
THIS IS NOT A PHASE 
A  HARM  R EDU C T I O N  N EWS L E T T E R  

SEX WORK ISSUE 

THIS ISSUE IS EXPLORES THE
NEED FOR THE
DECRIMINALIZATION OF SEX
WORK AND WHAT WE CAN DO TO
SUPPORT SEX WORKERS.  

CHALLENGE MISCONCEPTIONS 

The idea of harm reduction may raise concerns that need to
be addressed. The following set of concerns and responses
are adapted from: Harm Reduction: A British Columbia
Community Guide. 

Harm Reduction Enables Drug Use & Addiction 
No. For those who do not want to quit, cannot quit, or
relapse into drug use, harm reduction can effectively
prevent HIV, hepatitis C and other types of drug-related
harm such as overdose 
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THE BREAKDOWN 
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Harm reduction is a set of practical strategies and ideas
aimed at reducing negative consequences associated with
drug use. Harm Reduction is also a movement for social
justice built on a belief in, and respect for, the rights of
people who use drugs. When we break it down, it harm
reduction encompasses values that guide our work and
interactions with people who use drugs.  

The following  principles have been adapted from the Harm
Reduction Coalition; 

When we think of our work as mental
health professionals, it is easy to
identify practices and policies that have
been implemented to ensure our safety,
such as WHMIS. If there are greater
risks involved with a profession, there
are generally more policies and
precautions in place to ensure safety. 
Sex work is an exception to this. Over
the past 30 years, research has
demonstrated that criminalization has
negative impacts on the health and
safety of sex workers. Human rights
organizations, UN bodies and courts
have affirmed this research concluding
that the criminalization of the sex
industry supports exploitation and
human rights abuse. 

There is a need for public policy that is
less emotionally driven, and better able
to recognize the difference between
sex work and human trafficking. The
understanding that these two things
are completely different from each
other will be a crucial piece in truly
understanding how to address human
trafficking.  

 Criminalization: 

DECRIMINALIZATION IS THE
ANSWER. 

 There is a long and problematic history
of legislative and advocacy work
denying the difference between human
trafficking and sex work. When sex
work is criminalized on the grounds
that it is human trafficking, it becomes
a much more dangerous industry.
Instead of protecting the rights and
well-being of sex workers, the Criminal
Code has weakened the ability to
combat coercion, exploitative labour
conditions and violence against sex
workers. .  
A key goal of sex worker activists is the
improvement of working conditions,
but self-organization becomes
impossible when sex work is regarded
as something that should be penalized.  

SEX WORK IS WORK 

denies sex worker rights to autonomy
hinders sex workers' ability to maintain 
physical/sexual health
denies sex workers the right to be 
protected by labor laws 
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HOW CAN WE SUPPORT SEX WORKERS?  

It is important that effective measures are taken to promote youth's best interests and address situations of 
exploitation. However when clients and third parties of youth sex workers are criminalized, it causes harm. 
Criminalization facilitates exploitation, driving youth and their clients away from police and social services. 

Instead of harmful sex-work specific laws, there should be age of consent laws. At the same time, measures should 
be taken to provide youth with housing and support services that recognize their rights and well-being.   

 
 

WHAT ABOUT THE YOUTH?

Don’t approach the interaction with a savior 
complex ("I need to save them"). 
While motives may or may not be pure, 
actions that come from the need to save 
someone, are often more harmful than 
helpful 

Acknowledge your ignorance. 
Do your homework! Search for sources that 
have been supported, or developed and 
written by sex workers. Don't feel 
intimidated to admit that you might not 
know something. There is no shame in 
wanting to learn, but there is shame in 
pretending to have knowledge that you 
don't.   

When we support sex workers we can 
challenge the assumptions people make. This 
will foster a better environment for sex 
workers to advocate for their rights. As 
professionals, academics, social workers, 
educators and people in positions of power, 
we can challenge discrimination of sex 
workers and influence legislative reform. We 
can create change.  

Read more:  
marijkevonk.com/support-sex-workers/ 
sexworklawreform.com 
maggiestoronto.ca 

Speak out against violence, 
discrimination and stigmatization of sex 
workers. 
Often we remain silent when other 
people’s rights are violated, but its 
important that we make an active effort 
to change this. This can look like 
protesting new laws and legislation, but it 
can also be as simple as correcting a 
friend or co-worker when they say 
something that is offensive. As a non-sex 
worker you have the privilege of staying 
relatively safe when you speak out 
against injustice. 

Talk about sex work as work, sex 
workers as workers and sex worker’s 
rights as human rights 
Check your vocabulary and make sure 
you adopt a language of equality and 
respect. Words are powerful, the way we 
talk about sex work can cause harm, 
shame and degrade individuals in the 
industry. The way we speak can reinforce 
stigma, and influence others.  

Respect sex workers as experts in their 
field. 
Respecting sex workers as experts in 
their field, means understanding that 
their lived experience serves as a form of 
expert knowledge. Sex workers are often 
portrayed as passive subjects. 
Organizations often treat sex workers 
accordingly, deciding what will be "done 
to" or "done with" workers- often without 
even asking for consent. It is crucial to 
respect sex worker's autonomy, and 
ability to make decisions for themselves. 

Be respectful and discrete 
Don't out sex workers, while some sex 
workers are open about their job- many 
are not.  Do not disclose any information 
without checking first. Always let the 
individual decide who this information is 
shared with. Please be discreet. 

Be mindful of privacy 
Don't force individuals to give you 
information regarding their work if they 
don't want to.  Even if they might be open 
about their job, don't ask invasive 
questions. 


