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The attitudes we hold in our society about the sex industry and the people who work in it need to change.
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I have listened to many stories from sex workers over the years, many of them describing the terrible
harms inflicted on themselves or other women and youth. However, none have been as heart-rending
as the stories detailing these harms, and in some cases torture, that were told during public hearings
this week in Ottawa before the parliamentary committee studying Bill C-36, the federal government’s
response to last December’s Supreme Court ruling striking down Criminal Code provisions relating to
prostitution.

All of the stories shared with the members of the committee were recounted by very brave women.
They had either experienced the violence personally, or were recounting the stories of those close to
them.

They support Bill C-36.

I do not support C-36; in my view, it will do more harm that good. But I was moved by their stories
nonetheless.

Every single incidence of violence they described is prohibited by existing provisions of the Criminal
Code.
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Kidnapping and forcible confinement; physical assault; sexual assault; threats and extortion; criminal
harassment; human trafficking; sexual exploitation of minors; torturing — all these acts are already
prohibited, with serious sentences associated with them.

The perpetrators of these crimes are hardly ever prosecuted. Why not?

There are two possible answers.

One is that the provisions are either ineffective or difficult to apply. If this is the case — or if they only
seem to be ineffective with respect to people working in the sex industry — why hasn’t the government
done more to determine why? This is not the first time such stories have come to light. Something must
be done to make these Criminal Code provisions more effective.

A second answer is that the provisions are enforced in a discriminatory and biased manner. There is
much evidence to show that the prostitution laws have always been applied in a biased manner. No
matter when or how they were changed, the enforcement patterns have stayed the same: clients of
street-based workers continue to fall outside the purview of the law.

Convictions for keepers and frequenters of bawdy houses have been sporadic. Conviction rates for
procuring have been very small. Instead, street-based female workers have been the most penalized,
not the 90 per cent of clients of sex workers who are men.

What need changing are the attitudes we hold in our society about the sex industry and the people who
work in it.

Attitudes do not change because activities are criminalized. Attitudes and perceptions change over
time through education programs. The reason the criminal provisions against domestic violence are
working more effectively than in the past is because perceptions about domestic violence have
changed.

What can the government do? The choice is not between doing something or doing nothing, as was
implied by Conservative MP Bob Dechert Wednesday in the hearings. The government can do a lot.

It can start by rejecting Bill C-36 and investing time and energy in addressing (or at least funding
programs that address) the social and economic conditions underlying the sex industry: poverty; gender
inequalities; unequal educational and occupational opportunity structures for women and youth; and
homelessness.

It can demonstrate its commitment to such programs by investing more than $20 million over the next
five years.

It can demonstrate its seriousness about dealing with violence and extortion by providing adequate
resources to enforce existing laws against these acts — and insisting our law-enforcement agencies
address them.

All of these initiatives would help change attitudes about, and behaviours toward, people working in the
sex industry.
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Frances M. Shaver is a professor in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Concordia University and a member of
the Feminist Alliance in Solidarity for Sex Workers’ Rights. Since 1990, she has participated in three federal research projects
on people working in the sex industry.
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