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INTRODUCTION: 
POWER, sex worker rights and the Challenges Report

Challenges: Ottawa area sex workers speak out

Nothing about us, without us!
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MYTHS AND REALITIES AROUND SEX WORK IN CANADA

MYTH: Sex workers set themselves up for violence. 

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex workers are victims.

FACT: 

MYTH: All sex workers are survivors of childhood sexual abuse.

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex workers are drug addicts.

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex work is degrading. 

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex work is an easy way to make lots of money.

FACT: 
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MYTH: Street-based sex workers want to leave the street. 

FACT: 

MYTH: Arresting sex workers will get them out of the industry.

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex workers spread HIV and other STIs to the general public.

FACT: 

MYTH: Clients are misogynists, and use prostitution as a way to express their hatred 
of women.

FACT: 

MYTH: Sex workers suffer from low self-esteem.

FACT: 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SEX WORK IN OTTAWA

hallenges: 
Ottawa area sex workers speak out

Street-based sex workers in ByWard Market

Street -based sex workers

Current strolls
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LAWS IMPACTING OTTAWA SEX WORKERS

Every one who (a) is an inmate of a common bawdy-house, (b) is found, 
without lawful excuse, in a common bawdy-house, or (c) as owner, 
landlord, lessor, tenant, occupier, agent or otherwise having charge or 
control of any place, knowingly permits the place or any part thereof 
to be let or used for the purposes of a common bawdy-house is guilty of 
an offence punishable on summary conviction.

Every one who knowingly takes, transports, directs, or offers to take, 
transport or direct, any other person to a common bawdy-house is 
guilty of an offence punishable on summary conviction.

Every one who (a) procures, attempts to procure or solicits a person to 
have illicit sexual intercourse with another person, whether in or out of 
Canada, �… (h) for the purposes of gain, exercises control, direction or 
inluence over the movements of a person in such manner as to show 
that he is aiding, abetting or compelling that person to engage in or 
carry on prostitution with any person or generally�… is guilty of an 
indictable offence and liable to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 
ten years. 
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The Bedford Ruling
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CHALLENGES

The Pariah status has to end. You have all these agencies trying to make 
an appreciable difference in sex workers�’ lives without questioning 
the structure in which we exist and in which this work takes place�—
which is that it is criminalized. How can it be anything else than giving 
them warm socks and hot lunches? In the long run, it does not make a 
huge difference if it does not happen simultaneously with a ight for 
the decriminalization. Basically, you are a criminal at all times of the 
day and you have your rights stepped on at all times of the day. How 
can you have self-esteem if you are a social pariah constantly under 
threat of being thrown in jail? Can we really break the stigma around 
sex work if we are still criminals? Decriminalizing sex work is deinitely 
the irst step to take.

Challenges

Challenges: Ottawa area sex workers speak out
powerottawa.ca
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LABOUR SITE CHALLENGES

Management 

It�’s hard to do our job. It�’s mostly around the safety issue. I think a lady 
should have someone to look out for her safety (�…) Because I worked 
in an agency before. I know how such a structured environment makes 
our job easier. It�’s a lot safer to have all those measures put in place. 
They have all the client�’s information, they know where he lives, most 
of the time it�’s a clean environment, clean men. 

There are a lot of fuckers out there! When you force anything 
underground, like the sex industry, you open the lood gates to the 
exploiters, the mother-fuckers, the sleaze-bags that fuck people over, 
and it�’s partly our responsibility as individuals to inform ourselves. 
But if things were a bit more protected, we wouldn�’t have to. Why isn�’t 
there a certain code of ethics for this industry? Because nobody is there 
to police it! 

Working under Criminalization
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�“have to go to certain places, certain areas, at certain times 
 that are not necessarily the safest but where you are less likely to get arrested. You 
 get yourself in situations where you are less likely to be safe and protected�”

�“This other guy handcuffed me, strangled 
 me. He was going to kill me. He had me on my stomach in his car. [�…] He was parked 
 on a side road; it was about ive in the morning. Thank god, a lady happened to 
 walk by and heard me scream. She called the cops.�”

�“I work alone and I work in areas where there are not a 
 bunch of girls [...] People are not seeing me. I don�’t have another girl watching me. 
 I can�’t do that.�”

�“I try to do it earlier in the night, when 
 it�’s still light out, so I can still look like I�’m waiting for the bus or for a friend. I dress 
 so I don�’t look like a sex worker�”

�“It is set up as a legitimate massage business and some people get very 
 aggressive in a sexual way right away. Some people expect sexual services that I 
 don�’t necessarily provide.�”

�“The law means that you can�’t work out of your own house which would mean 
 being able to work on your own turf where you can implement whatever security 
 measures you want. The only legal way to work is to go to clients�’ houses so you�’re 
 on their turf. It can be a lot more dangerous.�”
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THE POLICE AND THE JUSTICE SYSTEM

I�’ve been raped twice. This one time, I was just coming out of an alley. 
I had just been raped. I have been hit over my head with a brick. My 
head was gushing blood. I lagged a cop and he told me to call my own 
fucking ambulance. He called me a fucking crack whore and told me 
he had no time for me. Then he left. After you have been told you are 
a piece of shit you don�’t try a second time (�…) They didn�’t give a shit. I 
couldn�’t walk even. I ended up just sticking my piece of gum in the hole 
in my head. I wasn�’t going to go to the hospital either; they don�’t treat 
me well there. I took care of myself. I did what I had to do. 

Challenges

�“The police and the violence. Put the two 
together and this is my biggest concern�”

�“once you�’re labeled, you�’re screwed. You 
can�’t even go to the grocery store. They stop you. They pull you right over, tell you to 
get off the street�” 

Call-outs

�“They harass me all the time, even when I�’m not working. Even like, if 
I�’m at a restaurant eating, they�’ll come right in saying, �‘Whatcha doing, 
Holly?�”
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�“They make sure to harass me every time they see me even if I�’m not 
working. They try to empty my pockets all the time. Once they found an 
empty condom wrapper in my pocket. They bugged me because of it. 
They did that in front of people at the bus stop with the lights lashing 
and everything.�” 

Social Proiling
�“Just because of how I dress, I get stopped. I get very insulted. They keep 
watching me, they ask rude questions. They bug me all the time. I asked 
for badge numbers, they had no reason to stop me, I don�’t have to tell 
anybody who I am and what I�’m doing. 

Destruction of Property 

�“I get searched a lot. They would dump my purse on Montreal Road. 
There is this one cop, [name withheld] who has a hard-on about 
smashing people�’s crack pipes. He did that to me a few times. And then 
he looks and laughs at us, �“What are you going to do now?�” 
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Boundary Restrictions (Red Zones)

The red zones affect my life tremendously. I do a lot of volunteer work 
at the Shepherd and then I can�’t go to any of the places I go, like 454 or 
the Shepherd. When you don�’t have any money, that�’s where you go to 
eat. But the cops, they are just waiting for you to go down that street. 
Then you go to jail. [�…] My red zone was from Gladstone right down to 
the Market for a whole year. I couldn�’t go to the food bank or to any 
agencies for a whole year. I wasn�’t allowed to go to the community 
center on Bell Street.

Excessive Use of Force
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What happened is that a friend of mine was panhandling at the liquor 
store and they were harassing him. He wasn�’t even drunk so I stood 
in the middle. The next thing I knew I was getting arrested. It was the 
second time I was seeing this one cop harassing this Native man at the 
liquor store so I stood up for him. While I was in the car I heard him on 
the radio telling the other cops I spit on him, which I hadn�’t; 

STIGMA, SOCIAL JUDGMENT AND WHOREPHOBIA

Whorephobia is one of the most widespread discriminations in our 
Western cultures, so much so that it goes unnamed. [�…] There are many 
rationales underlying the whorephobic sentiment. The two main ones 
are deining prostitutes as 1) victims, too dim-witted to know what 
is good for them [�…] 2) delinquents vectors of disease and epidemics, 
whose main visibility is a nuisance. In both cases, whorephobes act 
with the will to feel superior. Consciously or not, they get the feeling of 
either being saviors or policemen at the service of humanity. These two 
rationales, victims or delinquents can intersect and are not necessarily 
contradictory in the minds of whorephobes

�“Everybody has this idea that we are so dirty�” 
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�“I don�’t want to be treated differently because of the 
work I do so I don�’t tell anyone�” 

If you go to the hospital, they look down on junkies and hookers. They 
treat you badly, you�’re just a hooker. The way they look at you �— they 
judge you.�” 

Once, I had to go to a battered women�’s shelter because I was living 
domestic violence and I wanted to leave my partner. I told them at the 
shelter that I was a sex worker. When he beat me up, I asked them for 
help but they told me that, because I was a hooker and because I use 
drugs, that it wasn�’t the place for me. They denied me a service I was 
entitled to. 

�“I have nothing to do with my family. My family looks down on me. 
When they would see me on the street, they would walk right past me 
without seeing me, without acknowledging me. My sister laughed at 
me when I got HIV, told me that I deserved to have HIV. That led to a 
depression. They always put me down.�”

Social stigma deinitely creates a rift. When someone asks you about 
your work, you leave out one of your jobs and you notice in the back 
of your mind that you�’re leaving it out and, at irst, it�’s not a big deal 
but you notice that you are continually doing it. It�’s having to separate 
parts of your life and keep on top of that.
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INTERSECTING MARGINALIZATIONS

Sex Work and Ethnicity

As an Aboriginal woman, I am automatically nothing but trash, 
you know, I don�’t like being considered that way�… I have to live you 
know. My welfare is 200 dollars a month, it doesn�’t work. I have to 
get toiletries, food, so I have to do what I do and I won�’t ask them 
(estranged family) for it.

�“systematic discrimination every time they come into 
contact with the justice system. Systematic discrimination is the norm and affects 
offenders and victims indiscriminately. It is pervasive and endemic.�”

Sex Work and Sexual Orientation

�“When I hit 18, I lived on the street 
because my parents confronted me about being gay.�” 
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�“It always will be in this type of work because you never know who will 
show up, what their reactions will be. Seventy-ive percent of my clients 
are married men, a lot of them who are engaging in MSM contact for 
the irst time, so their reaction can be hard to predict. They could freak 
out, be in denial, could become aggressive and physical. What is behind 
that is homophobia.�”

�“It�’s a disincentive to go to the police because, one, you�’re gay 
and the police don�’t take that very seriously, and then you are a sex worker and on top 
of not taking sex workers seriously, a lot of cops think sex workers can�’t get raped.�”

Trans Sex Workers

�“when there is some ambiguity in gender cues [�…] typical responses range 
from embarrassed silence to violent assaults�”

�“When I was passing, I had breasts, I was wearing makeup, I had long 
hair and all, I was always scared and needed to drink to go out there 
and work. Now, I just don�’t give a shit. I just go out and do it. It�’s not a 
concern anymore, I don�’t care anymore. I got stabbed, I got shot, I got 
smashed over the head with a fucking brick, I got robbed, I got raped. 
All that because people got confused by who I was and because I am a 
hooker. I got shot and cut, everything. Now I don�’t care anymore.�”

Sex Work and Substance Use

�“I smoke pot and I drink wine. But I never smoke or drink before work 
because I need to keep my wits. I use it to unwind. It doesn�’t feel like I 
use that as a crutch. I smoked pot and drank wine way before I started 
working in the adult industry.�” 
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�“I made the conscious decision to not drink any alcohol at work or in my 
personal life. It is hard sometimes to maintain that go-go-go attitude 
so I used to drink energy drinks [�…] When I was diagnosed with anxiety 
disorder, I gave those up and I have to say, it is harder now. I work 
earlier shifts now and I make less money.�”

�“I�’m a tough girl and I�’ve been out there my whole life. And I drink, I call it 
liquid courage.�”

�“It supplies my drug addiction. But I don�’t do 
drugs because of the sex work �— it�’s the other way around. I do sex work because of 
my drug addiction.�”

�“The Canadian Human Rights Act deines substance addiction as a disability, stating 
that disability includes being �‘dependent on alcohol or a drug. The courts have held 
that [...] drug dependence includes dependence on illegal drugs�”

�“I live on the street and I am alone working. I use�”

Class, Poverty and Gender 

Challenges �“I never do. Thank god for drop-ins and food banks�” 
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�“163 trespassing tickets�”
�“would like to go 

back to waitressing at night, but I have a criminal record.�”

Criminalization, Stigmatization and Marginalization
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INTERVENTION TIPS: 
Being part of the solution1

People who do sex work need:

Becoming informed and being cognizant of sex workers�’ needs is the irst step to 
being part of the solution. In addition there are some speciic things for different 
professionals to bear in mind. In the coming pages we offer tips and strategies for 
different groups working with Ottawa sex workers.

Intervention tips: Being part of the solution
Sensibilisation XXX Awareness Project
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Social service and community workers
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Health Care Professionals
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Police oficers 
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Media professionals
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Criminal Justice Personnel
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Policy makers
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: 
Food for thought

http://www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/epb/sid/
cia/comm_deve/cdhbooke.pdf
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Please contact POWER or other sex worker rights groups for material, 
information and/or workshops.
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TEN REASONS TO FIGHT FOR THE DECRIMINALIZATION 
OF SEX WORK2 

Canadian laws currently criminalize sex workers as well as their clients, the owners 
and managers at the agencies or establishments in which they work, and the drivers 
who chauffeur them. This situation pushes the industry into the shadows and makes 
it harder to combat child exploitation, coercion, exploitative labour conditions and 
violence against sex workers. 

10 reasons to ight for the decriminalization of sex work 
Sensibilisation 

 XXX Awareness Project.
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BECAUSE DECRIMINALIZATION IS THE ONLY ANSWER!
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RESOURCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY
 Challenges: Ottawa-Area Sex Workers Speak Out Ottawa: POWER.

The Challenge of change: A study of Canada�’s criminal laws prostitution laws, Report of the 
 Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws; Report of the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights

Sex, work, rights: Reforming Canadian criminal laws on 
 prostitution

Bound by the law: How Canada�’s protectionist policies in the areas of both 
 rape and prostitution limit women�’s choices, agency and activities

Report of the Prostitution Law Review Committee on the Operation of the 
 Prostitute Reform Act.

Sex workers in the Maritimes talk back

Safety, security and the well-being of sex workers: A report submitted to the House 
 of Commons Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws

Violence Against 
 Women

Mais oui c�’est un travail!

Beyond decriminalization: Sex work, human rights and a new framework for law reform

Voices for Dignity: A Call to End the Harms Caused by Canada�’s Sex Trade Laws. 

Designing Our Future, A Sex Worker�’s Rendezvous. eXXXpressions Forum XXX Proceedings: 
 Designing Our Future, A Sex Worker�’s Rendezvous

KEY RESOURCES

http://maggiestoronto.ca/

http://www.chezstella.org/

http://www.spoc.ca/

http://powerottawa.ca

 
https://www.facebook.com/proile.php?id=734825306#!/home.php?sk=group_1140632119921
83&ap=1 






