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The sex buyer law
Five key reasons why introducing a sex buyer law in the UK would harm sex workers

This policy brief draws together the available research evidence from academics within, and beyond, the Sex
Work Research Hub (SWRH). This evidence indicates that criminalising customers of sex workers:
-

does not reduce the number of people selling sex
forces sex workers to engage in risky practices to find customers, including rushed transactions
increases rates of violence against sex workers
negatively affects sex workers already suffering economic difficulties the most, particularly migrant sex
workers
leads to a further break down in police-sex worker relations

Based on academic evidence, the SWRH therefore advocates for the decriminalisation of sex work to
recognise sex workers’ rights and reduce the harm that they experience.

Introduction
Last year, the All-Party Parliamentary Group for
Prostitution recommended the implementation of the
so-called sex buyer law across the UK. This model of sex
work regulation criminalises the buyer of sex but not
the sex worker themselves. Sweden first banned the
purchase of sex in 1999, with Norway, France, Iceland
and Ireland all following suite since. Northern Ireland
became the first part of the UK to criminalise the
purchase of sex in 2015.
This policy brief draws together international research
evidence to explore the impact of the sex buyer law on
sex workers. Here, we prioritise ethically and
methodologically rigorous research, which has been
subject to rigorous peer-review. Ultimately, there is
overwhelming evidence that the sex buyer law is
detrimental to the safety and rights of sex workers. The
evidence instead leads us to advocate for a
decriminalised model of sex work.

The Evidence
1. The sex buyer law does not reduce the number of
sex workers
There is no reliable evidence to suggest that
Sexköpslagen – the law introduced in Sweden in 1999

to criminalise the purchase of sex – met even its
rudimentary aim of reducing the number of women
selling sex.1 Although the number of people involved in
outdoor prostitution decreased initially, an evaluation
by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention
indicates that this was only temporary and likely to be
the product of initial heavy policing.2 Without
redressing the socio-structural drivers of sex work (e.g.
poverty) attempts to reduce the numbers of people
selling sex are likely to bring about negative
consequences for sex workers’ safety.
2. Declining numbers of clients forces sex workers to
engage in risky practices
The threat of arrest under the sex buyer law has led to
a decline in custom and this, in turn, has brought about
less choice in clients for sex workers, increased
competition between sex workers, and therefore
greater difficulties in terms of negotiating safer sex
work.3 Clients are hesitant to use their own phone
numbers when making bookings, hampering the
important screening practices that sex workers use to
keep themselves safe.45 In countries where the sex
buyer law is in effect, clients and sex workers are forced
to hurry transactions and are pressured into using
unfamiliar, clandestine spaces.6

3. The sex buyer law increases rates of violence against
sex workers
Violence against sex workers is carried out by a very
small proportion of men who will be more violent
generally in other aspects of their lives.7 That said,
rushed transactions and hampered screening practices
mean that sex workers are less able to protect
themselves against perpetrators. Data collected by Ugly
Mugs Ireland (2018) indicates that levels of violence
have risen by 77% in the Republic of Ireland since the
introduction of its sex purchase law. Furthermore, sex
workers are reluctant to report victimisation to the
police because of: previous bad interactions with the
police, for fear of losing clients, fear of losing their
homes or custody of their children, and for migrant
workers, fear of deportation. 8,9 Rather than fulfilling its
aim of reducing violence and exploitation, the sex buyer
law simply acts as ‘a policy irritant, exacerbating these
very issues.’10
4. Migrant sex workers feel the negative effects of the
sex buyer law the most
The negative effects of the sex buyer law are felt
greatest by those already suffering economic
difficulties, particularly people who migrate to sell sex.11
Research commissioned by the Oslo municipality in
Norway found that landlords do not want to rent
apartments to people from ‘nationality groups
associated with prostitution.’12 Thus, migrant sex
workers are at greater risk of homelessness, and the risk
of deportation makes them less likely to report
victimisation to the police. The decrease in clients
induced by the implementation of the sex buyer law is
also particularly detrimental to victims of trafficking
who are more likely to accept dangerous clients
because failing to repay their debts increases the risk of
violent retaliations from their exploiters.13
5. The sex buyer law causes further breakdown in
police-sex worker relations
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In Sweden, sex workers have reported police
harassment, aggressive policing, and a general (further)
breakdown in police-sex worker relations.14 Invasive
questioning of sex workers and the confiscation of
condoms as evidence in not uncommon. Verbal and
physical abuse of sex workers by the police has been
reported.15 Moreover, in France the decriminalisation
of soliciting, introduced alongside the implementation
of the sex buyer law, coincided with an increase in
municipal orders and fines aiming to move sex workers
from central to more peripheral, dangerous and less
visible areas16. As such, although the sex buyer law does
not criminalise sex workers directly, they are de facto
treated as if sex work were illegal.
A Better Solution
Research produced by members of the SWRH, and
those working outside of the hub, indicates that the
most effective response is to decriminalise sex work.
Evidence from New Zealand, where sex work was
decriminalised in 2003, suggests it has improved the
human rights of sex workers, giving them confidence to
engage with the criminal justice system when they
experience victimisation.17 Sex workers in New Zealand
report not having to rush transactions and thus being
better equipped to screen clients.18 Sex workers are
also better able to refuse clients, insist on condom use,
and have greater freedom to govern their own sex
work.19 In Australian states where sex work is
decriminalised, sex workers have better access to
health provision.20 Please see our forthcoming policy
brief for a more detailed evaluation of
decriminalisation.
The importance of implementing this policy response
has also been recognised globally by sex workers, sex
worker support organisations and others, including
international organisations such as, the World Health
Organisation Amnesty International, UNAIDS, and
Amnesty International.
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