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Statement on Prostitution Tolerance Zones Bill for the Local Government                             
Committee, from Margo MacDonald, Sponsor of the Bill, 1 June 2004 
  
The Bill was introduced in the last Parliament to enable the relevant authorities in the 
four cities in which street prostitution is practised, if they thought it appropriate, to 
legally manage a currently illegal activity in the best interests of everyone affected by 
it. 
  
Implicit in the Bill is agreement with the opinion expressed during evidence given to 
the Committee’s predecessor by Cllr Coleman, the Deputy Leader of Glasgow City 
Council: that there is an expectation of street prostitution continuing into the 
foreseeable future. 
  
The Bill does not seek to promote prostitution, but rather to protect prostitutes from 
excessive violence, to protect public health and minimise the nuisance to the general 
community that can accompany soliciting.  
  
The Bill’s proposals are derived from the successful policy of non-harassment inside 
an agreed geographical “Tolerance Zone”, backed up by a programme of  health 
promotion, education, counselling and pre-employment training which operated in 
Leith for about twenty years, 
  
During these two decades, the number of street prostitutes fell. This would appear to 
answer the charge that Tolerance Zones imply apparent acceptance of prostitution as 
an activity, leading to a greater number of people selling sex. 
  
The policy of managing prostitution in Edinburgh was a multi-agency, focused 
exercise in harm reduction, prevention, reintegration and education. Police, 
health authorities, social workers and voluntary agencies were enabled to 
maintain close contact with prostitutes, thus they delivered services more 
effectively and gained intelligence on the sex industry. 
  
The situation now, as reported by Lothian and Borders police, Edinburgh City 
Council and Scotpep, is much more dangerous for prostitutes, of much greater 
nuisance and embarrassment for the local community, and because of the broken lines 
of communication between prostitutes and police, open to the encroachment of 
associated criminality such as pimping, drug dealing and child sexual abuse through 
prostitution. 
  
Grampian Police instigated a management policy in an agreed dockland area and 
although it differs in certain respects from Edinburgh’s PTZ, the same benefits to the 
wider community and to the women have been observed, including a more or less 
stable number of prostitutes. 
  
Glasgow, although opposed to the Bill last time, operates its own policy of managed 
harm reduction within two recognised geographical areas. The greatest difference 
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between Glasgow and the other two cities with sizable red light districts is that 
prostitutes are regularly charged and jailed.     
  
The Bill is not an attempt to answer the ideological dilemma posed by prostitution: it 
is a pragmatic means of allowing Councils in Scotland to cope with an on-going 
situation. Only four Councils are affected. Three out of four say the Bill would 
strengthen their ability to manage potentially persistent problems because its 
introduction would clarify the law on soliciting and protect Councils from possible 
legal challenges. 
  
Should there be a comprehensive strategy and policies for dealing with the sex 
industry adopted by the Executive at some future date, criminalizing prostitution 
itself, perhaps following reports from the Working Group, the Bill’s powers to 
effectively decriminalise soliciting within a designated area would become redundant. 
PTZs could be discontinued on the decision of the Chief Constable. 
  
Given the agreement on the unsuitability of fining and imprisonment as a means of 
discouraging prostitution, and the lack of evidence supporting the policy of making 
the sale of sex illegal as a means of eliminating prostitution, the Executive is unlikely 
to rush into implementing radical new policies, thus the present situation is likely to 
continue for some time. 
  
Although the means whereby sexual services are sold are changing due to the Internet, 
mobile phones and the gentrification of traditional red-light areas, there is a 
continuing market for street prostitution, therefore the need for a policy that 
minimises the threats to very vulnerable women and the difficulties their activities 
pose for local communities. 
  
As there is no evidence to suggest managed non-harassment or tolerance zones 
encourage prostitution, there seems no reason to deny Councils and Police the means 
of managing the activity in the best interests of all concerned. 
 
 


