
Summary  III 

SUMMARY 
 
 
 
Research and consultancy agency INTRAVAL has conducted a study into the social 
position of sex workers on behalf of the Ministry of Security and Justice’s Scientific 
Research and Documentation Centre. The study’s objective is to gain insight into the 
needs of sex workers and the support they require in relation to their social position 
and their working conditions. The study’s results will allow the development of 
initiatives to strengthen the social position of sex workers and to increase the level of 
support provided to sex workers. 
 
Design of the study 
We started by carrying out desk research based on existing studies into sex work in the 
Netherlands. We followed up this literature review by conducting interviews with 
eleven key informants. Next, we carried out case studies, which form the study’s main 
area of focus. All in all, we studied the problems of 13 sex workers, involving 18 
different issues with organisations. We contacted nine sex workers directly, and, for 
almost all issues, reached out to one or more organisations. 
  
Cases 
The sex workers faced issues in different areas. These included issues relating to work 
(two cases), to banks and (health) insurance (three cases), to enforcement in the 
municipalities in which they work (two cases), to their living situation (three cases), to 
tax authorities (two cases), to their work permit (three cases), and issues with or 
resulting from local prostitution policies (three cases).  
 
Most sex workers indicated that the main people in their social environment are aware 
of their profession. They can reach out to these people – usually friends or family – for 
emotional support and to a lesser extent for practical support. Most sex workers use 
professionals when looking for a solution to their problem, and even they sometimes 
struggle to answer the questions sex workers have. 
 
Causes 
The issues experienced by sex workers in relation to the authorities can be linked to 
five causes: 1. changes to the rules, 2. a lack of clarity in the application of existing 
regulations, 3. a lack of clarity regarding the regulations, 4. regulations that are not 
properly understood by sex workers, and 5. sex workers’ specific individual 
circumstances. 
 
Stigma 
Whenever prostitution policies are discussed in politics or government, exploitation 
and trafficking are never far away. In addition, in political discussions, there tends to 
be a focus on other topics negatively associated with sex work, such as pimps and the 
shift of sex work to less visible parts of society. Sex workers complain about the 
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stigma they face on a daily basis. The way sex work is discussed seems to confirm, 
rather than reduce, this stigma.  
 
In addition, it is evident that the more national and local rules sex workers have to 
comply with, the more invisible they become to the healthcare system. Sex workers 
tend to become despondent, as they feel that the authorities make it impossible for 
them to work.  
 
Needs 
Sex workers often experience the way they are treated by (employees of) organisations 
as unpleasant and hurtful. Sex workers want staff at organisations to treat them more 
respectfully, the way they treat their other clients. Reducing the stigma surrounding 
sex work would help in achieving this.  
 
Sex workers also expressed a need for unambiguous and clear regulations regarding 
the term "business-related" as described in the (model) General Municipal Bye-Law 
(Algemene Plaatselijke Verordening, APV). In addition, there is a need for an 
independent point of contact who is able to clearly explain the regulations and the 
rights and obligations arising from them, where possible in the sex worker’s native 
language (e.g. Spanish, Polish and Romanian). Furthermore, it has become clear that 
there is a need for affordable support from social advocates and accountants, for 
clarity regarding support in cases when there is no regional connection and for faster 
support, before sex workers disappear again (including for sex workers without a 
regional connection). 
 
Legal position 
Strengthening the legal position of sex workers will remain difficult as long as the 
proposed Law to regulate prostitution and prevent abuse in the sex sector has not been 
adopted. Effective regulation will only be possible when each municipality drafts a 
prostitution policy indicating for each form of prostitution whether it is permitted – 
and under which conditions – or not.1 It appears that, in order to strengthen the 
vulnerable position of sex workers in Dutch society, more must be done to provide 
information and support to sex workers. The social position of sex workers will be 
improved by information, advice (on their rights and obligations, on housing, permits, 
workplaces, accounting and the related costs) and support.  
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