
 
Freedom Network Statement in Support of Amnesty International Vote 

 

The Freedom Network, USA, applauds Amnesty International’s recent adoption of a policy 

supporting the decriminalization of the sex industry and the human rights of those in the sex 

trade. 

 

Freedom Network is a membership organization of 38 service providers and advocates working 

directly with survivors of human trafficking, including those trafficked into the sex trade.  Our 

approach to combating human trafficking centralizes voluntary, non-judgmental assistance with 

an emphasis on self-determination. Our advocacy is driven by our experience working directly 

with victims of trafficking, and focuses on policies that;  

 Address the root causes of trafficking,  

 Guarantee the rights and protections of trafficked persons,  

 Respect individual autonomy, and  

 Mitigate unintended consequences such as arrest or detention for others who do 

not reach the legal standard of trafficking.   

The vote to support decriminalization for both sex workers and third parties is an important step 

towards valuing the rights and safety of everyone in the sex trade, including trafficking victims, 

without detracting from the importance of anti-trafficking efforts and the ability to punish 

traffickers.  Sex work and sex trafficking are not synonymous.  Sex work involves people 

making choices that best fit their circumstances.  Sex trafficking involves the absence of choice, 

with people compelled to work in the sex industry through force, fraud, or coercion. 

Criminalization, whether of sex workers, buyers, or facilitators, harms everyone in the sex trade, 

including those experiencing trafficking and exploitation.   

For those engaged in sex work, criminalization creates stigma, discrimination, and barriers to 

reporting abuse.  Fear of arrest prevents victims of exploitation, violence, and trafficking from 

coming forward and seeking justice.  Moreover, criminalization takes away options and creates 

vulnerability for exploitation and trafficking.  An arrest for prostitution can injure a person’s 

ability to find a job, rent an apartment, or get an education.  The end result is further 

marginalization, vulnerability, and lack of options – three key factors that lead to trafficking. 

The criminalization of clients and non-exploitative third parties also increases the amount of 

violence, stigma, and discrimination which contribute to vulnerability and exploitation.  Friends, 

family, bodyguards, drivers, and others that are often used to create safety for sex workers can be 

arrested and charged under many pimping and pandering laws.  For example, laws against things 

such as “living off of the proceeds of prostitution” put the family and friends of sex workers at 

risk of being criminalized for sharing expenses with a sex worker. This isolation increases the 

risks of violence and exploitation, and presents a barrier to many of the basic safety and harm 

reduction techniques others take for granted.  

 



 
“It is commendable to see an organization endorse human rights for all persons, including sex 

workers-a group that faces unreasonable stigmatization and marginalization. This is a huge step 

toward insisting on protection and safety for the many who are vulnerable to exploitation and 

trafficking.”  Freedom Network co-founder Florrie Burke. 

Human trafficking, including trafficking in the sex industry, is driven by poverty, gender 

disparity, lack of opportunity, homelessness, and a host of other social problems that make a 

person vulnerable to exploitation.  Laws intent on protecting vulnerable populations such as 

those in the sex industry and victims of human trafficking must focus on empowerment by 

increasing resources, addressing discrimination, and improving social safety nets, and not dead-

end criminalization policies.  It is only through empowerment that society can address the 

institutional marginalization and barriers that lead to vulnerability, exploitation, and trafficking.   

We commend Amnesty International for upholding the values of human rights, self-

determination, and empowerment with this decision. It is important to recognize the challenges 

faced by those in the sex trade, including trafficking victims. The harms of criminalization and 

the barriers it prevents to seeking justice are multi-fold. We hope that Amnesty’s decision will 

inspire others to stand in support of human rights, of dignity, and of the ability for trafficking 

victims to more easily seek justice. 
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