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About Project Respect 

Project Respect is an intersectional feminist organisation, which provides support for women in the sex 

industry and women who have experienced trafficking. We outreach to licensed brothels across the 

Greater Melbourne Region to provide women with information about their rights and where they can 

access support.  

Our vision is a world where women are free from trafficking, sexual exploitation, violence, and harm. Our 

primary mission is to support women in the sex industry and women trafficked and advocate for the 

structural change needed to end all forms of sexual exploitation. We provide a platform to elevate and 

amplify the voices of women with lived experience.  

Executive Summary  

Project Respect welcomes this opportunity to provide feedback to the Victorian Law reform Commissions 

inquiry into Improving the Response of the Justice System to Sexual Offences and congratulates the 

government for its ongoing effort to address violence against women in Victoria. Project Respect 

recognises that not all women in the sex industry experience violence, exploitation or harm. However, 

based on our work with women, and the experiences of women we support, discrimination, violence and 

exploitation of women in the sex industry is significant, widespread and harmful.  

A note on case studies 

All names have been changed and identifying details removed. 

 

  



Summary of Recommendations 

Issue Paper A  

1. Ensuring women who work in the sex industry are aware of their rights within the industry and 
understand what constitutes sexual harm.  

2. Women with experience of the sex industry are considered a high-risk group to experience sexual 
offences. 

3. Provide the appropriate services to allow women in the sex industry who have been sexually 
harmed to report and access support. 

4. Ensure that support service systems are equipped to assist women from multicultural 
backgrounds and women who have experienced complex trauma, without stigma and 
discrimination.  

5. Increased oversight of brothel operators and management to make sure they are both aware of 
what constitutes sexual harm and complying with CAV Standards.  

6. Mandated reporting of sexual assault by sex industry business owners and management. 
7. Sex industry business owners mandated to induct new workers and undergo their own training to 

equip them with the skills to better deal with sexual assaults within their workplaces.   
8. Increase the inclusion of women in the sex industry in the resources, supporting materials, and 

risk assessments released under the MARAM framework. 
9. Australian National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) investigate what 

measures, statistics and data about violence against women who are in the sex industry to then 
be included in the Victorian Family Violence Index. 

10. Australian Human Rights Commission conducts data collection from all States and Territories in 
Australia to determine the prevalence of sexual harassment and assault within the sex industry. 

11. Victorian Government adequately funds organisations that are supporting women in the sex 
industry and survivors of sexual assault. 

12. Victorian Government recogonise and fund Project Respect as a specialist agency addressing 
violence against women who are in the sex industry, including family violence, as a part of the 
Victorian family violence system. 

Issue Paper B  

13. Improve the attitudes towards women in the sex industry who have been sexually assaulted via 
greater awareness and visibility of their situation through inclusion within violence against 
women campaigns.  

14. Support programs are visible and accessible to women in the sex industry who have experienced 
sexual harm. 

15. Support programs are culturally diverse and offer translated information. 
16. Support programs engage with women in an understanding and non-discriminatory manner. 

Issue Paper C 

17. Implementing consent forms and hotlines in brothels for women who work in the sex industry to 
use. 

18. Technology facilitated abuse and violence in the commercial sex industry setting needs to be 
included as an offence in Part 1. Division 1 – Offences Against the Person of the Crimes Act.  

19. The availability of training and education regarding technology facilitated abuse for women 
working in the sex industry to build the knowledge and capacity to keep themselves safe while 
operating a business online. 





34. Support restorative and alternative justice models for women who have experienced sexual 
assault providing it was undertaken in a supportive manner that acknowledges the complexities 
of the sexual violence women experience within the sex industry. 

 

 

   



Context for this submission 

A profile of the sex industry  

The sex industry in Australia is regulated at a state and territory level, and there is a patchwork of different 

regulation across the country from decriminalisation, regulation and full criminalisation. The industry has 

both formal spaces such as brothels and escorting and informal (illegal) spaces such as street based, 

massage parlours and provision of sexual services from private spaces such as apartments and motels.  

There are currently 89 licensed brothels and more than 600 owner-operated licensed sex industry 

businesses in Victoria. Further, there is an estimate of 500 massage parlours offering unregistered sexual 

services, and an unknown quantity of women involved in informal (illegal) spaces such as street based and 

provision of sexual services from private spaces such as apartments and motels.  

Data on people involved in the sex industry is very difficult to obtain, due to the stigma, discrimination 

and criminality of the industry. Research which is available generally focuses on the licensed/regulated 

space. However, from the limited data available, and based on data from our 20 year history of 

outreaching to licensed brothels in Victoria, we observe that the sex industry is mostly comprised of 

women, with a large migrant workforce population, particularly women on temporary visas.   

The intersection of women with experience in the sex industry and sexual offences 

Members of the Project Respect Women’s Advisory Group (‘WAG’) report that women who work in the 

sex industry are more likely to experience higher rates of sexual harm and violence than women who 

aren’t working in the sex industry. The WAG has reported the sex industry to be a microcosm of violence 

against women. As noted in the 2020 Respect@Work: Sexual Harassment National Enquiry Report, the 

gendered nature of the sex industry and the nature of the work itself places women at higher risk of 

experiencing sexual harassment and assault from customers and clients. The core of the business model, 

that focuses on physical appearance and sexual appeal are likely to drive increased risks of sexual 

harassment and violence. As a result, women in the sex industry can also be exposed to specific types of 

sexual harm due to the nature of the industry. Further, “[g]ender inequality creates a sense of entitlement 

and false expectations where men seemingly believe they have the power to do whatever they like within 

the booking, as they have paid for it”. 

Women in the sex industry face additional barriers when reporting crimes to authorities and accessing 

support services. These barriers often deter women in the sex industry from accessing services and 

seeking support. Stigma, discrimination and the normalisation of violence make it increasingly difficult for 

women in the sex industry to report forms of sexual violence. 

Source of material 

This submission draws on information from several sources: from academic and other literature, from the 

experience of Project Respect staff, from Project Respect data and research, and, importantly, from the 

expert views of women in the sex industry who have experienced a sexual offence. 

 

Issue Paper A 







































3.Is there a need to change any of Victoria’s technology-facilitated sexual offences, or their application? 

If so, what changes? 

Technology facilitated abuse is a highly complex issue, combining issues of gender inequality, sexualised 

violence, internet regulation, internet anonymity, privacy, copyright, ethics and the rights of women in 

the sex industry.15 The sex industry is unusual in relation to technologically facilitated abuse, as few other 

industries or workplaces require sexual interactions. The nature of the sex industry can therefore makes 

women in the sex industry more vulnerable to technology facilitated abuse than might be experienced in 

other industries. 

Project Respect recognises the use of technology as a mechanism for perpetrating violence and 

harassment against women in the sex industry. Our work with women indicates technology-facilitated 

abuse impacts on women in the sex industry in four ways: in the context of family violence, with clients in 

the sex industry, in their role as independent business operators and, in the context of women trafficked 

for sexual exploitation. This is through threats to out and/or expose women by clients who have images, 

filming during bookings without consent, advertising/posting services and phone numbers online without 

consent and taking images of women and then using this as a form of power and control in situations of 

trafficking. 

Brothel outreach data obtained by Project Respect in the 2017-2018 financial year16 suggests that the 

prevalence of technology used to harass women in the sex industry is increasing. Outreach teams 

observed signage stating, “no mobiles”, “no phone filming”, “no photos” and “no videos” on 31 brothel 

visits. This suggests that clients are attempting to use their phones to take photos or film women, without 

their consent, within the booking. Furthermore, we have been informed by women we support that they 

often receive harassing, unwelcome phone calls and text messages from their clients. Project Respect has 

also been informed that clients have waited for women to finish their shift and have then attempted to 

follow them home. 

Further, the increased use of online platforms to provide sexual services exposes women to increased risk 

of experiencing technology-facilitated abuse. Some women are moving their services online with limited 

technological knowledge, and, beyond simple privacy settings, are not aware of some of the risks the 

online space has in terms of technology facilitated abuse. As a result, for women in this specific form of 

the industry, training and education needs to go beyond the general e-Safety training to be able to build 

the knowledge and capacity of women to be able to keep themselves safe while operating a business 

online. 

 
15 Project Respect submission to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs References Committee Inquiry into the 

‘Phenomenon colloquially referred to as ‘revenge porn’, which involves sharing private images and recordings of a 

person without their consent, with the intention to cause that person harm’. Katherine McCormack. 14 January 

2016 

 
16 Project Respect 2018, Project Respect Annual Report 2017-2018 


















