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The Australian Government has recently strengthened measures aimed to identify and penalize those involved in the illegal importation of persons into Australia and in the exploitation of such persons in the sex industry. Australia responds to the issue of trafficking in persons as part of its obligations as a signatory to the Convention on Organized Crime within the UN human rights treaty system. The 2004 anti-trafficking package necessarily involves liaison between Canberra and the governments of the States and Territories. However the oversight of the wider sex industry, and prostitution in particular, is a matter for State governments. 

In Victoria it is twenty years since the Prostitution Control Act became law. Responsibility for the PCA lies with the Minister for Consumer Affairs (currently the Hon Marsha Thomson MP). Consumer Affairs is located within the Department of Justice. A brothel is subject to certain moral strictures e.g. may not be close to a school or a place of worship, and advertising for staff is restricted but is otherwise seen as a legitimate business activity once a license has been obtained. Approval of the location of brothels is a matter for local government planners. The current view is that legal brothels have only 25% of the trade in Victoria. 

Whole-of - government approaches are needed for control of  illegal prostitution for example where six businesses in the NW metro area of Melbourne were the subject of an  investigation including Police, ATO, Centrelink, and Business Licensing.

In 2004 the Victorian government proposed a new fee structure for licensed brothels. Some of the matters canvassed in the Regulatory Impact Statement were the need for license fees to generate the funds for an effective compliance/ inspection regime (to increase the number of inspectors from 2 to 5) and for support of services to those wishing to exit prostitution. The one month period for public comment on the impact of these changes meant there was limited opportunity for community response. Subsequently there have been new appointments to the advisory committee and a new program of investigation has begun.

A partnership approach to policy making - So far the members of the Victorian MAC have talked with individuals and ‘key agencies’ (groups judged to have knowledge of working conditions in the sex industry) including the Salvation Army St Kilda program, the Living Room CBD program, Project Respect and RHED a Southern Community Health initiative. Matters to be investigated include the adequacy of the present requirements for health checks, the possibility of brothels being permitted to sell alcohol, and the need for a better understanding of the factors involved in entry to prostitution and barriers to leaving the industry.

Some issues not yet considered:

1. To what extent can the Victorian MAC have a role in evaluating the success of the national anti-trafficking package? 

2. Does the Victorian legislation need to be amended to suspend the license of brothels where operators have been prosecuted for ‘sexual slavery’ offenses.

3. What can be done about legitimizing of prostitution as a work option for young women including  ‘your rights’ information for sex workers hosted on Student Union websites? 
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