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Written submission from the Women’s Support Project 
 
Amendment 8 

The Women’s Support Project takes the view that in a Scotland that strives 
towards equality and human rights, it is not acceptable to condone or ignore the 
exploitation of women (and men) in prostitution. Condoning or accepting 
prostitution undermines work on gender equality and on violence against women. 
What sense could we make of work against rape, sexual harassment at work, 
stalking and underage sex if men can simply buy these activities through 
prostitution? 

We therefore support Amendment 8 (lodged by Trish Godman), which proposes 
changes to the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009 to create three new 
offences – engaging in a paid-for sexual activity, advertising paid-for sexual 
activities, and facilitating engagement in a paid-for sexual activity.  We believe 
that this legislation will empower the authorities to effectively challenge those 
who profit from prostitution, i.e. pimps, brothel owners and traffickers.  Equally 
importantly it will send out a strong message that exploitation will not be 
tolerated, and in the longer term this will change attitudes towards ‘paid-for 
sexual activity’ and so reduce the demand from men to buy sex in prostitution. 

We do not support amendment 8 (8A-8D, lodged by Margo Macdonald), which 
proposes the addition of two further offences – causing alarm etc. by engaging in 
a paid-for sexual activity and profiting from coerced paid-for sexual activities. Nor 
do we support amendment 461 (lodged by Nigel Don) which creates an offence 
of paying for sexual services of a prostitute subjected to force etc, Our view is 
that prostitution is inherently harmful, irrespective of whether the person is forced 
and this is what must be addressed – not whether it causes “alarm” to a third 
party.  In addition we believe that the burden of proving ‘force’ or coercion would 
make such legislation unworkable. 

Background 

The Scottish Government includes prostitution and other forms of sexual 
exploitation in the spectrum of male violence against women (see for example 
‘Safer Lives:  Changed Lives.  A shared approach to tackling violence against 
women in Scotland’)  

Women become involved in prostitution for a variety of reasons such as 
homelessness, child sexual abuse, mental ill health, trauma, previous sexual 
violence, drug and alcohol misuse, money pressures and poverty.  These factors, 
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which serve to lead or force women into prostitution, should not be mistaken for 
the cause of prostitution itself, which is the demand from men to buy sex.  If men 
were not prepared to buy sex, then prostitution would not work as survival 
behaviour. 

Once the factors behind women’s involvement in prostitution are understood it 
makes no sense to label prostitution as work or legitimate employment – to do so 
would legitimise exploitation.  Neither, if we accept prostitution as exploitation, is 
it fair to criminalise those who are abused and exploited – in what other area of 
‘violence against women’ would we criminalise the victims? 

We are aware of individuals and organisation who defend a woman’s ‘right to 
choose prostitute’, but in our experience such women represent a very small 
minority and are not representative of women involved in prostitution, either in 
Scotland or globally. We do not view prostitution as a choice for women, 
irrespective of age, and believe that it is contradictory to condemn child 
prostitution whilst condoning or ignoring adult prostitution. Neither do we 
recognise the false distinctions between forced and so-called ‘free’ prostitution.  

It is estimated that approximately 1 in 10 men in the UK has bought sex – in 
other words approximately 9 out of 10 men have not bought sex.  Why should 
vulnerable women (and men) be abused in prostitution in order to satisfy this 
minority interest? 

Demand and Supply 

Prostitution is essentially a market, driven by the demand from men to buy sex in 
prostitution.  As Professor Donna Hughes has written:  

“Prostitution is not natural or inevitable; it is abuse and exploitation of women and 
girls that results from structural inequality between women and men on a world 
scale.

The global sexual exploitation of women and girls is a supply and demand 
market. Men create the demand and women are the supply. Cities and countries 
where men’s demand for women in prostitution is legalized or tolerated are the 
receiving sites, while countries and areas where traffickers easily recruit women 
are the sending regions. “http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hughes/demand.htm

The negative impact of prostitution 

There is much evidence to show that prostitution is harmful to women directly 
involved, women in general, to men who buy women in prostitution to families 
and to communities: 
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The negative impact of prostitution on men is often overlooked.  Our Scottish 
research study found that 25% of men who had bought sex in prostitution 
expressed “significant regret or shame” about having done so. Challenging 
Demand 2008.   

“I felt guilty.  I had used her.  I classed it as bad as rape” 

This indicates that buying sex can have a significant negative impact on men’s 
sense of self worth and self-esteem in the longer term.  

The research noted that 41% of the men interviewed had been with a friend or 
groups of friends on the first occasion when they bought sex, and that in some 
instances this encouraged the man to buy sex, whilst in others it led to men being 
coerced or pressurized.  

“There was an atmosphere of all the lads egging each other on. One in particular 
was a virgin and seemed like he didn’t want to do it but all the guys pushed him 
into it and he did it.” 

 “There was pressure to go along with the guys. It was a common experience for 
young guys, for their 16th or 18th birthday.” 

 “I’ve always wished I hadn’t and just pretended to my friends that I’d done it.” 

The research also noted links between sports events, including football, and 
abuse of women in prostitution. 
 
One punter mentioned that he had taken Viagra before visiting a brothel, 
because “I wanted to do (my football team) proud.”  Another said, “It was a 
celebration – our team won – and we thought let’s go and get laid.” 

Popular culture, including music, film and ‘lad’s mags’ normalises sexual 
exploitation and sends out the message that it is ‘harmless fun’. We do not wish 
to see young men fall for this message, only to regret it later in life. 

“It’s sleazy, you feel bad afterwards, maybe not that night. It’s just using 
someone and messing with their feelings. I wouldn’t advise it.” 
 
 “It’s nothing other than a release, an expensive one. It’s a bit degrading on both 
accounts. It’s an empty experience.” 

There is ample evidence to highlight the negative impact of prostitution on 
women, families and communities.  Prostitution is harmful in and of itself, i.e. the 
constantly repeated experience of submitting to unwanted sex is very damaging 
to women’s mental health, self-esteem and sexuality. 
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• Having to endure unwanted sex leads to the need to dissociate – often 
using drugs and/or alcohol.  Whatever the reason for women entering 
prostitution, her drug and alcohol use is likely to hugely increase. 

• Many women involved in street prostitution do not have care of their 
children (usually as a consequence of drug and alcohol misuse). This has 
a strong impact on the women themselves and is a common issue they 
need support on through services.   It also has an impact on the children, 
the extended family, for example grandparents bringing up grandchildren, 
and on child protection services.  

• Only 19% of women prostituted in flats, parlours and saunas are originally 
from the UK 
www.eaves4women.co.uk/POPPY_Project/POPPY_Project.php

• 3 out of 4 women in prostitution become involved aged 21 or younger, and 
1 in 2 aged 18 or younger www.cwasu.org/ 

• 87% of women in street-based prostitution use heroin 
www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs04/hors279.pdf 

• 75% of children abused through prostitution had been missing from school 
• As many as 85% women in prostitution report physical abuse in the family, 

with 45% reporting familial sexual abuse. 'Paying the Price' 
• In the UK as many as 60 women involved in prostitution have been 

murdered in the last 10 years. 80,000 women work in ‘on-street’ 
prostitution in the UK. The average age women become involved being 
just 12yrs old. 'Paying the Price' 

Options for responding: 

Harm Reduction. Work with women currently involved in prostitution needs to 
include harm reduction as a necessary response for the short term - but we also 
should be working to end prostitution forever. Harm reduction must be coupled 
with interventions to support women leave prostitution, which can often take 
many years.  These interventions need to offer safe accommodation, drug 
treatment, robust counseling and support services, opportunities for women to 
develop their confidence and self esteem, learn new skills and training for future 
employment. 

Decriminalisation. It is important that any move to decriminalise prostitution 
comes from the principle that prostitution is harmful and therefore must be 
ended. All forms of prostitution should be included, especially street prostitution 
as this is where many of the most vulnerable women are exploited.  

In order to be effective, the decriminalisation of prostituted women must be 
preceded or accompanied by: criminalisation of third parties profiting from 
prostitution; criminalisation of buyers of sexual services; adequate resources to 
help women get out of prostitution; public education work to reduce the demand 
from men to buy sex 
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We urge the Scottish Parliament to support Amendment 8 and by doing so move 
towards a fairer Scotland for all. 
 
 
Jan Macleod 
Senior Development Officer 
Women’s Support Project 
15 March 2010 
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