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History and background 
 
Scot-PEP was founded in 1989, as a self-help group run by sex workers for sex 
workers. In the 21 years that it has been in existence, it has worked across most 
sectors of the sex industry. For 15 years, it carried out the HIV prevention 
strategy of NHS Lothian as it affected female sex workers. It has also carried out 
projects funded by such as the National Lottery, Lloyds TSB Foundation for 
Scotland, Scottish Enterprise, the (former) Scottish Office, the Scottish Mental 
Health Foundation, the European Commission, World Health Organisation, 
UNAIDS and UNFPA.  Other funders have included the City of Edinburgh Council 
and Lothian and Borders Police. 
 
During that time, Scot-PEP has developed a reputation as one of the leading 
sex-work projects in the United Kingdom. Indeed, it has been used as a model 
for many similar projects throughout the country and beyond. Its Ugly Mugs 
scheme, which is an early warning system for sex workers to alert them about 
potentially dangerous clients and situations, was introduced in 1990. It has 
developed to the extent that it has been copied by many projects and police 
forces elsewhere.  
 
Scot-PEP was also involved in establishing the Remote Reporting scheme for 
sex workers, which allows those who have been attacked to make reports to the 
police through them.  
 
Both of these schemes have resulted in convictions which would not have been 
possible otherwise. They are a testament to the spirit and reality of co-operation 
which can, and does, exist, between sex-workers and the authorities. 
 
We were part of the working group who developed Edinburgh’s protocol on 
support for victims of trafficking and I have regularly attended and given evidence 
to the EU Expert Group on the Trafficking of Human Beings. We are members of 
the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women.   
 
One of our Board members co-chairs the UNAIDS Advisory Group on HIV and 
Sex Work. 
 
Above all, Scot-PEP has remained an organisation which is run for and by sex 
workers. As a user-led organisation, it has always been available to provide a 
listening ear to those in the industry, whether in crisis or otherwise, and to point 

1 



CJL/S2/72 

them in the right direction when many agencies and other authorities make 
uninformed or moralistic judgements. 
 
Response to the proposed legislation 
 
Scot-PEP has always considered itself a non-judgemental organisation. Whilst 
there are times when it does become involved in ideological debates (and it has 
the resources to do so), it has always seen itself as a practical organisation. It 
deals with the realities of the sex industry.  
 
It is in the spirit of that practical approach, and its experience and knowledge, 
that Scot-PEP wishes to put on record its extreme concern about the 
amendments tabled by Trish Godman.  
 
Over the past 25 years there has been, according to local polls, what most 
people consider a pragmatic, practical and enlightened approach to the 
management of paid-for sex in Edinburgh. It is also worth noting that policing the 
sale of sex is more efficient and effective in such an environment, as can be seen 
by the Grampian Police publication on the policies they had devised for the 
management zone in the Aberdeen area.   
 
The licensing of indoor establishments has made the job of support services 
(such as Scot-PEP) much easier, with a consequent positive effect on public 
health. Additionally, it has brought income to local councils in terms of Rates, and 
the Treasury in terms of V.A.T. and direct taxes. It reduced the level of criminality 
that was previously associated with those establishments. It has also helped in 
the protection of young people from under-age exploitation, as evidenced by a 
number of convictions over the years. Finally, it is also an important element in 
the combatting of trafficking. 
 
To criminalise those who frequent these establishments will wipe away all of 
those benefits.  
 
We also had, for a number of years, a so-called Toleration Zone operating in 
Leith. This was a zone where street-based sex workers could operate in a 
relatively safe environment, under principles established by and agreed with the 
local police. In terms of safety, access to services and co-operation with the 
police, it was a great success. It also helped to minimise the extent of pimping 
and involvement of other criminal elements. However, it was particularly notable 
that a community spirit grew between those who worked there, and the success 
of the Ugly Mugs Scheme grew. Many attacks were prevented as a result of this 
spirit, and many attackers brought to justice.  
 
In December 2001, the Toleration Zone was abolished, as a result of the 
increase in development into residential areas of formerly dilapidated areas of 
Leith, the traditional working areas for those in street prostitution. 
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In the first year of there being no zone, reported attacks on street-based sex-
workers increased ten fold. This was a direct result of women being forced to 
work in areas away from the former Toleration Zone, in poorly-lit and quiet back 
streets, thereby putting themselves at greater risk. It also made it more difficult 
for service providers to access the women, with a potential knock-on effect on 
the spread of HIV and associated illnesses. Finally, it helped to dilute the 
previous spirit of co-operation with the police, which of course made their job 
much more difficult when it came to tracking down attackers. 
 
That was the first of what turned out to be a three-pronged assault, in our 
opinion, on street-based sex workers. The second came in the autumn of 2007, 
when Parliament introduced its kerb-crawling legislation. It is a matter of record 
that Scot-PEP opposed the introduction of such measures, as we expected that 
the threat to the safety of the women would be similar to that of the withdrawal of 
the Toleration Zone.  
 
It was, and more so. The formerly traditional areas of working in Leith have been 
largely abandoned, in favour of more isolated and outlying places, chosen by 
clients to minimise the chance of being challenged by the police. In addition, 
because of pressure by clients to conclude a deal quickly in order to avoid 
detection, the women have less time to evaluate the client on first contact, thus 
exposing them to greater potential danger.  
 
The effects on numbers are plain. In the calendar year 2006, there were 66 
attacks reported to us and the police through our Ugly Mugs Scheme. In 2007, 
the year in which the kerb-crawling legislation was introduced, there were 126. In 
the first nine months of 2008 alone, there were 85. Due to our loss of funding, 
and consequent staff cuts, we do not have data for the period since then.  
 
From discussions with women, we are aware that levels of violence and 
harassment continue to grow, but that women are still not reporting to police as 
they see the violence as “normal” and do not see the benefit of reporting crimes. 
We believe that this increase in violence is a direct result of the increasing 
marginalisation that we have described.  
 
The legislation is now almost 2 and a half years old, and we are not aware of 
there having been many, if any, convictions. However, this should not be read as 
a sign that the law has been successful in eradicating street prostitution. Far from 
it. Sex-workers and their clients are simply becoming increasingly inventive in 
their attempts to avoid the law. 
 
This is perhaps not the correct forum in which to raise this, but we would like to 
put on record our call for this particular legislation to be reviewed and evaluated, 
from all perspectives, as soon as possible. 
 

3 



CJL/S2/72 

We are now faced with the third wave of measures that was mentioned earlier. 
Based on our experience of the previous two, the proposed legislation will, in our 
opinion: 
 
1. further disperse the outdoor industry, driving it further underground. 
 
2. drive the indoor industry (licensed and unlicensed establishments, and 
independent escorts working through the internet) underground. 
 
3. further increase the potential harm to those who work in it. 
 
4. at a time when HIV and sexually transmitted infections among those with 
multiple partners, including sex workers, are on the increase, be a further threat 
to their spread. 
 
5. increase the risk of infection of HIV and Hepatitis C for those sex-workers who 
are injecting drug-users. 
 
6. increase the risk of the involvement of criminality within the sex industry, 
particularly in drug supply and people trafficking. 
 
7. finally eradicate the co-operation that existed for a long time between those 
who work in it and those who would regulate it. 
 
8. by denying sex-workers the ability to earn a livelihood, they are more easily 
drawn into areas of criminality. 
 
The International Perspective 
 
Michel Sidibe, Executive Director of UNAIDS, and Ban Ki Moon, General 
Secretary, have both in the last year called for the decriminalisation of sex work 
to enable universal access to HIV prevention, treatment, care and support for 
especially marginalised groups including female, male and transgender sex 
workers. The proposed legislation flies in the face of that humanitarian call. 
 
The Swedish Model 
 
There has been much talk in the media about the so-called “Swedish Model”, 
where the Government of that country has criminalised the purchase of sex. I 
would caution the Committee not to place any reliance on the claimed “success” 
of that initiative.  
 
As far as we are aware, the legislation has yet to be evaluated, either by the 
Swedish Government or anyone else. We understand that there are plans to 
evaluate it later this year, but only in terms of how well the justice system has 
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dealt with the legislation; there will be no evaluation of its impact upon the lives of 
sex workers or its “success” or otherwise in eradicating prostitution.  
 
We have our own regular contact with sex workers in Sweden. Although, of 
course, their experience is anecdotal, they do tell us that the industry has not 
been eradicated. Any claims about a reduction in activity are dubious; all that has 
happened is that, as we have already experienced here, there has been an 
increasing marginalisation, with those working being driven out of sight. One 
cannot call that “success”. 
 
 
Scot-PEP 
17 March 2010 
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