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NEED TO IMPROVE THE CONDITIONS FOR SEX WORKERS TO REDUCE HIGH RISK ENVIRONMENT 

Harms concentrated in sex work conditions can be addressed by extending human rights to sex workers.

The vulnerable environment in which sex workers operate needs to be addressed in order for human rights to be extended to sex workers.

The comments were made today (18th June) by Dr Linda Cusick, Reader in Substance Use at The University of The West of Scotland at a National Advisory Committee on Drugs (NACD) Conference in Dublin Castle. 

Speaking at the conference, Drug Use, Sex Work and the Risk Environment in Dublin, Dr. Cusick stated, “The ways in which sex work is organised determines whether it introduces harm, increases the vulnerability of sex workers or allows sex workers to benefit from sex work. Harm in the form of predation, victimisation, violence, child abuse, trafficking, slavery, stigma, sanctions and penalties all underlie a violation of rights. 
“Sex workers’ do not enjoy just and favorable conditions of work, the right to organize, the right to adequate standard of living, and the right to be free from discrimination especially in terms of, access to medical, social and welfare services. For example, predation and victimisation such as abusive pimping were found in studies of sex markets, where sex workers were fearful of authority, isolated and personally vulnerable. This is echoed in the recent NACD survey which found that respondents were exposed to multiple risks and harms in their living and working lives with street sex workers suffering physical and sexual assault, many reporting rape and abduction. 
“In itself harms are not inherent problems of sex work and there is nothing about exchanging sex and money that introduces harm. However, sex markets have become entangled with the mutually reinforcing aspects of organised crime and problematic drug use and the sex markets with the least labour protection are the most open to multiple harms. In order to reduce harm, we must accept the personal reasons why individuals engage in sex work and address the environment they operate. 
“Sex workers are quite reasonably in many situations, afraid of the police. If sex work is recognised as work we can look forward to offering sex workers legal protection against violence and reducing their fear of reporting it to the police when they are attacked. 

“Reducing structural inequalities such as poverty and gender are overly ambitious and as such, conventional harm reduction such as education, training or skills for alternative occupation, STI prevention and treatment, disentanglement of mutually reinforcing harms, reduce public nuisance are effective and must be continued.”

The conference was also presented to by Kathryn McGarry from the School of Social Work and Social Policy in Trinity College. Contributions were also made on the social, physical and policy environment from the Women’s Health Project, Gay Men’s Health Service, Chrysalis, Dublin Simon and Novas Hostel. 
Speaking at the conference, NACD researcher, Dr. Teresa Whitaker stated that need for adequately resourced support structures to reduce drug using sex workers risk of harm was clearly highlighted in research the NACD recently conducted. 
“A dominant theme to emerge from the field work was that drug-using sex workers are vulnerable people with complex and multiple needs that span health, social and legal issues. 

“The research explored the local risk environment within which problem drug-using sex workers in Dublin live and work. In-depth interviews were conducted with 35 drug users, currently or previously engaged in sex work, to gain an understanding of how they perceive and behave in response to risk. The report concluded that wider social and situational needs such as poverty, housing, health, educational needs and employment prospects are as fundamental to reducing their risk of harm as addressing drug use.
Arising from analysis of the research, the NACD recommended that:  

· Continued funding of existing services that deal with this client group: in the current economic climate it is absolutely essential to ensure that existing services are adequately funded. 

· That interventions are developed to address the social situations and places in which risks and harms are produced and reduced by targeting existing and developing street sex markets and peer networks of drug users and sex workers through funding outreach services (particularly out of hours) and developing secondary or peer-based outreach in areas of the city with known networks of drug-using sex workers. 

· Programmes (such as specialist CE schemes for drug users) aimed at getting drug users back to work should be continually funded. 

· Drug services must recognise their role in identifying male and female clients involved in sex work and providing advice on safer sex practices in order to reduce sexual risk in personal intimate relationships and commercial sex transactions.

· Provision of flexible hostel accommodation for homeless (drug-using sex workers) as part of a range of suitable accommodations from low-threshold facilities to accommodation to facilitate recovery and rehabilitation. 
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Notes to the Editor:

Research methodology

In order to explore the lived experience of drug-using sex workers a qualitative methodology was chosen. The individual face-to-face in-depth interview was the primary research tool used to collect qualitative data from drug-using sex workers and professionals. 

In-depth interviews were carried out with 35 drug-using sex workers. In addition, biographical data were collected by means of a short questionnaire. The questionnaire also recorded information on participants’ recent drug use and offending behaviour. In-depth interviews were carried out with 40 professionals across sectors (community, voluntary and statutory) from a range of disciplines whose work either directly or indirectly impacts on drug-using sex workers. 

In accordance with NACD policy on research, a Research Advisory Group (RAG), comprising representatives of the NACD and various relevant agencies and services, was established. The primary role of the RAG was to guide and manage the research project from inception to completion and to assist in locating and recruiting research participants. 
SPEAKERS

· Dr Teresa Whitaker has worked as a researcher with the National Advisory Committee on Drugs (a sociologist: M.SocSc 1st class University College Dublin; and PhD UCD).  The NACD was established in 2000 and its role is to provide advice to the Cabinet Committee on Social Inclusion and through it, the Government in relation to the prevalence, prevention, treatment/ rehabilitation and consequences of problem drug use in Ireland.  Her work with the NACD includes: NACD Recommendations to Government in Relation to Workplace Drug Testing and the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act (2005); since January 2009 she has also worked with the prevalence sub-committee and has been involved in two publications: Drug Use in Ireland and Northern Ireland 2006/2007 Drug Prevalence Survey: Sedatives or Tranquillisers, and Anti-depressant Results Bulletin 6 and Drug Use in Ireland and Northern Ireland 2006/2007 Drug Prevalence Survey: Polydrug Use Results Bulletin 5. The recent research Drug Use, Sex Work and the Risk Environment in Dublin was carried out with Dr. Gemma Cox. 
· Dr Linda Cusick is the Reader in Substance Use at The University of The West of Scotland (a sociologist: MA 1st class Glasgow University; and PhD Imperial College).  Her research interests are in sex work, drug use and policy where health, morality and criminal justice issues compete for priority.  
She is also the knowledge transfer coordinator for Police Operations in the Scottish Institute of Policing Research and until 2007 was the academic representative on the board for the UK Network of Sex Work Projects.  
Dr Cusick’s recent policy consultations on sex work include: The Liberal Democrats Women’s Policy Consultation (2009); The Home Office review of demand for prostitution (2008); The Council of Europe, Parliamentary Assembly, ‘Prostitution, which stance to take’ (2007); The International Committee on the Rights of Sex Workers, Europe (2005); The Home Office consultation on prostitution, Paying the Price (2004); and The Scottish Executive’s expert group report on street prostitution, Being Outside (2004).  

· Kathryn McGarry completed her PhD recently which was undertaken through the School of Social Work and Social Policy in Trinity College, Dublin.  Her research focused on the lived experiences of women in prostitution in Ireland.  As a qualitative study, Kathryn was interested in the women’s own voices, how they understand what they do and how this discourse relates to competing perspectives on prostitution in Ireland.  She adopted the risk environment model for her analysis and the research culminated in her thesis entitled: “Risking Work and Working Risk: A Phenomenology of the Risk Environment of Prostitution in Ireland”. Kathryn is presently employed as a Researcher on the Youth Research Programme at the Department of Applied Social Studies, NUI Maynooth.
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