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ABSTRACTS 
‘Title TBC’ 
Amy Lebovitch, SPOC and plaintiff in Bedford v Canada 
 
‘Reflections on Participation in the Making and Unmaking of Prostitution Law in Canada’  
Jenn Clamen, Canadian sex worker rights activist, Member of Stella, l’amie de Maimie and 
Coordinator of the Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform 
 

Canada prostitution law has been poked, prodded and over-studied consistently since 
1985 within parliamentary committees, court cases and most recently constitutional 
challenges. Part of achieving decriminalization in Canada means that sex workers need 
to engage with systems that write and un-write prostitution laws -- in Canada laws are 
made and unmade through the courts and parliament. How best to achieve prostitution 
law reform is a question common to all sex worker rights movements globally – which 
method is most appropriate for sex worker rights movements when engaging in systems 
of power? How can sex workers have the most input and be most meaningfully involved 
in law reform? Which system of power recognizes human rights over moral rights? This 
presentation will outline some of the strategies and reflections from Canadian sex 
worker rights movements around methods of attaining prostitution law reform through 
parliament and the courts, highlighting some of the challenges and gains in attempting 
reform with both systems of power and the importance sex worker leadership. The 
presentation will be contextualized within the past five years of organizing around two 
Charter challenges and current parliamentary committees studying the proposed 
government Bill C36. It will highlight different mobilizing strategies that have been 
effective in Canada in this context of prostitution law reform. 

 
 
 
‘In the Eye of the Storm: The Abuse of Research in the Canadian Prostitution Law Reform Debate’ 
John Lowman, School of Criminology, Simon Fraser University 

This paper examines expert witness testimony in several Canadian government 

commissions, committees and inquiries on prostitution, and in Bedford v Canada, the 



case that is forcing the federal government to prohibit the sale and/or purchase of sex, 

or facilitate some form of regulation. The paper describes how the prohibitionist expert-

witness claims about prostitution that the courts found wanting in Bedford nevertheless 

have continued to constitute a core component of the evidence the Conservative 

government and various radical-feminist organizations employ in their attempt to justify 

prohibition. In the process, the paper reflects on the difficulty researchers’ face when 

attempting to reconcile the role of “public academic” with that of “expert witness” in a 

situation where it is almost impossible not to have an opinion about what the legal 

status of prostitution should be.                 

 
‘‘From the Wolves Mouth to the Lion’s Mouth’: Reflections on the safety of migrant Romanian street 
sex workers in East London’ 
Georgina Perry, Open Doors 
 

Between February and April 2014, Open Doors (clinical, case management and outreach 
service for sex workers in East London) undertook an eight week needs assessment of 
street sex workers in the London borough of Redbridge.  This commission was prompted 
by the murder of a young Romanian woman in the borough the previous autumn.  
Findings from the needs assessment illustrate the numerous challenges faced by 
Romanian migrant sex workers as they attempt to engage with health and social care 
services and access justice through the police and court system. 
 
This paper will examine the challenges described by the women, framing them within 
the context of the current legal settlement for sex workers in the UK and will explore the 
additional burden of racism and reductive notions of migration faced by migrant sex 
workers. 

 
 
‘Treating crimes against sex workers as hate crime: a tool in the recognition of the rights of sex 
workers to public protection and justice? ‘ 
Rosie Campbell, Genesis and Durham University 
 
 
‘Can Human Rights Law be used to address injustices and violations of sex workers rights?’ 
Niki Adams, English Collective of Prostitutes 
 

UK sex workers face a critical situation. Austerity policies have brought growing poverty 
and prostitution, especially to mothers supporting families and young people. Violence 
against sex workers is also rising, but instead of protection and justice sex workers face 
raids, arrests and imprisonment. Those who report violence can find themselves 
prosecuted while their attacker goes free. Immigrant sex workers are targeted under 
anti-trafficking laws while victims get little or no help. Criminalisation of clients, 
proposed by an unholy alliance of prominent feminists and fundamentalist Christians, 
would drive prostitution further underground, undermining sex workers’ safety. 
 
Can Human Rights Law be used to address these injustices and violations of sex workers 
rights? Can the Supreme Court ruling won by sex workers in Canada, which abolished 
the prostitution laws on grounds of safety, inform and strengthen our struggle for justice 
and protection in the UK? Can the evidence and methodology used in Canada be 



transplanted into a UK context? What lessons can be harvested from the successful 
campaign for decriminalisation spearheaded by the New Zealand Prostitutes Collective 
in 2003?  
 
Crucially, what principles of autonomy and self-determination need to be established to 
enable sex workers, academics, lawyers and others to work together in a mutually 
accountable way, so that decriminalisation can be won? How to get members of the 
establishment who support decriminalisation, including police, to speak out? 
 
As the longest standing sex worker organisation in the UK, the English Collective of 
Prostitutes has an established track record defending the rights of both street and 
indoor workers. We campaign for the decriminalisation of prostitution, and for 
protection against rape and other violence. We fight against criminal records, and for 
money and resources so that no one is forced into prostitution by poverty and sex 
workers who want to leave prostitution can do so.  

 
 
'Sex Work and Human Dignity' 
Benjamin Shepherd, Anglia Ruskin University 
 

The paper explores the concepts of human dignity in law and philosophy, asserting the 
claim that human dignity is inherent to all individuals. Following a proposed ‘model’ of 
dignity, the issue of how such dignity can be diminished is assessed. The taxonomy of 
objectification by Martha Nussbaum is used to pose the question of whether in sex 
work, objectification takes place against the sex worker, and possibly also the client, and 
that by objectifying either individual, their inherent dignity is diminished. If it is 
established that sex work necessitates a diminishing of inherent dignity, this leaves us 
with the question of what rights are infringed by the ‘prostitution encounter’, and 
engages with the seminar’s focus areas as to policy decisions in the UK for the 
legalisation or otherwise of sex work. 

 
 
‘A critique of ‘dignity talk’ as a campaigning tool’ 
Stewart Cunningham, University of Strathclyde, SWOU, SCOT-PEP 
 

Our international human rights regime is founded on the idea of an inherent human 
dignity.  It is no surprise then that the concept of dignity finds itself at the heart of 
human rights based campaigns to reform sex work laws.  ‘Dignity talk’ is used by 
campaigners on all sides of the debate with radical feminists arguing that selling sex is 
inherently undignified while sex worker rights activists insist that criminalisation and 
stigma are the cause of dignity violations.  Dignity is notoriously controversial and 
debates rage around its meaning(s), value and role.  It is notable that dignity was not a 
factor considered by the Supreme Court of Canada in Bedford but in the Canadian 
government’s response, Bill C-36, ‘discouraging prostitution’ is said to be ‘important to 
protect human dignity’.   
 
In this paper I explore current debates in legal theory and human rights law around 
dignity’s conceptual basis and the tensions inherent in its application.  I trace the 
evolution of dignity-based arguments in abolitionist and sex worker rights discourse and 
analyse the meanings assigned to dignity in these contexts.  The abolitionist argument 
that commercial sex is an affront to dignity is critiqued on the grounds that it relies on 



essentialist interpretations of the lived experiences of sex workers and of human 
sexuality generally.  I go on to explore sex workers’ attempts to reclaim the language of 
dignity from abolitionists and their challenge to the characterisation of commercial sex 
as undignified.  While it may have its place in sex worker rights activism I critique the use 
of ‘dignity talk’ in campaigns for law reform on the grounds of its subjectivity, ambiguity 
and heavily contested meanings.  

 
 
‘Butler’s Livability: Re/Framing Sex Work at the Frontline’ 
Sara Kallock, University of Manchester 
 

This paper develops an ethical framework for conceptualizing sex work and evaluating 
the impact of policy on sex workers, especially the everyday enacting of policy by 
frontline organizations delivering services to sex workers. This framework, which I call 
livability, is drawn from key themes in Judith Butler’s work, intersectionality theory, and 
phenomenological analysis. In this presentation I will argue that livability provides 
robust framework for thinking about the impact of policy on the rights of sex workers in 
the UK. I will first outline the concept of livability, discuss some of my empirical findings, 
and consider how this could inform academic, frontline, and policy efforts to frame sex 
work, particularly in light of Bedford vs Canada. 
 
A livability paradigm analysis poises us to ask how the discursive and material horizon 
can be restructured so as to facilitate an opening up of political possibilities. The livable 
life is one in which livelihood and agency are conceptualized as situated and specific. 
Livability is manifested in policies that are flexible, that facilitate opportunities for 
communal and political change, that support the material realities of everyday 
livelihood, and enable the generative expression of creative agency. This paper deploys 
livability as a lens for evaluating the current normative schemas of recognition, such as 
those which criminalize sex work, concluding that some schemas undermine livability 
and instead serve of the aims of assimilation or exclusion. Such schemas undermine 
livability by obscuring the situated knowledge and insisting on the normalization of 
‘pathological’ subjects. I find that frontline projects are sometimes complicit with these 
schemes, but that they also regularly subvert these compulsory agendas by empowering 
sex workers and encouraging structural change. These efforts are often limited, 
however, and I point out some ways that policy could be improved in order to facilitate 
the enactment of livability at the frontline. 

 

 ‘Normal’ – a film by Professor Nick Mai 

Normal is a 65 minute creative documentary based on original anthropological research 
on the relationship between migration, the sex industry and sex trafficking. The film that 
brings the real life stories of male, female and transgender migrants working in the sex 
industry to the screen. It draws on original research interviews with people working in 

the sex industry in Albania, Italy and the UK.  Their voices often go against the grain of 
popular expectations that most migrant sex workers are exploited and forced to sell sex 
against their will. Confronting these attitudes, Normal uncovers a layered, human story 
of migration and sex work. Normal is made of unexpected, disturbing, sometimes 
moving and often contradictory life stories. The viewer is continually challenged by the 
truth of their words, their dreams and the lives that they lead. All the characters are 
portrayed by actors, guaranteeing the anonymity and safety of the original interviewees 
and emphasizing the inherently performative nature of selves. 



You can watch all six character trailers for Normal, and learn more about Nick’s work, 
here. 

 
 
‘Towards a right to sexual expression? Sex, disability, safeguarding and rights’  
Claire de Than, City University London 
 

This paper will examine sexual and personal autonomy rights, principally the right to 
consensual sexual expression in private, and to enjoy relationships, as interpreted within 
the case law of the European Court of Human Rights, and the extent to which they are 
being upheld in the United Kingdom. Myths and misunderstandings will be examined in 
two contexts, the legality of sex work and the duty to protect the vulnerable, as will 
their demonstrable impact on the private lives of people with disabilities, particularly 
those who live in local authority care homes.  The paper will argue that the criminal law 
has no place in adult sexual expression in private with consent, unless serious harm may 
be caused. A particular focus will be the right to sexual expression of people with 
disabilities, and the many legal and practical restrictions placed upon that right. Some 
consensual sexual behaviour by adults with disabilities remains criminalised, because of 
consent and capacity rules, the misapplication of such rules, or the involvement of sex 
workers. The paper will end by suggesting specific reforms to the relevant English 
criminal law which are necessary to comply with international human rights standards 
and with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 

 
 
 ‘Using the human right to sex/gender equality to improve the well-being of prostitutes’ 
Barbara Havelková, University of Oxford 
 

Most feminist literature is divided on how to approach prostitution - some writers see it 
as sex work that should be normalized, some as inherently violent and exploitative 
practice that should be abolished. Connected to these positions, many normative 
debates about the response to prostitution concentrate on a legislative overhaul of 
current systems and either propose legalization (the ‘Dutch model’) or the 
criminalization of demand (the ‘Nordic model’). 
 
Based on the finding that many national responses to prostitution fall in between the 
two models and the recognition that not all jurisdictions might chose an overhaul in 
either the Dutch or the Nordic direction, this paper tries to construct a framework of 
what are the “minimal” requirements of gender equality. It is particularly interested in 
identifying what type of regulation can be challenged as incompatible with the right to 
equality/non-discrimination on the basis of sex/gender. It draws both on the Canadian 
Bedford decision as well as on the South African Jordan case. 
 
The paper submits that the treatment of clients and prostitutes needs to be compared, 
as they are parties to the same transaction, and that any regime in which the treatment 
is asymmetric to the detriment of the prostitute is indirectly discriminatory on the basis 
of sex. It presents three aspects of prostitution relevant for a gender equality analysis: 1) 
the social meaning of prostitution, 2) the risk of harm to the prostitute, and 3) the de 
facto inequalities between the client and the prostitute. It argues that these need to be 
weighed against any justification for asymmetric treatment benefiting the client and 
that they are also in their own right justifications for symmetric treatment of client and 
prostitute and even for an asymmetric treatment benefiting the prostitute. 

http://vimeo.com/user3467382


 
‘A Human Rights Act Approach to Sex Work: A Case for Legal Reform’ 
Laura Graham, Durham University 
 
 
‘Sex Work’s Governance: Stuff and Nuisance’ 
Angela Campbell, McGill University 
 

Sex work's governance throughout the Commonwealth has historically been animated 
by the objective of rendering the sale of sex, and those who engage in this transaction, 
invisible. To achieve this end, lawmakers have characterized public, viewable sex work 
as a nuisance meriting criminalization. While prohibition results in unequivocal, acute 
perils for sex workers, governance strategies in this domain remain centred on 
criminalization. A proposed new law in Canada, Bill C-36: the Protection of Communities 
and Exploited Persons Act, exemplifies this point. While the bill purports to shift 
Canadian criminal law’s focus from sex workers to their clients and profiteers, if enacted, 
it would continue to expose sex workers who work in public view to criminal 
prosecution. It thereby preserves sex work’s characterization as a nuisance: offensive to 
a community’s senses, menacing to its constituents, and deserving of proscription. In 
this way, Bill C-36 – although touted as a legislative initiative that promotes the dignity 
and equality of all citizens – starkly prioritizes the interests of communities over those of 
sex workers. In the result, this new law will revoke sex workers’ social and political 
citizenship and severely thwart their personal security. 

 
 
‘At the intersection of criminal and municipal code: law, licensing and sex work in Canada.’ 
Mary Laing, Northumbria University 
 

Six months after the Supreme Court struck down the 3 key Criminal Code provisions 
regulating sex work in Canada, bill C-36 was introduced by the Canadian government. 
Currently at report stage, C-36 criminalises the purchase of sex, aspects of advertising 
sexual services as well as making numerous other anti-sex work provisions; it will be 
presented in the House of Commons in September 2014. Within this national debate, 
little attention has been paid to the municipal systems which shape sex/adult work in 
cityscapes across Canada; wherein a geographically uneven and complex system of by-
laws and associated licences allow for certain practices of sex/adult work to take place in 
specifically defined contexts. What will happen to this heterogeneous set of legislation is 
unclear under the new Criminal Code provisions, whether C-36 is written into law or not. 
 
This paper will consider the intersection of criminal and municipal code in the context of 
C-36; presenting the views of women working as escorts, masseuses and exotic dancers 
on how national and municipal frameworks impact on their practices of work and how 
they negotiate health and safety in the workplace. It will describe how sex workers 
variously stretch, work within or outside municipal and national frameworks of 
regulation; as well as their patchy application and the loopholes which allow city 
regulators to tolerate specific types of sex working in certain spaces, despite Criminal 
Code provisions rendering them illegal. The paper will propose that although sex 
workers can and do feel the impact of national regulatory systems in both material and 
discursive ways, more often, individuals and groups of people engage in localised 
practices of ‘self-regulation’ which can involve purposeful engagement, or indeed 
disengagement with municipal licensing and by-law processes.  



‘Transgressing Sex Work: Towards a Radical Democratic Imaginary’ 
Maggie O’Neill, Durham University 
 

Drawing upon feminist, ethnographic, participatory and visual work conducted with sex 
workers in Vancouver  this paper addresses the themes of the conference : to  think 
about the lessons from Canada,  what human rights and a human rights challenge look 
like for sex workers and given the deep social harms perpetrated against sex workers  
under the current legislative framework , what  hope for Social Justice? 

 
 
‘Strong winds from Sweden: The adoption of the Nordic model’ 
Sarah Kingston, Lancaster University 
 

The Swedish model of criminalising the purchaser rather than the seller of sexual 
services has been adopted as a useful model by countries across Europe and beyond. 
England and Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, Norway, Iceland 
and Canada have all indicated their intentions to implement or have already 
implemented what is commonly known as the “Nordic model” to tackle prostitution. In 
this paper I will examine the Swedish laws to penalise clients, as well as those of 
countries following this model to demonstrate that a strong wind is blowing across 
Europe and beyond. It will then go on to examine the benefits and limitations of the 
Nordic model, and implications adopting this model may have for other countries. I will 
argue that following the Swedish model goes directly against some of the intentions  to 
protect vulnerable women and children, as it is likely that increased criminalisation will 
push the industry further underground. 

 
 
‘Gender Equality and Sex Work Legislative Reform: Time to Acknowledge Male and Transgender Sex 
Work’ 
Katien Symons, Swansea University 
 

Male and transgender sex workers are largely ignored in sex work or 'prostitution' policy 
and practice across the globe. The political debates are largely dominated by the 
women's lobby/radical feminists, whereby sex work is understood as an act of violence 
against women. Research suggests, however, that male and transgender sex workers do 
make up a significant cohort within the overall sex worker population. This not only 
challenges the understanding of sex work as an act of gendered violence, it also implies 
that an important group of stakeholders is currently being left unheard. Drawing on 
findings from the Student Sex Work Project, this paper discusses the number of 
male/transgender student sex workers in the UK, the concrete properties of 
male/transgender student sex work, their personal experiences and motivations for 
doing sex work, as well as their needs and access to support services. While the findings 
go some way to supporting policy development within Higher Education, they also 
contribute to a more inclusive understanding of sex work covering male and transgender 
sex workers as well. Furthermore, the paper contributes to the current legislative reform 
debates taking place in Canada regarding the adoption of the 'Nordic' approach to sex 
work. In doing so we consider that the promotion of gender equality is a legitimate 
legislative objective in Canadian constitutional law and suggest that any adoption of a 
Nordic Model of regulation will render male and trans sex workers invisible. 

 
 



‘Understanding the Impact of Sexual Humanitarianism on Migrant and Non-migrant Sex Workers in 
France and the UK, food for thought for post-Bedford Canada?’ 
Nick Mai, London Metropolitan University 
 

Following the decision in December 2013 by the Supreme Court of Canada to strike 
down the country's anti-prostitution laws, public and political debates have been 
characterized by a renewed interest in the so-called ‘Swedish model’ as a possible future 
legal and policymaking framework.  Drawing on original research data being gathered in 
London and Paris I will show that show that debates on the criminalization of clients 
become powerful embedding mechanisms for the deployment of anticipatory and 
complementary measures that have exacerbated migrant and non-migrant sex workers’ 
vulnerability to violence, crime and exploitation. The contemporary increase and 
diversification of migration flows on a global scale coincides with the onset of 
humanitarian forms of governance. These construct ‘undesirable’ groups of migrants as 
vulnerable and play a crucial role in the enforcement of migration controls and 
deportations. Within the humanitarian governance of migration, gender and sexuality 
have become strategic narrative repertoires through which migrants are targeted and 
controlled as ‘vulnerable’. The focus on the sexual dimension to construct and control 
specific groups of migrants as vulnerable through humanitarian interventions can be 
defined as ‘sexual humanitarianism'.  
 
In France and the UK, the most recent manifestation of the onset of sexual 
humanitarianism has been the proposed criminalisation of sex work clients. The 
possibility of abolishing the sex industry and fighting trafficking for sexual exploitation by 
reducing the demand for sexual services was inspired by the so-called ‘Swedish model’ 
and has been advocated for by heterogeneous alliances of politicians, anti-
trafficking organisations, radical feminists and religious charities since the early 2000s. In 
the UK, the 2009 Policing and Crime Act gave the police even more arbitrary power to 
crack down on the sex industry and to potentially fine clients of people ‘subject to 
exploitative conduct’ in the name of the fight against trafficking and exploitation. In 
France, the resonance acquired by debates on the criminalization of clients ahead of its 
(positive) National Assembly vote in December 2013 means that law enforcement 
agencies, local authorities, sex workers and clients behave as if the criminalization of 
clients (to be discussed at the French Senate in June 2014) was already in place. In both 
countries the passing of restrictive provisions targeting sex workers in the name of the 
fight against ‘modern slavery’ and the resonance of wider debates on the criminalization 
of clients have partially anticipated the effects that such criminalization is likely to have. 
While prices of sexual services are decreasing, sex workers try to escape police controls 
by moving to more hidden and unsafe areas and take much greater risks to keep earning 
their livelihoods.  

 
 

 


