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1. Introduction to National Solidarity against Sexual Exploitation of Women 
National Solidarity against Sexual Exploitation of Women is an association of thirteen women’s organizations throughout South Korea that advocate for prostituted women’s human rights, assist those whose lives are impacted by commercial sex, and call for better policy measures to minimize victimization in the sex trade. The association also works with seven local survivor groups consisting of women with prostitution experiences. Our policy goal is to decriminalize the selling of sex and penalize the procuring and buying of sex. 

2. Human Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation
1) The state emphasizes the legislation of the Act on Prevention of Human Trafficking and Protection of Victims as an achievement. However, the lack of budget, the absence of institutions specializing in assisting trafficking victims, and the disinterest in identifying victims suggest that the government has not shown any effort to enforce the law. 
2) In reality, the overwhelming majority of trafficking cases are not identified, the perpetrators do not face penalization, and the victims are defined as criminals. The state’s lack of commitment results in most victims of sex trafficking being penalized and deported for engaging in prostitution. 
3) Limitations
a. Support for sex-trafficking victims: The central and local support centers were established according to the anti-trafficking law but are not operating due to insufficient budget and expert staff. 
b. The government has cut the budget to provide necessary services to the victims entirely for 2024. 
c. The anti-trafficking law lacks a penal provision for those who engage in human trafficking. The trafficking-related clause in the Criminal Code is rarely enforced. 

3. Prostitution-Related Legislations: The anti-prostitution law
1) The anti-prostitution law (2004- ) consists of the Act on the Punishment of Arrangement of Commercial Sex Acts (henceforth the punishment law) and the Act on the Prevention of Commercial Sex Acts and Protection of Victims (henceforth the protection law). 
2) The punishment law prohibits selling sex, purchasing sex, mediating, providing a venue, soliciting/enticing, and human trafficking for sexual exploitation; victims of prostitution are not penalized. 
a. Victim of prostitution refers to: a) a person compelled to commercial sex acts; b) a person engaged in commercial sex acts while addicted to narcotics, psychotropic drugs, or cannabis by an intermediary; c) a minor, a person having no or weak ability to discern things or make decisions, or a person with serious disabilities; and d) a person trafficked aimed at sexual exploitation (Article 2-4). 
b. The Nordic model of prostitution policy, which decriminalizes the selling of sex, was discussed at the time of legislation. Congress, however, passed a bill that penalizes both prostituted women and buyers with a provision that exempts victims of prostitution. 
3) The protection law aims to uphold the human rights of those in prostitution and support their effort to exit the sex trade. It includes: a) mandatory prevention education at public institutions and schools; and b) establishment and operation of protection and aid systems (counseling centers, shelters, transition academies, alternative schools, and communal housing to protect and aid all persons in prostitution).
4) Regulatory provisions: Korea has operated various regulatory laws and policies since state-regulated prostitution during Japanese colonization. While many of them were abolished over time, some provisions remain. 

4. The Current Scale of the Sex Trade 
1) The 2007 government report on the sex trade estimates that there are 270,000 prostituted women, 46,247 businesses in which prostitution is available, and 94 million individuals who purchase sexual services in the form of prostitution each year. The annual nationwide sales estimate is 14 trillion KRW—200 billion KRW by brothels, 7.7 trillion KRW by secondary providers, and 6.2 trillion KRW in other forms of prostitution (including businesses mediated on the internet). The total scale of the sex trade accounts for 1.7% of the GDP in the previous year (2006).
2) Havocscope.com (2015) estimated that the South Korean sex trade is worth 12 billion USD (14.8 trillion KRW), and the Korean Institute of Criminology (2016) estimated 30 – 37 trillion KRW. 
3) The 2019 government report found that 42.1% of Korean men have purchased sex at least once in their lifetime (2019 Prostitution Survey). 
a. The owner of South Korea’s largest prostitution intermediary website was convicted and sentenced to three years in prison. The website housed 700,000 users, 210,000 sex buyers’ review posts, and 10,000 advertisements for prostitution. In 2023, the police apprehended a group of men for operating an intermediary website with 320,000 users. They provided advertisement services to 5,400 businesses for prostitution and profited 7.6 billion KRW.

5. Victimization in Prostitution
1) The vast majority of prostituted women are tied to debt bondage. Korean women in prostitution receive the advance payment, which is to be paid back as they continue to work. 
2) As the anti-prostitution law clarifies that any debt incurred to coerce commercial sex acts is invalid, prostituted women do not have legal responsibility to clear the debt. However, women are still expected and demanded to pay off the debt by selling sex.
3) One loophole is to implicate third-party lenders so that the bondage would not appear as prostitution-related. These lenders deploy exorbitant interest rates to make clearing the debt implausible. 
4) For migrant women, debt bondage is in effect even before they first encounter their procurers due to travel expenses and broker fees. The debt is then used to coerce them to sell sex. 
5) Most women experience extreme financial difficulties and turn to prostitution as the last resort. They often have large amounts of debt accumulated before entering prostitution. 
6) Many prostituted women experience domestic violence, sexual abuse, and bullying in their childhood in the absence of social support.  
7) Some of the new forms of victimization include fraud and sex buyers filming sex acts without consent. It is difficult for prostituted women to report these cases due to the anti-prostitution law that penalizes selling sex. 
8) According to the records, the six counseling centers in Seoul received 12,771 cases in 2022. The most common topics include exiting prostitution (331), debt payment (548), battery (22), confinement (5), intimidation (116), rape (52), illness (107), alternative career (1,210), police investigation (467), and legal aids (2,696) (Source: https://data.seoul.go.kr/dataList/10222/S/2/datasetView.do).

6. Support System for Prostituted Women 
1) All persons selling sex are eligible for exit and restorative programs according to the protection law.
2) South Korea has 29 counseling centers specializing in aiding prostituted women (decreased by two in 2023), 39 shelters, 13 transition academies, and two alternative schools. Central and local governments fund the operating expenses. There is only one support center and one shelter for foreign nationals. More transition academies and migrant-focused organizations are necessary. 
3) Organizations assisting prostituted women keep the client information confidential from the government or the police. 

7. Necessary Improvements to Uphold State Responsibilities
1) Decriminalization of prostituted women
a. South Korea is not abiding by the recommendation from the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women to repeal all provisions that criminalize women in prostitution.
b. Few prostituted women find the immunity provision for “victims of prostitution” helpful because it is extremely difficult to prove the lack of voluntariness. 
c. The penalization further deepens the vulnerability of women in the sex trade as it deters them from reporting violence that occurs in the process of prostitution. The criminal history also makes it difficult for them to exit prostitution or look for other career options. 
d. The prostitution policy in South Korea lacks coherence, for it provides support to all women in prostitution while penalizing the “voluntary” selling of sex. The Ministry of Gender Equality recognizes prostituted women as victims in need of systematic support, but the Ministry of Justice defines them as criminals.
e. The anti-trafficking law’s definition that all persons subjected to human trafficking for sexual exploitation are victims does not align with the anti-prostitution law that distinguishes coercion and voluntariness. Most women in prostitution, therefore, are penalized instead of being identified as victims.
f. In October 2023, the CEDAW emphasized that the South Korean government penalized trafficking victims instead of upholding their human rights and recommended protective measures (CEDAW/C/86/D/139/2018). These cases are not out of the norm; most trafficking victims face penalization. 
2) Engendering the government’s effort to minimize sexual exploitation
a. South Korea houses the world’s sixth-largest sex trade. This should be considered the result of the state’s condoning and encouraging prostitution for the past several decades. The size of the industry provides the basis for the increasing human rights violations of prostituted women. 
b. The sex trade does not naturally decrease or disappear. The state must take measures to address various issues related to prostitution, such as trafficking, human rights, and the expanding industry.
c. The current government, however, refuses to take a perspective centering on women’s human rights and remains passive about establishing countermeasures. Over the years, the government’s disinterest has worsened and become more overt. The state is eager to apprehend and penalize prostituted women and turn a blind eye to procurers and sex buyers. 
3) Amending and enforcing the anti-trafficking law
a. A sufficient budget must be secured and executed to prevent human trafficking and safeguard victims’ human rights.
b. Trafficking victims must be identified and protected instead of applying the penal provision in the anti-prostitution laws. 
c. Those who engage in human trafficking must be prosecuted and penalized. 
d. The anti-trafficking law must include a penal provision for traffickers instead of relying on the rarely enforced Penal Code.

8. Our Proposal
1) Amend the anti-prostitution law to decriminalize all women in prostitution.
2) Repeal all regulatory provisions.
3) Establish an effective system to counter the sex trade and human trafficking and support it with adequate authority for consistent operation.
4) Adhere to the penal provision for procurement and buying sex. 

