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Sex work:
recognition rather than repression

Dear Readers FIZ has been actively supporting women migrants in Switzerland and combating trafficking in women for almost 30 years. In 2012, FIZ-Makasi, the intervention centre for victims of trafficking,
counselled and supported 209 survivors of exploitation and trafficking. This newsletter is not about them.
The FIZ Counselling Centre also counselled migrant women from Africa, Asia, Latin America and
Eastern Europe, for example, on problems regarding residence permits, job-related difficulties and partner violence. In 2012, 408 migrants from the city and canton of Zurich were supported by FIZ. Many of
them, but not all, are sex workers. They have chosen, for various reasons, to work as prostitutes, and are
not victims of trafficking. This newsletter is about them.
Sex work has been legal in Switzerland since 1942. Sex workers are workers. NGOs estimate that
around 25,000 women pursue this profession in Switzerland. Up to 90 % of the sex trade takes place
unnoticed in brothels, contact bars, private apartments, hotels and sauna clubs. Outdoor sex work, the
focus of media attention, only accounts for about 10 % of the industry.
Currently, new laws and regulations are being introduced regarding sex work in many cantons in
Switzerland. Some towns and cities are considering a ban on prostitution, and debates about sexism
commonly refer to sex work. The question we find ourselves asking is: What interests and aims lie behind
these debates and regulations? Who is being protected from whom?
This newsletter contains information on the debate centred around sex work in Switzerland and
on FIZ’s demands for good practices.
Rebecca Angelini and Susanne Seytter

Sex work in the context
of gender relations
Is sex work a normal job just like any other? Or is it a manifestation of contempt for women and of the patriarchal power relationship between men and women? These questions
are the subject of fierce public debate, also among feminists.
FIZ calls for diligent and dispassionate dealing with
the phenomenon of sex work. And for equal rights for all.

Highlighting the structural context
Among the women who choose to work in the sex trade,
there are those who have other choices but consciously opt
for sex work. There are, however, many women, especially
women migrants, who have no other job opportunities. The
same applies to self-employed workers and employees in
low-wage sectors. This is mostly due to the structural con
text, such as the Swiss migration laws, globalization and its
consequences of economic inequality between North and
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“Some clients talk a lot. They are quick
to fuck, but then they go on talking, talking,
talking… Sometimes it is very boring.”
Ukrainian, 40*

workers deal with paperwork, organize appointments and
have to skilfully and competently deal with clients every day.
As individuals they are strong, but structurally they are
among the most vulnerable in our society. Calling for a ban
on sex work deals with sexism and patriarchal gender rela
tions at the expense of the most vulnerable in society.
The fight against misogyny is in fact the fight against
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the structural context and not against the few options that
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have to work in concealment and are more exposed to vio
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In Switzerland, too, a parliamentary proposal (with the
misleading title of “Stop human trafficking for the purpose
of sexual exploitation”) is on the table, calling for the prohi
bition of sex work to be considered. Some of the signatories
believe the prohibition of sex work to be a feminist aim.
There are also Swiss women’s organizations calling for a
ban on outdoor prostitution in order to prevent trafficking

“I have never felt as humiliated
as when I was arrested. I felt like
I was a criminal.”

in women.

Sex work and trafficking in women are not the same
Distinguishing between sex work and trafficking in women

Brazilian, 27*

is essential for combating the latter. It is as fundamental as
the distinction between marriage and domestic violence.
Not marriage, but violence within marriage is illegal. Like
wise, it is not sex work, but violence and exploitation within
sex work that should be punished. After all, no one ever
thinks of banning marriage because of the existence of do
mestic violence.

*

All quotes from sex workers in this newsletter
aretaken from the book “Pictures of Reality”
created for the indoors project. The book can also
be downloaded as a PDF file at: www.indoorsproject.eu.

Primarily repression
Sex work is a legitimate trade in Switzerland. In many Swiss
cantons, new laws and regulations are being adopted in
relation to sex work. Sex workers now have to obtain official
permits before they can work on the streets or in brothels.
In some places they have to be registered with the authorities. Almost everywhere red light districts are being reduced
in size. The regulatory measures are ostensibly intended to
protect sex workers. The fact is, however, they are primarily
an instrument for curbing sex work. An improvement in
the living and working conditions of sex workers can only be
achieved by strengthening their legal status and selfdetermination.

ficial registration of sex workers, complicated and timeconsuming approval processes, mandatory business plans,
the containment of red-light districts, as well as increased
costs for practising sex work. There are also new regulations
for massage parlour operators, dealing with responsibility
for ensuring good working conditions, which is very impor
tant. However, the bureaucratic hurdles to running a legal
massage parlour are now so high that even smaller parlours
and working co-operatives with two to three independent
sex workers are already closing down. It is scandalous that
the authorities are presenting these repressive measures
as protective measures for involved sex workers.
This kind of repression is not only worsening the situa
tion of sex workers, but it is also having negative conse
quences for the fight against human trafficking. Thanks to
the repressive regulations, police activity is now no longer
focused on potential victim situations, but on illegal resi
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taged when it comes to expedited naturalization and custo
dy-rights allocation. Sex workers must pay taxes on their
income and social insurance, just like all other workers and
employees, but they cannot sue for lost wages in court. This
is because, according to current practice of the Federal Su
preme Court, sex work is still considered immoral and con
tracts with clients or massage parlour operators are there
fore invalid. This blatant injustice will hopefully be abol‑
ished soon – a parliamentary motion to this effect is cur
rently up for discussion in the Swiss Parliament. Sex work
ers are also discriminated against in the labour market. Ex
iting the sex trade is difficult. Potential new employers are
often prejudiced towards women who have worked in the
sex industry and are often unwilling to hire them. For this
reason, many women conceal the fact, and then have an un
explained gap in their CVs. Sex workers know that a large
part of society is hostile towards them. To protect them
selves from discrimination and stigma, they generally keep
quiet about their activities. Often even their own families do
not know that they are sex workers. The double life that the
women must lead on account of this secrecy constitutes a
heavy burden, as is evident in many counselling sessions.

“My boss makes me bleach my hair.
I do not want to, but she thinks I will get
more clients like this…”
Bulgarian, 21*

Aim: containment of sex work
In many cantons, efforts are now being made to regulate the
sex trade. Closer examination of the various cantonal laws
and regulations reveals that they are mainly characterized
by repressive measures to curb sex work. These include of

“My mother is the only one who
knows what I do. Friends know nothing
about my work.”
Latvian, 35*

“Please understand that we are not in prostitu‑
tion because we want to do it for the rest
of our lives, but because we have the responsi‑
bility to support our families, and because
we want to have a better life than the one we
had at home. So, don’t think we are differ‑
ent from other migrants. Prostitution is not our
goal but it is the way to make money
and to help our families. What people must
understand is that we are heads of families.
Children, parents, and many other people
depend on our work and earnings. This respon‑
sibility is sometimes unbearable, much
more so than earning our money in prostitution.
We are workers, migrants, with a heavy
weight on our shoulders.”
Colombian sex worker, Amsterdam*

Example: Zurich
If a woman from the EU wants to work as a street
sex worker in the city of Zurich, for example, she has to go
through a multi-step approval process. First she has
to register with the Office for Economy and Labour (AWA)
as per the Agreement on the Free Movement of Persons.
She then has to go with the registration certificate
and other necessary documents (e.g. an EU health certificate) to the city police authorities. If she meets the
formal requirements for a licence, she has to have an information and advisory consultation at Flora Dora,
a social service department office within the same building. Once she has completed all these stages, she will receive a 90-day Zurich street prostitution permit. She
has to pay CHF 25 for the registration procedure, and another CHF 40 for the urban permit. In addition, she has
to insert CHF 5 into a special ticket machine every night
she spends in the city’s red-light zone.
It can take up to four days to obtain a permit. Many
women cannot afford to live so long without an income in
Zurich. If they work during this time without a permit,
they are fined, despite having already applied for one.
The repression that comes with the new approval procedure is disproportionately high. If women fail to buy a
ticket four times, their permit is revoked. If they work out‑
side the permitted zones, their permit will be withdrawn
after a warning. They then cannot work legally on the
streets of Zurich for a year. In the case of repeated violations against the prostitution regulation (PGVO), a ban on
entry to Switzerland of up to three years will be imposed.

Indoors
Indoors is a coalition of NGOs from Bulgaria, Germany,
Finland, France, Holland, Italy, Austria, Portugal and
Spain and is financed by the EU. The project analyses the
living and working conditions of sex workers, with the
aim of developing sensible measures for improving these
conditions and for the empowerment of sex workers in
all nine countries. Analyses, videos, flyers and manuals
can be found at www.indoors-project.eu.
* All quotes from sex workers in this newsletter are taken
from the book “Pictures of Reality” created for the indoors project. The book can also be downloaded as a PDF
file at: www.indoors-project.eu.

FIZ demands

Good practices in dealing
with sex work
What does it take to improve the living and working conditions of sex workers? Strengthening their legal status,
more self-determination and concrete measures for ensuring decent working conditions in the sex industry.
 Creation of legal residence and
work opportunities

 Minimum standards for working conditions
Whether in indoor or outdoor sex work, the administrative
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Street-based sex work is a social reality. It should not
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“I am struck by the amount of men who
request unsafe sex. I tell them: ‘You don’t know
who I am. You want to put your life, mine
and that of your wife in danger, just like that?’ ”
Brazilian, 39*

more vulnerable to violence and exploitation. Outdoor sex
work requires a local infrastructure, such as sanitary facili
ties and easy-access drop-in and advice centres. Social
control is important for the protection of women: when redlight zones are located in quiet areas without bars and ho
tels, sex workers are exposed to greater risks. In addition,
effects on the neighbourhood are lower when sex workers
and their clients only have to cover short distances to reach
hotels or apartments.

 Ensure access to information about rights,
health and counselling services
Both indoor and outdoor sex workers should receive infor
mation about their rights, health issues such as HIV and STI

“The client asked me if I was registered.
It was so funny; we ended up having
a discussion about the new prostitution
law, which will criminalize us both.”

infections, and places they can turn to with questions and
for advice. Outreach and counselling work should be orga
nized and financed by government authorities.

 Raising awareness amongst clients

Dutch*

Clients should be informed about HIV and STI infections
and made aware of sex workers’ right to dignity and respect.

 Monitoring working conditions
The focus of the regulatory controls should not be on illegal
residence or illegal employment activities, but on the qual
ity of working conditions for sex workers.

*

All quotes from sex workers in this newsletter are taken from the
book “Pictures of Reality” created for the indoors project. The book can
also be downloaded as a PDF file at: www.indoors-project.eu.
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