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We are grateful for the opportunity to respond to the Home Office Consultation, set out in the paper "Paying the Price: A Consultation Paper on Prostitution"; and we welcome the remarks of the Home Secretary, in his foreword, stating that 'this consultation is intended as the starting point for the development of a realistic and coherent strategy to deal with prostitution and its serious detrimental consequences for individuals and communities'. 

We are aware of the earlier Home Office publication, Setting the Boundaries, which reviewed the law on sex offences and led to the Sexual Offences Act 2003 and the later paper Protecting the Public, in which the Home Secretary announced his intention to review the exploitation, criminality and drug abuse that are associated with prostitution.  The three papers provide a very helpful background against which to consider the important questions which are raised by the consultation. 

In preparing this brief submission, we have consulted with Christians from agencies and projects working to oppose the sex trade and to care for its victims.   While we do not in any sense speak for these individuals or agencies, we are grateful for their help and advice.  They include: 

•  Alabare Christian Care Centres, Bristol 

•  Anawim Project, Birmingham 

•  CHASTE

•  Coalition for the Removal of Pimping (CROP) 

•  Kairos Project, Coventry 

•  National Board of Catholic Women 

•  Religious Sisters at Kings Cross 

•  Women @ The Well Project 

 

From these consultations and our own reflections, a few key points have surfaced which we wish to highlight.  These include : 

•  the context of poverty, criminality and drug abuse 

•  the nature of human sexuality 

•  the law and its enforcement 

•  women in prison 

•  support for those wishing to exit from prostitution 

•  support for families 

•  prevention through education

 

1. The context 
The trade in people trafficked for sexual services is a global phenomenon, linked to poverty, organised crime and drugs, and supported by the seemingly endless demand for sexual services.  It damages not only those who are directly involved but their families and the communities in which it operates. 

We support the government's search, with international partners, for a better legal framework and more effective approaches to enforcement and care with which to limit the damage caused by the sex trade both internationally and in the UK. 

The Palermo Protocol, supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime, is a symbol and instrument of the coordinated, international effort to prevent and punish trafficking.  We would urge the government, as a signatory to the Convention, to seriously consider ratifying this Protocol. 

 

2. Human sexuality 
A deep respect for human sexuality has always been central to Catholic teaching, which sees it as fundamentally linked to committed human relationships and to marriage and family life.  Prostitution is a denial of this view.  It trivializes and commercializes sexuality and inevitably damages the human person. 

The way human sexuality is viewed in contemporary Western societies, more generally, also tends to trivialize and commercialise human sexuality.  It makes us, as a society, less clear as to how we view prostitution.  While acknowledging the many evils associated with trafficking and the sex trade, some may be tempted to see prostitution itself as essentially a harmless activity. 

We believe this is misguided and would urge the government to treat prostitution as an activity which is fundamentally destructive of the human person and of human relationships and community and to challenge its existence. 

 

3. The law and its enforcement 
While we consider prostitution to be fundamentally wrong, we also recognize that often the prostitute is a victim - exploited, controlled and sometimes abused by the trafficker, the pimp and the user.  The law should be framed and enforced to take this exploitative relationship into account. 

We would, therefore, support reasonable attempts to target the law and its enforcement on the user, the pimp and the trafficker.  This would involve an adaptation of the Swedish Model which targets the user.  Further research into the Swedish model and its outcomes would be useful. 

Many of the alternative approaches (managed brothels, managed areas and licensed individuals) would seem to accept prostitution as a fundamentally harmless activity to be managed rather than prohibited.  We feel these approaches are questionable in principle and in the long term would be damaging to society. 

It is especially important to avoid approaches to management and enforcement which involve any form of taxation and could be seen as government seeking to profit from the trade. 

We would encourage the Home Office with the police to review approaches to policing in order to determine which strategies are most effective in discouraging those who are tempted to use prostitutes and in combating pimping and trafficking. 

The involvement of children in prostitution must be seen as child abuse, and the protection of children must be a priority for all. We welcome the additional protection against using or involving children in prostitution in the Sexual Offences Act 2003. 

In considering the law and its enforcement, we must also be concerned for local communities that are blighted by a local sex trade.  We would encourage government and the police to involve the residents of such communities in the process of searching for solutions. 

Despite the importance of protecting local communities, there is considerable consensus among those whom we have consulted that Anti Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) are too often used inappropriately.  Sometimes they prevent women from keeping in contact with family members and positive support networks, and they may lead to unnecessary prison sentences for violations of the orders. 

 

4. Women in prison 
It may be that prison is often not an appropriate punishment for people involved in offences related to prostitution.  We are conscious of the increasing number of women held on remand or serving a prison sentence.  A high percentage are mothers, many with at least one child under the age of sixteen.  Sometimes a prison sentence involves the children being placed in care. Often it involves a significant geographical separation when women are placed a long distance from home. 

The threat of prison for offences related to prostitution can also discourage women and young people from reporting the abuse they receive from users, pimps and traffickers. 

We would support the government in appropriate attempts to find alternatives to prison, especially for women with children and for those who would serve short custodial sentences for prostitution related offences. 

On the other hand, prison may be very appropriate for those involved in trafficking and pimping, especially for those who draw young people into prostitution. 

 

5. Support for those who may wish to leave prostitution 
A very important part of any strategy to address prostitution should be increased support for people to leave prostitution. 

Drop in centres are extremely useful as a first port of call for those seeking support. 

Safe housing, where they can receive drug treatment, support from well trained staff and other services, for 12 months, is the first and most vital need for those seriously considering the possibility of change. 

Specialist units supporting no more than six women and their children for 12-18 months should be made available.  Parenting skills and life skills training would be essential aspects of this work. 

The specific need for safe housing to support and protect children and young people who have been abused through prostitution requires careful attention. 

Move-on accommodation is also needed if change and exiting are to become real possibilities.   Exiting should be seen as a process rather than a single event, but exiting should be the explicit or implicit aim of all support. 

It is important to keep in mind the important role that poverty and debt have in drawing people into prostitution and keeping them there.  Education and training for alternative work must be part of any effective strategy to support people in leaving prostitution. 

 

6. Support for families 
When a young person is drawn into prostitution it is a tragedy for the family.   Both the parents and siblings suffer and need support.  More needs to be done to support families in their own need and possibly to engage them as experts and allies.  In this respect, the work of CROP and the Kairos Project is especially useful as they are some of the few groups that do concerted work with affected families. 

 

7. Prevention through education 
Education is the best form of prevention.  A sense of a lack of achievement in school can lead to truancy, which in turn can be an opening to involvement in drugs and crime.  Parents should be alerted to this and also have their awareness raised of signs of grooming for sexual exploitation.   Children should be informed of the realities of drugs and prostitution. 

It is important to remember that many who are involved in prostitution have not finished school.  Education and training that prepares people for work provides an alternative to prostitution for those who are drawn into it to pay bills and care for their children. 

It has been suggested that more should be done to explore the connection between prostitution and low self esteem among some young women and to address issues of self esteem with young women who may be at risk.  There is a tendency to assume, with the gradual emancipation of women in our society, that all young women absorb a positive view of themselves from an early age.  We suspect this is overly optimistic and that more attention should be given to these issues in schools, with women in care, in the criminal justice system and in other ways. 

It is also important to support all young men in developing an appropriate sense of male identity and an understanding of their responsibility, alongside women, for the future of the family and of our society. 

The Churches and faith communities, including faith schools, could be an important part of this preventative, educational effort. 

_____________________________ 
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