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Decriminalizing Sex Work: 
How The Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act Harms 
Consensual Sex Workers and Creates Further Stigmatization in Society 

Author: Mariska Konnik
Discipline: Criminology

ABSTRACT: This paper will explore the current 
legislation in place in Canada regarding sex work, 
the Protection of  Communities and Exploited Per-
sons Act (PCEPA), and how it harms and stigmatizes 
\PW[M�MVOIOQVO�QV�KWV[MV[]IT�[M`�_WZS��<PM�8+-8)�
was established as a response to the decision made in 
*MLNWZL� �̂�+IVILI�_PQKP�LM\MZUQVML�\PI\�\PM�XZM^QW][�
XZW^Q[QWV[�OW^MZVQVO�[M`�_WZS�_MZM�]VKWV[\Q\]\QWVIT��
The intention of  this Act is to criminalize the payment 
of  sexual services, the procurement of  sexual services, 
IVL�\PQZL�XIZ\a�IL^MZ\Q[QVO�WN �[M`]IT�[MZ^QKM[��1\[�UIQV�
OWIT�_I[�\W�ZML]KM�\PM�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�\PI\�WN\MV�
WKK]Z[�_Q\PQV�\PM�[M`�_WZS�MV^QZWVUMV\��?PQTM�P]UIV�
\ZIٻKSQVO�Q[�]VLMVQIJTa�IV�Q[[]M�QV�KWV\MUXWZIZa�[WKQ-
ety, the PCEPA fails to acknowledge other perspectives 
of  individuals that it impacts, including those choosing 
\W�MVOIOM�QV�[M`�_WZS��<PQ[�XIXMZ�_QTT�IZO]M�\PI\�\PM�
LMKZQUQVITQbI\QWV�WN �[M`�_WZS�_QTT�JM�JMVMÅKQIT�NWZ�
those engaging in sex work by reducing the harm and 
[\QOUI\QbI\QWV�\PI\�UIVa�[M`�_WZSMZ[�NIKM��+]ZZMV\�[M`�
_WZS�TMOQ[TI\QWV�U][\�_WZS�\W�ÅVL�I�JITIVKM�JM\_MMV�
KWUJI\QVO�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�_PQTM�IT[W�XZW\MK\QVO�
KWV[MV[]IT�[M`�_WZSMZ[��
_______________________________________

 
3-A?7:,;"�*MLNWZL� �̂�+IVILI��P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO��
sex work, PCEPA, policy studies
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\PM�XZWKM[[��<PMa�NITT�[PWZ\�QV�XZW\MK\QVO�[M`�_WZSMZ[�
and add further stigma to this already highly stigma-
\QbML�QVL][\Za��)LLQ\QWVITTa��\PM�_Ia�[M`�_WZS�Q[�NZIUML�
in policy as a result of  the Conservative government’s 
QLMIT[�LQZMK\Ta�ZMÆMK\[�\PM�_Ia�[M`�_WZS�Q[�^QM_ML�Ja�\PM�
OMVMZIT�XWX]TI\QWV��<PQ[�XIXMZ�_QTT�IZO]M�\PI\�LMKZQU-
inalizing sex work in Canada will bring about positive 
change in the lives of  sex workers, as the current policy 
established by the Conservative government creates 
additional harm and stigma for those choosing to be in 
\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za��1�_W]TL�IT[W�TQSM�\W�JZQMÆa�VW\M�\PI\�1�
will only be referring to sex work as sex work through-
out this paper, as the term ‘prostitution’ is often linked 
to notions of  criminality and immorality (Open Society 
.W]VLI\QWV[����!��_PQKP�WXXW[M[�\PM�^MZa�QLMI[�1�IU�
LQ[K][[QVO�

History of  Sex Work Legislation

The Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws (Subcommit-
tee, hereafter) was created by the federal government in 
.MJZ]IZa�WN �������;PI^MZ����!���<PM�;]JKWUUQ\\MM¼[�
mandate was to review the solicitation laws that were 
in place at the time in hopes of  improving the safety 
WN �[M`�_WZSMZ[�IVL�\PM�OMVMZIT�XWX]TI\QWV��1V�ILLQ-
tion, it provided recommendations that could reduce 
the violence and exploitation sex workers face within 
JZWILMZ�[WKQM\a��;PI^MZ����!���?PQTM�\PQ[�ZM^QM_�_I[�
initially promising, the execution was disappointing and 
QVMٺMK\Q^M#�_PMV�\PM�ÅVIT�ZMXWZ\�_I[�ZMTMI[ML��Q\�LQL�
not contain a single suggestion for substantial reform 
despite this being one of  the main reasons the Subcom-
UQ\\MM�_I[�NWZUML��;PI^MZ����!���<PM[M�LMKQ[QWV[�[M\�
\PM�[\IOM�NWZ�N]Z\PMZ�TMOQ[TI\QWV�ZMOIZLQVO�[M`�_WZS��

<PM�*MLNWZL� �̂�+IVILI�KI[M�_I[�\PM�VM`\�QVÆ]MV\QIT�
LMKQ[QWV�QV�ZMOIZL�\W�[M`�_WZS�TMOQ[TI\QWV��<PM�KI[M�
JMOIV�QV������_PMV�<MZQ�*MLNWZL��)Ua�4MJW^Q\KP��
and Valerie Scott (two former sex workers and one 
current sex worker) challenged the three sections of  the 
Criminal Code that regulated sex work to the Ontario 
;]XMZQWZ�+W]Z\��;PI^MZ����!���:M[MIZKP�PI[�[PW_V�
that many sex workers have advocated for the removal 
of  these provisions in the Criminal Code and to focus 
instead on protecting sex workers from further ex-
XTWQ\I\QWV�IVL�PIZU��^IV�LMZ�5M]TMV��������;VW_�IVL�
colleagues (2020) outline how the unsafe working con-
ditions and prevalent victimization of  sex workers were 
the primary motives behind the challenge made in the 
*MLNWZL�KI[M��<PQ[�KPITTMVOM�Ja�*MLNWZL�IVL�KWTTMIO]M[�
_I[�JI[ML�WV�NW]Z�KTIQU["�����\PM�TI_[�^QWTI\ML�;MK\QWV���
of  the Charter of  Rights and Freedoms which outlines 
the rights to liberty and security of  the persons, (2) 
these violations did not align themselves with principles 
WN �N]VLIUMV\IT�R][\QKM������\PM�XZWPQJQ\QWV�WN �KWUU]-

The legislation surrounding the sex industry has been 
a heavily debated topic among scholars and citizens 
QV�+IVILI��?PQTM�\PM�M`KPIVOM�WN �UWVMa�NWZ�[M`]IT�
services has never been made illegal, the laws pertain-
ing to sex work have made it nearly impossible (Benoit 
M\�IT������I���>IZQW][�LMKQ[QWV[�[]KP�I[�<PM�;WTQKQ\I\QWV�
;]JKWUUQ\\MM�QV�������\PM�*MLNWZL�+PIZ\MZ�+PITTMVOM�
QV������IVL�������IVL�\PM�LMTQJMZI\QWV[�[]ZZW]VLQVO�
*QTT�+����_PQKP�MVIK\ML�\PM�8ZW\MK\QWV�WN �+WUU]-
nities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA) in 2014 
�;PI^MZ����!��PI^M�KPIVOML�\PM�XZW^Q[QWV[�OW^MZVQVO�
[M`�_WZS�_Q\PQV�+IVILI��-IKP�LMKQ[QWV�Q[�JMTQM^ML�\W�
JM�UWZM�XZWOZM[[Q^M�\PIV�\PM�TI[\��_Q\P�\PM�ÅVIT�)K\�
being thought to ultimately promote safety and protec-
\QWV�NWZ�\PW[M�QV�\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za��<PM[M�\PZMM�LMKQ[QWV[��
particularly the latter, fail to recognize the distinction 
that exists between those who chose to be in the sex 
industry and those who are coerced or forced into this 
TQVM�WN �_WZS��1V�NIQTQVO�\W�LW�[W��\PM�QUXTQKI\QWV[�WN �
these legislative decisions promote dangerous and neg-
ative outcomes for those choosing to participate in sex 
work, ignoring their voices and perspectives throughout 
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OIQV�I�JM\\MZ�]VLMZ[\IVLQVO�WN �PW_�\PQ[�)K\�[XMKQÅ-
cally undermines sex workers who choose to be in the 
QVL][\Za��

The Broad Categories of  the PCEPA

The PCEPA, while claiming to have progressed in the 
right direction from preceding pieces of  legislation on 
[M`�_WZS��PI[�KZMI\ML�N]Z\PMZ�LQٻK]T\QM[�IVL�LIVOMZ[�
NWZ�[M`�_WZSMZ[�\PZW]OP�Q\[�^IZQW][�XZW^Q[QWV[��5IVa�
of  the challenges to this Act highlight the link between 
punitive legal frameworks and compromising the safety, 
TMOQ\QUIKa��IVL�XZW\MK\QWV�WN �[M`�_WZSMZ[��*MVWQ\�M\�IT��
����I���.WZ�M`IUXTM��\PM�XZWPQJQ\QWV�WV�KWUU]VQKI-
tion regarding sexual services that the PCEPA enforces 
restricts sex workers from having the ability to negotiate 
with clients beforehand and reduces their ability to 
screen clients to ensure that they are entering into a 
[INM�M`KPIVOM��;VW_�M\�IT���������<PQ[�PI[�ZM[]T\ML�QV�
sex workers resorting to areas like alleys, side streets, 
and isolated areas to conduct their services, increasing 
\PM�ZQ[S�WN �^QK\QUQbI\QWV��;VW_�M\�IT���������;QUQTIZTa��
\PM�8+-8)�KZQUQVITQbML�XZWÅ\QVO�NZWU�\PM�[ITM�WN �
sexual services in hopes of  reducing the violence and 
coercion that individuals such as pimps will often use 
\W�JMVMÅ\�NZWU�\PM�M`XTWQ\I\QWV�WN �\PM�_WZSMZ[��;VW_�
M\�IT����������0W_M^MZ��\PQ[�NWZKM[�[M`�_WZSMZ[�\W�_WZS�
alone, as those who provide security or protection 
NIKM�KZQUQVITQbI\QWV�QN �KI]OP\��;VW_�M\�IT���������<PQ[�
further exacerbates the dangerous conditions of  sex 
work and displays a clear example of  how this legisla-
tion focuses solely on those being coerced into sex work 
_PQTM�QOVWZQVO�\PM�[INM\a�WN �W\PMZ�[M`�_WZSMZ[�

Consensual Versus Coerced Sex Work

)[�*MVWQ\�IVL�KWTTMIO]M[������I��W]\TQVM��[M`�_WZSMZ[�
discussing the PCEPA emphasized the need to care-
fully distinguish between consensual sex work and sex 
work in which the people involved are being coerced or 
\ZIٻKSML��<PM�LWUQVIV\�VIZZI\Q^M�\PI\�[]ZZW]VL[�[M`�
_WZS�Q[�\PI\�WN �P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO��[]J[MY]MV\Ta�KZMI\QVO�
the connection between sex work and victimization 
�:W[M��������:W[M��������LM[KZQJM[�PW_�IV\Q�P]UIV�
\ZIٻKSQVO�VIZZI\Q^M[�PWTL�XW_MZN]T�QVÆ]MVKM�W^MZ�
policies created for the sex industry, which in turn have 
VMOI\Q^M�MٺMK\[�WV�\PW[M�_PW�^WT]V\IZQTa�KPWW[M�\W�XIZ-
\ISM�QV�[M`�_WZS��<PM�KZMI\QWV�IVL�MUXTWaUMV\�WN �\PM�
8+-8)�ZMÆMK\�\PM[M�IV\Q�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�VIZZI\Q^M[��
shifting the ways sex workers are treated as it depicts all 
[M`�_WZSMZ[�I[�^QK\QU[��;VW_�M\�IT���������<PM�TMOQ[TI-
tion itself  creates conditions that produce additional 
dangers for all sex workers, overpowering the voices 
and perspectives of  those who voluntarily engage in 
[M`�_WZS��?PQTM�LQ[K][[QVO�KWV[MV[]IT�^MZ[][�KWMZKML�

nication regarding sexual services violated the workers’ 
rights to freedom of  expression, and (4) these violations 
KW]TL�VW\�JM�R][\QÅML�QV�I�¹NZMM�IVL�LMUWKZI\QK�[WKQM\aº�
�*MLNWZL� �̂�+IVILI��������<PM�NWK][�WN �\PMQZ�IZO]UMV\�
was that the laws in place within the Criminal Code 
prevented sex workers from creating and enforcing 
safety plans through the prohibition of  communication 
JM\_MMV�_WZSMZ[�IVL�\PMQZ�KTQMV\[��;VW_�M\�IT���������1V�
2010, the Ontario Superior Court found the Criminal 
Code to be unconstitutional in its provisions regulat-
QVO�[M`�_WZS�I\�\PM�\QUM��*MLNWZL� �̂�+IVILI��������
The decision was then appealed in 2011 when a split 
LMKQ[QWV�WKK]ZZML�_Q\PQV�\PM�KW]Z\��;PI^MZ����!���<PQ[�
resulted in an appeal to the Supreme Court of  Canada 
which, through a unanimous vote, struck down all three 
provisions regulating sex work in the Criminal Code 
and gave the federal government one year to enact 
new legislation that would address this decision (Shaver 
���!#�;VW_�M\�IT���������

.QVITTa��_M�KIV�TWWS�I\�\PM�XZWXW[Q\QWV�WN �*QTT�+����\PI\�
was brought forward by the Conservative government 
in 2014 in response to the Supreme Court’s decision 
WV�\PM�*MLNWZL�KI[M��*MVWQ\�M\�IT�������I#�/W^MZV-
ment of  Canada, Department of  Justice 2014; Shaver 
���!���<PM�QV\MV\QWV�WN �\PQ[�JQTT�_I[�\W�KZQUQVITQbM�\PM�
payment of  sexual services, the procurement of  sexual 
services, and third-party advertising of  sexual services 
(Protection of  Communities and Exploited Persons 
)K\�C8+-8)E��������;PI^MZ�����!��W]\TQVM[�PW_�\PM�
bill essentially reintroduced the old laws while altering 
them to prohibit the purchasing and advertising of  
[M`]IT�[MZ^QKM[��1\�WٻKQITTa�JMKIUM�QUXTMUMV\ML�I[�\PM�
Protection of  Communities and Exploited Persons Act 
(PCEPA) in November 2014 (Government of  Canada, 
,MXIZ\UMV\�WN �2][\QKM��������>IZQW][�Q[[]M[�IVL�KWV-
cerns have been raised in regard to the implementation 
WN �\PQ[�)K\�_PQKP�_QTT�JM�LQ[K][[ML�N]Z\PMZ�QV�\PQ[�XIXMZ�

Harms of  the Protection of  Communities and 
Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA)

Various issues have emerged as a result of  the imple-
UMV\I\QWV�WN �\PM�8+-8)��[XMKQÅKITTa��\PM�ILLQ\QWVIT�
danger it has imposed on sex workers despite its 
QV\MV\QWV�\W�XZW^QLM�[INM\a�IVL�XZW\MK\QWV��)�U]T\Q\]LM�
of  research has been conducted on the various ways sex 
workers feel they are negatively impacted by this Act, 
IVL�1�_QTT�JM�NWK][QVO�WV�NW]Z�[XMKQÅK�MTMUMV\[�QV�\PQ[�
VM`\�[MK\QWV"�Q[[]M[�_Q\P�[XMKQÅK�[MK\QWV[�WN �\PM�)K\��\PM�
blurring of  consensual sex work with coerced sex work, 
the discourses and narratives surrounding this piece of  
legislation, and the lack of  evidence and input from sex 
_WZSMZ[��-IKP�_QTT�JM�N]Z\PMZ�M`XTWZML�IVL�LQ[[MK\ML�\W�
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TMOQ[TI\QWV�LQ[K][[QWV[��*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT���������
However, as we can see from the legislative outcome, 
their voices did not make the lasting impact they had 
hoped for and thus demonstrates how the legal system 
PI[�NIQTML�\W�UISM�[QOVQÅKIV\�KPIVOM[�QV�\PQ[�IZMI��<PM�
lack of  representation of  actual sex workers in these 
discussions has resulted in their needs and safety being 
overlooked in the implementation of  the legislation, 
furthering the dangers that sex workers may face within 
\PMQZ�_WZS�MV^QZWVUMV\�

Stigmatization & Public Perceptions  
Around Sex Work

Continuing the discussion of  the narratives surround-
ing sex work, stigmatization undeniably exists within 
the sex industry and perpetuates extensive harms 
M`XMZQMVKML�LIQTa�Ja�[M`�_WZSMZ[��<PM�_Ia�QV�_PQKP�[M`�
_WZS�TMOQ[TI\QWV�NZIUM[�[M`�_WZSMZ[�KIV�LQZMK\Ta�QVÆ]-
ence public perceptions of  sex work and exacerbate the 
[\QOUI\QbI\QWV�[M`�_WZSMZ[�UIa�MVKW]V\MZ�QV�\PMQZ�TQ^M[��
Exploring the views that the Conservative government 
holds towards sex work is essential to understanding 
how sex workers are framed in sex work legislation as 
\PMa�PI^M�PIL�KWV[QLMZIJTM�QVÆ]MVKM�W^MZ�\PM�TI_[�\PI\�
IZM�[\IVLQVO�\WLIa��)LLQ\QWVITTa��IVITabQVO�\PM�[\QOUI�
that occurs illustrates another harmful result of  the 
PCEPA and supports the demand for the decriminal-
QbI\QWV�WN �[M`�_WZS�

Conservative Government and Neoliberalism

Exploring the ideals that the Conservative government 
holds towards sex work is critical to the discussion 
of  sex work legislation as they have been the main 
QVÆ]MVKM�WV�\PM�K]ZZMV\�ZMO]TI\QWV[�XTIKML�WV�\PM�[M`�
QVL][\Za��1V�ZM[XWV[M�\W�\PM�*MLNWZL�KPITTMVOM��\PM�
Conservative-led government at the time opposed the 
decisions of  the court stating that “the prostitution 
\ZILM�Q[�JIL�NWZ�[WKQM\aº��;PI^MZ����!���!� ���_PQKP�
KTMIZTa�W]\TQVM[�\PQ[�OW^MZVUMV\¼[�^QM_�WN �[M`�_WZS��
Additionally, the Conservative government argued that 
XZW[\Q\]\QWV�[PW]TL�JM�XZWPQJQ\ML�MV\QZMTa�I[�IVa�MٺWZ\�
to decriminalize it would negatively impact Canadians 
and suggest that the exploitation of  an individual’s 
JWLa�Q[�IKKMX\IJTM�_Q\PQV�[WKQM\a��;IUX[WV���������
They have also proposed ideas on how to regulate 
[M`�_WZS�_PQKP�QVKT]LM�OQ^QVO�I[[Q[\IVKM�\W�ÅZ[\�\QUM�
WٺMVLMZ[�WZ�\PW[M�JMQVO�KWMZKML�QV\W�[M`�_WZS�QV�
order to get them out of  the industry without criminal 
records while arguing for the punishment of  those who 
¹NZMMTa�C[MMSE�\W�JMVMÅ\�NZWU�XZW[\Q\]\QWVº��;IUX[WV�
������������<PM�+WV[MZ^I\Q^M�OW^MZVUMV\¼[�[\IVKM�WV�
[M`�_WZS�ZMÆMK\[�VMWTQJMZIT�UM\PWL[�WN �OW^MZVIVKM�\PI\�
emphasize individual freedom, traditional values, and 

sex work, it is important to note that there is a grey 
IZMI�[]ZZW]VLQVO�\PM[M�LQ[\QVK\QWV[��<PMZM�IZM�^IZQW][�
NIK\WZ[�\PI\�UIa�QVÆ]MVKM�IV�QVLQ^QL]IT¼[�LMKQ[QWV�\W�JM�
QV�\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za��;WUM�UIa�JM�KWMZKML��W\PMZ[�NWZKML�
by factors such as racism, poverty, or domestic violence, 
and some may simply choose to engage with this work 
�)JZWT��������0W_M^MZ��IKSVW_TMLOQVO�\PI\�\PMZM�IZM�
QVLQ^QL]IT[�_PW�IZM�VW\�UMZMTa�¹\ZIٻKSMLº�QV\W�\PM�
industry is crucial to consider while developing and 
QUXTMUMV\QVO�[M`�_WZS�TMOQ[TI\QWV��

Discourses Created by the PCEPA on Sex Work

Along with the physical danger that the PCEPA im-
poses on sex workers, the various discourses that have 
MUMZOML�KWV\ZQJ]\M�\W�\PM�VMOI\Q^M�MٺMK\[�\PQ[�)K\�PI[�
PIL�WV�\PW[M�KPWW[QVO�\W�JM�QV�\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za��<PM�
dominant discourse that has appeared throughout 
discussions surrounding sex work and the PCEPA is 
\PM�LQKPW\WUa�WN �PW_�[M`�_WZSMZ[�IZM�^QM_ML��<PQ[�LQ-
chotomy often portrays sex workers as either victims of  
exploitation or as empowered individuals taking control 
W^MZ�\PMQZ�JWLQM[�IVL�\PMQZ�LMKQ[QWV[��5K4MIV��������
However, the former is often favoured in discussions on 
[M`�_WZS�I[�[MMV�\PZW]OP�\PM�8+-8)��)[�;PQMZ��������
suggests, improving the working conditions of  those 
in the sex industry was not a priority for policymakers 
as they often presume that individuals should not be 
MVOIOQVO�QV�[M`�_WZS�I\�ITT��.WK][QVO�WV�\PM�^QK\QUQbML�
sex worker overpowers the knowledge and contribu-
tions of  consenting sex workers and their insights on 
\PM[M�UI\\MZ[��:W[M��������)[�I�ZM[]T\��\PM[M�LQ[KW]Z[M[�
and the legislation promoting them can increase the 
[\QOUI\QbI\QWV�\PI\�UIVa�[M`�_WZSMZ[�NIKM�LIQTa�

Lack of  Evidence & Input From Sex Workers

The PCEPA overlooks and ignores the perspectives 
of  sex workers while focusing largely on the issue of  
P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO��?PQTM�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�Q[�QUXWZ\-
ant to address and should be at the forefront of  policy 
discussions, it is equally important to bring the voices 
of  sex workers who choose to be in the industry into 
\PM�NWK][�WN �TMOQ[TI\QWV�LMKQ[QWV[��1V�\PMQZ�_WZS��*MVWQ\�
IVL�KWTTMIO]M[������I��LM[KZQJM�\PM�I^IQTIJQTQ\a�WN �ZMTQ-
able evidence and input from various sex workers that 
M`Q[\[��0W_M^MZ��XWTQKaUISMZ[�NIQT�\W�\ISM�QV\W�IKKW]V\�
the diverse perspectives of  those within the sex industry 
when implementing legislation despite the sex workers 
JMQVO�\PM�XWX]TI\QWV�LQZMK\Ta�IٺMK\ML�Ja�Q\��;QUQTIZ-
ly, the experiences of  sex workers tend to be framed 
in ways that fail to account for their wide range of  
M`XMZQMVKM[�IVL�TQNM�KQZK]U[\IVKM[��:W[M��������)V�M`-
ception to this was the Bedford challenge that allowed 
three sex workers to bring their voices into the focus of  
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advocated for decriminalization as a harm reduction 
approach, stating that it is a human right for individ-
uals who voluntarily choose to do sex work to have 
access to employment and civil rights similar to that of  
other service workers while being free from stigma and 
LQ[KZQUQVI\QWV��*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT���������5IVa�
individuals have voiced their opinion about the PCEPA 
and how it makes those choosing to work within the 
sex industry feel unsafe and unprotected (Benoit, 
=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT���������+PIVOM�Q[�VMMLML�\W�ZML]KM�
the harm sex workers experience and to increase their 
W^MZITT�_MTT�JMQVO��*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT���������>IZ-
ious sex workers have also argued that they should be 
allowed to dictate what they can and cannot do in their 
profession and with their bodies without being pun-
Q[PML�NWZ�Q\��*MVWQ\�M\�IT������I���)JZWT��������W]\TQVM[�
that while decriminalization may have its drawbacks, 
such as further stigma and extensive labour regulations, 
\PM�XW\MV\QIT�XW[Q\Q^M�W]\KWUM[�W]\_MQOP�\PM�ZQ[S�

So, what exactly would the decriminalization of  sex 
work look like? Decriminalization involves the removal 
of  selling or buying sexual services from the Criminal 
+WLM��*MVWQ\�M\�IT������I���1\�_W]TL�ZML]KM�\PM�IUW]V\�
of  interference from the government or third parties in 
the lives of  sex workers (Abrol 2014), allowing them to 
have more control of  their work as well as the clients 
IVL�[Q\]I\QWV[�\PMa�KPWW[M�\W�MVOIOM�_Q\P��,MKZQUQVIT-
ization also creates the potential to lessen the victimiza-
\QWV�[M`�_WZSMZ[�M`XMZQMVKM�NZWU�KTQMV\[�IVL�XWTQKM�Wٻ-
cers who target them, as well as allowing sex workers to 
hire protection without having to resort to individuals, 
such as pimps, that exploit them while doing so (Abrol 
�������5IVa�[M`�_WZSMZ[�[]OOM[\�\PI\�QN �[M`�_WZS�
were decriminalized, they could engage in their work 
I[�I�ZMIT�J][QVM[[�IVL�TWWS�QV\W�JMVMÅ\\QVO�UMI[]ZM[�
such as advertising, minimum labour standards, and 
WKK]XI\QWVIT�PMIT\P�IVL�[INM\a�O]QLMTQVM[��*MVWQ\�M\�IT��
����I�#�X]\�[QUXTa��[M`�_WZS�_W]TL�JM�[MMV�I[�TMOQ\-
QUQbML�_WZS��)LLQ\QWVITTa��[M`�_WZSMZ[�KW]TL�PI^M�I�
place to sell their sexual services to ensure their safety 
and protection without fear of  being shut down by the 
TI_[�QV�XTIKM��*MVWQ\�M\�IT������I���;M`�_WZSMZ[�_W]TL�
also be able to seek justice against a would-be kidnap-
per or assailant without the fear of  being criminally 
XZW[MK]\ML�\PMU[MT^M[��^IV�LMZ�5MT]MV��������<PMa�
could also access health services, mental health aids, 
IVL�PW][QVO�ZM[W]ZKM[��*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT��������
while improving their overall well-being without the 
\PZMI\�WN �KZQUQVIT�XZW[MK]\QWV��<PMa�KW]TL�JM�NZMM�\W�
engage in the lifestyle they want without fear of  shame 
and stigma, allowing them to become empowered and 
ZM[\WZM�\PMQZ�LQOVQ\a�\PI\�Q[�\WW�WN\MV�[QTMVKML�Ja�[PIUM��
Additionally, the decriminalization of  sex work would 

XMZ[WVIT�[MTN�ZM[\ZIQV\��;IUX[WV��������<PM[M�^QM_[�IZM�
ZMÆMK\ML�QV�\PM�TMOQ[TI\QWV�IZW]VL�[M`�_WZS�IVL�\PM�_Ia�
Q\�LMXQK\[�[M`�_WZSMZ[��6W\�WVTa�PI[�\PQ[�ZM[]T\ML�QV�XWWZ�
outcomes for those choosing to be in the sex industry, 
but it has led to an increase in the stigmatization sur-
ZW]VLQVO�[M`�_WZS�

Stigmatization of  Sex Work

An analysis of  the PCEPA suggests that while matters 
of  exploitation and protection are embedded immense-
ly throughout, there is a lack of  discussion of  aspects 
such as discrimination and stigmatization within the 
)K\��;PQMZ��������;\QOUI\QbI\QWV�[]ZZW]VLQVO�[M`�_WZS�
is deeply entrenched within our society and has only 
JMMV�_WZ[MVML�Ja�\PM�QUXTMUMV\I\QWV�WN �\PM�8+-8)��
The way in which the PCEPA frames sex workers has 
been reproduced in various ways in larger society; for 
example, radical feminists view sex work as a prac-
tice of  sexual exploitation and argue that it should be 
KWUXTM\MTa�IJWTQ[PML��;IUX[WV�����#�;PI^MZ��������
Sex workers are also constructed as deviant “others” 
and are given derogatory labels such as prostitute, 
_PWZM��IVL�PWWSMZ��*MVWQ\�M\�IT������J���<PM�TIJMT�WN �
“prostitution” itself  holds a vast amount of  stigmatiza-
tion and despite this, is still used in most government 
XWTQKa�LWK]UMV\[�QVKT]LQVO�\PM�8+-8)��*MVWQ\�M\�IT��
����J���)[�*MVWQ\�M\�IT�������J��W]\TQVM��UIKZW�TM^MT�
QVÆ]MVKM[�[]KP�I[�XWTQKQM[�IVL�TI_[�LQZMK\Ta�KWV\ZQJ]\M�
to the stigmatization of  sex work, and the PCEPA is no 
M`KMX\QWV��<PM�8+-8)�MUXPI[QbM[�\PI\�[M`�_WZSMZ[�IZM�
often “victims” of  the industry, creating stigma towards 
those who choose to be in that position and causing 
]VVMKM[[IZa�LQ[KZQUQVI\QWV��)[�\PM�8+-8)�KWV\QV]M[�
to criminalize aspects of  sex work, it continues to exac-
erbate the stigma around it, despite the Act not directly 
XZW[MK]\QVO�[M`�_WZSMZ[��,M[UWZM��������<PQ[��ITWVO�
with the various other factors discussed, outlines why 
the legislation in place needs to be reformed in order to 
I^WQL�QVKZMI[QVO�\PM�LIVOMZ�\PI\�[M`�_WZSMZ[�NIKM��

Decriminalization of  Sex Work

Throughout this paper, we have looked at the ways sex 
work has historically been regulated and have discussed 
\PM�PIZU[�WN �^IZQW][�TMOQ[TI\Q^M�LMKQ[QWV[��1V�WZLMZ�\W�
move forward and create legislation that reduces the 
violence that sex workers experience, decriminalization 
measures must be incorporated into our society (Benoit 
M\�IT������I���>IZQW][�KI[M�[\]LQM[�PI^M�NW]VL�\PI\�[M`�
workers continuously advocate for the decriminaliza-
tion of  sex work in order to bring about positive chang-
M[�_Q\PQV�\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za��)JZWT�����#�*MVWQ\�M\�IT��
����I#�*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT������#�^IV�LMZ�5M]TMV�
�������)LLQ\QWVITTa��OTWJIT�[WKQIT�ZQOP\[�IOMVKQM[�PI^M�
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allow sex workers and the organizations supporting 
them to make important decisions regarding their work, 
without having their lives and bodies dictated for them 
�*MVWQ\��=V[_WZ\P��M\�IT��������

The list of  positive impacts that the decriminalization of  
[M`�_WZS�KW]TL�PI^M�WV�[M`�_WZSMZ[�[MMU[�\W�JM�MVLTM[[��
However, it is important to discuss the tragic reality that 
M`Q[\[�NWZ�UIVa�QV�\PM�[M`�QVL][\Za"�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�
Q[�[\QTT�XZM^ITMV\�QV�[WKQM\a�\WLIa��?PQTM�Q\�Q[�]VKMZ\IQV�
_PM\PMZ�\PM�8+-8)�PI[�MٺMK\Q^MTa�KWUJI\ML�P]UIV�
\ZIٻKSQVO��_M�LW�SVW_�\PI\�\PM�)K\�PI[�PIL�PIZUN]T�
QUXIK\[�WV�\PW[M�KPWW[QVO�\W�JM�QV�\PI\�TQVM�WN �_WZS��
<PMZMNWZM��QV�IV�MٺWZ\�\W�LMKZQUQVITQbM�[M`�_WZS��Q\�Q[�M[-
[MV\QIT�\W�ÅVL�I�JITIVKM�JM\_MMV�KWUJI\QVO�\PM�Q[[]M�WN �
P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�IVL�MV[]ZQVO�\PM�XZW\MK\QWV�IVL�[INM\a�
WN �\PW[M�KPWW[QVO�\W�MVOIOM�QV�[M`]IT�[MZ^QKM[��?PQTM�Q\�
is not addressed in this paper, establishing how a balance 
may be struck between the two is essential to ensuring 
MٺWZ\[�\W�LMKZQUQVITQbM�IZM�MٺMK\Q^M�QV�JW\P�IZMI[�

Conclusion

The legislation surrounding sex work in Canada has 
developed immensely over the years and continues to be 
ZM[MIZKPML�IVL�LQ[K][[ML�Ja�^IZQW][�[KPWTIZ[�\WLIa��<PM�
PCEPA, while attempting to promote safety and protec-
tion, has resulted in further harm and stigmatization for 
[M`�_WZSMZ[�KPWW[QVO�\W�JM�QV�\PM�QVL][\Za��<PM�8+-8)�
NIQT[�\W�ZMKWOVQbM�\PM�LQٺMZMVKM�JM\_MMV�\PW[M�_PW�IZM�
victims of  the sex industry and those who choose to be in 
this line of  work, thus creating dangerous conditions for 
ITT�[M`�_WZSMZ[��<PQ[�LQ[K][[QWV�\PI\�PI[�JMMV�LM^MTWXML�
on the PCEPA throughout this paper builds a foundation 
for why decriminalization is the best option for sex work 
QV�+IVILI��)LLQ\QWVITTa��IVITabQVO�\PM�NZIUM_WZS�\PM�
Conservative government has created around sex work 
is crucial to understanding the stigmatization that has 
ZM[]T\ML�NZWU�\PM�8+-8)��<PQ[�XIXMZ�KWV[QLMZ[�\PM[M�
topics and outlines how decriminalization can bring 
about positive changes in the lives of  sex workers while 
IKSVW_TMLOQVO�\PI\�P]UIV�\ZIٻKSQVO�Q[�I�\ZIOQK�Q[[]M�
\PI\�VMML[�\W�KWV\QV]M�\W�JM�ILLZM[[ML��
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