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CONTRACT SEX WORKERS- INDIVIDUAL WORKING WOMEN

The Sex Workers Outreach Project (SWOP) is a hon government agency set up in 1990
under the auspice of the AIDS Council of NSW. It ams to minimise the transmission of
HIV and STDs amongst sex workers and their clients. Our mission statement isto "assst
sex workers in ther efforts to live and work with safety and dignity”. SWOP recognises
the vauable contributions of a diverse sex working community - women, men &
transgender - who are either Augtraian born or have come here to work from oversess.

The outreach workers a¢ SWOP have had personal contact with women who have come
to Audrdiato work in the sex industry under a contract system. A close relationship with
many of these women has enabled gtaff to gain an ingght into their complex lives and their
working environment. Their accounts and how they see themsdlves are often different to
the image projected by the mass media and popular beliefs. These indghts inform the way
SWOP works with and for Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) sex workers.

A part of SWOPs role is to advocate for the rights of sex workers. SWORP disputes that
this legidation truly consders the circumstances of the women it will affect. The legidation
does not address the rights of these workers. Such rights as improved working conditions,
compensation for money logt through deportation, protection from crimind syndicates,

legd ad, safe housing, working rights, the freedom of movement, the right to access hedth
and support services and many other basic human rights are not addressed. These laws are
not about changing servile conditions, or protecting women from abusive Stuations, nor are
they for the benefit of the women involved, rather they are projected as the answer to
problems of the state and immigration.

CONTRACTS

Contracts are a system which enable the women to come to Austrdia and work in the sex
industry. A verba contract is pre arranged in the homeand, with the agent (or organiser)
and worker. The agents who recruit the workers can be women who have been on a
contract themselves or are dso workers. Contracts generdly provide the workers with a
visa, arline ticket and passport arrangements in return for a set amount of money. It dso
details where the woman are to work (this work is guaranteed) and accommodation
arrangements.

For someone arriving from Thailand the contract price is usudly around $A30,000 to
$A45,000. This current estimate has risen substantialy (approximately $A10,000) in the
last 3 years. The contract prices seem to vary between countries. Countries such as
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Indonesia, Mdaysa and Singapore offer lower contracts ( approximately $A12000 to
$A15000 ) and shorter time periodsin Austrdia

The working conditions vary from parlour to parlour. Most of the women would not know
anyone in Audrdia and are dependent on the agent while working and living in Audrdia
Accommodation is provided either at the parlour or in a house with other workers. The
working hours are often long and many women do not have much time off work. Thisis
due to the fact that women want to earn the money for their contracts, as quickly as
possible so as they can start making some money for themsdves. Contracts dso vary, in
price and in the expected time required to pay them off. For example, workers in some
parlours have been able to negotiate with management to keep money earned on certain
shifts each week, before the contract is paid off.

WORKING CONDITIONS

Working conditions impact on the experiences of women in the sex industry. Outreach to
establishments employing migrant sex workers indicate that working conditions vary
greatly. As in other industries, some workplaces are better than others, some provide
better conditions and create a fair and supportive atmosphere for their employees, others
do not meet these standards.

Some establishments or agents do not provide adequate induction to the sex industry and
do not follow Workcover Guidelines for the sex industry. On top of the socid stigma of
sex working, contract workers often face many of the same issues as other new
immigrants; learning how the Audrdian sysem works, finding out about services and trying
to overcome language barriers. This can lead to isolation from their ethnic community and
peer networks and create barriers to accessing information and support services such as
sexud hedth clinics, sex worker organisations and other community centres. In this
environment it is easy for unscrupulous employers to set up a workplace which does not
adhere to industry standards and which exploits sex workers.

Theillegdity of their working Situation often compounds this. Workers may fed powerless
to change the Stuation they are in, due to fear of being deported. Although the working
conditions are substandard, we encounter many workers that are till prepared to endure
them rather then return, or be deported back to their homeland. We have aso encounted
contract workers that have voluntarily returned back to Audtralia after being deported to
work again in a contract Stuation.

Workers will continue to engage in contracts to travel overseas and work regardless of the
proposed legidation: the arrangements will just take a different form to the current system.
SWOP proposes that if, as the new legidation says, the government wants to abolish

davery and servile conditions, the working conditions and occupationd hedth and safety

should be the focus of legidative change.

THE RIGHT TO WORK, THE RIGHT TO TRAVEL
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The main reason given by the women for coming to Audtrdiato sex work isfinancid. Most
of the women have extended families and are relied upon to contribute to the well being of
these family members. The women cdculate that the opportunities for making money are
often far greater in countries like Audrdia. The ability to make good money s a maor
moativation in deciding to travel to Audrdia

Many of the women we meet are able to make their own money when they finish ther
contracts. This money is used in a variety of ways. Most will send money back to their
home country. We encountered some women whose primary god is to save money for a
family member who is sck and in need of medica care. Situations such as this place both
emotiona and physica stress on the women.

We spoke at length to one worker, Candy, who had been in Sydney for two months and
was in a contract. She was working to save money for her father, who was criticdly ill, and
could not afford hospitalisation and medication. She was under enormous pressure to
work long hours due to the critical condition of her father aswell as the possibility of being
located by Immigration and being deported. This Stuation is not unusua. SWOP sess its
role in a Situaion such asthis one of providing information and support during a particularly
sressful period. Suse would not see hersdlf asa'sex dave, dthough that ishow womenin
her Stuation are often labdled. Candy is a women who has made a brave and difficult
choice, to leave her family, go to another country, and work in the sex industry.

I'm a mother, daughter, wife, auntie, farmer, friend, sster, working woman, but to

The link between these women is not thet they are 'sex daves but that they share agod of
working towards a better life. This includes being financially secure enough to set up a
small business such as a laundromat, food outlets, restaurants and other business ventures.
This could be done in Audrdia or in ther homedand. Some women have a dream of
building their own house and providing this security for the family. Many women want
better opportunities for their children and/or siblings, the money saved will go towards an
education for them.

" Contracts are hard work but it's the only way | can make good money and come
to see Audtralia....I know | can travel now, | meet different people and make my
own money, because | do thiswork, my life, and my family'slife will be easier.”

For many of us the right to travd is taken for granted but for many women from other
countries, to be in a contract to work in Audraia is the only way they can experience
travel. Often workers will acknowledge that their Stuation is far from ided, but with little
other choice offered in terms of viable incomes and with no other system they can go
through to come to Austraia contracts provided them and ther families with a financia

reward. Women have said that working in Audrdia has given them an opportunity to be
involved in a different culture. This experience often has an impact on how they see their
future goas and aspirations. For most of these women, it isthe firgt time they learn another
language (English) which they are able to gpply in other areas of ther life while in Audrdia
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and in their homdand. This language skill gives many women confidence to participate in
dally activities outside of their workplace and crestes an avenue of posshbilities for their
future plans.

WOMEN'SEXPERIENCES & MEDIA MISREPRESENTATION

The generd public are mided by superficid, pitying and racis misrepresentations of
women under contracts. The mass media has had a huge influence on the public perception
of women working in a contract Stuation. Many commentators have made broad
datements about these women and contracts. Much of the reporting has been
sensationdig, focusing on the experiences of some women who, because of unacceptable
work conditions, dow business, and contracts that are too expensive and difficult to work
off, have had a terrible time in Austrdia SWOP acknowledges that these types of work
experiences exigt and it is these working conditions that we believe should be the focus of
new laws and legidation. We believe that there are only a few agents and parlours which
operate in Sydney, Mebourne and Queendand in a way that is being described by the
legidation as 'sex davery', and both immigration and the police are fully aware of these
edablishments and the operators behind them. The consgent raiding of these
edtablishments, the names and locations of establishments exposed on both print and
televison news dl indicates that the organisers are known to the Audrdian authorities.
There are dso numerous other laws, aready exigting, which immigration and police could
use to target these people. Sweeping statements that all migrant sex workers are 'sex
daves and a new legidation that ams to eradicate davery but only in the sex indudtry is
missing an opportunity to address the redl issues.

Some of these women say that the contracts give them independence and autonomy. This
may seem contradictory , however, the women say they made a free choice to work in the
sex indugtry in another country, and the money made after a contract will provide them
with the autonomy to start anew life when they return home.

Working overseas dso has the benefit of providing the women with anonymity, as often the
people back home do not know that they are working in the sex industry and this is an
important factor in making a choice to travel and work oversess.

Lily came to Audtrdia a few years ago and had a contract of $30,000. She was from
Bangkok, she had been to school but wasn't sure what she wanted for her future. She paid
off her contract in Austraia and then started to make money of her own. She decided that
she wanted to make enough to start a business one day. She worked in different parlours
after her contract and tried different working Stuations, massage, private and travelled
interstate to work. She met workers and clients from many different backgrounds. Sex
work offered Lily opportunities to travel to other countries. When she came back to
Audrdiia she engaged in voluntary work with a sex worker organisation and shared the
vauable skills and confidence that she had learnt as a sex worker with her peers. This peer
support worker enabled the organisation to further access and provide information and
support to sex workers under contracts. Unfortunately, after araid at her parlour, she was
deported by Immigration because she didn't have the correct visa.
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THE EFFECT OF THE PROPOSED LEGISLATION

NESB Outreach workers fear that this proposed legidation will have a detrimenta effect
on sex workers on contracts. It is dready extremely difficult for many women to travd to
Australiato sex work. The proposed legidation will cause contract pricesto increase and it
will not stop women from coming to Audtrdia to sex work. It can be foreseen that the
organisers of contracts will go underground and it is this Stuation which is of no benefit to
ether the Federa Government, hedlth care providers, or the women themsalves.

This underground system will create greater dangers to the women, further isolating an
dready marginalised sector of the sex industry. It forces them to become increasingly
dependent on their agents and the parlour for their hedth and well being. For hedth care
workers, such as outreach workers, it is a frustrating Stuation as the proposed legidation,
increased immigration activity and media hype crestes an environment of fear for parlour
managers and their workers. Some parlours then close the doors to service providers,
effectively isolating contract sex workers who may be in need of information, advice and

support.

The sex industry consigts of a range of players, the obvious ones being the sex workers
and management. However, another sgnificant payer in the indudry is the dient. This
legidation does not even mention the role of the dient and their impact on the supply and
demand for contract sex workers. In certain circumstances it can be difficult for a sex
worker, both English spesker and non-English spesker, to negotiate with a client about
terms and conditions of a service. However, if the sex worker fedls confident thet she has
the right to negotiate with her client and that she would be supported by management to
assat her rights, her ability to negotiate incresses. The proposed legidation takes
negotiating rights away from contract sex workers, in fact, it further asserts she has no
rightsin this country.

This leads the way for management to fed they are the ones who can set the terms and
conditions of work, which can be influenced greatly by client demands rather than the
wellbeing of the workers first. The worker's rights to see only the clients she wants to see,
and to provide only a service she is comfortable doing is greatly dminished. This could
lead to unfair conditions and unsafe work practices which the sex worker is forced to
work under. It is absurd that in an industry which is dready legd, the government is
enacting legidation which would have the afect of limiting the ability to monitor
Workcovers Occupationa Hedlth and Safety Guiddinesin the sex industry, and potentialy
increase the illega sector and the activities that go with it. These are criticd issues that need
to be addressed by our government both on alegd and humanitarian leve.

ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS

The proposed legidation is focusing on the wrong group of people. It will unnecessarily
punish the women who have travelled to Audrdia to make money. The Stuation of these
women and the affect of the proposed legidation seems not to have been considered in the
surrounding debate. Rather than focusing in on the illegdity of these women's Situation and
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thus the right to punish and deport, SWOP strongly suggests that the focus be on the
attributes of these women and their potentia contributionsto Audrdia

It is possble to remove the crimind dementsinvolved in these contract systems by offering
an dternative legal method of travel for these women. A legd working visawould not only
dramatically disrupt this existing contract system but it would aso empower these women
by offering them a legd means of travel and work. Severd countries have successfully
legidated for this sysem. Audrdia could legidate asmilar sysem and refineiit to reflect the
needs of the sex workers as wdl as fulfilling the specific requirements of Immigration laws.

Sex workers from the European Union are free to work in the Netherlands under certain
conditions, but they reman independent workers just like in other indudtries. In some
municipalities "illegd" sex workers can work for three months on a tourigt visa before
returning home, provided they report to the police. This time frame enables a woman to
work and have sufficient funds to return home with some money for the family, and space
to process some of her experiences. A sharp contrast to our current system of deportation,
which leaves many women with no money of their own if their contracts are not finished
and consequently continued debt. It could leave a woman in a postion of having to
disclose her occupation in her home country and certainly no counsdlling, support, or
compensation is offered for her experience let done guarantee of safety on returning home
(Wijer Marjan, Foundation Againgt Trafficking in Women, November 1997).

The Netherlands illugtrates an example of more progressve policies in dedling with sex
workers found to be working in "servile conditions'. Under the Alien Law 1988 victims of
trafficking are protected from immediate deportation. A worker is able to say in the
country for three months to consider if she wants to press charges againg her traffickers. If
she decides to do 0, she can stay until the case is over. In 1993 this provison was
extended to witnesses, which could include peers and other support networks. This
temporary resdence permit gives her access to sociad security, housing, socid benefits,
insurances, lega assgtance and other benefits that a permanent resident receives as
compensation for the experience of working in servile conditions in their country (Wijer,
M. ibid).

SWOP proposes that sex workers be given a 12 month working visa with
recommendations that they contact SWOP and sexua hedth clinics. This would enagble
workers to be given an adequate induction into the sex industry and the reevant
information and support services available to them.

SWOP have spoken to severa parlour owners who have shown keen interest in employer
sponsored schemes. Sex workers from overseas have cultural and language skills specific
to client demand and clients deliberately seek out these qudities. Parlour owners said they
would prefer to employ workers through a legd system as it would be less complicated
and less dtressful. They are prepared to pay for costs involved in the processing of visas
and other additiona costs such as travel costs, accomodation and other related expenses.
This would be negotiated between the worker and the employer and would be a legaly
binding document.
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As with other employer sponsored schemes there would be a quota system to ensure that
the supply would meet the demands. SWOP recognises that the sysem must be fair to
both internationd and local sex workers. A quota system sets the number of international
sex workers who are permitted to work in Audrdia for a set length of time. Immigration
would have information on who the employer is, where the workers are located and when
their working visas expire. This removes the need of investigating sex establishments for
illegal workers and will certainly disrupt the current organised illegd system.

A sponsorship sysem would lead to safer working conditions, grester powers of
negotiation for workers in terms of hours worked and clients they see and the services they
offer. The women would not be under the current pressures and fears to work off a
contract. Outreach workers would have greater access to the workplace and could offer
support to both sex workers and management. Above dl, working visas dlow women to
travd and work legitimately empowering them and greatly reducing the possbility of
exploitation.

The way to end "davery" is to "freg" the "daves' by giving them rights and legd Satus,
through legidation which will increase their power to rgect dave-like contracts and
conditions, and which removes the incentive for "traders' by creating an open, lega system
of entry to Audrdia
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