
IT’S TIME TO PAY! ARE PROSTITUTION POLICIES FAILING THE MOST VULNERABLE? 

 

Conference report 

 

Conference “It’s time to pay! Are prostitution policies failing the most vulnerable?” was held in 

Helsinki on 18th November 2015. The event was part of a project funded by the Nordic Council of 

Ministers. The project’s objective was to know more about exit programs and to learn from the 

experiences and work methods which help people in prostitution to leave the sex industry. The 

project also aimed to strengthen cooperation between the Nordic and the Baltic states, and to raise 

awareness among decision makers and in the civil society. The project was coordinated by Exit 

Prostitution Finland. The partners were the Estonian Women's Studies and Resource Centre 

(ENUT) from Estonia and ROKS from Sweden. 

 

Prostitution was discussed from both the political and practical points of view at the conference. 

One of the problems presented by several speakers was the invisibility of prostitution and the 

problems related to that. Also, the normalization of buying sex was seen to harm especially women 

in prostitution. Prostitution and trafficking were discussed as inherently inter-linked phenomena that 

are characterized by violence or constant fear of it. 

 

Eva Biaudet, Member of Parliament 

 

Opening remarks: Prostitution and trafficking policies in Europe 

 

Eva Biaudet, a member of Finland's Parliament and a former special representative against 

trafficking in OSCE pointed out that prostitution is also a problem in Finland. One of the biggest 

obstacles in tackling prostitution and trafficking is that their existence is hard for the public to 

believe. Also, the consequences of these phenomena are often downplayed. The myth of gender 

equality is thriving and prostitution and trafficking blemish that picture. But identifying the 

problems is necessary in order for civil servants and other officials to work effectively with these 

issues.  

 

Parliamentarian Biaudet also talked about the refugee situation. She pointed out that refugees 

seeking asylum are at great risk of being trafficked and abused sexually. However, the political 

debate has shifted its focus: politicians and the media are talking about smuggling, not trafficking. 



Instead of the safety of trafficked people, we are focusing on our own sense of safety. It is of critical 

importance to discuss trafficking in order to prevent peoples’ victimization.  

 

Who deserves to be protected? It is an important question to be analyzed from both the legislative 

and the practical points of view. Victims of violence and sexual abuse are usually not the first ones 

to ask for help. Women in prostitution do not fit into the category of the “right kind of victim”, so 

asking for help and getting it can be even more difficult. 

 

According to Biaudet, the idea of prostitution being inevitable is a harmful myth. It is easier to think 

that prostitution is a phenomenon detached from one’s own actions than to take responsibility. It is 

demand that fuels prostitution, but too often it is the women in prostitution that are targeted. In no 

other crime could shifting responsibility to the object be so systematic.  

The more I go, the more the industry is going to be growing, isn’t it? If I can stay 

away, then probably it will make it better.1 

Whether either denying prostitution or taking it for granted, we should discuss prostitution and 

trafficking openly and, also, acknowledge the power issues involved with these practices. We 

should bring these issues to the political and societal debates, and stand by those women who face 

violence and abuse in their everyday life. 

 

 

Heather Harvey & Cheryl Stafford, Eaves for Women: 

 

Research and practice in challenging the demand and supporting women to exit 

 

Heather Harvey and Cheryl Stafford work at Nia, an UK based organisation working to prevent 

violence against women.  

 

Men that buy sex. In a study conducted in 2008, 103 English men were interviewed. The common 

factor was that they all had bought sex. They were from 18 to 70 years of age and 44 % had bought 

                                                 

1  Men who buy sex: Who they buy and what they know. 2009. Melissa Farley, Julie 
Bindel and Jacqueline M. Golding. Eaves, London and Prostitution Research & Education, San 
Francisco 



sex the first time when they were under 21 years old. Fifty-four percent of them were in a 

committed relationship when they bought sex. The myth of lonely men seeking commercial sex is 

rejected by women in prostitution. They say that Valentine’s Day is the quietest day of the year – 

sex buyers spend the day with their partners. In the study, men talked about their experiences and 

attitudes towards buying sex. Attitudes were fairly misogynistic and objectifying. 

  

You’re more in control of the situation. You’re more in control of everything, you 

choose most of the factors. 

 

It’s like renting a girlfriend or wife, you get to choose like a catalogue. 

 

All women are prostitutes… I’ve taken girls out, and ok, I take her for a meal, that 

cost me bloody £40… you don’t get bugger all after that. 

 

The interviewed men were quite aware that the women from whom they bought sex were not doing 

it willingly. Despite this, they wanted to have the illusion that these women were enjoying sex with 

them.  

I feel sorry for these girls but this is what I want. 

 

The women in prostitution described the situation more negatively. Nevertheless, it is important for 

those who benefit – pimps, traffickers, strip-bar owners - to maintain the illusion of prostitution 

being based on a structure of equality. That might also be important from the women’s point of 

view: if the devastating reality is exposed, they may feel it necessary to leave the sex trade. If that is 

not possible, illusion must be maintained. That is why sometimes it is easier for women who have 

exited the sex trade to talk openly about their emotions and the former situation. 

 

According to the study, the men thought that the best way to prevent sex buying is to criminalize it 

and for it to be penalized. For example, sex offender registers and prison terms were seen as 

effective preventive measures. In contrast, educational programs were seen as ineffective. Harvey 

and Stafford pointed out that before choosing the means to design policies, it is necessary to choose 

a position: is prostitution violence or work? 

 

According to one study 80% of the interviewed women in prostitution said that they had 

experienced violence by the buyers, their partners, pimps, or other actors in the trade. Harvey talked 



about this as normalization of violence. It prevents identification and intervention, because the 

women belittle the violence they experience. 

 

Barriers to exiting prostitution (layout: INFOBOX)) 

 

Substance abuse – Can be a coping mechanism for people in prostitution to numb themselves and 

their emotions  

Physical and psychological problems – Women in prostitution often have health problems, both 

physical and mental that have to be taken into account 

 

Housing  – Homelessness or other housing problems can prevent exiting prostitution, because it can 

be seen as the only way to organize a place for the night. The homeless adolescent are also more 

vulnerable to entering prostitution. 

 

Violence experienced in childhood (emotional, physical, verbal, sexual)  

 

Money 

 

Criminal records – Criminal records can be a barrier to exiting prostitution. It makes it difficult to 

get a job, an apartment, a credit card. Criminal policies should be directed at sex buyers, pimps and 

traffickers, not at people exploited in prostitution. 

 

Coercion (partner, relative, other including trafficker) – Violence and coercion might be everyday 

happenings for women in prostitution 

 

Lack of education and professional competence 

 

Age  –  The younger one enters prostitution, the more difficult it is to exit. 

 

How can barriers to exiting prostitution be overcome? The motivation for exiting can emerge 

from “little” things, like a new positive relationship. Also pregnancy or a grave, violent situation 

can trigger the idea of exiting and finding a new direction in one’s life. It is extremely important 

that in these situations a woman has access to an exit program and gets the support she needs. 

Exiting prostitution has to be voluntary and no one can be forced to exit commercial sex. Exiting is 



always an individual process and professionals should support this process from the client’s point of 

view, taking into account her goals and objectives.   

 

It is important to believe that it is possible to exit prostitution. Women exiting prostitution should 

not be promised anything that cannot be delivered or implemented. They may already have been let 

down too many times in their lives. 

 

Kristiina Luht, Ministry of Social Affairs, Estonia: 

 

Prostitution and sex buyers - A shared challenge for Estonia and Finland? 

 

Kristiina Luht is an expert at the Social and Health Ministry in Estonia. In her presentation, Luht 

provocatively asked whether prostitution and trafficking are a joint problem for Estonia and 

Finland. In Estonia, it is not illegal to buy or sell sex, but trafficking, procuring, and the buying of 

sex from an underage person are illegal. Legislation is being drafted that would prohibit buying sex 

from a victim of trafficking. According to surveys, women in prostitution in Estonia experience 

many different problems, such as substance abuse and sexually transmitted diseases. The majority 

of foreign sex buyers are Finnish men.  

 “I became addicted to the feeling of power… The more phlegmatic the woman was 

during the act, the better.” (Janne, 32. No longer buys sex)  

“It is as if I was a star in a good musical over a weekend and when I come back to 

Finland, I step out of the theater.”  (Matti, 46)2  

 

Prostitution and trafficking should be examined as a transnational phenomenon. As an example, 

Estonia and Finland should co-operate in order to solve the problems linked to prostitution. From an 

equitable point of view, it is very problematic that Finnish men travel to Estonia to buy sex, for it is 

expensive to cover the costs caused by prostitution and substance abuse. Also, the spread of STDs 

could be a risk in the two countries.  

 

                                                 

2  Men who buy sex: Who they buy and what they know. 2009. Melissa Farley, Julie 
Bindel and Jacqueline M. Golding. Eaves, London and Prostitution Research & Education, San 
Francisco 



Above all, Luht emphasized the problematic normalization of buying and selling sex. Depending on 

the perspective, prostitution can be examined either as sexual abuse and trafficking or adult 

entertainment. Considering prostitution as a normal part of society hides the problems linked to 

prostitution, such as violence and objectification of women. Luht presented an example from the 

Finnish media: a health and beauty magazine presenting the selling of sex as a normal profession. 

Also prostitution and trafficking are often presented as separate topics instead of focusing on their 

similarities. 

 

 

 

Roman Krulov, NGO Eluliin:  

 

Efficient ways to assist victims of trafficking and women in prostitution 

 

Roman Krulov works for the NGO Eluliin that provides support and counselling for women in 

prostitution. The organization offers wide-ranging services from outreach work to support groups 

for women that have exited commercial sex. According to Krulov, it is important to meet the 

women and to discuss their problems with them, although Eluliin also provides services such as 

STD tests. Support groups give opportunities for the women to talk about prostitution and the 

problems they faced while in prostitution.  

 

It is very important for Eluliin that their work is voluntary and confidential. Prostitution is a 

problem itself, but it is also a crossroads for many other social problems. Very often, the women 

participating in Eluliin’s work have been traumatized and have various problems in their lives. 

Eluliin works to support them on multiple levels. Prostitution also affects not only the person in 

prostitution, but also those around her. Prostitution is not an individual’s or an individualistic 

problem. 

  

Tanja Auvinen, Exit Prostitution Association 

 

Prostitution policies in Finland - Are there any? 

 

Tanja Auvinen is the Executive Director of Exit Prostitution Finland. Her presentation was about 

Finnish prostitution politics. In Finland, the debate about prostitution and criminalizing the buying 



of sex is not very active. The Criminal Code was changed in 2006, when the Parliament 

criminalized the buying of sex from a victim of pimping or trafficking. However, the general ban on 

buying sex, which was the original governmental proposal, did not pass. This could be seen as a 

defeat for the women’s movement at that time. 

 

In recent years, Finland has been active in drafting different kinds of action plans and reports 

concerning gender equality and violence against women. In these documents, prostitution and 

criminalizing sex-buying have been brought up. Also, the committee monitoring UN’s Convention 

on Eliminating Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) gave concluding observations for 

Finland regarding prostitution and trafficking. In a 2014 report, the committee recommended for 

Finland to pursue steps toward criminalizing the demand for prostitution and to take measures to 

discourage such demand, collect disaggregated data on women engaged in prostitution with a view 

to formulating strategies and programmes to prevent women from entering prostitution, and to assist 

women and girls who wish to leave prostitution, including through alternative income generating 

opportunities. 

 

However, even the best intentions do not guarantee action. Lack of political will seems to be the 

biggest problem in Finland. It is time for Finland to take serious steps to prevent prostitution and 

trafficking, and to help people who have been exploited.   
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