
 

SAFETY FIRST WALES – BRIEFING 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Safety First Wales (SFW) is a coalition of sex workers, health professionals, church 
representatives, anti-poverty, anti-violence, anti-racist and trans rights campaigners -- formed to 
decriminalise sex work in Wales and prioritise sex workers’ safety, health, and well-being.  
 
This briefing provides information and evidence primarily about the situation and context of sex 
work in Wales with some references to the rest of the UK. It includes testimony from sex 
workers who either a) attended the first meeting of SFW, b) participated in research conducted 
by Swansea University or c) are part of the network of the English Collective of Prostitutes in 
Wales.  
 
There are approximately 72,800 sex workers in the UK.1 In Wales it is estimated that there are 
at least 2471 sex workers. This includes 1195 sex workers working online, 912 working in 
brothels/massage parlours and up to 263 working on the street.2  These figures are from 2014 
so it is likely that the numbers are now substantially higher. 
 
Sex work is identified in all 22 local authority areas of Wales and is most concentrated in Cardiff, 
Newport and Swansea. 
 
Nationally, the majority of sex workers are women (85-90%)3, most of whom are mothers 
working to support families.4  
 
The following information is divided into various categories based on what sex workers raised 
as their main concerns.  

 
POVERTY AND HOMELESSNESS 
 
Prostitution is increasing throughout the UK because poverty is increasing. Colossal rises in 
energy bills, food and other essential expenses are causing hunger, homelessness, rising debt 
and terrible suffering. For decades austerity cuts have targeted women.5 Benefit sanctions, 
already found to be a primary cause of the increase in street prostitution,6 are being expanded 
and made even more harsh.7 Cuts in disability benefits and services have pushed disabled 
women in particular into sex work.8  
 
In Wales, even before the Covid-19 pandemic, almost a quarter of people were living in poverty 
with women disproportionately affected.9 Wales now has the worst child poverty rate of all the 
UK nations, with 31% of children living below the poverty line.10  
 
Welsh MP Liz Saville Roberts, along with others, tabled questions to the government about the 
lack of financial support for sex workers during the Covid-19 pandemic11 and asked for 
emergency payments for sex workers in crisis12. The heartless government response was that 
people should apply for Universal Credit, ignoring evidence from a parliamentary committee that 
draconian benefit regulations were pushing women, particularly single mothers, into “survival 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/303927/A_Review_of_the_Literature_on_sex_workers_and_social_exclusion.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/09/women-bearing-86-of-austerity-burden-labour-research-reveals
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/dwp-drawing-up-new-benefit-28067418?_ga=2.192459306.1237007383.1664209520-1925084098.1662542891
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-57157436
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2020-05-06/44004
https://prostitutescollective.net/statement-coronavirus-and-sex-workers-demands/
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sex”.13  Measures in Wales to mitigate poverty like payments to children eligible for free school 
meals14 are welcome but don’t meet the need. Migrant women who have No Recourse to Public 
Funds are left destitute and vulnerable to exploitation and violence and this pushes women into 
sex work to survive.15  
 

“If you're sex working but you want to stop, your first Universal Credit payment takes five 
weeks. How can you survive for five weeks without money? There is no option, you have 
to do whatever it takes, I have to go back to sex work.”   

 
“I know loads of girls who, because their housing situation isn’t great, they end up sex 
working in the parlours. I know one hadn’t been sex working for quite a few months while 
trying to get herself together - but she lost her flat and now she’s living in a parlour, she’s 
stuck in limbo.”  
 
“We’ve been getting small cash payments to trans people through our mutual aid 
scheme and we have seen that trans sex workers used to be working to pay for 
transition costs but are now working for food, housing and to cover bills.” Trans Aid 
Cymru 

 
“When I first started working in the parlours, absolutely I was doing it to better my 
daughter’s life.”  

 
These quotes show how sex work in Wales is often underpinned by precarious financial and 
housing situations. They demonstrate why it is so important that sex work is recognised in a 
broader context of poverty and homelessness. Inadequate benefits provision, housing and 
employment opportunities can mean individuals are reliant on sex work to generate income and 
avoid destitution and homelessness for themselves and their families.  

 
CRIMINALISATION AND POLICING 
 
Under the prostitution laws16 hundreds of sex workers in the UK are threatened with arrest, 
raided, prosecuted, and even imprisoned each year for working on the street17 or for working 
with others in premises, with migrant, trans and women of colour being disproportionately 
targeted.18 For migrant women with insecure immigration status the effect of criminalisation is 
compounded by fear of deportation.  
 
Sex workers in Wales report diverse experiences and perceptions of policing, as well as the 
harmful consequences of being subjected to prostitution laws. The legacies of police operations, 
such as Operation Pentameter in 2006, and more recent targeting of sex workers in Swansea 
and Newport, trigger fear and distrust of the police and undermine the possibility of the police 
offering protection and support to sex workers.  
  
It is clear within the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) Policing Sex Work Guidance19, that 
raiding and arresting sex workers for prostitution related offences is contradictory to good 
policing practice. The guidance clearly states that the safety of people engaged in sex work 
must be paramount.20 Yet sex workers remain the subject of extensive police attention in certain 
areas of Wales. For instance, in Swansea the police have enforced soliciting offences against 
street-based sex workers who do not engage with support services21 whilst Newport council 
criminalised sex workers with the reintroduction of Public Space Protection Orders for ‘sexual 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-50170297
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/prostitution
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exploitation’. This led, in April 2022, to 50 people being arrested, and 40 charged, during an 
operation relating to street sex work.22  Recent reports of “racism, misogyny and bigotry”23 in 
Gwent police has also undermined public trust.  
 
Sex workers have described how fines and criminal records trap them in prostitution. Trans sex 
workers in Wales spoke about police surveillance and being investigated for trying to help 
others. Sex workers described the impact of the laws:  
 

“Criminalisation doesn’t work. Decriminalisation is safer for everyone, otherwise it goes 
underground. It’s still going to be there, no-one is going to quit. If we don’t have a way of 
making money we’re still going to do it. They’re not stopping anything, they’re just 
making it more dangerous”.  

 
“The police have been harassing me since I was a teenager. When I was young and 
wasn't working, me and a friend were hanging around and a client pulled up in a car. He 
offered money and I knew that my friend did that sometimes so I waved over to her. The 
police tried to arrest me for pimping.”  

 
 “[The Police] smash through the door, they’ll chuck everything everywhere, they’re 
f*****g horrible. They’ll literally push you flying they don’t give a f**k, they see the girls as 
a poxy piece of meat who shouldn’t be there”.24  

 
“We were raided and arrested over three years ago, and we’re still under investigation, 
but we haven’t actually gone to court, nothing has happened, we haven’t been charged. 
They’ve got my computer and phone. Whatever they take, I’ve just had to escort more to 
go and get everything back they’ve stolen from me”.  

 
“I had a criminal record check and it has a section called ‘miscellaneous’, which was a 
half-page all about my sex work. I appealed to have it taken off and they refused. It 
makes me look terrible; I was absolutely heart broken. If I apply for a job that will be on 
the back of it”. 

 
These quotes reveal the different forms that sex workers’ interactions with the police can take. 
They draw attention to the violence that can be experienced by sex workers at the hands of the 
police. Little research had been done on this until a 2022 study of 197 sex workers in East 
London which found that 42% of street workers had suffered violence from the police.25   
 
Additionally, these quotes demonstrate how the identification of individuals as sex workers by 
the police can prevent them from accessing jobs in other areas of the labour market, leading to 
a further reliance on sex work to generate income. 
 
Current legislation and law related to sex work and prostitution simply do not work and calls to 
increase the criminalisation of sex work by criminalising sex workers clients must be opposed 
because it undermines safety. In countries where this kind of law, known as the Nordic Model, 
has been implemented, sex workers’ face increased stigma, are more at risk of violence26 are 
less able to call on the protection of the police and the authorities27, have faced evictions28, and 
are more likely to have their children taken into care. Despite claims that the law has led to a 
decline in prostitution, there is no actual evidence of this.29  
 
The decriminalisation of sex work is rooted in the principles of promoting safety, reducing harm 
and enhancing the well-being of those engaged in sex work. Decriminalisation, is supported not 

https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/20065925.50-arrests-soliciting-pill-newport/
https://documentation.lastradainternational.org/lsidocs/3049-Levy%20Sweden.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur36/4034/2016/en/
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only by sex workers themselves, but also by prestigious organisations such as the Royal 
College of Nursing, Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants, Freedom United, Women 
Against Rape in the UK and internationally Amnesty International, the World Health 
Organization, Human Rights Watch, UNAIDS, International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and 
Intersex Association, Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women. 

 
VIOLENCE 
 
Sex workers face high levels of violence30,31 and criminalisation exacerbates the harms sex 
workers suffer.32 A report from Swansea University’s Centre for Criminology and Criminal 
Justice shows shocking levels of violence33 experienced by street-based sex workers in Cardiff.  
 
It is much safer for sex workers to work indoors34 and with others but, under brothel keeping 
laws, it is illegal.35 Research shows that where arrests of sex workers and clients were high, 
fewer women report violence.36 When women do report violence, they often face prosecution for 
sex work while little is done to catch their attackers.37   
 
When police prioritise prosecution over protection violent men are given impunity to attack 
again. Women Against Rape point to the fact that rape has been effectively decriminalised. 
Prosecutions for reported rape are the lowest ever – 1.4%!38 Sex workers face added 
discrimination with only 25% of those suffering attacks reporting this to the police.39  This was 
confirmed by a national advisor on violence against women to the Welsh government who 
described how sex workers are reluctant to report rape and other violence to the police as they 
think that nothing will be done.40 
 

“When you go to the police for help with violence and they know you are working they 
aren't interested.”  

 
“A boy did come at me and had me up against the wall. I managed to get out the room 
whilst he was getting dressed, I didn’t bother to phone the police … I would not want the 
police involved at any time.”41 

 
MOTHERS’ EXPERIENCE OF SOCIAL SERVICES 
 
Sex workers are frequently labelled bad mothers with the assumption that they are a risk to 
themselves and their children. This is exacerbated by the criminalisation of sex work which 
prevents sex working mums being public and getting credit and recognition for the hard work of 
raising children (in often difficult circumstances) and this vital contribution to society. Sex 
working mums are also more likely to have their children taken by social services and the family 
courts causing lifelong grief and trauma.42  
 
More than one in 100 children in Wales are “looked after” by the state and the numbers are 
increasing at an even higher rate than England.43 Poverty is a factor along with discrimination by 
the family courts: in north Wales, 77% of all care applications resulted in a care order between 
2010 and 2016 compared, for example, to 39% in west London.44 Research found that children 
of “Black Caribbean heritage are more likely than white British children to be in care, regardless 

https://www.rcn.org.uk/congress/congress-events/1-decriminalisation-of-prostitution#:~:text=World%20Health%20Organisation%20(2012)%20guidelines,of%20persons%20will%20remain%20illegal.
https://www.rcn.org.uk/congress/congress-events/1-decriminalisation-of-prostitution#:~:text=World%20Health%20Organisation%20(2012)%20guidelines,of%20persons%20will%20remain%20illegal.
https://www.jcwi.org.uk/solidarity-with-sex-workers-jcwi-statement
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/why-freedom-united-supports-decriminalisation-sex-work/
https://womenagainstrape.net/evidence-to-government-violence-against-women-and-girls-strategy/
https://womenagainstrape.net/evidence-to-government-violence-against-women-and-girls-strategy/
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/policy-protect-human-rights-sex-workers-qa#:~:text=The%20decriminalisation%20of%20sex%20work,human%20rights%20to%20be%20protected.
https://www.who.int/teams/global-hiv-hepatitis-and-stis-programmes/populations/sex-workers
https://www.who.int/teams/global-hiv-hepatitis-and-stis-programmes/populations/sex-workers
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/07/why-sex-work-should-be-decriminalized
https://www.unaids.org/en/topic/decriminalization
https://www.ilga-europe.org/blog/why-we-have-a-new-policy-on-lgbti-sex-work/
https://www.ilga-europe.org/blog/why-we-have-a-new-policy-on-lgbti-sex-work/
https://www.gaatw.org/component/content/article?id=754:gaatw-is-statement-on-attack-on-un-research-calling-for-the-decriminalisation-of-sex-work
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3987574/
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/international-day-to-end-violence-against-sex-workers-right-to-be-free-from-violence-a8115241.html
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/newsevents/news/2018/criminalisation-and-repressive-policing-sex-work-linked-increased-risk
https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/cardiff-sex-workers-victims-shocking-2043459
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/aug/03/police-sex-workers-brothel-thieves-london-keir-starmer#img-1
https://womenagainstrape.net/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-48095118
https://s3.eu-west-3.amazonaws.com/observatoirebdd/2014_Violence_against_sex_workers_UK_Executive_Summary_CONNELLY_NUM_ENG.pdf
https://supportnotseparation.blog/2021/04/30/the-welsh-towns-where-1-in-44-children-are-cared-for-by-the-state/
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of deprivation level” pointing to racism in the child welfare system. Children put in 
institutionalised care are more likely to suffer abuse than those that remain with their family.45  
 
Support Not Separation, a coalition to end the unwarranted separation of children from their 
mothers or other primary carers, is campaigning to change the definition of ‘neglect’ in the 
Children Act to prohibit children being taken from their mothers because of poverty. This follows 
a law change in California which states that children should not be separated from their families 
“based on conditions of financial difficulty, including, but not limited to, a lack of food, clothing, 
shelter or childcare…” 

Proposals in Wales to remove profit from the provision of children’s services46 must be 
applauded because privatisation has led to fostering and adoption becoming a profitable 
business.47    
 

“All the different agencies think sex workers can’t be good parents and because I’ve 
been a sex worker I can’t be trusted. It's a get out clause for anything.” 
 
“Most of the women that work on the street have got to the stage where they’ve lost their 
children. Their children have been either adopted at birth or subsequently taken from 
them by social services. They don’t get any help, there’s no help once your kids are 
taken, you don’t get any counselling, it’s like a bereavement.”  
 
“I thought that, they’re meant to do all you can to keep mother and child together, but 
they don’t do that at all, in fact on the parent’s side they do nothing, absolutely nothing.” 

 
One of the mums in Safety First Wales also spoke to the media about her experience of 
discrimination: 
 

“My dad took me to the appointment and told me how smart I looked,” … “But when I got 
the typed version of the assessment written up, I was horrified because in the first few 
lines, the assessor said I was dressed provocatively. I was astounded. He knew I was a 
sex worker and I think it is one of the reasons he noted I dressed provocatively”.48 

 
TRAFFICKING 
 
Trafficking laws49 are used as a justification for police crackdowns on migrant sex workers for 
arrest and deportation50 and have distorted the public perception of how much prostitution is 
directly the result of trafficking. In fact, research found that less than 6% of MIGRANT sex 
workers had been trafficked; many said they preferred working in the sex industry rather than 
the “unrewarding and sometimes exploitative conditions they meet in non-sexual jobs”51.   
 
Trafficking is enabled by poverty and women’s determination to escape it as well as the hostile 
immigration environment52 that makes it impossible for most migrants, including asylum seekers 
and victims of gender-based violence, to cross international borders unaided. Traffickers escape 
prosecution not because of a lack of applicable laws, but as with domestic violence and rape, 
because protecting women is not the priority.  
 

https://supportnotseparation.blog/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/5050/sex-work-social-services-mothers-children/?utm_medium=Social&utm_campaign=Echobox&utm_source=Twitter
https://feministing.com/guest-post-the-soho-raids-were-not-about-trafficking/
https://www.redpepper.org.uk/criminalising-sex-work-wont-help-trafficked-women/
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Evidence published by The Lancet53, credible research institutions and practitioners indicates 
that there is no causal relationship between the criminalisation of sex work and a reduction in 
trafficking or sexual exploitation.54,55   
 

“Romanian girls, if they were to work together from a place and the police had spotted it 
and they wanted a nose they could fly through that door… Police don’t go in there for the 
sex work because they know it would take them ages to build a case against prostitution 
whereas they can just slam them with immigration there and then.”  
 
“There is this big drive around vulnerability, [the police] are doing it allegedly under the 
guise of trafficking; the potential that in private flats there are women who are not being 
checked out by anybody, they don’t have any access to health, they think there’s 
organised crime…” [Health worker]. 

 
HEALTH 

 
Sex workers take good care of their health, but research56 has found criminalised sex workers 
were twice as likely to contract HIV or another sexually transmitted infection, and one-and-a-half 
times as likely to report having condom-less sex with a client. Decriminalisation could reduce 
new HIV transmissions by up to 46% globally over a decade.57   
 
Stigma, discrimination, and the criminalisation of sex work are major barriers for sex workers 
accessing appropriate health care. Sex workers often hide their involvement in sex work due to 
fear of being judged and discriminated against. When they do disclose their occupation, they 
often experience disapproval, shaming and questioning about their work in a sexualising and 
degrading manner. Sex workers also face structural barriers to accessing health care such as 
long waits, restrictive hours, unwelcoming spaces, fear of arrest, legal status requirements, 
inconvenient location, lack of transportation, inability to pay and lack of confidentiality.58  
 

When asked, sex workers in Wales described that they wanted “consistency”, more 
flexible appointments and health workers, and “a community feel; being able to come to 
a service and talk and chat as yourself and openly and not being judged.” 
 
“One woman complained of aggressive behaviour from health professionals, including 
being called a ‘junkie’ by staff and accused of ‘drug seeking behaviour’, when trying to 
get help to manage pain.” (Letter to Cardiff & Vale University Health Board re L Oct 
2020) 

 
Women survivors of childhood rape and sexual assault are treated as “problem patients” 
and there is little or no “trauma-informed care”. As a result of a lack of care, women have 
had police called on them. (Letter to Cardiff and Vale University Health Board re L 
September 2020) 

 
POLICY PRIORITIES 
 
The focus on policing as a way to reduce sex work has distorted priorities so that money goes to 
law enforcement rather than the provision of benefits, housing and other resources for women 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)61460-X/fulltext
https://www.bmj.com/bmj/section-pdf/902641?path=/bmj/351/8020/Clinical_Review.full.pdf
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to enable and empower women to leave and refuse prostitution. University of Swansea research 
found that: “[…] it is a focus on experiences of victims of sexual exploitation, domestic abuse 
and modern slavery that are used to inform the development of sex work service provision, 
whilst disregarding the requests of sex workers for decriminalisation, self-determination, labour 
rights and safety.”59   
 
Barriers to accessing resources are heightened by lack of identification documents particularly 
for trans and migrant sex workers. It affects every area of people’s lives including access to 
housing, benefits and health care. 

 
PROPOSALS FOR CHANGE 
 
Some of these actions to improve sex workers safety, health and well-being could be 
immediately implemented by the Senedd and others come under non-devolved powers. In that 
case, we ask that the Senedd issue a statement outlining its position and its intention to raise 
these issues with Westminster.   
 

• Support demands nationally for the decriminalisation of sex work. Evidence from New 
Zealand where decriminalisation was introduced in 2003 shows: no rise in prostitution; 
women more able to report violence without fear of arrest; attacks cleared up more quickly; 
sex workers more able to leave prostitution as convictions are cleared from their records; 
drug users treated as patients not criminals. 

 

• Oppose the criminalisation of sex workers’ clients (so called ‘Nordic model’) as this 
undermines sex workers’ safety.  

 

• Implement an amnesty from arrest to protect sex workers who report witnessing or 
experiencing violence. A sex worker-led campaign won such an amnesty in California.60 In 
cities across the US (Baltimore, Los Angeles, Manhattan, Philadelphia, San Francisco) 
District Attorneys are refusing to prosecute sex workers in recognition of the harm caused by 
criminalisation.  
 

• Amend National Police Chiefs’ Council guidelines to specify that arrests and raids 
should only occur where police can show reasonable grounds to suspect that sex workers 
are being subject to force and coercion. This would help ensure that sex workers aren’t 
criminalised “simply for being sex workers” or engaging in practices that increase their own 
safety.  

 

• Implement a 'firewall' to separate police investigations into violence and labour 
inspections from Immigration Enforcement, to ensure migrant sex workers can report 
violence regardless of their immigration status. 

 

• Instruct the police, prosecuting authorities and courts to prioritise safety by vigorously 
investigating and prosecuting rape, coercion, stalking and other violence.  

 

• Oppose clauses in the Online Safety Bill which put a responsibility onto tech companies 
to censor sex workers’ adverts as any crackdown on online advertising has been shown to 
increase the risks for sex workers61 and make it harder for people to work independently. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1332/VYJF2519
https://uspros.net/2018/01/26/victory-amnesty-from-arrest-for-sex-workers-reporting-crime/
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• Target resources at sex workers to enable them to leave prostitution if they choose. 
Specifically, priority for social housing, debt relief, health services, improved domestic 
violence services and instructing benefit decision makers to not impose sanctions.62  

 

• Extend the provision of a “care income”63 to mothers - similar to the payments64 of 
£1600 a month given to young people leaving care - in recognition of the fact that most sex 
workers are working to support families. Hawaii passed a law in January to pay a basic 
income of $2000 a month to sex workers aiming to exit prostitution.65  

 

• Take action to stop sex working mothers losing custody of their children -- no child 
should be is taken from their mother/primary carer because the family is poor, homeless or 
unable to afford food, clothing or childcare. 

 

• Scrap the No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) condition which disproportionately 
affects women and leaves them destitute and at risk of exploitation and violence.  

 
As an immediate first step, the 2016 parliamentary Home Affairs Committee recommendation 
could be implemented to decriminalise sex workers on the street and working together in 
premises and expunge criminal records.  
 
 
Safety First Wales 
April 2023 
 
For more information:  
www.safetyfirstwales.org  
safety1stwales@gmail.com 
Twitter & Instagram @Safety1stWales 
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