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The Immigrant Council of Ireland welcomes the opportunity to participate in the review of the UN 
Women position regarding prostitution and the sex trade.  

 

Introduction 

The Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI) is a national, independent, non-governmental organisation 

that promotes the rights of migrants through information, legal advice, advocacy, lobbying, training 

and research. The Council plays a key role in shaping the anti-trafficking measures in Ireland due to 

its unique role as an Independent Law Centre. We provide specialist immigration advocacy and 

support to groups at particular risk, including survivors of trafficking and prostitution. Through this 

approach, supported by our front line services and research, we seek to change laws to end sex 

trafficking and protect victims of this vicious cycle of abuse.  

Keeping with our tradition of identifying and addressing knowledge gaps in the area of 

migration, the Immigrant Council of Ireland has produced ground-breaking research on the 

trafficking of migrant women in the Irish sex trade. This submission reflects our internationally and 

nationally recognised expertise – the Council’s work is studied by government departments and 

serves as a reference point for media reports and parliamentary debates. We coordinate projects to 

improve services for victims of sex trafficking, including an initiative funded by UN.GIFT to deliver 

legal aid to victims of trafficking. The resulting report is widely studied by practitioners in the field.1 

The ICI have developed training modules for the Legal Aid Board, the government body designated 

to provide legal assistance for victims of trafficking;  the national Train-The-Trainer programme, 

coordinated by the International Organization for Migration; and assist in training of An Garda 

Síochána (the police force of Ireland) regarding sex trafficking. 

                                                           
1 O’Connor, Monica, and Pillinger, Jane, ‘Asylum Seeking Victims of Trafficking in Ireland: Legal and 
Practical Challenges’, (ICI, 2011 – sponsored by UN.GIFT). 



Submission to UN Women: © Immigrant Council of Ireland 2016 Page 2 
 

Question 1. The 2030 Agenda commits to universality, human rights and leaving nobody 

behind. How do you interpret these principles in relation to sex work/trade or 

prostitution?    

The Immigrant Council of Ireland recognises the sex trade and prostitution as forms of systematic 

violence against women and a violation of human rights. We do not accept prostitution as a form of 

work, because it is incompatible with the dignity, bodily integrity and progression associated with 

occupation – trade unions in Ireland firmly support this view. The person selling sex should be free 

from prosecution, and we must criminalise the buyers of sex, and the pimps organising the trade 

(also known as the ‘Nordic Model’.) In 2014, the European Parliament passed a non-binding 

resolution in favour of criminalising the purchase of sex, to urge member states to re-evaluate their 

policies.2 The existing human rights instruments in terms of binding resolutions are very clear. The 

UN Convention on Trafficking In Persons and Exploitation and Prostitution of Others, and the 

Convention for the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women define prostitution as an intrinsic 

violation of human rights, and the UN Convention on Traffick condemns the procuring of others for 

prostitution. International research indicates that the Nordic Model effectively targets demand for 

sexual exploitation. Furthermore, a 2013 study based on data from 150 countries concluded that 

legal prostitution increases human trafficking inflows, as a result of the expanded market.3 

To ensure that victims of sex trafficking and prostitution are not left behind, the 2030 Agenda 

must recognise the risk factors inherent to the sex trade – particularly for vulnerable migrant women 

and children. Numerous organisations in Ireland specialising in children’s rights and welfare, 

women’s health and sexual abuse agree that those lacking family supports, those in State care, 

experiencing homelessness, suffering from alcohol/drug addictions, and separated or trafficked 

children are at high risk of being prostituted as minors.4  

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Rapporteur Mary Honeyball, ‘Report On Sexual Exploitation and Prostitution and Its Impact on Gender 
Equality’, European Parliament Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (2014). 
 
3  Cho, Seo-Young, Dreher, Axel and Neumayer, Eric, ‘Does legalized prostitution increase human 
trafficking? World Development’, 41 (2013) pp. 67-82 
 
4 Shannon, Geoffrey, Fourth Report of the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection – A Report Submitted To 
the Oireachtas (2012), p. 112.  
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This position is supported by our landmark study on migrant women in Ireland in the sex trade, 

which concluded:  

 There were as many as 1,000 women in indoor prostitution in Ireland; 

 Up to 97 per cent of these women were migrants of 51 different nationalities, the vast 

majority were trafficked from impoverished regions in Africa, Latin America and Central 

European/non-E.U. countries; 

 11 per cent of victims were first trafficked as children;  

 The Irish commercial sex trade has an estimated annual value of €180 million, and is 

dominated by international criminal gangs who subject victims to high risk sexual acts.5 

Question 2) The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set out to achieve gender equality 

and to empower all women and girls. The SDGs also include several targets pertinent to 

women’s empowerment, such as 

a)      reproductive rights  

b)      women’s ownership of land and assets  

c)       building peaceful and inclusive societies  

d)      ending the trafficking of women  

e)      eliminating violence against women.  

How do you suggest that policies on sex work/trade/prostitution can promote such 

targets and objectives? 

The Council stipulates that unlike ‘prostitution’, the term ‘sex work’ has not been defined in 

international agreements, and we disagree with the use of ‘sex work’ in formal documents from UN 

Women due to the unacceptable legitimacy and endorsement it implies. On this note, we must 

strengthen legislation to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. In 2014, the ICI 

directed an international research project – Stop Traffick! Tackling Demand for Sexual Services of 

Trafficked Women and Girls – which conclusively demonstrated the gendered dimensions of the sex 

trade that increase harm, violence, stigma and discrimination against women. Furthermore, this 

report and statements by the Garda Síochána indicate the predominance of organised crime in the 

Irish sex trade.6 We support cooperation with police forces to implement the ‘Nordic Model’, and we 

                                                           
5 Kelleher Associates, O’Connor, Monica and Pillinger, Jane, Globalisation, Sex Trafficking and 
Prostitution: the Experiences of Migrant Women in Ireland (ICI, 2009).  
 
6 An Garda Síochána, Press Release: Operation Quest, 19 May 2012. 
 

http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/women-and-the-sdgs/sdg-5-gender-equality
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/women-and-the-sdgs/sdg-5-gender-equality
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recommend that demand reduction strategies address the predominance of male buyers of female 

sellers.7  

Trafficking of children for sexual exploitation is outlawed in Ireland, both by domestic law 

and international legislative structures, including EU Directives and the UN Palermo Protocol.8 Yet, 

despite the enactment of national and international legislation, the trafficking and prostitution of 

children persists. The cycles of violence against women and children remain inextricable – the 

mainstream prostitution market is comprised of children as well as adult women. Both must be 

tackled together through demand reduction strategies. Furthermore, we call measures to prevent 

child grooming from taking place on-line and off-line, to bring laws up-to-date and target this most 

insidious form of abuse.9  

Question 3) The sex trade is gendered. How best can we protect women in the trade from 

harm, violence, stigma and discrimination? 

The Council contends that demand reduction strategies regarding prostitution and sex 

trafficking must be accompanied by welfare provisions and support services for victims to avoid re-

entry into the sex trade. These supports must have a gender-sensitive and child-centred approach, in 

acknowledgement of the overwhelming prevalence of female victims. The ICI research concludes 

that 98% of buyers were male, while 81% of sellers were female, with 11% of victims trafficked as 

children. The submission is informed by the Immigrant Council of Ireland’s experience in provision of 

legal advice and representation to victims, primarily for sexual exploitation and domestic servitude. 

The Council are also guided by the available data and trends at national and EU level which indicate 

that the sex trade constitutes the most common type of trafficking.  

                                                           
7 Yonkova, Nusha and Keegan, Edward, Stop Traffick! Tackling Demand for Sexual Services of Trafficked 
Women and Girls (Immigrant Council of Ireland, 2014) The research was conducted in collaboration with 
the Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation, the Klaipeda Social and Psychological Services Centre, the 
Mediterranean Institute of Gender Studies and MONIKA, (the Multicultural Women’s Association in 
Finland). 
 
8 For domestic legislation, see Sexual Offences (Jurisdiction) Act 1996, Child Trafficking and Pornography 

Act 1998, the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2006, the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) (Amendment) 

Act 2007 and the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008. For international legislation, see the United 

Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocol thereto Prevent, Suppress 

and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 2000 (the Palermo Protocol), and the 

Council of Europe Convention on Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings 2005. Both of these 

Conventions stress that Parties are obliged to introduce measures to discourage demand for the services 

of victims of trafficking, particularly women and children, as a preventative strategy.  

 
9 Yonkova and Keegan, StopTraffick! (ICI, 2014). 
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The Council recommends tailored supports for victims with special needs, as identified in the 

EU Directive 2011/36/EU, where those needs derive, in particular, from whether they are pregnant, 

their health, a disability, a mental or psychological disorder, or a serious form of psychological, 

physical or sexual violence they have suffered. Social care workers should receive enhanced training 

to meet the specific needs of vulnerable children, particularly separated, unaccompanied migrant or 

asylum-seeking children.10 Finally, we support public education – similar to programmes undertaken 

in Sweden – on the sex trade in order to challenge the unacceptable view that women’s bodies can 

be bought.11 While we acknowledge that demand reduction is a very positive outcome of the 

Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Bill in Ireland, it is only one side of a comprehensive response to 

protect survivors of prostitution and the sex trade worldwide.  

                                                           
10 Ibid.  

11 Ekberg, Gunilla, ‘The Swedish Law That Prohibits the Purchase of Sexual Services: Best Practices For 
Prevention of Prostitution and Trafficking in Human Beings’, Violence Against Women 10:10 (October 
2004) 1187 – 1218.  
 


