers with a non-Bulgarian nationality or country of origin in 

Bulgaria. During the mapping, only two migrant sex workers (from 

Ukraine) were contacted.  

 

GENDER 

Female 200 98.5% 

Transgender 3 1.5% 

TOTAL 203 100 % 

 

MIGRATION 

Migrants 2 1.0% 

Nationals 201 99.0% 

TOTAL 203 100 % 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

Sexual services are often camouflaged by striptease shows, nightclubs 

(two-thirds of all sex workers contacted) and TIR parking areas (about 

one-fourth of all sex workers contacted). 

In Bulgaria, sex work is not regulated; it is not legalised nor criminalised. 

All sex workers can offer sexual services without requiring permission 

first, no matter their origin or nationality.  

As the sex work is not in the list of the official professional and trade 

activities, it is not possible for migrants to obtain a working visa or permit 

for (sex) work, even if they enter the country legally. 

Every insured person (nationals and migrants who are legal residents) can 

use public healthcare services in exchange for paying the appropriate 

monthly taxes (fixed by the state in a special law, which is changed every 

year), and for a small fee paid in the GP's room (again fixed by the state). 
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Anyone who is in need of medical care but does not have health insurance 

has access to any kind of medical service, but must pay a higher fee. All 

emergency cases are treated free of charge, regardless of the patient's 

nationality, citizenship or insurance status.  

Sex workers can only obtain health insurance on grounds other than their 

sex work because sex work is not an officially registered profession. Indoor 

sex workers often have contracts with the indoor venues where they work 

(mainly striptease bars and night clubs) for other officially registered 

professions, such as dancing, bartending, etc. Having these contracts signed 

ensures that managers meet the requirements of the police and the tax 

authority. This explains the relatively high percentage of respondents with 

health insurance.  

Sex workers who work in apartments or brothels, which are not as visible 

to the authorities, tend to remain without health insurance. The sex 

workers there often do not have labour contracts (even for practicing other 

activities) or insurance, and are left out of the public healthcare system.  

About half of the sex workers who were asked had health insurance. This 

proportion marks a small decrease in comparison to the previous report 

from INDOORS II, where the figure was about two-thirds. One reason could 

be the growing economic crisis, which is causing more sex workers to 

avoid paying health insurance fees by relying on cost-free emergency care 

instead, if need be.  

 

 

Sex work venues and working conditions 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

Most of the indoor venues visited in Sofia and its surroundings were 

predominantly clubs and bars (17 out of 23 places), where sexual services 

were often disguised as other activities.  

Several types of indoor venues emerged in HESED's outreach work: 

 Bars and striptease clubs | Operating in networks of two to three 

locations, these venues have a strict internal hierarchy. Usually, there are 

about 30 female sex workers working as dancers or striptease dancers in 

two shifts – every night there are 10 to 15 women available. These women 

told the team that they were not obligated by the manager/s to offer sexual 

services, and were free to choose or refuse clients. In some cases, they also 

worked as escorts, doing outcalls in clients' apartments. Clubs are the most 

typical sex work venue in Sofia and the ski resort Borovetz.  
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 TIR parking areas | These are bars and motels on the roadsides where 

trucks stop. Their clients are usually truck drivers, often foreigners. Some 

sex workers are Roma or Turkish, as they are able to speak the languages 

of their clients. Some TIR parking areas offer special services, depending on 

the clients' demands (for example, anal sex). These sex workers work both 

indoors and outdoors, depending on the time of day and the possibility of 

having more clients. These workplaces are often isolated and thus more 

risky, placing sex workers in a more vulnerable position with regard to 

having enough condoms and being able to negotiate condom use.  

 Brothels and apartments | In comparison to the data from the 2011-2012 

mapping, the number of brothels known to the outreach team decreased 

due to a police raid one month before the start of this mapping. Still, their 

main activity is sex work, and one of the venues visited also offered 

massages and sauna. Usually four to eight, but even up to 15 female sex 

workers are in each venue, offering different types of sexual services. Their 

autonomy and freedom depend on the place's rules and on the managers' 

decisions. 

There are some sex workers working in apartments with relative 

independence and control over their working conditions. The outreach 

team contacted two sex workers who were working alone and receiving 

clients in their homes, while in other cases four to seven sex workers 

worked together and shared workplace expenses. 

Since the 2011-2012 report, the outreach team has observed a slight 

increase in indoor places offering more sexual services during the day 

(mainly in brothels, apartments and TIR parking areas). Sex workers told 

the outreach team that they preferred working during the day shift 

because of the "easier" clients, who are not drunk or on drugs, come with a 

clear idea of the price they need to pay and the service they want to 

receive, are easy to negotiate with and have limited time, so that sex 

workers can receive more clients.  

 Internet | In general, indoor sex workers in Sofia receive clients in their 

workplace, but they also do outcalls. Contact between sex workers and 

their clients is often arranged over the phone or through the internet. The 

internet is nowadays the main tool for offering and advertising sexual 

services. It provides a more secure and hidden space for sex workers (and 

their managers/controllers), and is more attractive to clients. Some sex 

workers also place ads in newspapers, although this method is declining 

because it is becoming increasingly unpopular, which is a slight change in 

comparison to the previous report.  
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  Common characteristics of indoor settings  

Some indoor sex workers offer sexual services outdoors, abroad or through 

the internet in order to attract more clients and earn more money. 

The prostitution scene in Sofia is steadily acquiring business character-

istics, according to the expert opinion of the HESED team. The outreach 

team has additionally observed several venues where no male manager/ 

bodyguard/controller is present, and where sex workers organise their 

work themselves: they are free to come and leave when they want, to 

choose and refuse clients and collectively share monthly expenses for the 

workplace.   

Male and transgender sex workers are rarely present indoors. 

High class and escort sex workers are not covered by the outreach work of 

HESED. 

This mapping can be considered representative of HESED'S outreach work, 

but does not fully represent the indoors prostitution scene in Sofia. 

 

Places of work 

Apartment 49 18.1% 

Hotel 13 4.8% 

Bar 49 18.1% 

Brothel 33 12.2% 

Club 103 38.0% 

Massage parlours 16 5.9% 

Sauna 2 0.7% 

Other 6 2.2% 

TOTAL 275 100 % 

Other: in a hostel; on the street 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

In this mapping, only 5% of sex workers reported practicing unsafe sex (in 

comparison to about 37% in the report for INDOORS II). This proportion 

considers only the opinions of sex workers who were asked, and does not 

represent the real level of sex workers practicing unsafe sex. According to 

the expert opinion of HESED's team, most sex workers are well informed 

that they must always use condoms, but money remains the key motivator 

and determinant. For instance, a client could receive additional services, 

including without a condom, if offering more money. The economic crisis 
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has had a strong influence the business, and is causing an increasing 

number of sex workers to agree to clients' demands in order to keep their 

business, especially offering fellatio without protection (for which sex 

workers often underestimate the STI risk). Even if indoor sex workers have 

better knowledge of contraception and HIV/STI prevention (in comparison 

to outdoor sex workers), there are still many unsafe practices and folk 

beliefs that are widely shared, such as the belief that rinsing one's mouth 

with mouthwash after unprotected oral sex will kill any viruses or bacteria. 

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

Health promotion and safer sex were the themes that the outreach team 

discussed most frequently when contacting sex workers, as this area is the 

basic and primary focus (as well as the limit) of HESED's outreach work. 

One of HESED's most attractive services to sex workers (outdoors and 

indoors) is the mobile medical unit, which provides free of charge and 

anonymous testing for HIV, syphilis and hepatitis B and C where sex 

workers work or where they prefer to be visited by this mobile VCT 

(voluntary counselling and testing). HIV/STI counselling and testing are 

always an important need, but gynecology was also mentioned as a need 

related to sex work.  

The public healthcare system in Bulgaria has been undergoing constant 

reform over the last ten years, and the general population is not sufficiently 

aware of the services available. Sex workers are even more uninformed, 

and encounter more difficulties in gaining access because of stigma and 

poor treatment. In this respect, the HIV/STI counselling and testing offered 

by HESED are absolutely adequate. In addition, the team also offers a 

highly specialised service: professional care for most-at-risk sex workers 

(HIV-positive, pregnant, drug using, etc.). For other health problems, the 

team refers sex workers to other services according to their needs. 

Only 20% of sex workers expressed any social needs.  

No new services have been developed since the previous report, but one 

important service was stopped because of financial restrictions – a medical 

doctor is no longer present in the mobile unit, and no medical check-ups 

are possible directly in the field.  
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Mobility 

  National mobility  

Only one-fourth of sex workers reported travelling to other cities, which is 

a significant change compared to the previous report, where this 

proportion accounted for half of the respondents. Still, the movement of 

sex business was observable between winter resorts (such as Borovetz) 

and summer resorts (such as Sunny beach), which is the same as before.  

 

  International mobility  

About one-fourth of the respondents have travelled to work abroad, mainly 

to EU countries such as Germany, Greece, Spain, Austria, Switzerland and 

the Netherlands. There has been almost no change in the proportion. 

Bulgarians mainly choose destinations where sex work is legal or 

regulated, and these are usually wealthier European countries offering 

more opportunities for better payment.  

Generally, the main reason for mobility is the desire to earn more money. 

According to the expert opinion of HESED's team, the percentage of 

migrating sex workers is much higher in reality, as many Bulgarian sex 

workers do sex work abroad only, so it is not possible for HESED's 

outreach team to meet them or include them in the mapping.  

 

National mobility 

Yes 52 25.6% 

No 151 74.4% 

TOTAL 203 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 50 24.6% 

No 150 73.9% 

Non-response 3 1.5% 

TOTAL 203 100 % 
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Violence and discrimination 

  Violence 

The data collected should be considered in terms of sex workers' 

perception of violence: in Bulgaria, violence is generally accepted as a 

normal aspect of any relationship in comparison to Western culture, and 

sex workers often do not recognise some lighter forms of physical 

aggression, such as a slap on the face or the bottom, as violence. It should 

also be noted that this mapping was done within the indoor scene, which is 

quite different from the outdoor scene.  

On a general level, there was a decrease in reported violence compared to 

the previous report. Yet, it is very difficult to draw conclusions from this, as 

the samples were different and the indoor scene has changed during this 

time. All interpretations should be seen only as trends. 

 

  Forms and perpetrators of violence  

The topic of violence was discussed with 90% (182 cases) of the sex 

workers contacted. About 15% of them (26 cases) discussed a violent 

experience involving themselves or a colleague. Even if the outreach team 

made it possible to discuss violence, doing so was not easy for sex workers.  

Of those with whom this topic was discussed, 85% (156 cases) said that 

they had never experienced violence in their work. This marks a significant 

decrease compared to the previous report, where the figure was 55%. This 

decrease represents a trend in clubs and bars, which are public sex work 

venues that provide adequate safety measures for the sex workers 

involved, and are spaces where bodyguards are present and aggressive 

clients are not tolerated. At the same time, there was a higher proportion of 

cases of violence in apartments and brothels, which are less public places 

where sex workers usually do not have bodyguards directly at their 

disposal and there is a higher probability of client aggression. Aside from 

this, about one-third of the incidents occurred outside of the workplace. 

Sex workers clearly identify physical and verbal violence, including insults, 

as forms of violence.  

Perpetrators of violence fell into two large groups: clients and relatives. In 

comparison to the previous report, the clients' share decreased but the 

relatives' share increased significantly.  
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  Indicators of violence  

The main indicators of violence in Bulgaria can be outlined as follows: 

 The state's attitude towards prostitution, which views sex work solely 

through the lens of tax collection in the name of the national budget.  At the 

same time, the state does not envisage or provide any protection or 

sustainable care services for sex workers. 

 Social attitudes, which consider prostitution a deviant act done by 

people without morals. Many clients still treat sex workers as though they 

are inferior and can be paid to do anything they want. Clients are "normal," 

while sex workers are not. 

 The media's attitude in representing topics related to sex work, focusing 

only on sensational news and portraying sex workers as the lowest level of 

society, encouraging discrimination against marginal groups. 

There is no real public discussion of sex workers' needs or problems, and 

there is a lack of concern for the people involved in sex work. This creates 

an environment that is hostile to sex workers' self-organisation, forcing 

them to hide from public scrutiny. 

 

  Discrimination 

Discussing discrimination during the mapping was even more difficult, as 

this topic is rarely a sensitive issue in Bulgarian society as a whole, and for 

sex workers in particular. At the same time, sex workers prefer to hide 

their occupation, even when using public institutions and services, so it is 

improbable that they would experience discrimination. This is reflected in 

the results of this mapping. Discrimination was discussed with 68.5% of 

sex workers (139 cases), and about 11% of them (16 cases) discussed 

discrimination that they or their colleagues had experienced. 

Generally, there was a decrease in the level of discrimination compared to 

the previous report (although its focus was on stigma). All of HESED's 

findings on and interpretations of violence also apply to the topic of 

discrimination. The main perpetrators were clients and relatives, with 

discrimination occurring more often at the workplace (mainly in 

apartments and brothels, which are more clandestine, and in a few cases in 

public clubs and bars). 

None of the sex workers pressed charges. Generally, there is low level of 

trust in the judicial system in Bulgaria, and for marginalised groups this 

trust is even lower.  



167 

Isolation 

The most effective service provision for sex workers in Bulgaria is the 

outreach work implemented by the national HIV prevention programme, 

funded by the GFATM and administrated by the Ministry of Health in the 

nine largest cities, covering about 80% of the country's territory. Until the 

end of 2014, sex workers in Bulgaria can receive the same quality of 

services everywhere. All of these outreach teams function as a network of 

service providers working in cooperation to ensure that sex workers have 

a basic package of HIV prevention materials, access to consultations and 

specific individual care for most-at-risk sex workers (STI/HIV-positive, 

pregnant, drug using, etc.).  

Still, there is a high turnover of sex workers and a great deal of mobility, 

especially in the winter and summer resorts, evidenced by the mapping 

result that more than half of the sex workers contacted did not know of any 

available services (these were newcomers in the business, young and 

inexperienced women and sex workers who had recently moved from 

another venue, etc.). 

There are very few sex workers who work alone, and most have links to 

and are in frequent contact with other sex workers, especially if they work 

in places with more than three to four sex workers.   
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VIENNA 
 

 

Context and outreach methodology 

The data presented in this local report was collected during outreach 

carried out from April 2013 to June 2014 in the city of Vienna, Austria. The 

105 contacts considered for this report represent only a part of the 

outreach implemented by the team during the two years of the project, as 

in total LEFÖ made 2,000 contacts.  

As the partners decided to choose only the contacts who provided the most 

information, only 5.25% were used for data in the outreach report. 

Furthermore, the outreach team did not visit all of the sex work venues in 

Vienna. 

The survey content and the data of the report should be treated very 

cautiously, as these present only a part of the complex reality of the sex 

work scene in Austria. 

 

  Outreach methodology 

Outreach is conducted once or twice a week, always by two cultural 

mediators working together (for safety reasons), and lasts approximately 

four hours. The outreach team consists of one Bulgarian, one Romanian 

and one Spanish cultural mediator, all of whom speak German and English 

as well. The cultural mediators make sure that the conversation is held 

under discrete circumstances in order to avoid eavesdropping or 

disruption of the work of other sex workers in the venue.  

Since January 2014, two peer educators have also been part of the outreach 

team. Both of them attended the peer education training held in November 

2013, and started working with the team afterwards. One peer educator is 

from Romania, and the other is from Poland, which allows better and 

increased access to sex workers from other nationalities than before. The 

peer educators do street work once per month with a cultural mediator.  

 Preparation | An outreach day starts with the preparation of a route. On 

average, six to ten addresses are chosen from the organisation's address 

list. This list was compiled when LEFÖ's outreach work began, and is 
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regularly checked and updated. Most of the addresses are in areas that are 

well known for sex work, but there are sex work venues all over the city of 

Vienna. A general update is done regularly using the internet, and new 

contacts found during outreach are added immediately after they have 

been discovered by the outreach team or after feedback from sex workers. 

In brothels and other parlours, cultural mediators introduce themselves, 

the organisation and the aim of their work to the bartender or to the 

manager of the venue, if there is one. If they deny access, information 

materials are offered.  

 Contact | If access is granted, the cultural mediators talk to the women 

present and give them small plastic bags, which contain gifts such as 

condoms, lubricants, information brochures and more. The topics of 

conversations with sex workers are not determined, but cautiously guided 

to issues such as health, violence, social rights and legal rights. The 

possibility of organising a workshop can be offered. If sex workers are 

interested in a workshop or need individual counselling, an appointment is 

then arranged.  

Special documentation forms are filled out after each visit, and other 

remarks, comments or observations are noted as well. Afterwards, they are 

compiled into one detailed report. 

Sex workers also contact and visit LEFÖ for counselling. Since the 

beginning of 2012, LEFÖ has been able to offer accompaniment for police 

registration, as well as initial counselling for women who would like to 

start working as sex workers. An increasing number of women make use of 

these and other services. This explains the higher percentage of sex 

workers who made initial contact with the organisation, compared to the 

last INDOORS project (15.5% in INDOORS II and 34.3% in INDOORS III). In 

70.8% of cases, sex workers who made initial contact obtained the contact 

information from their colleagues, which shows that continual work with 

the target group yields positive results. 

 Communication | The team also noticed a higher willingness of sex 

workers and venue managers to let the team into their workplaces than 

before.  Even though there were fewer contacts than in the report from the 

previous INDOORS project (105 instead of 170), the team was able to get 

information about each of the contacts that was more detailed than before. 

There were very few sex workers who completely refused to talk, but 

communication was not possible with a great number of sex workers 

because the cultural mediators did not speak their language.  
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Most contacts are still made during outreach work (visits). Although the 

team now offers sex workers the opportunity to contact the organisation 

via online chat or e-mail, the majority of sex workers still prefer to call to 

make an appointment for a consultation at the office, or for accompa-

niment to the police station for registration. Very few sex workers have 

made use of the e-outreach tools to contact the organisation so far. 

 

Who initiated contact? 

The service provider / outreach team 63 60% 

The sex worker 36 34.3 % 

Other 6 5.7 % 

TOTAL 105 100 % 

Other: owner/manager; another organisation 

 

How was contact with sex workers made? 

During accompaniment 1 1.6 % 

During outreach (visits) 62 98.4 % 

TOTAL 63 100 % 

 

When contact made by sex workers, how was contact                                                           
with the service provider made? 

During outreach 5 13.9 % 

Internet 1 2.8 % 

Other 29 80.6 % 

Non-response 1 2.8 % 

TOTAL  36 100 % 

Other: telephone; during peer training; with flyers distributed by the police; at the office; visits to the STI 
clinic 

 

 

Prostitution scene 

 GENDER AND AGE | The majority of sex workers in Vienna are migrant 

women. There are male sex workers as well, but as LEFÖ is focused on 

working with female and transgender sex workers only, the organisation 

does not assess any data on male sex workers. 

The age range is very broad, with contacts being mostly between 18 and 35 

years old. There is also a relatively high percentage of older women (17.1 
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% of the contacts were between 36 and 45 years old). An increasing 

number of middle-aged women whose children have grown up are leaving 

their countries of origin to look for better opportunities and start doing sex 

work. 

 MIGRATION | Regarding their origin, the majority of the sex workers in 

Vienna are from new EU- countries (Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria and 

Slovakia). The contacts used in this report, however, were mostly from 

Romania, Bulgaria and Latin America, as the cultural mediators have the 

same nationalities, which greatly facilitated communication. 

 

GENDER 

Female 100 95.2 % 

Transgender 5 4.8 % 

TOTAL 105 100 % 

 

MIGRATION 

Migrants 104 99 % 

Nationals 1 1 % 

TOTAL 105 100 % 

  

ORIGIN 

European Union 85 8.7% 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia (non-EU countries) 1 1 % 

Latin America and Caribbean 10 9.6 % 

Asia Pacific 2 1.9 % 

Sub-Saharan Africa 6 5.8 % 

TOTAL 104 100 % 

 

 

Impact of migration and labour policies on sex workers 

It is relatively easy for EU citizens to come and work as sex workers in 

Austria, as they may move and work freely within the European Union. The 

only restriction is that they either have to leave the country after three 

months for at least one day, or must register as permanent residents. In 

order to do this, they need to have or earn enough money to live in Austria, 

and must have Austrian health insurance. An increasing number of sex 
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workers are gaining a regular status as permanent residents, especially 

those who are in contact with service providers and therefore are better 

informed of their responsibilities and rights. Permanent residence gives 

migrants more rights in Austria, as it makes them eligible for social welfare 

benefits. Unfortunately, there are still many sex workers who do not know 

about their rights, or who cannot achieve a permanent residence status in 

Austria due to their constant mobility.  

In addition to this, because sex work is still not considered legitimate work, 

many sex workers cannot prove their income, as they often do not receive 

income tax assessments and therefore have problems gaining permanent 

residence. Also, paying for health insurance seems to be a challenge. The 

majority of sex workers have to support their families in their countries of 

origin, and as they also have many expenses in Austria, it is difficult for 

them to pay the insurance fees, which are relatively high for self-employed 

workers.  Still, while a high percentage of sex workers in this mapping 

(39%) had no health insurance, there was a slight improvement compared 

to the last INDOORS project, when only 23.5 % of contacts had health 

insurance.   

 Migrants | The situation of third country nationals in Austria is still very 

difficult. Currently, there are few third country nationals working as sex 

workers in Austria, as the introduction of a new immigration law in 

January 2006 made it very difficult for them to come to Austria and engage 

in sex work. Third country nationals who work as sex workers in Vienna 

have either managed to become citizens of another EU country, or are 

asylum seekers in Austria. There is also a small group of non-EU citizens 

working in prostitution in Vienna who have a permanent residence permit 

in Austria, gained mostly through marriage to an Austrian citizen. 

Due to constant police control, as well as high fines for illegal sex workers 

and venue owners who allow unregistered sex workers to work on their 

premises, most of the reported contacts worked legally. There is some 

speculation that there are many illegal sex workers among Austrian and 

non-EU citizens, but as they work in private flats, the outreach team has no 

access to them. 
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Sex work venues and working conditions 

  Structure and organisation of the indoor scene 

The majority of sex workers contacted worked together with more than 

one sex worker in apartments, brothels and "Laufhäuser."   

 Laufhaus | A Laufhaus is a multi-storey building with several apartments 

dedicated only to sex work, where no consumption of alcohol or 

entertainment takes place. It is a place of work, but can also be used as a 

place to live, as most sex workers do. The Laufhäuser are dispersed 

throughout the city and usually have a manager and/or security staff 

present at all times. In most of the Laufhäuser, the outreach team has no 

problems entering and speaking with sex workers. The team does not 

usually need to ask for permission to speak to the women there either. 

Some Laufhäuser are more accessible, as the women have their apartment 

doors open, while others keep their doors closed and the team needs to 

ring the doorbell. Sex workers can choose to open their doors or not. In 

general, Laufhäuser provide the team with the greatest opportunity to have 

long and more personal conversations with sex workers. 

 Bars and brothels | There is no differentiation between bars and brothels 

in Vienna. These are places to meet and have a drink that also have private 

rooms for sexual services. In some of these venues, sex workers are paid a 

fixed salary (between 25-50 euros per day/night) for being present during 

working hours. If they have a customer, they are not paid the fixed salary, 

but rather a percentage of the consumed alcohol as well as the money for 

their sexual services. The prices for sexual services are determined by the 

owner and are on an hourly rate. The sex workers have to give a 

percentage of this price to the owner. If the client pays them more than the 

price stipulated by the owner, sex workers can keep this as a tip.  

Sex workers determine the services that they offer, and can choose or 

refuse clients. However, managers and owners often apply pressure on sex 

workers to drink alcohol or offer unsafe sex so that they attract more 

guests to their venue and generate more profit. Compared to their 

colleagues, sex workers who work in bars/brothels usually have the least 

autonomy at work.  

It is also very expensive for clients, and they often prefer to go to other 

venues where they do not have to pay as much for alcohol, and where the 

prices of the sexual services are also usually lower. For many sex workers 

who prefer to earn their money drinking and entertaining clients rather 
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than having sex with them, working in brothels and bars is the better 

option. 

The only places that could be called bars in the sense of the INDOORS 

definition68 were a couple of venues, visited mostly by Turkish men, where 

Bulgarian sex workers of Turkish or Roma ethnicity worked. The police 

recently closed all of these venues, as they did not meet the requirements 

of the new Viennese prostitution law from 2011. Waiting for clients in bars 

that have no licence for sex work is considered illegal. 

 Private flats | Working in private flats in Vienna is illegal, but it is 

possible to register a ground floor flat with a separate entrance as a sex 

work venue. These venues are called studios; usually there are one to five 

sex workers working there, self-organised or organised by a third person. 

In the first case, the sex workers only pay rent for the place, and in the 

second they either pay rent to the venue owner or give up a percentage of 

their earnings.  

 

Places of work 

Apartment 30 27.8 % 

Hotel 2 1.9 % 

Bar 6 5.6 % 

Brothel 30 27.8 % 

Club 4 3.7 % 

Massage parlours 3 2.8 % 

Sauna 4 3.7 % 

Laufhaus 23 21.3 % 

Other 3 2.8 % 

Non-response 3 2.8 % 

TOTAL 108 100 % 

Other: escort agency 

 

  Vulnerability related to HIV/STIs 

The rents, as well as other costs, in Laufhäuser and in studios are 

constantly on the rise. For example, a room in a Laufhaus used to cost 

between 250-450 euros per week in 2011, but now can cost up to 600-700 

euros. This puts sex workers under greater pressure to accept clients or 

offer services that they do not like in order to earn enough money to cover 

                                                           
68 See "Definition of Key Terms" in this publication. 
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their costs. Despite this, very few sex workers reported offering unsafe sex. 

This is, however, understandable, given that great mutual trust between 

sex workers and cultural mediators is needed in order to talk openly about 

practicing unsafe sex. Nevertheless, the team's observations show that 

there has been a significant increase in offering at least oral sex without a 

condom, as it is very broadly advertised in magazines and on the internet. 

In the few cases where unsafe (oral) sex was admitted, the following 

reasons were given: clients' demands, pressure at the workplace, the 

possibility of charging more money and attracting more clients. Usually, 

more than one of these factors make a sex worker offer unsafe (oral) sex. 

 

 

Main needs of sex workers 

The team analysed only the needs of migrant female sex workers in Vienna 

in this report, as a sample of only one national sex worker and five 

transgender sex workers does not allow for generalisation about their 

situations.  

 

  Social needs  

Due to their general marginalisation, sex workers have limited access to 

information and support. The fact that most of them do not speak German, 

while Austrian institutions usually do not offer information or consultation 

in other languages, is additionally detrimental to their situation. As in the 

previous phase of the INDOORS project, sex workers mostly had questions 

on social and legal issues. There has been a significant increase in migrant 

sex workers' interest in stopping sex work. This can be explained by the 

opening of the Austrian labour market to Romanian and Bulgarian citizens, 

who were the majority of the contacts in this report. 

 

  Health needs  

The most frequently expressed needs regarding health were connected to 

general health problems and access to public health services. This is 

because many sex workers have no health insurance in Austria due to a 

lack of information, language barriers and fear of stigmatisation. 

Gynecological questions were also frequently asked. This can be explained 

by the fact that although registered sex workers are obliged to undergo 

weekly health checks, these neither include a gynecological examination V
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nor any treatments. Given the enormous psychological pressure in this 

profession (due to constant fear, leading a double life, isolation, etc.), many 

sex workers expressed a need for psychological support as well.  

 

  Services offered to sex workers  

Because of the general marginalisation of sex workers, there is a need for 

continuous social and legal support, as well as for empowerment, which 

the team believes it provides during its outreach activities. Each conver-

sation starts with input on important topics, which are often brought up by 

sex workers out of their desire to express their own needs. 

The outreach team is aware of the fact that a very deep relationship based 

on trust is necessary for sharing more intimate and personal problems. 

This is only possible after several contacts and in the secure environment 

of an individual consultation, which can hardly be achieved during 

outreach. Aside from this, an organisation with scarce financial resources 

and a small staff cannot cover all of the needs of such a marginalised target 

group.  

Nevertheless, LEFÖ has always striven to develop and improve the services 

that it offers. For example, since January 2012 LEFÖ has offered initial 

counselling for women who have just started doing sex work in Vienna. An 

increasing number of women have made use of this service. For women 

who have never done sex work before, this first conversation is of 

especially great value, as it provides them with a lot of information, gives 

them moral support and prevents many of the problems that could occur 

due to a lack of experience. 

 

 

Mobility 

This topic was not discussed often during outreach, reflected by the very 

high rate of non-response to both survey questions related to the issue 

(44.8 % non-response for in-country mobility, and 49.1% for mobility in 

other countries). The reason for this is mostly the fact that there was little 

time during outreach to cover so many topics, and the team tried to focus 

on providing information on more important issues.  There was a relatively 

equal proportion of contacts who had worked in other Austrian cities or 

countries to those who had not.  
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In INDOORS II, there were many more sex workers who said that they had 

not worked in other Austrian cities or abroad before, but according to the 

team's general experience, there has always been a very high degree of 

mobility among sex workers. What it new is that a greater variety of 

Austrian cities and unusual countries were mentioned. For the most part, 

larger Austrian cities used to be interesting to sex workers, as they 

provided more anonymity and offered more opportunities and clients. 

However, nowadays sex workers tend to try smaller cities as well.  

Aside from countries such as Germany, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands, 

which have always been frequented by sex workers working in Austria, in 

this mapping even more countries were mentioned (United Kingdom, 

France, Poland). A possible reason for this could be more restrictive 

policies, as well as increasing competition and the economic crisis in 

Europe, which force sex workers to travel to more places in search of 

better working and living conditions.  

 

National mobility 

Yes 26 24.8 % 

No 32 30.5 % 

Non-response 47 44.7 % 

TOTAL 105 100 % 

 

International mobility 

Yes 30 28.8 % 

No 23 22.1 % 

Non-response 52 49.1 % 

TOTAL 105 100 % 

 

 

Violence and discrimination 

  Violence 

As only contacts who provided more detailed information, or who 

answered more questions, were used in the mapping, this report reflects a 

very high percentage of outreach situations in which violence was 

discussed (46.7%, or 52 contacts). In those cases, the majority of sex 

workers admitted to having experienced violence (73.1%, or 38 contacts). 

Eight sex workers reported violence experienced by others. Only six sex V
IE

N
N

A
 



178 

workers said that they had never experienced violence. The results show 

that many sex workers still become victims of violence. The different forms 

of violence were present almost equally in responses, physical violence 

being the most frequently reported type (20 cases), directly followed by 

psychological violence (19 cases), economic exploitation (16 cases) and 

verbal violence (14 cases). Again, as in the previous phase of the INDOORS 

project, the most frequently reported perpetrators of violence were clients 

(15 cases). Traffickers and sex work venue owners or staff were mentioned 

with equal frequency as perpetrators (10 cases of violence perpetrated by 

each). Sex workers still have difficulty discussing violence in their 

relationships, but nevertheless nine women reported being abused by a 

relative, friend or acquaintance.  

 

  Discrimination 

Discrimination was not discussed extensively during outreach, as there 

was usually no time for in-depth conversations. Also, sex workers seemed 

to be used to discrimination, or believed that they deserved being 

discriminated against or stigmatised for what they do or who they are, 

typically only mentioning very severe forms of discrimination. The topic 

came up during only 12 contacts, in which nine sex workers said that they 

had felt discriminated against at some point in their lives. This indicates 

that if sex workers would be given the chance to talk about this issue, many 

of them would report cases of discrimination.  

The results show that sex workers are mainly discriminated against for 

being migrants and for not speaking German, and only afterwards for being 

sex workers. This discrimination takes place in all fields of life:  in 

institutions, in shops and on the labour as well as real estate markets.  Sex 

work venue owners and managers treat sex workers who are new in 

Austria and/or do not speak German worse than other sex workers, as the 

former group is especially unable to negotiate better working conditions. 

Migrants have difficulty renting flats, and when they manage to do so it is 

often without a contract and for a very high price. Even when they seek 

help, the police do not protect their rights.  Roma sex workers experience 

particularly bad treatment because of their ethnicity, both in Austria and in 

their countries of origin. 
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  Charges  

The majority of sex workers still do not press charges in cases of 

discrimination or violence. In cases of violence, sex workers often fear 

direct or indirect retaliation, or have an affective relationship to the 

oppressor. The majority of sex workers, however, gave other reasons for 

why they did not press charges. Many sex workers have no information on 

their rights or do not know where to get support. This is especially true in 

cases of discrimination or economic exploitation, as sex workers have often 

been treated badly or discriminated against by the police and other public 

authorities; thus, migrant sex workers feel that they have no or very little 

chances of winning in litigation against Austrian citizens, employers or 

institutions.  

Particularly in cases of verbal violence or discrimination, the efforts 

required seem to be too great compared to the low chances of successful 

litigation. Only two sex workers gave financial dependency on the 

oppressor and fear of losing their flat as reasons for not pressing charges, 

but the team's experience shows that this is a widespread phenomenon 

among migrants in general.  

The same is also considered true for sex workers' fear of losing their 

workplace. Nevertheless, many sex workers manage to deal with violent 

situations with the help of colleagues or friends, and seem to prefer this 

way to contacting the police or other public institutions, which they do not 

trust. Another common reason for not pressing charges that did not come 

up in the results, but which is also widespread, is the mobility of sex 

workers, who usually cannot afford staying in Austria for the long period of 

time that litigation would take. 

Both the results of the survey and the team's observations show no 

significant change in the situation of migrant sex workers over the last 

three years. Rather, what has once again been confirmed is that society still 

sees sex workers and especially migrant sex workers as a lower class of 

humans to be used and abused without fear of consequences. 

 

 

Isolation 

Sex workers who have been working in Vienna for a longer period of time 

have better access to information and support from service providers than 

their colleagues who change cities and countries more frequently. This is 

mostly because of the constant outreach work service providers do. Almost V
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all sex workers who work in Vienna legally know about medical services 

for sex workers, as they are obligated to undergo mandatory health checks 

once a week. The quality of their relationship with these medical services 

is, however, arguable, as sex workers do not use these services of their own 

free will. In the survey, only 55.2% of sex workers said that they knew of 

medical services for sex workers; this is mainly because these services are 

not always seen as such, but rather as an obligation or an imposition.  

The fact that sex workers only know of service providers for sex workers 

and no other formal or informal services demonstrates the isolation in 

which most sex workers live. Only six persons knew of organisations that 

were not service providers for sex workers.  Of the sex workers who were 

contacted, 6.4% said that they knew of no service providers at all. All 

contacts who answered the question about their relationships with other 

sex workers said that they were in some contact with their peers.  One 

positive result is that in the majority of cases (69.4%), sex workers 

reported having good relationships with their peers, exchanging 

information and supporting each other. 

The team's experience, however, shows that aside from their contacts 

within the sex industry, the majority of sex workers still live in great 

isolation. There are several reasons for this: the stigmatisation and 

criminalisation of sex workers, the lack of recognition of sex work as a 

form of labour, double standards, racist prejudices, shame and the lack of 

possibilities for communication being the main factors. In addition, the 

working hours of the majority of sex workers do not allow for contact with 

other people, as they either work at night and sleep during the day, or even 

worse, they often live in their workplace and are therefore available non-

stop. 

However, it must be noted that the majority of sex workers are still 

connected to their families and friends in their homelands, and are in 

constant contact with them via telephone, Skype or Facebook. Sex workers' 

connections to their countries of origin and the people there are very 

strong, even for sex workers who have been working abroad for years. The 

fact that most sex workers travel within Austria or around Europe also 

does not allow them to maintain new social contacts, and is a reason why 

sex workers mainly maintain their connections to their friends and 

relatives at home. 
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 Definition of key terms 
 

 

The following definitions clarify terms used in the INDOORS 
products, and provide a basis for a better understanding of the 
terminology surrounding sex work. The definitions were provided 
by the European TAMPEP (www.tampep.eu) and INDOORS 
(www.indoors-project.eu) projects.  
 

 

GENERAL DEFINITIONS 
 
Abolition 
Abolition refers to a policy model that 
criminalises or partially criminalises sex 
work. The sale of sexual services is legal, but 
activities related to prostitution, such as 
solicitation or brothel-keeping, are banned 
and/or subject to zoning restrictions. 
Furthermore, customers are often punished. 
This concept is based on the assumption that 
all sex workers are victims of systematic 
patriarchal exploitation. 
 
Abolitionist 
Seeks to abolish prostitution by penalising 
procurers and pimps rather than sex 
workers. 
 
Advocacy 
Advocacy is any action directed at changing 
the policies, positions or programs of any 
type of institution. 
 
Client 
The term "client" is used to describe a person 
purchasing sexual services. 
 
Community-based approach 
A community-based approach refers to (an 
organisation's) partnership with sex workers 
in all stages of a project or activity 
addressing the sex worker community. It 
implies that sex workers are active in the 
preparation, implementation and/or 
evaluation of the project. This approach 
recognises and valorises the skills and 
resources of sex workers, and does not limit 
them to a particular role. 
 
 
 
 

Counselling 
Counselling utilises an interpersonal 
relationship to enable a person to develop 
self-understanding and make changes in 
her/his life. Counselling aims to help people 
develop their educational, vocational and 
psychological skills, and to achieve an 
optimal level of empowerment, self-esteem 
and well-being in society. 
 
Criminalisation 
This term is used to describe the wide range 
of legal statutes that illegalise sex work   ̶ 
either directly by prohibiting the selling of 
sexual services, or indirectly by criminalising 
other activities surrounding sex work. 
Furthermore, sex work can also be 
criminalised on a municipal level, where sex 
workers are frequently prosecuted for 
administrative rather than criminal offences. 
Generally speaking, criminalisation refers to 
the direct and indirect criminalisation of sex 
work and sex workers through different legal 
measures.69  
 
Decriminalisation 
Decriminalisation refers to the removal of all 
criminal laws that prohibit selling, buying or 
facilitating (procuring) sex work. The focus 
of this legal model lies in the acceptance of 
sex work as an occupation, utilising labour 
laws to address the working conditions and 
rights of sex workers.70  
 
Empowerment 
On a personal level, empowerment is 
understood as awareness and the 
strengthening of an individual's skills to 

                                                           
69 Open Society Foundation: 10 reasons to 
decriminalise sex work, p 1 
70 Legal frameworks that deal with sex work and 
human trafficking – an overview of terminology 
and an examination of evidence 
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control and improve her/his life. Meanwhile, 
community empowerment strengthens a 
community's ability to generate positive 
change. Social empowerment enables sex 
workers to fight for their rights and 
acceptance in society.   
 
At a grassroots level 
See "Community-based approach." 
 
HIV 
This term is used in preference to 
"HIV/AIDS," "HIV virus" or "AIDS virus" 
(unless specifically referring to AIDS). HIV 
means "human immunodeficiency virus," 
which makes it redundant to refer to it as the 
HIV virus. Meanwhile, AIDS is a syndrome, 
which makes it incorrect to refer to it as the 
"AIDS virus." AIDS is what causes death, and 
HIV is the infection that causes AIDS. 
 
Indoor-based sex worker 
This term refers to sex workers who 
establish contact with clients in an indoor 
setting or via the internet. Indoor sex work is 
often advertised in the media or online. See 
"Forms of sex work" below for examples of 
indoor-based venues. 
 
Legalisation 
Seeks to make sex work legal, regulating the 
industry through civil and labour laws. 
 
Migrants 
While frequency and scope of migration vary 
nationally and internationally, within the 
INDOORS products, migrants are understood 
to be persons who are/were originally 
nationals of a different country than the one 
they are currently in, and can include EU 
citizens.  
 
Outdoor-based sex worker 
This term refers to sex workers who 
establish contact with clients in outdoor 
settings (streets, roads, motorways, parks, 
etc.). Outdoor sex work settings are not 
advertised, but are areas that sex workers 
are known to frequent.  
 
Partner (of a sex worker) 
This term is used for individuals in a 
relationship with a sex worker, and should 
not be seen as synonymous with "pimp." 
 
Peer supporter 
A peer supporter is a sex worker who offers 
support to her/his peers. A peer supporter's 
role goes beyond that of an educator. The 
main characteristic of peer support lies in the 
promotion of mutual support among sex 
workers for the adoption of safe sex 
techniques, the defence of their rights and 
improvement of working conditions. A peer 

supporter focuses on solidarity, support and 
understanding between sex workers. 
Generally, a peer supporter acts as a go-
between for the service provider and 
facilitates contact with sex workers; she/he 
helps them voice their needs and enables the 
dissemination of information. 
 
Peer educator 
Peer educator refers to a person who works 
or has worked as a sex worker, and who, 
with respect to sex work-related 
intervention, participates in specific trainings 
that provide her/him with the necessary 
skills to carry out educational activities with 
a group of peers. A peer educator 
disseminates information on health 
promotion, sex workers' rights, access to 
services, etc., and organises workshops with 
colleagues on these issues. A peer educator 
can work in projects that involve sex workers 
and participate in workgroups to develop 
and evaluate actions. Generally, a peer 
educator is part of the service provider's 
team and should receive compensation for 
her/his services as a peer. 
 
Peer training 
Courses that provide the knowledge and 
tools necessary for fulfilling the role of peer 
educator. 
 
People posing as clients 
This concept is used in distinction to the 
term "client" to point out that violence is 
nothing inherent to sex work and that not all 
clients are violent or aggressive.  People 
posing as clients are predators who use the 
context of sex work, with its precarious 
working conditions and lack of protection by 
law enforcement, to inflict harm on sex 
workers. Meanwhile, "bad clients" are those 
who treat sex workers with disrespect. A bad 
client is considered an "aggressor" if she/he 
is violent against a sex worker.71  
 
Prohibition 
Prohibition is understood as a legislative 
model that seeks to punish any acts or 
persons involved in sex work, including the 
sex worker. Prostitution is seen as a criminal 
offense and all activities related to 
prostitution are criminalised.72  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
71 Managing Sex Work, page 7 and Language 
Matters: Talking about sex work. Infosheet 
produced by STELLA, April 2013, page 3 
72 Legal frameworks that deal with sex work and 
human trafficking – an overview of terminology and 
an examination of evidence 
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Prohibitionist 
Seeks to prohibit prostitution, and penalises 
sex workers and pimps alike (although not 
necessarily clients). 
 
Public services 
This term refers to public organisations and 
institutions that provide services to the 
general public, and can directly or indirectly 
provide services to sex workers. 
 
Regulationist 
Seeks to regulate rather than to prohibit or 
abolish prostitution. 
 
Safer sex 
This term is used in preference to "safe sex," 
which may imply complete safety. The term 
"safer sex" more accurately reflects the idea 
that choices can be made and behaviours 
adapted to reduce or minimise risk. 
 
Service providers 
This term is used to describe any 
organisations, public or private, that provide 
services, such as health promotion, legal and 
social support, to sex workers. 
 
Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs) 
This term is used in preference to "venereal 
disease (VD)" or "sexually transmitted 
diseases (STDs)," which do not convey the 
concept of asymptomatic sexually 
transmitted infections. Sexually transmitted 
infections are spread by the transfer of 
organisms from person to person during 
sexual contact. In addition to so-called 
traditional STIs (syphilis and gonorrhoea), 
the spectrum of STIs now includes HIV, 
which causes AIDS; Chlamydia trachomatis; 
human papilloma virus (HPV), which can 
cause cervical or anal cancer; genital herpes; 
chancroid; genital mycoplasmas; hepatitis B; 
trichomoniasis; enteric infections and 
ectoparasitic diseases (i.e., diseases caused 
by organisms that live on the outside of the 
host's body). The complexity and scope of 
sexually transmitted infections have 
increased dramatically since the 1980s; more 
than 20 organisms and syndromes are now 
recognised as belonging in this category. 
 
Sex worker 
Sex work is consensual sex between adults. It 
can take many forms, and varies between 
and within countries and communities. Sex 
work also varies in the degree to which it is 
more or less "formal," or organised. As 
defined in the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC), children and adolescents 
under the age of 18 who exchange sex for 

money, goods or favours are "sexually 
exploited" and not defined as sex workers.73 
The term "sex worker" is used in preference 
to "prostitute," as it is intended to be non-
judgemental, focusing on the conditions 
under which sexual services are sold. The 
term "commercial sex worker" is no longer 
used because it is seen as repeating the same 
meaning using different words. 
 
Trafficker 
A trafficker is an agent of the crime of 
trafficking. 
 
Trafficking 
"Trafficking in Persons shall mean the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring or receipt of persons, by means 
of the threat or use of force or other forms of 
coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, 
of the abuse of power or of a position of 
vulnerability or the giving or receiving of 
payments or benefits to achieve the consent 
of a person having control over another 
person, for the purpose of exploitation." 
Broken down into its components, the 
definition comprises acts, means, and 
purpose. One or more elements of each of the 
three components must be present in order 
for the definition's criteria to be fulfilled. A 
victim's consent is irrelevant if any of the 
above means are used or if the victim is 
under 18 years old.74  
 
Transgender 
Transgender is an umbrella term for people 
whose gender identity and expression does 
not conform to the norms and expectations 
traditionally associated with the sex assigned 
to them at birth; it includes people who are 
transsexual, transgender or otherwise 
gender non-conforming. Transgender people 
may self-identify as transgender, female, 
male, transwoman or transman, transsexual 
or, in specific cultures, as hijra (India), 
kathoey (Thailand), waria (Indonesia) or one 
of many other transgender identities. They 
may express their genders in a variety of 
masculine, feminine and/or androgynous 
ways.75 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
73 Consolidated guidelines on HIV prevention, 
diagnosis, treatment and care for key populations. 
WHO, July 2014 
74 Work Safe in Sex Work, a European manual on 
good practices in work with and for sex workers, 
TAMPEP International Foundation, 2009 
75 Consolidated guidelines on HIV prevention, 
diagnosis, treatment and care for key populations. 
WHO, July 2014 
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Third parties  
This term is used to describe anyone 
involved in the transaction of sex work who 
is neither the client nor the sex worker. The 
term third parties is broad, as it can refer to 
people sex workers work for (owners, 
managers, agents), work with (agents, 
bookers) or hire (drivers, web designers), as 
well as to individuals associated with sex 
work venues (receptionists, security). A third 
party is understood as an individual who 
controls, coordinates or supervises sex 
workers' labour practices (how they work) 
or labour process (when and where they 
work) for direct or indirect financial 
compensation. Also, sex workers can be 
considered third parties when they work 
together with other sex workers.76  
 
Tutor 
A person who follows and supports the 
participants in a training throughout the 
entire learning process.  
 
Unprotected sex/unsafe sex 
This term is used in preference to "risky sex" 
or "high-risk sex." 
 
 

FORMS OF SEX WORK 
 
Apartment 
An apartment used in the context of sex work 
is a place where one to three sex workers 
work, mostly autonomously. This apartment 
may be their home as well as their 
workplace. 
 
Bassi 
Bassi are only found in Italy. They are rooms 
in the historic centre of Genoa, where sex 
work has long been practised. These rooms 
are located on the ground floor and have an 
independent entrance accessible directly 
from the narrow streets (vicoli) in this area. 
Generally, they are made up of one or two 
rooms with no windows and a small 
bathroom. In the past, they were used as 
shops or storerooms, though in the last fifty 
years they have been transformed into 
bedrooms. 
 
Bar 
In the context of the sex industry, a bar is a 
place to meet sex workers and have a drink. 
Sex workers generally go elsewhere (hotels, 
apartments, etc.) with clients to perform 
sexual services, but some bars may have 
private areas that are used, officially or not, 
for this purpose. 

                                                           
76 Managing Sex Work, page 7 and Language 
Matters: Talking about sex work. Infosheet 
produced by STELLA, April 2013, page 4 

Brothel 
A brothel is a place where four or more sex 
workers work. This business is mostly 
organised by a third party. 
 
Club 
In the context of the sex industry, a club is a 
place to meet sex workers, have a drink, 
watch striptease shows and visit private 
rooms, where sex workers can go with 
clients to provide sexual services. 
 
Incalls 
This term refers to sexual services provided 
by the sex worker at her/his workplace or 
home. The client visits the sex worker to 
purchase sexual services. 
 
Laufhaus 
Laufhäuser are very common in Austria and 
Germany. They are large houses with several 
individual rooms, which are rented by sex 
workers on a daily or weekly basis. Laufhaus 
means "walk house" because men walk 
through the corridors until they choose a sex 
worker. 
 
Massage parlours and saunas 
These are venues where the primary 
business is related to massage services or 
sauna facilities, but where sexual services 
may be provided as well. 
 
Other indoor venues 
Cinemas, saunas, peep shows, striptease 
bars. 
 
Outcalls 
This term refers to sexual services provided 
by the sex worker outside her/his workplace. 
Outcalls can take place in hotels, at the 
client's home or in another location. 
 
Sex shop 
A sex shop is a commercial venue selling a 
range of sexual accessories, with private 
rooms where clients can watch live shows or 
videos and seek sexual services. 
 
SM Studio 
Used in Germany to describe venues offering 
sadomasochistic services. 
 
Studio 
Studios are found in Austria, and are 
apartments in a building's ground level that 
have their own entrance separate from that 
to other apartments in the building. Studios 
are places where one to three sex workers 
work autonomously or are organised by a 
third person, mostly the owner. 
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Windows 
Windows, or window brothels, which are 
mostly found in the Netherlands, are small 
rooms used by self-employed sex workers 
who rent them for work purposes for day or 
night shifts. Sex workers are not allowed to 
live there. The windows (like shop windows) 
are normally on the ground floor of the 
building. Sex workers sit or stand behind the 
window and negotiate with clients at the 
door. There are two ways of indicating that 
the sex worker is busy: the outside red light 
is on and the window curtains are closed. 
Windows are concentrated on streets where 
the municipality allows such businesses to 
operate, and window owners are responsible 
for the working conditions and policies in 
their venues. 
 
 

REACHING SEX WORKERS 
 
ICT (Information and Communication 
Technology) 
ICT is an umbrella term that includes any 
communication device or application, such as 
radio, television, cellular phones, computer 
and network hardware and software, and the 
services and applications associated with 
them. Almost all service providers and 
activists use some ICT tools in their activities 
and communication. 
 
Online outreach (e-outreach) 
Online outreach refers to outreach work that 
is conducted in internet-based settings, such 
as chat rooms, forums, instant messaging 
services or other online interfaces that 
facilitate conversation. Online outreach is 
done in order to establish dialogue with a 
certain target group, and typically consists of 
promoting services and/or support. This 
work should always be carefully planned and 
evaluated. 
 
Outreach services 
Outreach services refer to all activities that 
aim to reach out to and engage with a certain 
target group, often with the intention of 
offering information, services and/or 
support. Within the scope of the INDOORS 
project, this mostly refers to outreach work 
done with and for indoor sex workers, 
mainly in the context of visits to indoor sex 
work venues. These visits can include 
medical personnel, such as nurses or doctors, 
as well as cultural mediators (when reaching 
out to migrants). Great care must be taken 
when providing clinical services in order to 
protect the confidentiality of sex workers' 
medical care and test results. Methods of 
arranging outreach vary depending on the 
local context and resources available – some 

organisations respond to sex workers' 
requests for visits, others phone to offer 
visits, while others still visit spontaneously 
without warning the establishments. 
Regardless of the method used, all outreach 
requires negotiation with gatekeepers and 
sex workers, and should be based on sex 
workers' consent. 
 
SIT (Social Intervention Tool) 
The SIT is an advanced, customisable chat 
tool that was specifically developed by an 
expert group of the Correlation Network for 
organisations working with marginalised or 
vulnerable persons, such as drug users, sex 
workers, MSM and young people at risk. For 
more information on the SIT, visit 
http://sittool.eu/index.html. 
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