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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  

YOUTH FOR SALE: ECPAT Australia’s National Inquiry into the Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children and Young People in Australia 
 

This report was written as a result of the analysis of survey data gathered by ECPAT 

Australia between October and December 1997 as part of ECPAT©s national inquiry into the 

involvement of young people, (under 18 years of age), in commercial sexual activities (csa) 

throughout Australia. The inquiry follows on from the pilot project “Bridging the Gap: 

Commercial sexual exploitation of young people in metropolitan Melbourne” conducted in 

mid 1997. 

 

The principle objectives of this report are: 

·  To gain insight into the nature and extent of young people, (under 18 years of age), 

involved in csa within Australia 

·  To ascertain if the csa of young people is increasing or decreasing 

·  To gain an understanding of the forces and circumstances (risk factors) which predispose 

young people to engage in csa 

·  To gain an understanding of the dangers and difficulties associated with young people’s 

csa; to gather information on support services that need to be enhanced or changed 

·  To establish a series of recommendations for improved policy and practice 

·  To collect and document Australian literature addressing children and young people’s 

involvement in prostitution/csa 

·  To raise awareness of commercial sexual exploitation of children and young people in 

Australia and place the issue on the political agenda 

 

The methods adopted in this research were a comprehensive literature review of research and 

reports into csa of young people in Australia; a survey of a broad range of government and 

non-government agencies working with children and young people in every Australian State 

and Territory; and one to one telephone interviews with targeted key groups (police, youth 

policy and sex worker organisations) selected for their strong policy perspectives. The 

literature review sought to ascertain if the trends that emerged at local levels are reflected at 

the national level. The survey and interviews sought the advice and insights of government 

departments, agencies and individuals working closely with youth on their awareness of the 
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csa of young people, their understandings of csa, agency responses to the csa of young people, 

linkages with other issues in young peoples’  lives and their recommendations for change or 

improvement to services for young people. ECPAT Australia was unable to include young 

people in the inquiry due to ethical concerns and a lack of resources and expertise to 

undertake a participatory peer research project. ECPAT recommends fur ther  research into 

csa of young people in Australia including the use of a peer  participatory model as this 

approach is considered to be the most effective means of gaining young people’s views. 
 

ECPAT surveyed 451 agencies for this inquiry. Of those, 258 agencies were aware of 

incidences of young people engaging in csa, reporting 3100 young people confirmed or 

believed to be participating. This is in addition to 600 cases reported in the pilot study. The 

data collected also revealed that csa is not limited to the inner cities but is an issue 

confronting young people in every Australian State and Territory, and in rural, regional and 

urban areas.  

 

The report shows the dominant form of csa of young people is ‘sex for survival’  and ‘sex for 

favours’ , a survival strategy to exchange sex for accommodation, food, alcohol, cigarettes, 

drugs, clothes or money to obtain these daily needs. Other factors contributing to this choice 

of survival strategy included the need for emotional contact and sexual exploration. A few 

agencies reported that for some young people it is a choice of employment although most 

noted young people participating in csa rarely identify as sex workers. A disturbing finding 

was that several agencies reported children in the 10- 12 years and under 10 years of age 

categories engaging in csa. In these cases csa is less likely to be a choice of survival strategy 

but organised exploitation on the part of an adult or adults.  

 

The inquiry found significant links between young people in csa and youth homelessness, 

insufficient income and unemployment, drug use, dysfunctional family backgrounds, histories 

of abuse (physical, sexual and domestic violence), lack of self esteem, and feelings of 

isolation within society. These forces and circumstances are key risk factors predisposing 

young people to csa. But what also emerged was the complexities and inter-connectedness of 

these issues and the idea of ‘cycles of abuse’  where the factors leading to csa also become 

risks and difficulties associated with csa. Concerns were raised about sexual health, lack of 

self esteem, vulnerability to abuse, vulnerability to drug and alcohol use/abuse, issues of 
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sexuality, impact on future relationships and labelling from peers, service providers and the 

community as the dangers and difficulties facing young people who participate in csa.  

 

The inquiry also found that few agencies are able to deal with the issues surrounding csa and 

most provided little information on how they would respond. There is an urgent need for  

more resources to be devoted to the complex interplay of issues surrounding csa and 

young people and for  training of all service providers. 
 

This reports concludes with recommendations that emerged from the national inquiry. 

Improvements are needed in the areas of services for  ‘at r isk’  young people, youth 

housing, income secur ity, education (of young people, service providers, governments 

and the community), training of youth service providers, coordination of services and 

law reform. Further research is also necessary. This report will be presented to the 

Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments with the request that the findings and 

recommendations of this report be included in the National Action Plan which is currently 

being developed and is due to be completed by 2000. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

ECPAT Australia ECPAT Australia is part of a global network of organisations and 
individuals working together for the elimination of child prostitution, child pornography and 
the trafficking of children for sexual purposes. It seeks to encourage the world community to 
ensure that children everywhere enjoy their fundamental rights free and secure from all forms 
of commercial sexual exploitation. 
 
CSEC/Commercial sexual exploitation of children This term describes the various activities 
that sexually exploit children and young people for their commercial value, such as 
prostitution, the use of children in pornography and the trafficking of children for sexual 
purposes. The term implies that the child is not only sexually abused but that there is a profit 
arising from the transaction where the child is considered a sexual and commercial object. 
This term was developed for and adopted at the Swedish World Congress (1996). 
 
CSA/Commercial sexual activities The term adopted by ECPAT Australia for this report as a 
non-judgmental and broad ranging description of the exchange of sex for cash or kind (please 
see pages 7-8 for a full discussion). 
 
Young person For the purposes of ECPAT Australia©s National Inquiry the term “young 
person” refers to all people under  the age of 18 years.  Although the legal age of consent is 
16 years in most Australian States and Territories, the legal age for engaging in prostitution is 
18 years of age. Internationally a child is considered to be someone under the age of 18. For 
these reasons the inquiry chose to focus on young people under the age of 18 years.  
 
Risk Factor/s The term “risk factor/s”  is used in this report to mean the forces and 
circumstances of a young person’s life which leave them vulnerable to exploitation, abuse, 
and a lack of viable options. It includes their past histories, level of support and current living 
arrangements and lifestyles. These risk factors are deemed to predispose a young person to 
involvement in commercial sexual activities. They include homelessness, insecurity of 
income and unemployment, difficult family background, histories of abuse, drug use, lack of 
self-esteem, self-harm tendencies, and isolation within society. 
 
At risk A young person engaging in activities or living in a situation that places them at a 
higher than average risk of engaging in harmful activities.  
 
Mainstream Sex Industry This term refers to the adult sex industry in which participants 
generally identify as workers and consider sex work their choice of employment/profession.  
 
Homelessness The definition of homelessness is based on the National Youth Coalition for 
Housing’s definition of: a lack of shelter, threat of loss of shelter, high mobility between 
places of residence, inadequate accommodation, unreasonable restrictions on access to 
alternative accommodation.  
 
Dysfunctional family background Survey respondents commonly used this term. It covers 
family breakdown, family crisis, abusive families, domestic violence, and an unstable and 
disordered family background. 
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1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE INQUIRY 

 

“ Economic needs, family pressures, domestic violence, social disintegration and homelessness take 
their toll in relation to children and young people. They may also push the latter into various activities, such as 

prostitution and pornography, which are tantamount to the exploitation of children” . 
 Vitit Muntarbhorn, UN Special Rapporteur 

Report on visit to Australia, 1993 
 

In 1997 ECPAT Australia began a national inquiry into the commercial sexual exploitation of 

children/young people throughout Australia. The impetus to the project was fourfold:  

·  ECPAT Australia’s expanded mandate which includes a local focus on the issue of the 

commercial sexual exploitation of children and young people 

·  Australian commitments in relation to the Swedish World Congress Agenda for Action 

·  The lack of accessible data (reports, research, and statistics) on the issue of commercial 

sexual exploitation of children within Australia  

·  The absence of a national profile of children/young people involved in commercial sexual 

activities in Australia 

The aim of the inquiry was to seek a greater understanding of the issue in Australia in 

response to the above four points (which will be discussed in greater detail below). The report 

of the inquiry explores the nature and extent of young people (under 18 years of age) involved 

in commercial sexual activities (hereafter csa), examines risk factors which predispose 

young people to participation in csa and explores the dangers and difficulties associated with 

csa. This report also offers strategies and recommendations for organisations and 

governments to best address the identified needs of these young people. 

 

ECPAT Australia 

ECPAT Australia is part of a global network of organisations and individuals working 

together to eliminate the global commercial sexual exploitation of children. Commercial 

sexual exploitation of children refers to child prostitution, child sex tourism, child 

pornography and the trafficking of children for sexual purposes. What started as an Asian 

based campaign, concerned with the sexual abuse of Asian children by foreigners and the 

links with tourism, has now become a global movement concerned with all forms of 
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commercial sexual exploitation of children committed by foreigners or locals. ECPAT groups 

and networks exist in over 30 countries, covering almost every region of the world. 

 

ECPAT Australia (hereafter ECPAT) was launched in 1992 and in its first phase has 

campaigned vigorously for the issue of commercial sexual exploitation of children to be 

placed high on the political agenda. Adopting a multi disciplinary framework, ECPAT has 

acknowledged that a wide range of strategies are required, involving the mobilisation of 

numerous sectors, industries and disciplines. ECPAT was instrumental in the introduction of 

the Crimes (Child Sex Tourism) Amendment Act 1994 and has worked closely with the non-

government sector, Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments, the tourism industry 

and law enforcement agencies on a wide range of policy changes, advocacy, programme 

initiatives, awareness raising, and community education. In 1996, Phase 2 of the ECPAT 

campaign was launched and the focus broadened beyond the initial issue of overseas child sex 

tourism by Australians.  In this new phase ECPAT’s mandate was expanded to include the 

examination of the commercial sexual exploitation of children within Australia and the 

Pacific. 

 

The Wor ld Congress and Agenda for  Action 

The World Congress against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children was held in 

Stockholm, Sweden, 27-31 August, 1996. While the World Congress was initiated by 

ECPAT International, it was a cooperative effort hosted by the Swedish Government in 

collaboration with UNICEF and the NGO Group for the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. It was the first time government and non-government representatives were brought 

together in a forum on this issue.  The Congress addressed the commercial sexual 

exploitation of children as a global/trans-national issue and all the participants agreed that 

global action was crucial. In addition to the organised child sex industries that have emerged 

in predominantly poorer regions of the world (Asia, Africa and Latin America) there has been 

a rapid growth of commercial sexual activities of children and young people in emerging 

regions such as Eastern Europe and Indo China. There are also strong indications that 

commercial sexual exploitation of children is growing in industrialised countries and this has 

been well documented in American, British, Canadian, German and Australian research. 
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The outcome of the Congress was the adoption of the Declaration and the Agenda for Action, 

measures that are intended to assist in the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child and other relevant international instruments.  

 

The Declaration and Agenda for Action sets out the challenges and calls upon all States in 

cooperation with national and international organisations to allocate a high priority to action 

against the commercial sexual exploitation of children. The Agenda for Action formalises 

this commitment and identifies priorities and practical guidelines. These guidelines are: 

·  Coordination and cooperation at a national, regional and international level 

·  Preventative measures including providing children with access to education and health, 

training through the promotion of children’s rights and gender sensitive policies and 

practices targeting the most vulnerable 

·  Protection through the development and strengthening of laws, policies and programmes 

to protect children and prohibit their commercial sexual exploitation 

·  Recovery and reintegration through the provision of services and support for children 

·  Child and community participation in all of these processes 

 

In adopting the Declaration and Agenda for Action (along with 122 other nations) the 

Australian Government has made a commitment to do all it can to eliminate the commercial 

sexual exploitation of children. The Australian government is now committed to put in place 

by the year 2000 a National Plan of Action (including goals and strategies) which has both a 

timetable and progress indicators to reduce the numbers of children vulnerable to commercial 

sexual exploitation (Agenda for Action against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of 

Children 1996: 2(i)a). This must be based on sound local analysis and understanding of the 

problem.  

 

This was an important inspiration for this report. In response to the Agenda for Action there 

is a need to assess the existing level of knowledge and identify the gaps where further 

research and consultation is required. A national profile of the nature and extent of 

commercial sexual exploitation of children/young people within Australia is needed to enable 

practical strategies for a National Plan of Action to be formulated. 
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The lack of accessible/national data 

At workshops both before and after the World Congress, ECPAT was asked about the nature 

and extent of commercial sexual exploitation of children within Australia and found there 

was little accessible data and an absence of a national profile. The reports and research 

ECPAT was able to locate were of a localised nature, dealing primarily with small samples in 

specific cities. Other bodies have noted “ information on the nature and extent of young 

people’s involvement in prostitution is limited and primarily anecdotal in nature”  (QLD Govt. 

YACCA 1993: 3).  This inquiry is a response to the calls for more information and a first 

attempt at quantifying the extent of the problem within Australia. It is also a first step toward 

filling the knowledge gap on the national situation. 

 

Although there have been some important Australian reports produced in relation to 

children/young people in csa, particularly the 1994 Brisbane report “ Between a Rock and a 

Hard Place”  and the 1996 South Australian study “ Sex for Favours” , there is little awareness 

amongst service providers of research into the issue (only 8.2% of agencies responding to this 

inquiry were aware of any research or publications on child/youth csa). Research and data is 

often hidden in other reports (eg. in reports on youth homelessness, youth sexual health) or is 

not widely distributed. The literature review in this report attempts to draw together as many 

reports and studies as possible on the csa of young people in Australia. 

 

Structure of this Repor t 

The national inquiry consisted of three components: 

·  A literature review and analysis of earlier research, studies and reports addressing csa of 

young people in Australia 

·  A national survey of service providers who work in close contact with young people using 

a questionnaire distributed to agencies in every state and territory  

·  Interviews with targeted individuals, agencies and government departments with 

extensive knowledge, experience and expertise in the area of young people and csa.  

 

The inquiry found the most common form of csa of children/young people in Australia is sex 

for favours/sex for survival, where sex is exchanged for accommodation, food, alcohol, 

cigarettes, drugs, clothing, etc or money to purchase these basic needs. But young people 
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engaging in csa are not a homogenous group and other reasons must also be considered. For a 

small number it may constitute a choice of employment and for others their participation is in 

part related to sexual exploration or a need for emotional contact. The reasons are complex 

and numerous. The inquiry did not find any evidence of a widespread organised child sex 

industry. Child pornography and the trafficking of children for sexual purposes were not 

raised or addressed by survey participants or in the literature.1 Child pornography is 

interwoven with child sexual abuse and is an extremely large and complex issue. This report 

would not be able to adequately examine the issue within time and space constraints, so 

ECPAT has chosen to focus on sex for survival/sex for favours and place the needs of the 

child/young person at the centre of the research.  

 

All previous reports and studies agree on the complexity of the issues influencing young 

peoples© introduction to csa. Complexity and interconnectedness are strong themes of this 

report. ECPAT’s national inquiry showed the incidence of children/young people engaging in 

csa in Australia is widespread. From the replies of the 451 agencies responding to the 

national inquiry and 41 agencies that took part in the Melbourne Pilot Study it emerged that at 

least 3700 young people are confirmed or suspected of participating in csa. Responses 

indicated it affects young people in rural areas and regional centres as well as the young 

people in the larger cities (where previously studies have been limited to), although it remains 

predominantly concentrated in larger urban cities and tourist/transient areas. Risk factors 

contributing to involvement in csa were identified as youth homelessness, insecurity of 

income, unemployment, drug use, dysfunctional family backgrounds, histories of abuse 

(physical, sexual and domestic violence), lack of self-esteem, and feelings of isolation within 

society. There are numerous difficulties and dangers arising from participation in csa 

including sexual health risks, lack of self esteem, vulnerability to abuse, vulnerability to drug 

and alcohol use/abuse, issues of sexuality, impact on future relationships and labelling from 

peers, service providers and the community. 

 

A series of recommendations have been formulated based on concerns raised in survey and 

                                                      
1For more information on these forms of csec see ECPAT (1996) End Child Prostitution, Pornography and 
Trafficking and the ECPAT websites: http://www.ecpat.org  and  http://www.vicnet.net.au/~ecpat/  Child 
pornography in particular is a growing problem both globally and in Australia and is increasingly linked to new 
technologies. To keep up to date on the issue please contact ECPAT to subscribe to the regular newsletter. 
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interview responses. Under the World Congress Agenda for Action, the Australian 

Government is committed to developing a National Plan of Action and ECPAT advocates for 

this material and these recommendations to be incorporated into a national strategy and 

response. 
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2: INQUIRY OBJECTIVES 

 
 

1. To gain insight into the nature and extent of young people (under 18 years of age) 

involved in commercial sexual activities within Australia. 

 

2. To ascertain if the incidence of young people engaging in commercial sexual activities is 

increasing / decreasing. 

 

3. To gain an understanding of the forces and circumstances (risk factors) which predispose 

young people to engage in commercial sexual activities. 

 

4. To gain an understanding of the dangers and difficulties affecting young people engaging 

in commercial sexual activities. 

 

5. To gather information from service providers in relation to effective practice models and 

practices and support services which need to be enhanced or changed. 

 

6. To establish a series of recommendations for improved policy and practice in order to 

address the identified needs of this group of young people in high-risk circumstances. 

 

7. To collect and document Australian literature addressing children and young people’s 

involvement in prostitution/commercial sexual activities. 

 

8. To raise awareness of the commercial sexual exploitation of children in Australia and to 

put the issue on the political agenda. 
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3: DEFINITIONS 

Any research into the csa of young people needs to first confront the definitional issues and 

dilemmas surrounding the contentious subject of what has traditionally been labelled 

prostitution. Prostitution or commercial sex work means different things to different people 

and is surrounded by myths, ideologies of deviance, and assumptions of moral values. To 

reach a non-moralistic and non-judgmental definition of csa requires some discussion of 

terminology currently used.2 Defining csa is problematic because of the ambiguity of usage of 

related terms and the difficulty in arriving at definitions that everyone can accept and there 

are no clear cut barriers between consensual sex, commercial sex and sexual exploitation. For 

these reasons ECPAT finds it necessary to give special attention to the issue of definition3.  

 

Sex Work/Prostitution  

Although ‘sex work’  is increasingly replacing the term ‘prostitution’  and is the preferred term 

of Australian sex worker organisations (Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders 1996) it is less 

appropriate in relation to young people. It implies a degree of formality and identification that 

is not always experienced by young people who participate in csa. Participants in the 

mainstream sex industry generally identify as sex workers, consider sex work to be a 

profession, plan their sex work, know the monetary value of their service, have some power 

to negotiate the type of service and are represented by organisations. The experience of young 

people in csa, which usually occurs on the fringe of the sex industry, is a different one. The 

majority of young people engaging in csa do not identify as sex workers/prostitutes. Studies 

have found that young people engaging in csa usually deny they are prostitutes and that “none 

of the young people ever imagine prostitution as a career… they perceive prostitution as a 

means to survive” (Noonan 1997: 3). A respondent to this inquiry commented that “all young 

women used in this questionnaire deny their involvement in paid sex work, however all have 

spoken of a form of ‘payback’  which involves sexual favours” .  It is a survival technique (see 

Hancock 1994: 26; Stewart 1993: 1; Ferguson 1995: 5, QLD Govt YACCA: 3). As young 

people do not perceive their csa as sex work/prostitution, a definition that reflects their 

experiences is needed. The terms ‘child prostitution’  and ‘ juvenile prostitution’  will not be 

used for these reasons although it should be noted that definitions of child prostitution add 

                                                      
2  Other less contentious terms have been defined in the glossary. Please see page iv 
3 ECPAT thanks Iain Henderson from COPE for his thoughtful and insightful comments on definitions 
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another dimension in regard to the organisation of csa of a young person by a third party (See 

Muntarbhorn 1993: 14-15, ECPAT 1996). ‘Sex for survival’ , ‘sex for favours’  and 

‘opportunistic prostitution’  are the terms adopted by the literature in response to young 

people’s disassociation with sex work/prostitution even though there remain some similarities 

with ‘ formal structured sex work’ .  

 

Sex for  Survival  

The term ‘sex for survival© emphasises the csa of young people as a survival strategy. Sex is 

bartered for necessities including food, drugs, accommodation, clothing, transport or for 

money to purchase such goods and services. Some youth workers believe this definition 

accurately describes strategies used by young people to fulfil their basic needs. Young people 

have said: “You have to do it to live. No, it©s not prostitution; it©s a way of life that you have 

to lead to survive” (Ferguson 1993:19). Central to this concept of ‘ sex for survival’  is the idea 

that young people have no alternatives or options other than to exchange sex for their basic 

needs. It has been argued, however, that this definition does not sufficiently account for all 

the reasons young people engage in sexual activities for gain which may include sexual 

exploration, emotional attention, money, drinks, etc (Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders 1996: 

8). ‘Sex for favours’  has been adopted as a useful term to add another dimension to young 

peoples csa. 

 

Sex for  Favours  

This term covers similar activities as  ‘sex for survival’  and can be used to complement that 

term. ‘Sex for favours’  is something more than just for survival.  The important distinction is 

the exchange of sex for something that makes life more pleasant and enjoyable (food, 

clothing, drugs, accommodation and/or money) or for emotional security, approval, attention 

or affection. 

  

Oppor tunistic Prostitution  

This term is another used in reports and research to cover the same ideas as ‘sex for survival’  

and ‘sex for favours’ . Other studies have ‘opportunistic prostitution’  as “acts involving the 

provision of sexual services in return for goods and services such as drugs, food, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
surrounding csa.  
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accommodation and/or acts involving indiscriminate sexual promiscuity often motivated by 

desires for approval, attention or affection” (Botka & Lye 1993: 7) and as “a survival tactic”  

(Ferguson 1993: 19. See also Stewart 1994). As young people do not identify with the word 

prostitution (and as this word is increasingly being replaced by sex work) it seems to be a less 

useful term to use except in emphasising the opportunistic nature of csa: that the csa of young 

people is not necessarily a regular or planned activity but one undertaken when the 

opportunity and need arise.  

 

Commercial sexual activities  

ECPAT has chosen to use the term ‘commercial sexual activities’  (csa) because it is non-

judgmental of young people and talks about the exchange of sex for cash or kind. It can 

incorporate the ideas of sex for favours, sex for survival and opportunistic prostitution, 

reflecting the variety of reasons young people engage in sexual activities for gain.  It refers to 

the sexual abuse of a child or young person for some type of gain (cash or kind) either given 

to the child or a third person. 
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4: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON THE COMMERCIAL 

SEXUAL ACTIVITIES OF YOUNG PEOPLE IN AUSTRALIA 

 
The issue of commercial sexual exploitation of children and young people engaged in csa is 

complex and multifaceted. It is an issue that can be approached from a variety of disciplines 

and perspectives. Important considerations include what is meant by young peoples’  csa, why 

it happens (supply and demand factors), legal and policing roles, risks to participants, and 

strategies for prevention, intervention and harm minimisation4. On the issue of young people 

and csa within in Australia, however, the information and ideas have remained anecdotal for 

many years or only emerge in relation to other issues on young people’s lives. Only in the last 

ten years have research and studies been undertaken specifically addressing csa of children 

and young people in Australia. These reports put the young person at the centre of the 

research and seek to identify factors contributing to young people’s entry to csa and assessing 

the risks to young people ‘at risk’  or already engaging in csa.   

 

The definitions section has already discussed the issue of what csa is and the contentious 

debates around the meaning of sex for survival/sex for favours for young people. This 

literature review will not discuss this any further but seeks to assess what knowledge exists 

on the extent and nature of csa of young people in Australia to fulfil three objectives: 

·  To identify what past studies say about the extent, nature, risk factors contributing to csa 

and difficulties facing young people at risk of or engaged in csa 

·  To draw together the common themes from the literature to compare with the findings 

from this inquiry  

·  To summarise the major reports and make them more accessible. 

 

It needs to be noted that although a relatively large number of studies on prostitution exist, 

there are few studies directly on the issue of children/young people involved in prostitution. 

References can be found in general studies but these are limited and often hidden in ‘age of 

entry’  statistics. The historical study, So Much Hard Work. Women and Prostitution in 

Australian History for example, has nine articles of which only two have information 

                                                      
4Please see End Child Prostitution, Pornography and Trafficking (ECPAT 1996) and the ECPAT Australia 
website (http://www.ecpat.org) for an overview of the general issues. 
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addressing children in csa. A 1991 conference on the sex industry and public policy drew 

together 26 papers with only two commenting on child prostitution. These references can be 

very brief and unsubstantiated. One, for example, makes the statement that “Police 

indications in most states are that children are becoming more in demand in brothels and 

escort agencies”  (Pickles 1992: 32) without providing any further information. Media reports 

also describe an increasing level of child prostitution with little data to back up their claims.  

This need for data was an important catalyst for ECPAT undertaking this inquiry. 

 

Histor ical Records and Studies 

Nineteenth century reports and historical studies of prostitution show very clearly that the csa 

of children/young people is not a new phenomena in Australia. Old studies are of a 

sermonising form and carry moralistic messages  but point to a significant number of young 

people engaging in csa. The 1859 New South Wales Select Committee into the Condition of 

the Working Classes of the Metropolis reported “an alarming increase in visible prostitution, 

especially involving children under twelve. Mothers of daughters opened their tenement 

homes as brothels”  (Allen 1984: 193) A social reformer noted the same trend in Sydney 

nearly 15 years later. “Mothers! Can you credit the fact that there are  vast numbers of girls of 

the age of thirteen and fourteen who are living in a state of open prostitution”  (Banks 1873: 

41)  and included the comments of a doctor that girls under 12 were known to be engaged in 

prostitution. He concluded juvenile prostitution “ is so prevalent in Sydney”  (Banks 1873: 52). 

Susan Horan’s research on prostitution in South Australia 1836-1914, found evidence of 

child prostitution in police statements and press reports. One police commissioner referred to 

“a very large class of young girls even younger than 16 who lead very immoral lives”  (Horan 

1984:101). The police believed these young girls who took part in soliciting were residing 

with their parents. They stressed that “Brothel keepers as a rule are afraid to keep girls who 

are under age, as they know that the police keep a strict surveillance on all houses of ill-fame” 

(Horan 1984: 101). Horan found in records of admissions to Reformatory Schools and reports 

of the State Children’s Council enough evidence to contradict police claims of the time that 

under age prostitution was negligible. Most girls were aged between 13 and 16 years of age 

but the youngest girl clearly convicted as a prostitute was 10 (Horan 1984: 102-103). 
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These reports give little indication of the problems faced by young people in csa or their 

reasons for entering but they do clearly show that commercial sexual exploitation of young 

people has existed throughout the period of white settlement of Australia. More recent reports 

give more information on the risk factors predisposing young people to csa and the 

difficulties they face. 

 

Sex Work Repor ts 

Recent research and studies on the sex industry within Australia have noted some incidences 

of young people engaged in csa but this is viewed as on the outside perimeters of the 

mainstream industry and as unrepresentative of sex work in general. Although they do not 

focus on the csa of young people specifically, these studies do give some insight to the nature 

of the phenomenon. 

 

Roberta Perkins’  study of prostitutes in Australia, Working girls: Prostitutes, Their Life and 

Social Control, argues that although some girls between the ages of 12 and 16 years do work 

as prostitutes in Sydney “ these are a very small minority of all prostitutes and usually 

confined to the minority area of the streets”  (Perkins 1991: 174). Her study of 128 prostitutes 

found most enter the industry between late adolescence and their early twenties. 1.6% of her 

sample entered at under 12 years old, 3.9% between 12 and 15 years of age and 26.6% 

between 16 and 18 years of age (Perkins 1991: 258). This still represents nearly a third of her 

128 person sample engaging in csa when they were under the age of 18 years.  

 

Perkins categorised three types of prostitutes based on their age of entry into the industry and 

found that each type has different characteristics. Those that entered at under 16 years of age 

tended to have higher rates of broken homes, drug use, and  strained relationships with 

parents that often led to leaving home and becoming involved in juvenile street subcultures. 

Of those entering between 16 and 18 years of age she found the highest rate of sexual assaults 

and arrests by juvenile authorities. Those entering under age 18 had histories of abuse (sexual 

assault, trouble at home and drug use) not common to adult prostitutes (Perkins 1991: 190, 

353-355).  Perkins views what she terms juvenile prostitution as “a means of survival”  

(Perkins 1991: 190) and distinct from the professional industry (Perkins 1991: 232).  
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A paper by police officers based in Kings Cross to the 1991 AIC conference on the sex 

industry and public policy also focused on adult on-street sex workers but has some insight 

into children and young people involved in on-street prostitution in that area. The paper 

identified 50 young street persons living in the area on a permanent basis and 50 on a semi 

permanent basis noting that the majority “prostitute themselves, many doing so in public 

places” and that there are significant numbers of 16 to 18 year olds “who prostitute 

themselves on-street in the same locations as adult prostitutes”(McCloskey and Lazarus 1992: 

235). Based on local demographic knowledge and the analysis of available statistics they 

concluded that 50% of adult street sex workers entered the profession as juveniles. They also 

noted that “ the vast majority of these juvenile prostitutes are drug users and, once 

permanently residing in the area, very few do not use intravenous drugs such as heroin”  

(McCloskey and Lazarus 1992: 235). There was “no doubt”  juvenile on street prostitution had 

increased since the 1960s (McCloskey and Lazarus 1992: 236). 

 

The recent The Sex Industry: A survey of sex workers in Queensland, Australia investigated a 

sample of 200 female sex workers. They found 3% were aged between 16 and 18 years, while 

most were in their twenties and thirties (Boyle et al 1997: 23). Again the focus was on the 

adult street workers and their experiences and needs. 

 

These studies mention some of the common themes in relation to young people and csa 

(homelessness, dysfunctional family backgrounds, histories of abuse, drug use) which will be 

discussed further below but also show clearly that although young people are a minority in 

sex work they are an increasing presence. They also remind us of the different nature, 

characteristics and concerns of the mainstream sex industry and the csa of young people, 

showing that each needs its own research.  

 

Reports and studies focusing on marginalised young people (homeless, disadvantaged, 

different cultural background, different sexuality) give further indications of the presence of 

significant numbers of youth engaging in csa.  
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Repor ts on Young People 

a) Homelessness 

As will emerge in this inquiry and in the summaries of reports to follow, there is a very close 

link between youth homelessness and youth participation in csa. Studies on youth 

homelessness continually note links and connections with csa. A useful definition for 

homelessness is that of the  National Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH) who define 

homelessness as “ the absence of secure, adequate and satisfactory shelter as perceived by the 

young person”  and at least one or a combination of the following conditions: 

i. An absence of shelter 

ii. The threat or loss of shelter 

iii. Very high mobility between places of abode 

iv. Existing accommodation considered in adequate by the resident (for reasons such as 

overcrowding, physical state of the residence, lack of security and lack of stability) 

v. Unreasonable restrictions in terms of access to alternative forms of accommodation 

(Botka and Lyle 1993: 8) 

 

The national inquiry into homeless children by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 

Commission was told of cases of young homeless people engaging in csa: This information is 

in the 1989 Burdekin report (Our Homeless Children). Testimony to the inquiry included:  

Prostitution appears to be an integral part of the lives of most young homeless people in 
Sydney, who tend to congregate around Kings Cross . Both males and females are 
vulnerable to its offers of money. Even those who haven’ t got involved appear to have 
considered it very seriously (Burdekin 1989: 50)  

 
The Perth Inner City Youth Service told the inquiry that 15% of the 117 young people they 

were involved with in March 1988 participated in csa and 8% were under the age of 18 years 

(Burdekin 1989: 50). The O’Connor report Most of us have got a lot to say and we know what 

we are talking about: Children’s and Young people’s Experiences of Homelessness (1988) 

was given as evidence to the inquiry. That report concluded that “The young homeless 

become involved in prostitution as a direct consequence of the poverty and the lack of 

legitimate access to a livable income and secure housing”(Burdekin 1989: 51). The inquiry 

received evidence of young people forced to leave home because of difficult family 

situations, unable to find shelter, turning to drug use and to prostitution to support themselves 

and/or family. One informant to the O’Connor report commented that prostitution is a last 
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resort as “ it’s really scarey” (Burdekin 1989: 51). 

 

Paul Wilson and Josie Arnold’s study Street Kids (1986) also addresses csa and notes the 

links with homelessness. Estimates indicate that over 25% of all runaways engage in csa 

(Wilson & Arnold 1986: 69).  Wilson and Arnold see a clear difference between male and 

female experiences of csa. They noted that “among young runaway girls, sex in return for 

food and shelter and the forlorn hope of some emotional bond or stability is common”  and 

found  

it is not until young girls are in a no-choice situation that they turn to prostitution. There  
may well be other occupations they could choose but with a combination of pressing 
financial need, contact with someone who is already in the trade and a lack of emotional 
security, prostitution appears the most reasonable option (Wilson & Arnold 1986: 59). 

 
Six subjects were included in the project as representatives of juvenile female prostitution. 

Two were working in brothels and four were working on the streets. Five were aged 16 and 

one was 17. They had all been in csa for nearly a year. All had left home at age 14 or 15. 

They had few life choices (Wilson & Arnold 1986: 60). It was noted that the girls had a sense 

of entrapment once opting for csa. One said “ its like there’s no way to get out”  (Wilson & 

Arnold 1986: 61). The boys (average age 16 in the subjects in the study) also engaged in 

prostitution for “economic survival”  but some also “chose to be part of prostitution out of 

desire as well as economic reasons” (Wilson & Arnold 1986: 69). For males the issue of 

sexuality is an important one. Although most of the boys identified as heterosexual, most 

young male prostitution in Australia is homosexual. For heterosexual males this provides an 

opportunity for sexual exploration and experimentation. For homosexual males it provides an 

opportunity to be part of a gay subculture, although they may be stigmatised because of their 

poverty and occupational roles (Wilson & Arnold 1986: 70). For both males and females, 

however, “ the major problem in juvenile prostitution is the apparent lack of choice or 

available alternatives for the young who are trying to survive on the streets”  and even if it 

only a temporary undertaking it will affect their entire future (Wilson & Arnold 1986: 65). 

 

A survey of the health status of the homeless young people in Victoria refers to a hidden 

homelessness, noting that young women especially often informally exchange companionship 

sex for accommodation (Lovett 1994: 9), again linking homelessness with csa. This study 

used data on 156 homeless young people (two thirds male and one third female aged 
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between 12 and 22 years of age). It was found that approximately 10% were engaging in 

prostitution and that 14.7% of the males and 10.8%  of the females had been involved in sex 

for money (Lovett 1994: 36). 

 

What these studies all show is that when young people are faced with homelessness they 

often have to resort to csa in an attempt to support themselves.  

 

Sexual Health Studies 

The 1997 study A Low Priority in a Hierarchy of Needs: A profile of the sexual health of 

young homeless people in Australia addresses the sexual health issues facing homeless and 

young people ‘at risk’  of becoming homeless. 843 young people in Victoria and Queensland 

completed a questionnaire and 75 were involved in in-depth interviews. Those receiving no 

income were over represented in the under 18 age group. The report found it “ likely that a 

lack of money could leave these under 18s with almost no resources to provide for basic 

necessities such as food and shelter and as a result vulnerable to exploitation”  (Hillier, 

Matthews & Dempsey 1997: 2).  Engaging in sex work was found to be a “common 

occurrence” for some of the young people who were interviewed. The interview data 

indicated sex was also exchanged for drug money, leading the authors to note that “where 

desire for a ‘shot’  is the immediate motivation for the trade of sex for money, it is difficult to 

imagine a position of strong bargaining power available to the person selling the sex” (Hillier, 

Matthews & Dempsey 1997: 42). Some had unprotected sex because clients were prepared to 

pay six times the going rate for sex without a condom (Hillier, Matthews & Dempsey 1997: 

32), placing them at risk of STDs. In fact 11% of the sample reported having STD’s, girls 

more than boys (Hillier, Matthews & Dempsey 1997: 33).  The report noted that “ the 

vulnerability which homelessness brings can also pressure young people into survival 

strategies such as bartering sex for money, food, drugs or shelter”  (Hillier, Matthews & 

Dempsey 1997: 5).   

 

A second sexual health study did not focus on youth in particular but included 14 to 18 year 

olds in its sample. In 1995 the Centre for the Study of Sexually Transmissible Disease in 

collaboration with the Prostitutes Collective of Victoria conducted a large scale survey of sex 

workers in Victoria. The report produced was When gut instinct is not enough: Women at 
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risk in sex work. The aim of the study was to determine whether women who engaged in sex 

work were at particular risk in relation to their general and sexual health. Interviews were 

conducted with 24 women aged between 14 and 47.  

 

The study included three very young women who had been working on the streets for a year 

or less. The study found these young women had few skills for actively managing the paid 

sexual encounter. “Although these young women expressed a determination to practice safe 

sex, their capacity to protect themselves was severely limited by a profound lack of power”  

(Pyett & Warr 1996: 6). One 14 year old commented how “he [the client] makes all the 

decisions” (Pyett & Warr 1996: 6). The young women were more likely than the older ones to 

practice unsafe sex. Their knowledge of STDs was limited and inaccurate. While the older 

women felt confident safe sex measures would protect them, the younger women “expressed 

fatalistic beliefs that they could not avoid catching a STD sooner or later”  (Pyett & Warr 

1996: 7). The young women described periods of depression while one very young woman 

was taking prescribed medication “ to ‘ relax’  so that she could do sex work” . “Poor nutrition, 

a chronic lack of sleep and high levels of anxiety and stress were described by many of the 

women, particularly those who were homeless” (Pyett & Warr 1996: 11). Obstacles to 

maintaining good health were associated with not having permanent, reliable or appropriate 

accommodation. But health was of little concern for the women facing “considerable 

difficulties associated with drug dependence, social isolation and a fairly constant threat of 

physical violence” and the report notes “ the very young women in this study were fending for 

themselves in circumstances where they felt that daily survival was itself uncertain”  (Pyett & 

Warr 1996: 12).  

 

The authors also found severe family dysfunction was a major contributing factor for women 

engaging in sex work at a very early age. Seven women of the study were aged 16 years or 

less when they commenced sex work. Six had continued to do street work without ever 

having done any other paid work (Pyett & Warr 1996: 12). For many of the women “daily life 

was characterised by profound social isolation” (Pyett and Warr 1996: 14) and drugs were 

singled out as breaking down the once supportive street scene (Pyett and Warr 1996: 15). The 

study found the younger women  

were ill-prepared to manage the disturbing levels of violence, abuse and exploitation which 
they feared and had already encountered. Drug affected and very young women were at 
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particular risk as a consequence of their inexperience and it would seem some clients 
recognise this vulnerability in order to exploit it (Pyett and Warr 1996: 18).  

They recommended early intervention in relation to young women involved in opportunistic 

prostitution “ to find alternative sources of income for these young women or, at least in the 

immediate short-term, to teach them strategies for reducing risk” (Pyett & Warr 1996: 21). 

 

These studies again emphasise csa as a strategy for survival especially amongst homeless 

youth with limited sources of support. They also note the sexual health risks, physical safety 

concerns, high drug use and depression that face young people participating in csa. They also 

raise the influence of a dysfunctional family background contributing to a young person’s 

early entry into csa. 

 

Minor ity Youth 

Aboriginal Youth 

The research on Aboriginal youth in relation to csa is negligible and there is an urgent need 

for further research on this area. The SNAICC (Secretariat National Aboriginal Islander Child 

Care) paper to the first National Child Sexual Abuse Conference in Melbourne 1994 focuses 

on child sexual abuse as it is manifested in Aboriginal communities in Australia. It noted that 

there is little understanding of and research into sexual abuse among non-English speaking 

background (NESB) children and young people and this is especially true for indigenous 

children. The survey of Aboriginal Child Care agencies formed an impression of “disturbing 

levels of child sexual abuse in our communities with very little being done to address it”  

because of a mass denial of the abuse by the community  and apathy from the authorities 

“because it is too difficult to deal with Aboriginal people”  (D’Souza 1994: 2). The survey 

found five reports of child prostitution from different areas of the country and noted that 

“many Aboriginal children are involved and there is some suspicion that organised 

paedophiles are operating in at least two locations” (D’Souza 1994: 7). Recognising that all 

children are vulnerable the paper argued that “Aboriginal children are extremely vulnerable 

given their poverty, especially those who are inadequately supervised by a responsible adult”  

and “we are convinced that many of these children are involved in prostituting themselves 

purely for money”  (D’Souza 1994: 7). The author believes the problem is “ inextricably bound 

up with the history of the oppression of Aboriginal people and their present state of 

disadvantage and oppression”  (D’Souza 1994: 8). He also noted that some factors indicating 
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sexual abuse (especially depression, anxiety, conduct problems, low self esteem, suicidal 

tendencies, substance abuse) are also indicative of a minority race living in a racist society 

(D’Souza 1994: 10).  

 

Gay/lesbian 

A 1983 Twenty Ten study of gay and lesbian youth in Sydney found much higher levels of 

unemployment amongst gay youth than the general community and that over 25% of the 

sample supplemented their income from sex work (Bennett 1983: 20).  

 

As Long as I’ve got my Doona (1995), a study conducted in New South Wales, focussed 

specifically on the experiences of homeless gay and lesbian youth to explore their housing 

and related needs. Research included interviews with 41 service providers and 27 homeless or 

recently homeless young lesbians and gay men. Of the sample group interviewed it was found 

that almost two thirds had been involved in csa at some stage, “because without this they 

would not survive economically”  (Irwin et al 1995: 6). The majority had been homeless for 

over 5 years and been 13 or 14 years of age when they left home. Less than a third of service 

providers believed young gay males and lesbians left home for the same reasons as young 

heterosexuals. While abuse within the family was one main reason the other was because of 

their sexuality (Irwin et al 1995: 34). Many took drugs to numb the pain and most had left the 

education system because of difficulties staying as a homeless person. Many of those 

engaging in csa had been sexually assaulted or violently attacked in the process (Irwin et al 

1995: 6, 52). While acknowledging common problems facing homeless youth, this study 

focused on aspects unique to gay/lesbian youth.  

 

Some important issues about sexuality were raised. The dilemma for young men of whether 

to identify as gay or transsexual because of their csa experiences was commented on. One 

respondent stated “ frocking up for work means better clientele (in suits) and better money” 

(Irwin et al 1995: 11). There were proportionately less lesbians in csa than young gay males 

(which is a significant difference from the heterosexual experience) but for lesbians csa was 

identified as a “more traumatic experience” than for gay men (Irwin et al: 20). 
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Young People from Non English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB) 

ECPAT was not able to uncover any studies specifically on youth from a NESB and those 

studies which did mention ethnic background found most of their sample were white 

Australian. Few had the scope to study NESB and the need for further research was noted.  

Some reports, however, commented that NESB youth were less likely to access services so 

the problem remains more hidden and the potential for exploitation may be higher. 

 

Minority youth were also found to be engaging in csa for economic survival and a 

background of homelessness, sexual abuse and drug use was also noted. For minority youth 

issues of isolation and discrimination from family, peers and service providers further 

complicated these problems.   

 

 

Repor ts on Australian Young People engaging in csa 

Police and Official Reports 

Police have noted that “ the child prostitution existing in all Australian States is 

predominantly that of the street children who prostitute themselves in return for either money, 

drugs, accommodation or food”  (Hopley 1994: 77). The Queensland Government has also 

recognised that “ few people under 18 years of age are involved in organised prostitution… 

Some young people under eighteen years of age do, however, engage in opportunistic 

prostitution, operating from streets, cars, parks, nightclubs and hotels”  (QLD Govt YACCA: 

3). This is the focus and theme of reports and research on csa young people in Australia and 

the results of this survey also indicate that  sex for survival/favours is the primary form of csa.  

 

A National Crime Authority (NCA) two year investigation into organised paedophilia in 

Australia also found child prostitution existing in all States and Territories, although more 

common in larger cities. They described it as  limited in scope, usually street kids exchanging 

sex for services. They found child prostitutes are usually runaways or missing children in 

their current situation due to neglect, sexual or physical abuse, poverty, family dysfunction, 

drug dependence or a combination of the above and that more females then males were 

involved. “They find prostitution necessary because of their economic and emotional 
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needs… wherever there are a large number of street children, it is likely that child sexual 

abuse and child prostitution is occurring”  (National Crime Authority 1997: ii). The NCA 

recommended prevention and early intervention: 

The majority of child prostitutes are working voluntarily often just in order to survive (and 
many don’ t want to be rescued). Therefore in order to reduce the supply of child prostitutes, 
underlying social issues such as homelessness, poverty, domestic violence, sexual abuse at 
home, and drug use need to be addressed (National Crime Authority 1997: vi). 

 

The UN Special Rapporteur on the Sale of Children,  Professor Vitit Muntarbhorn, visited 

Australia in October 1992. He consulted with government, non-government organisations and 

concerned individuals on issues relating to his mandate- the sale of children, child 

prostitution and child pornography. His report stated the causes of child prostitution in 

Australia are multiple including:  

·  Children’s lack of personal power 

·  Children’s lack of socialisation or living skills 

·  Economic difficulties and lack of food and accommodation 

·  Family breakdown 

·  Lack of support persons 

·  Previous involvement in criminal activities 

·  Abuse by adults (Muntarbhorn 1993: 14).  

The Rapporteur noted that “child prostitution is on the rise in city areas and official statistics 

do not give the complete picture”  (Muntarbhorn 1993: 15) and that there is a lack of 

community awareness about the issue  (Muntarbhorn 1993: 16). He recommended that to 

address child prostitution, States should ensure they address the root causes through 

integrated and interdisciplinary measures  (Muntarbhorn 1993: 23).  

 

Other studies on csa in Australia are of a localised nature focussing on a particular city. These 

will now be discussed on a State by State basis. 

 

Queensland 

ECPAT located three major reports from Queensland which address young people in csa. 

They were written in response to a Queensland Department of Family Services and 

Aboriginal and Islander Affairs initiative which funded community organisations in targeted 
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localities throughout Queensland to address csa of young people. The goal of the project was 

to prevent vulnerable young people under 18 entering the sex industry by expanding existing 

youth services. The grants were for the purpose of undertaking comprehensive consultation 

and planning, production implementation plan and employing specialist youth workers to 

implement services. The following reports were funded by the project. 

 

Between a Rock and a Hard Place. Young People and opportunistic prostitution in Fortitude 

Valley and Brisbane City was a three month participatory research project to investigate the 

experiences and needs of young people involved in ‘opportunistic prostitution’  in Fortitude 

Valley in Brisbane. The report noted the complexity of the issue: “ it is obvious there are 

many different reasons for young people engaging in opportunistic prostitution and that, 

often, more than one reason is involved” and while reasons vary from person to person 

“certain common themes are clear”  (Ferguson 1993: 27). They found all the young people 

interviewed were homeless when they first engaged in opportunistic prostitution and “ the 

most common reasons for doing so were for income, drugs, accommodation, emotional 

security, and because of experiences within their families”  (Ferguson 1993: 27). Few found 

traditional welfare intervention helped them.  The report also highlighted the ill effects of 

opportunistic prostitution: 

·  Mental and emotional damage 

·  Physical danger 

·  Health risks (sharing needles a common practice, not practicing safe sex) 

·  Lack of support for young people (Ferguson 1993: 27).  

The report discusses all of these risk factors and ill effects in detail. Some important points to 

note are: that inadequate income and homelessness are “closely linked” (Ferguson 1993: 28) 

and the substantial relationship between drugs and opportunistic prostitution. The study found 

many young people said they worked for drugs or took drugs to cope with the work, and the 

young people were “caught in a vicious cycle”(Ferguson 1993: 30). They also found six of 

the thirty young people interviewed said they engaged in opportunistic prostitution “because 

of the emotional security it provided” with one young women commenting “ I think I got 

addicted to it. For the security, the cuddles”  (Ferguson 1993: 46). Safety was an important 

issue that emerged. 14 of the 30 young people interviewed had first hand experiences of 

violence against them while practicing opportunistic prostitution. 12 were women and 2 
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were men. Most of the others had stories about friends who had been victims of assault while 

working. One young women commented “ I was always scared… So many girls have been, 

you know, have gone missing doing prostitution and half of them have never been 

found”(Ferguson 1993: 49). Most of the young people felt vulnerable.  

 

A second YACCA funded research was Opportunistic Prostitution and Young People in 

Cairns City and Mulgrave Shire, a peer research project which interviewed 57 young people 

aged 18 years and under who filled the characteristic of a person ‘at risk’ . The aim was to 

identify the size and nature of the problem in the target area. 30 males and 27 females took 

part. Of these young people, 51% were recently involved or at risk of becoming involved in 

opportunistic prostitution (Stewart 1994). The questionnaire covered education, 

accommodation, employment, self esteem, family history, income, social welfare history, 

service usage, drug and alcohol use and emotional and sexual relationships. The study found 

that 71% of the respondents had become sexually active between the ages of 13 and 16 years, 

74% suffered child sexual abuse, 65% suffered drug and alcohol abuse, 70% had inflicted self 

harm (Stewart 1994: 1). 65% of those inflicted self harm were engaged in csa (Stewart 1994: 

7). and 53% were assessed as having dysfunctional family background. Of those, 70% 

engaged in csa (Stewart 1994: 8). The average age of leaving home was 14.5. 

 

Other findings included a high level of homelessness, difficulties in emotional and sexual 

relationships, lack of access to services, lack of specific services (eg. sexual abuse 

counselling, drug and alcohol detox, accommodation, relationship and self esteem training, 

appropriate employment training). The report identified as risk factors 

·  Surviving sexual abuse 

·  Drug and alcohol addictions 

·  Low self esteem and self harm 

·  Inappropriate employment and training 

·  Homelessness 

·  Family dysfunction 

·  Family support 

·  Emotional and sexual difficulties. 
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Opportunistic Prostitution on the Gold Coast was another YACCA funded project. This three 

month consultative project surveyed 74 young people (under 18) to establish the extent and 

needs of young people in csa. The target group was disadvantaged youth. The study found 

that 38% of respondents had engaged in opportunistic prostitution at some time, and of those 

more than 75% were females (Botka and Lyle 1993: 22). Most agency workers working with 

homeless young people estimated that between 20% and 50% of their client group had 

engaged in opportunistic prostitution (Botka and Lyle 1993: 15). The causes of opportunistic 

prostitution were primarily economic including money to support self or child, money for 

drugs, and for accommodation. Workers also noted secondary non-economic reasons 

including curiosity, the need to feel in control of their lives, a lack of knowledge of support 

services or other options, fear, loneliness, a need for love and attention, and past experiences 

with prostitution and exploitation. Vulnerability to csa was put in terms of homelessness, 

instability or conflict in accommodation, lack of support, drug or alcohol dependency, lack of 

income, peer group pressure, passivity, fear of intimacy, trouble with the law, family 

dysfunction or breakdown, prior involvement in prostitution by a family member, and lack of 

opportunities (Botka and Lyle 1993: 16). The risks and consequences included STDs, HIV, 

unwanted pregnancies, rape, inadequate hygiene, suicide, physical abuse, low self esteem, 

depression, isolation, lack of emotional development, self disgust, and on going legal 

prosecution. 

 

Following the recommendations from Between a Rock and a Hard Place the Brisbane Youth 

Service and the Brisbane sex worker organisation, SQWISI, jointly conducted an outreach 

programme (January-October 1997) to assess young people engaging in, or at risk of 

engaging in, csa. The report from the H.E.R. (Health, Education and Referral) Project again 

highlighted that csa of young people were primarily “ to meet immediate needs, such as food, 

accommodation, drugs, etc and may not identify as commercial sex workers”  although they 

noted that some young people do work as commercial sex workers having made an 

independent choice to be there “and consider themselves as professional workers with no 

intention of leaving the industry in the near future”  (McKay 1997: 1, 2). The outreach 

programme sought to minimise the risks to young people participating in csa. It offered safety 

(through presence of outreach workers on the streets), counselling and support, needle 

exchange and supply, safe sex materials and sexual health information, legal information 
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and crisis intervention. Isolation, fear and stigma were also raised as issues. These factors 

lead young people to not disclose their csa and as a consequence young people become more 

vulnerable to sexual health problems as they do not receive the appropriate information or 

check-ups.  

 

 

South Australia 

The major South Australian report is Sex for Favours: On the Job Youth Project, the 

definitive report undertaken by COPE (Centre for Personal Education) in 1995. To explore 

the nature and extent of young homeless people engaging in ‘sex for favours’  in inner city 

Adelaide, 106 young homeless people (between the ages of 12 and 23) were interviewed. 

‘Sex for favours’  was defined as “participation in sexual activities in exchange for gains 

which may include accommodation, food, clothing, safety, drugs or transport”  (Tschirren, 

Hammet & Saunders, 1996: 3). Of the sample, 36 young people said they were participating 

in “sex for favours” , and a further 10 indicated they would consider engaging in “sex for 

favours”  (Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders, 1996: 3).  The young people engaging in sex for 

favours were more socio-economically disadvantaged, were highly likely to have been 

physically and sexually abused and were unhappy and depressed with their lives. The most 

common favours given in exchange for sex are those associated with accommodation, alcohol 

and drugs (Tschirren, Hammet and Saunders, 1996: 3). The authors noted sexual exploration 

was a contributing factor for young men engaging in csa and commented on the importance 

of recognising the complexity of psycho-social motivations “which can include rational 

personally empowered decisions about pleasure and gain”  (Tschirren, Hammet and Saunders, 

1996: 8). Themes which emerged included: 

·  Homelessness (91.5% of the sample were not living with their families) 

·  Abuse (64% reported being physically abused at home) 

·  Self harm (73.5% had thought of harming themselves) 

The issue of power in the relationship was also raised. The authors wrote that  

engaging in sex for favours requires young people to negotiate a sexual encounter with 
some one who is usually older than themselves and has something that they want. Inevitably 
this places young people in unequal power relationships which makes practicing safe sex 
and maintaining one’s own personal security difficult (Tschirren, Hammet and Saunders, 
1996: 59). 
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Victoria 

In Victoria Linda Hancock has produced two research studies focusing on youth prostitution. 

Her 1985 research report The involvement of Young people in Prostitution, prepared for The 

Neave Inquiry, was followed up by a 1989 study.  Both studies attempt to document the 

extent of youth prostitution in Melbourne. Data in her research was based on official 

statistics, although Hancock admits that “very little insight into the extent of prostitution by 

children can be gained from official sources such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics or 

police statistics”  (Hancock 1992: 21). Hancock found there was a decrease in absolute 

numbers of young people involved in between 1984 and 1989 csa but she believes this 

reflects her data sources, with young people in csa becoming less visible to police and youth 

workers. As a result of the Neave Report, structural changes to the sex industry were believed 

to have resulted “ in sex workers moving to less visible forms of work”  (Hancock 1995: 67). 

Compared to 1984 there had been an increase in the proportion of young males in csa. Both 

the 1984 and 1989 samples showed a concentration in the 15-17 year age groups (about 76%) 

(Hancock 1995: 66). Her report concluded that backgrounds of sexual abuse, backgrounds of 

family crisis, lack of income security, homelessness and lack of adequate housing and drug 

use all contributed to young people entering csa. Other themes were the greater frequency of 

csa among young females than males and the diversity of young people involved in csa 

(Hancock 1995: 70). 

 

The Advisory committee on the Prostitution Control Act 1994 final report in 1997 heard 

evidence relating to young people in csa. The committee was informed of approximately 20-

50 hard core ‘street kids’  in Melbourne city centre and the prostitution activities of these 

young kids are opportunistic and relate to the lack of stable accommodation and means of 

financial support. It was reported that a core group of 6 young women and 6 young men aged 

between 13 and 18 years of age engage in csa. Anecdotal evidence suggested the young 

people working on the street usually have a history of sexual abuse and/or family conflict. 

Evidence from St Kilda Council and the PCV indicates a group of up to 25 young men (aged 

12-28) operate as prostitutes in the area (Prostitution Control Act 1994 final report  1997: 31-

32) 
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ECPAT Australia’s pilot study Bridging the gap: Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Young 

People in Metropolitan Melbourne was carried out to gain an insight into the nature and 

extent of young people engaging in csa in metropolitan Melbourne. The results and statistical 

findings were based on information received from 41 youth and community service agencies. 

The research revealed that up to 300 young people were confirmed participants of csa and a 

further 300 were believed to be engaging in csa. These results indicated that 1 in 7 young 

people accessing the responding youth and community service agencies in Melbourne were 

participating in csa. Homelessness, substance abuse, poverty, unemployment, dysfunctional 

family backgrounds and abuse histories were identified as factors precipitating and 

perpetuating the involvement of young people in csa. It was suggested that the isolation and 

risks experienced by young people in csa would be best addressed by both preventative and 

needs specific programmes but that funding cuts had imposed service constraints, particularly 

for high risk young people. The Melbourne inquiry found that “ the issue of sex work 

participation by young people had fallen through the gap in terms of community 

understanding and support”  (Fitzgerald 1997: 3). 

 

Western Australia 

In 1989 the WA sex industry organisation, SIERA, noted “an enormous increase in the 

number of young people under 18 who are turning to prostitution out of necessity”  (Marsland 

1989: 32). Youth workers from the Perth Inner City Youth Service (PICYS) shared the 

concern about increased juvenile prostitution and gathered statistics on the situation. They 

found the young people in prostitution came to the streets after running away from 

dysfunctional family backgrounds and, once on the streets, prostitution is “a means of 

economic survival where there is no other means of financial support”  (Marsland 1989: 32). 

Again an unstable and disordered family background and sexual and other abuse  were seen 

to link closely with juvenile prostitution (Marsland 1989: 32, 33). “…there is a substantial 

proportion of young people in prostitution that have been victims of sexual and other physical 

abuse”  (Marsland 1989: 33). The PICYS calls for more economic options for young people 

and notes the importance of health issues in juvenile prostitution. “Physical safety, sexually 

transmitted diseases, drug abuse and mental health are all areas of concern for young people 

in prostitution’ ”  and  “many young people in prostitution find it difficult to enter stable 

relationships based on mutual caring and affection rather than exploitation and abuse”  
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(Marsland 1989: 33). Marsland also warned that the myths surrounding prostitution need to 

be exploded to avoid attracting more young people:  

Unemployment, poverty, lack of skills and early sexual abuse are issues that appear 
common to many of the young people that take on prostituting. A misunderstanding of the 
precursors to prostitution creates curiosity and therefore encourages an ever increasing flow 
of both clients and new young prostitutes to supply the increased demand (Marsland 1989: 
33-34). 

 

A 1997 report from Trinity Youth Options titled Young People and Street Prostitution 

Exploring the culture of young people engaged in on-street prostitution also focuses on 

Perth’s inner city. Detached youth workers collected information on the experiences of 132 

young people in Northbridge between February and October 1996. The information was 

gathered from discussions with women working on the street plus observation and 

conversations with clients, police officers and other youth workers. Of the 132 young people 

they were in contact with, 29 were identified as engaging in street prostitution and another 28 

were believed to be but not confirmed. Only a dozen or so of the young women appeared to 

work on a regular basis, working to sustain heroin addictions. Others appear on a more casual 

basis “working sporadically as financial needs arise”  (Noonan 1997: 1). They noted an 

increase in the numbers of 14-18 year olds engaging in street prostitution (Noonan 1997: 1). 

All their contacts were with females but the authors were aware that young males were also 

working on street. It was also noted that most were white Australian and only “a few” 

Aboriginal young women working (Noonan 1997: 2). Young people new to life on the street 

associated with other young people engaging in csa and this lead to their involvement 

(Noonan 1997: 2). On the reasons for engaging in csa the report found: 

Overwhelmingly young people have one of two overt objectives: to finance their addiction 
to an illegal drug (heroin or amphetamine) or to obtain money for day to day living expenses 
such as rent, food, clothes and court fines. None of the young people ever imagine 
prostitution as a career. Instead, they perceive it as a means to survive (Noonan 197: 3).  

Drugs were inextricably related to prostitution- as a reason or as ‘emotional and physical 

anaesthetic whilst working”  (Noonan 1997: 5). Many young people attribute histories of 

physical, psychological and/or sexual abuse as reason for becoming involved in prostitution 

(Noonan 1997: 4). Noonan also noted emotional detachment as a coping mechanism 

concluding “ it is not surprising that among these young people, self-mutilation and self harm 

is common” (Noonan 1997: 4).  The report  found that  “despite stereotyped beliefs about 

prostitution, there has been no evidence of ‘ thugs’  or ‘pimps’  who force young people into 

prostitution against their will”  although a number of the young women’s  partners and 
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friends know of their csa and sometimes the friends or partner’s drug use is financed by it 

(Noonan 1997: 5). 

 

A Note on Organised Commercial Exploitation of Children 

Although research, and findings of this national inquiry, show little evidence of an organised 

child sex industry there are some indications of its existence. 

 

 

The Victorian Department of Human Services (DHS) 

report Overview of High Risk Adolescents in Placement 

and Support Services (1997) touched on this 

phenomenon. A random sample of 20 clients on the DHS 

metropolitan high risk schedule showed 65% were 

vulnerable to sexual exploitation. Of the study group 19 

young people were identified as having “significant 

contact with paedophile rings” (DHS 1997: 10). These 

young people disclosed that as a consequence of their 

involvement with paedophile rings they experienced rape 

and were exposed to acts of pornography. It was reported 

that young people engaged in a “grooming”  process which 

led to their involvement with paedophile networks and 

their subsequent recruitment of other young people into 

this arena.  

 

The Royal Commission into the New South Wales Police Service, Final Report (1997) also 

touched on this issue. The report stated that young people who were homeless or runaways, 

were considered to be particularly vulnerable to exploitation due to their lack of 

accommodation and financial support. Without these supports this group “are easily driven 

into prostitution or the acceptance of the approaches of paedophiles who offer 

accommodation and the like in return for sexual favours”  (Hon Justice Wood 1997: 11777). 

The NCA inquiry, referred to above, concluded  that organised child prostitution exists in 

Australia but is limited in scope  and does not occur on any significant scale (NCA 1997: iii, 

SAM 
In 1995 Sam was a 13 year old street kid 
living under state care. He approached 
an older man (Roberts) and asked him to 
buy him some food so they went to 
Macdonald’s. The pair met several more 
times and Sam eventually finished up 
staying at Roberts’  flat. Sam was plied 
with food, alcohol and expensive clothes 
and Roberts pressed him for 
introductions to more young boys. Sam 
obliged. A pattern began of Roberts 
meeting Sam and his friends from a 
department residential unit in the eastern 
suburbs. Roberts would wait around the 
corner in his panel van for the boys. He 
met with 5 boys aged between 13 and 15 
years of age. He would give them alcohol 
and drugs. He would show them 
pornographic magazines and encourage 
them to stay overnight. He also 
introduced the boys to other abusers who 
would take them to parties where there 
would be sex with wealthy and 
influential people. 
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vii). There are, however, some paedophile groups who are organised and actively recruit 

children as prostitutes (NCA 1997: vii).  

 

Common themes 

The literature points to some major gaps in the knowledge of csa of young people throughout 

Australia. Research and data on csa of children/young people is not available for every State 

and Territory. ECPAT’s inquiry seeks to redress this and a statistical breakdown for each 

State and Territory can be found in Appendix A.  

 

The literature shows that there is little evidence of organised child prostitution. Australian 

children and young people primarily engage in  sex for favours/sex for survival. They 

exchange sex for food, accommodation, cash or drugs. The literature shows that in Australia 

the young people in csa tend to be homeless, unemployed, from dysfunctional family 

backgrounds, have histories of physical and/or sexual abuse, and many have a high drug use. 

Other themes emerging from the literature are: a sense of isolation, emotional detachment, 

difficulty forming relationships, low self esteem and high levels of self harm. These can all be 

considered as ‘ risk factors’  predisposing young people to participation in csa. Young people 

engaging in csa are shown to be vulnerable to health risks (especially sexual health), physical 

dangers, further exploitation and assault, self harm, substance use/abuse and relationship 

problems.  

 

Many researchers and workers in the area are understandably wary of representing young 

people as completely vulnerable and disempowered (Masic 1996), while other sources 

suggest that an element of autonomy may exist for some young people who choose to become 

involved in sex work (Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders 1996). The reality of disadvantaged 

and homeless youth is that they have few alternative sources of income and support and this 

vulnerability forces them to engage in sex for survival. Although there can be non-economic 

reasons for engaging in csa (exploration and emotional security) the economic reasons 

dominate and this brings into question the concept of choice.  

 

The reports discussed here raised some important recommendations which were primarily 

calls for economic support, safe housing, secure income, support to resume education, 
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training of youth workers, family mediation and therapy, and recognition of the role young 

people can and should play in planning and peer referral. ECPAT will reiterate some of these 

recommendations after a full discussion of the inquiry findings. There have been reports on 

Australian children/young people participating in csa since the mid 1980’s yet we are still 

asking what the issues are. The findings of these Australian reports have largely been ignored 

and society and governments have, so far, done little to address the problems. It is also argued 

that government cuts to youth housing and support agencies and policies impacting on youth 

income are actually contributing to young peoples’  involvement in csa. 
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5: ECPAT©S NATIONAL INQUIRY- METHODOLOGY 

 

ECPAT decided at the outset to make a genuine effort to gather statistical data on the extent 

of young people involved in csa in an effort to establish measurable indicators as required by 

the World Congress Agenda for Action. While recognising the impossibility of obtaining 

absolute and accurate numbers, ECPAT believed such data would provide an understanding 

of the scale of csa of children/young people within Australia. The ECPAT inquiry is the first 

Australian study to attempt quantification of csa. ECPAT also sought qualitative data on the 

reasons for young people’s csa, dangers inherent in csa and recommendations for effective 

responses. To collect this information groups working with young people considered to be “at 

risk”  (including accommodation services, youth services, family services, etc) were targeted 

for a national survey. As the csa of children and young people is mostly clandestine it was 

decided that police and other official statistics would not give enough information.  

 

Pilot Study: “ Bridging the Gap”  

This pilot study undertaken by ECPAT in Melbourne in early 1997 was used to collect 

preliminary information into the involvement of children/young people in csa. This initial 

data was collected to broaden ECPAT’s understanding of the Australian context before 

embarking on a nationwide project. It was also an opportunity to test the research instrument 

to ensure a survey of agencies would provide useful data. The 41 agencies who participated in 

the pilot study were not re-interviewed for the national inquiry.   

 

Developing a Database 

The first step in the national research process was to develop a database of potential 

participants. ECPAT chose to survey agencies (both government and non-government) 

targeted as coming into contact with young people involved in or at risk of involvement in 

csa. These included police, youth workers, youth programme coordinators, family services, 

youth health services, crisis centres, juvenile justice, sexual abuse counselling and 

accommodation providers. A special database had to be created for these agencies because no 

national database covering youth and child services for all Australia exists (although 
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databases of youth services were available for some States). 

 

An effort was made to include a broad range of agencies by service type and professional 

discipline to ensure inclusion of agencies focusing on important youth minorities: gay and 

lesbian, transgender and Aboriginal. As agencies were identified and located they were added 

to the database. There were no guidelines on how many agencies should be contacted from 

each State or service type. ECPAT simply tried to locate and contact as many agencies as 

possible. This meant some agencies who do not work in direct contact with young people 

were nevertheless approached. The identified youth and children’s service agencies were 

approached by letter and questionnaire. The organisations were advised that their 

participation in the study would result in a greater understanding of the areas where support 

and services for young people, particularly those at high risk might be improved or changed 

to better meet their needs.  

 

Questionnaires 

The questionnaire was designed so that the data could be analysed both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. It combined open and closed questions and included demographic information. 

It was designed to take about half an hour.  

 

The research questionnaire (Appendix C) was designed to gather as much information as 

possible on the numbers and ages of young people (under 18 years of age) participating in csa 

and the key factors influencing their involvement.  Organisations and agencies were asked 

about  

·  The services they provided and their client age group 

·  Definitions of sex work 

·  Their awareness of the csa of young people 

·  Responses of the agency to csa of young people 

·  The level of sexual health and safety awareness amongst young people 

·  Linkages with other issues in young peoples lives 

·  Recommendations for change or improvement to services for young people   
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Some of the questions required statistical responses. ECPAT recognised the difficulty of 

obtaining accurate numbers but decided it was important to make an effort to collect 

statistical data. Where agencies did not keep statistics they were asked to give a considered 

estimate. Agencies were also asked to give separate responses on the extent and nature of 

female participation and the extent and nature of male participation in csa in an effort to 

ascertain any significant gender differences. 

 

The questionnaire was sent to agencies in October/November 1997 and information was 

asked about the previous 12 month period. Agencies had two months to complete it. 

 

The information gathered in the questionnaires has been treated as strictly confidential. 

Participating organisations have been guaranteed anonymity. No organisation or individual 

will be identified in this report without their permission. 

 

1776 questionnaires were distributed to service providers nationally. Of the 1776, 451 were 

returned, a response rate of over 25.4%. The highest number of responses to the questionnaire 

came from agencies self categorised as Youth Services (18.8%) and Accommodation and 

Support Services (15.3%). The majority of agencies completing the questionnaire were non-

government organisations (65%).  

 

The largest number of responses was from New South Wales (38.8%), Victoria and Western 

Australia. The high number of responses from NSW, VIC and TAS reflect better databases 

available for those states. The majority of the agencies were classified as metropolitan 

(52.3%). Non-metropolitan, which included regional cities and towns, were 29.7% of the 

respondents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RESPONDANTS BY STATE

NSW
38%

VIC
18%

QLD
9%

SA
5%

WA
12%

TAS
10%

ACT
5%

NT
2%

Unkown
1%
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Interviews 

In addition to the questionnaires, 20 telephone interviews were conducted with targeted key 

groups. These were the relevant police forces from most States and Territories (child sexual 

assault teams and vice squads), youth policy and sex worker organisations. These sectors 

were selected for their strong policy perspectives concerning young offenders, sex work and 

youth issues. 

 

The interview schedule was formatted from the questionnaire with less statistical questions 

and a greater focus on qualitative information. The interviews have been analysed and 

common themes identified. An overview of each sector will be given as part of the data 

analysis section. They will be used to complement the survey findings and to formulate 

recommendations. 

 

Extension of study in same states due to poor  initial response 

At the initial cut off date for the return of questionnaires there had been an insufficient 

response from some States. ECPAT did not want to have areas of Australia inadequately 

covered so the  survey time was extended for those areas and new efforts to locate more 

relevant agencies were made. 

 

Analysis 

The demographic and closed questions from the questionnaires were coded  into SPSS and 

the open ended questions were coded into the QSR NUD*IST software. The tables and 

graphs in the findings section are based on the SPSS results. 
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6: L IMITATIONS OF THE INQUIRY 

 
6.1  Statistics 

The difficulty of measuring a phenomenon such as csa of young people requires some 

qualification of statistical results. The data has “an unsteady statistical foundation” (Goddard 

1988: 18) which must be acknowledged. There is the problem of the underground, 

clandestine nature of the csa of young people which keeps it hidden. Many young people are 

reluctant to disclose their participation and many do not identify their activities as csa. Most 

of the agencies that participated in this inquiry do not keep statistics relating to the numbers 

of children and young people active in csa. Some were able to provide estimates from case 

files/notes while 18.5% of respondents said they were aware of children/young people 

engaging in csa but were unable to provide any statistics. This suggests there is a degree of 

understatement and estimates are likely to be conservative. The question of how to quantify 

or measure csa has not been fully resolved, an issue further complicated by the fact that 

respondents were asked to include figures of children/young people thought to be 

participating in csa. This also accounts for the inconsistency in numbers between the total 

number of the known and suspected incidences of csa and the figures relating to females and 

males. 

 

There is also the possibility of duplication of figures. No cross checking was undertaken 

between agencies of the young people involved. It was impossible to cross check while 

respecting the anonymity of the young people. It is possible young people may have contacted 

one or more of the agencies who responded and thus be included in both agencies figures. 

Due to the geographical spread of the survey, however, ECPAT believes there would be very 

limited duplication. The well documented reluctance of young people to disclose their csa 

would also make it unlikely young people would be telling several agencies of their activities. 

 

Despite these difficulties and limitations the statistical results remain important. They give an 

indication of the scale and scope of the problem. We now know we are talking about a 

minimum of thousands of Australian young people engaging in csa and not a small handful 
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of isolated cases.  

 

6.2 Database 

The compilation of a database of appropriate agencies to contact caused some problems and 

imposes some limitations on the study. Some questionnaires were returned as being ‘not 

relevant’  to the organisation and the large number of un-returned questionnaires probably 

reflects the fact that many policy and advocacy agencies that do not work in direct daily 

contact with children and young people received the survey. There were also many youth 

services which had closed by the time ECPAT attempted to contact them. This reflects the 

reduction in the number of services which may be contributing to the growth of csa amongst 

young people. There may also be agencies with more information on this issue who were not 

identified or located and therefore were unable to participate.  

 

The absence of a national database made it difficult to identify agencies in some States and 

Territories while others were over-represented. This highlights the need for a national registry 

of youth agencies for the purposes of gathering data on youth and children’s issues in 

Australia. 

 

6.3 Resources and Time 

Responses to the qualitative sections of the questionnaire were generally one word or short 

statements with little or no discussion and many responses were received late. Agencies are 

often busy and under-resourced and may not have the time to devote to questionnaire 

completion. Some agencies may not have viewed the inquiry as a priority as they are faced 

with many research requests with little to gain from their participation. Face to face 

interviews would be a better method for further research but they require many more 

resources than were available for this inquiry. 

 

6.4 Definitional issues 

The problems associated with arriving at workable definitions have already been alluded to in 

the definitions section. The main definitional limitation on the inquiry came from the use of 

the term ‘sex work’  in the questionnaire. As the literature was reviewed and the data was 

analysed ECPAT  came to the realisation this was not the most appropriate term to use in 
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relation to young people. ECPAT believes csa is a more accurate term and will use this term 

in the findings and recommendations sections even though the data has been obtained from 

questions on ‘sex work’ . The definitions of the two terms contain the same types of activities. 

ECPAT does not believe that the use of another definition would have changed the results as 

most agencies viewed sex for favours and sex for survival to be part of sex work. Agencies 

would have still have faced the dilemma of how to distinguish csa from other consensual 

sexual relationships. 

 

6.5 Inconsistencies with questionnaire 

There was some confusion and inconsistencies over the different types of responses asked for 

in the questionnaire: ie. written information, ticks, averages, numbers, percentages and 

yes/no. These problems did not emerge with the pilot study “Bridging the Gap”  and reflect 

the technical deficiencies in the questionnaire as well as the limited time agencies could 

devote to the inquiry. As a result there were some incorrect responses (for example ticks used 

instead of numbers). Some of these responses could be sensibly interpreted whilst others 

could not.  

 

6.6 No direct youth par ticipation 

An important limitation of this inquiry is the absence of the voices of the children and young 

people participating in csa. ECPAT recognises this is an important need in future research as 

discussed in the pilot study “ Bridging the Gap” . ECPAT supports participatory research 

methodology but was unable to directly interview young people participating in csa  for this 

inquiry. 

 

ECPAT believes any involvement of young people must be through a peer research model 

handled carefully and sensitively. ECPAT did not have the resources nor expertise to conduct 

participatory research with ‘at risk’  young people which would require the identification of 

young people, training, support and a period of time to establish trust with the csa 

participants. Without a peer research process, where young people would get something out 

of their participation, it was considered unethical to interview young people. ECPAT felt that 

this information could be found in agencies and other research which has interviewed young 

people. Youth participation must be meaningful and not tokenistic. This research, although 
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giving the experience of young people, would not have given information on the extent of the 

problem within Australia. ECPAT chose to target the agencies working with young people as 

the best source for this information. 

 

6.7 Ethnic Minor ities 

ECPAT was unable to get any information on the ethnic backgrounds of young people 

engaging in csa. The research tool did not allow for this. The literature, however, suggests the 

csa of children/young people principally involves young people from an Anglo-Saxon 

background. 
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7: FINDINGS 

 

The picture that emerges from ECPAT’s national inquiry confirms the patterns discussed in 

the literature review. Throughout Australia, sex for survival/sex for favours is the primary 

form of csa among young people. Please see Appendix A for State and Territory profiles on 

the nature and extent of csa of young people. There was no evidence of a large-scale 

organised child sex industry. What did emerge strongly was the complexity of the issue and 

its connections and links to all parts of the young person’s life and background.  Risk factors 

predisposing young people to csa included homelessness, insufficient income, 

unemployment, drug use, dysfunctional family backgrounds, histories of abuse, lack of self-

esteem and feelings of isolation and marginalisation. These were closely linked to the dangers 

associated with involvement in csa including sexual health risks, self esteem and self harm 

issues, safety concerns, drugs and alcohol, relationship problems and labelling. Cycles of 

abuse can be identified between risk factors, csa and dangers associated with participation in 

csa.   

 

7.1 Extent and Nature of Commercial Sexual Activities of Young People 

In the survey, agencies were asked to indicate their awareness of csa of children/young people 

and the number of clients of their agency, aged under 18 years of age, known or believed to 

have been involved in csa between October/November 1996 and October/November 1997. 

While 30.4% of the responding agencies did not know of any children or young people 

engaging in csa, 258 agencies (57.2%) were aware of csa of young people. The type of 

agencies which registered the highest number of incidences were Youth Services, 

Accommodation and Support and Family Services. Those who were not aware tended to be 

agencies that did not work directly with young people but because of their advocacy and 

policy focus had been included in the catchment of agencies.  

 

A total of 3100 known or suspected cases of csa were recorded from the 258 agencies aware 

of young people involved in csa. About 42% of the cases were disclosed in counselling and 

conversation. Of the 3100 people recorded, 2126 (or 68.6%) were females and 974 were 

males. It should be noted that the 41 agencies contacted for the Victorian pilot study Bridging 
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the Gap were not re-interviewed for the national inquiry. When their numbers are added to 

the national survey results we have a total of 3704 cases. The Victorian Pilot study figures 

show a similar gender division with 64.7% of the confirmed and unconfirmed cases involving 

females. 

 

The highest number of survey responses came from New South Wales followed by Victoria, 

Western Australia, Tasmania, Queensland, South Australia, the ACT and the Northern 

Territory.  The highest number of reported incidences, however, came from Victoria with 

1205 children and young people known or believed to be engaging in csa (in addition to the 

600 cases reported in the pilot study). This was followed by New South Wales (754 young 

people), South Australia (375), Queensland (320), Western Australia (166), Tasmania (140), 

ACT (117) and the Northern Territory (52). There are no indicators of why the numbers 

reported from Victoria are higher than the other States. There was no significant difference in 

responses from the States and Territories on the causes or reasons for young peoples’  

involvement in csa to account for the different rates of reported incidences. It may be that 

there is a higher awareness of the issue of csa and young people or it may reflect more 

targeted databases rather than a proportionately higher number of children/young people 

actually involved in csa in Victoria. 

 

Some respondents who said they were aware of incidences of children and young people 

engaging in csa did not provide any numbers of known or suspected cases. They felt that as 

their agency did not keep statistics it was difficult or not possible to give an estimate. This 

would suggest the numbers are higher, although to what extent is not known.  The hidden 

nature of the problem and the fact that young people are reluctant to disclose their 

participation makes it impossible to give a definitive figure. What is clear, however, is that 

this is a significant problem affecting thousands of young people in Australia.  

 

Participation in csa was disclosed and suspected in numerous ways. For both males and 

females, disclosure of csa came primarily through counselling and conversation. Suspicions 

of a young person’s engagement in csa were based on lifestyle indicators. Respondents 

indicated that they suspected young people’s involvement in csa through a drug habit with no 

means to financially support this, the people the client associated with (such as known 
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paedophiles), STD’s, conversations with the young person or from gossip or other 

observations.  
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Ages of children/young people engaging in csa: 

The following tables shows the ages of young people engaging in csa as reported by 

responding agencies. 

 
Table 1: Female Involvement by Age Group  
 
Involvement Under 10  10 - 12 years 13 - 15 years 16 - 17 years Un-specified Total 
Disclosed 3 14 153 386 258 814 
Undisclosed 4 12 262 603 431 1312 
 
Table 2: Male Involvement by Age Group  
 
Involvement Under 10  10 - 12 years 13 - 15 years 16 - 17 years Un-specified Total 
Disclosed 4 19 78 163 221 485 
Undisclosed 4 19 120 199 147 489 

 

The number of incidences of under 10 year olds and 10-12 year olds was a surprising and 

disturbing result. It was expected that the majority would be in the 15-18 year age group but it 

was a surprise to find children under 12 years of age engaging in csa. Most of the under 10 

year olds were reported from sexual assault centres and child protection authorities.  

 

Prepubescent csa are different from the 

opportunistic csa practiced from teenagers. 

The children involved are less likely to be 

engaging in csa independently and are more 

likely to be exploited by adults. As one 

respondent noted,  the under 10 year olds are 

“ too young to have a ‘choice’  - they are 

forced” . This has not been explored 

extensively enough but observations of the 

data suggest these are cases of the child being 

exploited/sold by an adult.  

One respondent reporting the involvement of under 10 year olds and 10-12 year olds 

commented: 

 

SUSAN 
 
Susan was sexually and emotionally abused by her 
father for as long as she can remember. She says he 
sexually and physically abused her brothers too. 
Susan witnessed her father rape her younger brother 
in the bathroom. She thinks she was about four years 
old at the time. Susan©s neighbour was a tug boat 
captain. At the age of four her father took her to the 
harbour and, after receiving payment, left her in a 
cabin with some seamen. These excursions took place 
on a regular basis. The trips to the wharf ceased 
temporarily for a year while Susan was in hospital. 
They resumed upon her return. Her father also sold 
her sexual services at the fruit and vegetable market. 
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“most of our clients are ‘ victims’  and many are the ‘goods’  of family members who ‘pay’  
them or ‘sell’  them for the adult’s financial gain”   

 
In these cases the child is usually abused by their carer. They may be threatened with being 

sent/given away or have food and love and affection withheld. Alternatively they are 

rewarded with “ money, treats, drugs, alcohol and special outings” . 

Frequency of csa: 

Survey results showed that children/young people seem less likely to engage in csa as a one 

off incident. Overall it would seem that of the young people engaged in csa females were 

more frequently involved than males as well as being involved in greater numbers.  

 

Is the csa of young people increasing/decreasing? 

Respondents were asked if they believed the number of children/young people involved in csa 

was increasing, decreasing or remaining stable. Most respondents said there was no change or 

they were unsure. Many did not answer the question. This seems to reflect that most agencies 

do not keep data on the numbers of young people in csa or measure the extent. Their answers 

showed they simply did not know. Other studies and reports indicate that the participation of 

young people and children in csa is increasing. The Sex Worker Association of NSW (The 

Australian 27/8/97) and The Prostitutes Collective of Victoria (Emerald Hill Times 22/7/98) 

have both reported perceived rises in the numbers of under 18 year olds working on the 

streets. 

 

7.2 Reasons for  engaging in csa 

The question of why a young person engages in csa is a complex and multi layered one. The 

young people involved in csa do not constitute a homogenous group and their reasons for 

entering csa may be as varied as the number of people. Nevertheless there are some common 

themes and reasons. These include their immediate needs, issues of choice and options and 

the situation and circumstances of their lives that lead them to participation in csa.  

 

The primary reasons for both young women and men to participate in csa as indicated in the 

survey were to acquire goods and money, ie. to meet immediate economic needs. Agencies 

rated the most common reasons as: to gain drugs, alcohol and cigarettes; accommodation; 

money; and food. But other reasons were also considered. Reasons raised in the other 
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category for both men and women were: poor judgement, fear of violence/coercion, and peer 

pressure. Agencies also noted travel, debts, and goods as reasons for young women’s 

involvement and spending money and gifts in relation to men. Emotional attention/contact 

was also discussed by a few respondents. Csa can be “ used as a tool for companionship” . 

This was also linked to histories of sexual abuse where ‘abuse’  can be in the guise of love and 

affection.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most significant gender difference concerned sexual exploration and the issue of 

‘control’ . It was reported that females rarely undertook csa for sexual exploration whereas 

this was more common for males. One respondent believed that for young males “ often there 

is a cross over between using beats for sexual exploration and paid sex work” . This was the 

idea raised by Wilson and Arnold (1986) of csa providing heterosexual males with the 

opportunity to experiment with homosexual sex and in effect gives young males an 

opportunity to explore their sexuality. Sexual exploration was also a factor for csa raised in 

Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders (1996). 

 

Agencies also raised the idea of csa for young women as a  ‘ form of control’ , that is that men 

were paying for the sex as opposed to just taking it (rape). This may reflect past experiences 

with sexual abuse and assault in that they expect to be abused anyway and getting paid for it 

gives them more power.  

 
Only a few respondents felt young people chose csa as a form of employment. In some cases 

PAUL 
Paul was 7 when he was first abused. He was on holiday visiting his aunt. The local priest came 
to dinner, got drunk and was placed in the same bed. The abuse continued for about a year in the 
guise of affection. The priest gave Paul the impression his parents were uncaring and that he, the 
offender, was the only person who loved him. Paul adored the priest and accepted it when the 
abuse became violent. He was led to believe this was what happened when people loved each 
other. He believed it was his fault when the pain he felt continued- he believed that he was 
abnormal for not enjoying it. When Paul began to make demands on the priest and was jealous of 
his other relationships, the priest abandoned him. Paul went into a state of grief and depression 
and attempted to kill himself. His despair and loneliness was spotted by other abusers and the 
cycle of abuse and abandonment continued. His emotions now sexualised whenever he was 
abandoned he went looking for sex in lieu of love. Initially he provided sex without payment but 
gradually realised that he was a saleable commodity. He frequented public toilets where he 
offered oral sex and masturbation. As so often happens, he was often taken into cubicles and 
raped. He believed men who told him, ©It’s your own fault. You©re a bad kid. You seduced me. 
You can©t tell anyone because you©ll get into big trouble.© 
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young people “ do not want a straight job for 40 hours a week when they can earn the same 

income in one night” . Most, however, found that young people did not identify or view their 

csa as sex work in the sense of a regular job. Some young women did not get paid in cash but 

in goods (TV’s, drugs, etc) and as a consequence “ they do not define it as sex work, rather 

it’s just a couple of minutes to get what they want” . This point was made repeatedly: that 

young people “ do not see it as prostitution- only as a method of survival”  or as “ a necessary 

means to acquire basic needs” . It is “ a quick and easy way to make some cash for drugs, 

alcohol and food” . The survey results suggested a choice of survival strategy rather than a 

choice of work/employment.  

 

This became linked to ideas of choice versus exploitation. Some respondents argued that 

young people’s self determination must be respected and their choices supported. Others 

queried the amount of choice actually practiced by young people.  

 
“ If this is something they want to do - it is the individual’s choice. If it is because this is the 
only employment they are able to attain then it is not a choice but a way of survival” . 
 

Rather than this work being a ‘choice’ , they suggested,  it is instead a necessity.  

   
“When sex work is a response to poverty and homelessness it fails to be a choice.”  
 
“Young people need to have other options rather than have to resort to sex work.”  
 

Many young people feel csa “ is their only option” . They often have few other skills or 

alternative or sufficient sources of money (more than a government benefit) to meet their 

instant needs including accommodation, food, drugs, alcohol, and consumer goods. 

 

The grey areas between sexual exploitation, csa and consensual sex were also raised. Young 

women were seen to form temporary relationships with men in return for accommodation, 

gifts, etc  and this was included as csa.  

 
“Many young homeless women form unhealthy and often abusive relationships because of 
their need for shelter and companionship. This is especially true of young koori women.”  
 
“A lot of homeless women use sex as a means of accommodation, when they discover that 
there are relationship difficulties eg.: violence, other abuse, they move on to the next 
‘shared accommodation’ .”  
 

Young girls can be manipulated “ by young men who they perceive to be their boyfriends and 

who provide them with somewhere to live, cigarettes, drugs, food and social fellowship.”   
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This links to the idea of  “hidden homeless” referred to by Lovett (1994) in his study on the 

health status of homeless youth in Victoria.  

 
The factors agencies gave as the 

reasons for their clients engaging 

in csa are complex. They are 

mainly economic, reflecting a lack 

of options for young people. The 

survey responses, and the 

literature, focus on the economic 

reasons. But other issues need 

further examination including 

sexual exploration, emotional 

support, and peer pressure and the 

sense of belonging to a street sub 

culture. All these points are very 

much related to other issues in 

young people’s lives. The forces 

and circumstances that contribute 

to their lack of options need to 

considered as risk factors. 

 

7.3 Risk factors predisposing young 

people to participation in csa: 

“ its all connected! ! ! ”  

 

The previous section dealt with the immediate needs young people and children sought to 

fulfil from csa. But these immediate needs and desires tell only part of the story. Significant 

themes emerged in this inquiry in relation to common backgrounds and circumstances of 

young people in csa. These can be discussed as risk factors: the forces and circumstances 

Danny 
Danny was in a secure unit at age 11. He believed the men who paid 
him for sex were idiots and that he was smart and in control. Although 
he knew of street kids who disappeared and some who had been 
murdered, he saw himself as invincible and had no appreciation of the 
risks he was taking. Danny came from a caring home but his Dad left to 
live with another woman. His mother found it hard to get work and the 
children resented having to adapt to an improvished lifestyle. His 
mother found a new partner on whom she was financially as well as 
emotionally dependent. The children systematically set about 
discouraging the new relationship but, as so often happens, their efforts 
failed.  In the end the boyfriend gave the mother the choice ©either he 
goes or I go©. Given her state of dependence and that Danny was 
perceived as uncontrollable and unpleasant, his mother said he would 
have to find somewhere else to live.  His father couldn©t take him 
because his new partner didn©t want to live with the children of the 
previous relationship. So Danny went to stay with a school friend ©just 
for a few weeks©. After several months the parents said he had to go. 
This scenario was repeated again and again and Danny ran out of places 
to go. He lived in charity bins, going straight from school to get a place 
before the high school kids arrived. On the streets Danny met others in 
the same situation. They drank alcohol to keep out the cold and when 
drunk were sometimes raped in the back streets.   
 
Danny was befriended by child sex abusers. They helped him talk about 
his family problems and sympathised with him. They gave him money 
for the amusement arcades. They took him to Macdonald’s for his 
favourite food. They seemed to provide a new kindness in a very hostile 
world. He thought they were genuine and had no idea he was being 
manipulated. He was nine years old at the time. 
 
Some men took him home to bed, gave him a good dinner and breakfast 
and a warm bed for the might. Sex was involved but it wasn©t the rape 
he had previously experienced and they gave him $50 the next morning. 
He thought this was terrific- a warm bed, lots of ©affection©, food and 
more spending money then he had ever had in his life! Furthermore, the 
$50 gave him enormous kudos among his peer group shivering under 
bridges and in doorways. They were so impressed they asked to be 
introduced to such men and Danny obliged. 
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that create the ‘needs’  that sex for survival and sex for favours meet. The reasons why 

children and young people find themselves in a position of having to choose a survival 

mechanism must be examined. 

 

·  Homelessness:   

Homelessness, as discussed in the literature review, is the direct link with young people’s csa. 

It was one of the most dominant themes in agency responses to why young people engage in 

csa. Quite simply,  

  “For many  young homeless people sex work means a bed to sleep in” . 
 

Young people are at considerable risk of “ being involved in sex work in their attempts to 

secure accommodation.” . The 1994 Brisbane Youth Service report and the 1996 South 

Australian report (Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders) on csa showed  92-100% of their samples 

were homeless when they first engaged in csa. Police reports also link csa with young people 

living on the streets (Hopley 1994). 

 

Homelessness was viewed in terms of living on the streets, not being able to live at ‘home’ , 

accommodation provided by agencies, high rents (especially relative to young people’s 

incomes) and young people’s difficulty in accessing the private rental market and public 

housing. Homelessness makes young people extremely vulnerable to csa. They need to 

acquire accommodation or money for accommodation from somewhere. 

 

The survey responses did not discuss why young people were homeless but it is known that 

young people leave home for a variety of reasons. The main reasons are to escape some form 

of family conflict or because of a lack of emotional support. These can be brought about by 

family breakdown, alcohol or drug abuse, physical and sexual abuse, and the young person’s 

sexual preference. Histories of abuse and family dysfunction were two common responses in 

the survey replies and it is logical to connect these with youth homelessness. Once a young 

person has left the family home they have limited access to the private residential market. 

They have low incomes and community images of youth mean young people are seldom 

considered to be ideal tenants. Literature on homelessness suggests that the reasons for 

homelessness are often linked. Situational and external factors combine to force a young 
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person from their home. For example, domestic violence (a situational factor) combined with 

the cost of housing (an external factor) may respectively force a young person out of home 

and make it difficult to find appropriate accommodation. 1996/97 SAAP (Supported 

Accommodation Assistance Programme) figures suggest up to 40,000 young people may be 

facing homelessness. This is a disturbing figure as Wilson (1986), has already estimated that 

25%  of homeless young people will engage in csa and Botka and Lyle (1993) put this as high 

as 50%.  

 

·  Income security and youth unemployment 

The csa of young people has been viewed as primarily a response to economic need. The 

literature, and the responses to this inquiry, focus on young people’s csa as a strategy for 

economic survival (see, for example, Wilson & Arnold 1986; Hillier, Mathews & Dempsy 

1997). Many agencies spoke of young peoples’  need to acquire money as a contributing factor 

to csa. The twin issues of youth unemployment and income insecurity are fundamental to 

creating a financial need that must be met.  

 

Youth unemployment has been steadily growing throughout the 1990s leading to a fall in 

young people’s income and for many young people a “ lack of employment or employability” . 

Respondents highlighted the lack of opportunities and options for young people in relation to 

employment. There are few alternatives for young people other than a small number of low 

paying, unskilled jobs with no career prospects. These are not “ as well paid as sex work.”  

This often means that young people 

 
 “choose to enter sex work as a means of income support for a lifestyle (eg. drug taking) 
that they can’ t afford to maintain if they received government benefits or worked in jobs 
such as sales assistant - work that young, unskilled, semi - educated people are restricted 
to” . 
 

The money that can be made through irregular csa is disproportionate to the other 

employment and income options available for young people, especially young homeless 

people.  

 

Another concern mentioned by many respondents was the issue of income support and 

government benefits. 
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 “Young people receive reduced levels of social security and income from wages/salaries. 
Their living expenses ie.: rent, food, clothing, health care etc. are equal to those of adult 
status ie. 21 +. This gap in income is often the cause of stress, non completion of studies, 
unemployment and homelessness” 
 

There was a fear that government changes to benefits paid to young people under 24 years of 

age (the Commonwealth Government’s Common Youth Allowance, introduced in July 1998) 

would further reduce young people’s incomes and therefore contribute to increased 

vulnerability to csa.  

 
“changes to youth allowances will potentially result in more young people becoming  
involved in sex work” .  
 
 

Examples were given of young people having no income or having benefits cut. Many 

mentioned the difficulty young people have in accessing income support and dealing with 

Centrelink. Often they are not aware of the benefits and assistance available to them. Any 

difficulties accessing income forces young people into potentially exploitative circumstances. 

 

·  Drug use 

The use and abuse of drugs and alcohol were identified as another key aspect in young people 

engaging in csa. Primarily this was to do with drugs such as heroin, but the use/abuse of 

alcohol and cigarettes were also commented on.  Young people’s csa were viewed by 

agencies as largely undertaken either for drugs (to support their habit / addiction), or for 

money to buy drugs. Some young people referred to their drug habits as “ lending myself out” . 

One respondent noted 

 
“They invariably express disgust and shame regarding this work but sometimes see it as the 
only way to get drugs.”  

 
In other cases young women were known to use substances with young men and then engage 

in sex with the drug providers although they “ denied payment as such” .  

 

For some young people, drugs and alcohol are a primary survival need. It is difficult to 

identify where the need begins but a cycle of dependency quickly develops. Drug use can be 

associated with other areas of the young person’s life and is often a coping mechanism to 

‘block out’  past abuse or to deal with life on the street. It can also be used as a coping 

mechanism to manage csa, which leads to a vicious cycle of working to support a drug habit 



 53 ECPAT National Inquiry  ÓCopyright ECPAT Australia 1998 (Child Wise) 
 

which is needed to facilitate the work.  

 

Every study on the csa of young people in Australia links drug and alcohol dependency to an 

increased vulnerability to csa. 

 

·  Dysfunctional family background 

The relationship of young people to their family was also perceived as important. 

Respondents spoke of a lack of positive relationships with family members, parental conflict, 

broken homes, parental rejection, disintegration of functional family systems and alienation 

from family. ‘Dysfunctional family background’  was repeatedly given as a factor contributing 

to csa. This is also linked to abuse within the home and family and again was a common 

theme in the literature review. In the 1994 Stewart study, 70% of the young people from 

‘dysfunctional family backgrounds’  were found to be engaging in csa. Perkins found sex 

workers entering the industry before the age of 16 had much higher rates of broken homes 

and difficult relationships with their parents. This is also borne out in Pyett & Warr (1996) 

where family dysfunction was again identified as a major contributing factor to early entry to 

sex work. All studies on the csa of young people viewed this as a link.  It seems to contribute 

to a lack of support and self esteem and may reflect learned practices. There is also an 

important link back to homelessness. “ Family relationships deteriorate to the point of the 

young person losing accommodation” . 

 

·  History of abuse 

Another common theme was a history of emotional, physical and sexual abuse. Sexual 

abuse/incest in particular was strongly linked to csa. Some agencies suggested the majority of 

young people in csa came from abusive backgrounds, reflecting the emphasis the literature 

places on this factor.  Stewart’s 1994 report, for example,  found 74% of the sample of young 

people engaging in csa had been sexually abused. Young people’s past abuse is viewed as 

leading them into csa. This is in part because of the attitudes about themselves the abuse 

generated: 

 
“Children who have been sexually abused see themselves as damaged goods and we are 
drawn into a degrading life style.”  
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Escaping abuse is also a contributing factor to homelessness which then leads to the need for 

an economic survival strategy. Histories of abuse could also lead to drug dependency as a 

coping mechanism, which in turn requires a means of financial support. Abuse can also 

contribute to a ‘sexualising of emotions’  whereby the abuse is associated with the love of a 

family member and in later years that need for love is substituted by engaging in csa. It can 

also lower expectations to the extent that young people may believe there is no escape from 

abuse so why not profit from it. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

·  Lack of self-esteem 

Self esteem was another issue linked to young people and csa. It was mentioned as both  

 MELISSA: 
At the age of 8 Melissa was molested by a family friend. She now connects this attack with her later involvement in the 
sex industry. At the age of 14, while living in North Queensland, she began a sexual relationship with another older 
man. This man eventually pushed her into the sex industry. He told her 10 minutes before her first booking that she 
©was starting work as a prostitute©. The client was an elderly man, one of her ‘pimp©s’  friends. At first the bookings were 
few until Melissa was advertised as an escort in the yellow pages. After a few months she was working week long 
stints of 16 hour days, often making $1000 a night for her pimp but she never saw any of the money. Some clients were 
aware she was underage, others believed she was an 18 year old sex worker.  She knew of three other teenage girls 
working for the same man. Melissa was also sexually abused and tortured by him. ©I never said stop, I never said 
please. I thought I owed him for a while and I put up with it.© To the outside world he maintained an image of an adult 
offering safe shelter to a young girl who had nowhere else to go. Melissa escaped from her ‘pimp’  after a woman 
reported the situation to authorities. Now 17 years old  Melissa is still suffering and has attempted to overdose on pills. 
She has had thoughts of suicide since she was 14. ©There were some nights I would cry myself to sleep, begging God to 
take me because it didn©t feel right being here, it got too much sometimes.© (Courier Mail, 30/8/97) 

MICHAEL:  
Michael was one of 6 children whose parents left them largely to their own devices. Their father was often drunk and 
cranky and would take his frustration out on the kids. Michael was introduced to sexual touching when the father of a 
school friend (a police officer) tucked him into bed. Michael assumed this was what happened in caring families. His 
ready acceptance led to oral and anal rape with a loaded police revolver held to his mouth. By that time, Michael was 
being subjected to degrading and violent acts but was unable to escape from the man©s control because of the threat to 
shoot him. 
 
Michael was taken to other men©s homes. On the first occasion he was used for sex by more than thirty different men. 
This happened on a regular basis. The boy was collected by the police officer and taken to different locations. His 
mother thought the policeman was being kind. Michael learnt that the men paid $200 per session to have sex with him 
and that the police officer received up to $7800 a week for providing the child. His ©clients© believed, wrongly, that 
Michael was receiving a share of the money.  
 
Michael was abused by the police officer and the 39 clients until he was 17 years old. He was taking drugs to escape 
the reality of his life  and was ashamed he had become a ©prostitute©. He was discarded as too old for the group and 
joined the army. He was identified as a ©poofter© and twice raped resulting in psychiatric care. He was persuaded by the 
police officer to return to the group where he was paid to have sex with younger boys. At 21 he was finally discarded 
by the group. He now felt rejected and unwanted having spent most of his life pleasing these men. He attempted 
suicide and returned to psychiatric care. He was glad the sexual abuse and control had ended but unable to relate to 
men or women he turned to younger boys for his emotional and sexual needs. 
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preceding csa and being a danger of participation in csa. “ Lack of self esteem/respect”  was 

seen to lead to “ self harming and greater risk taking”  including csa. Lack of self-esteem was 

an issue because it contributed to narrowing the options available to a young person who had 

little perceived value of themselves. “ I’m not worth anything”  or “ this is the only thing I 

know”  were noted as common views of young people in csa. 

 
“ If you have been told you are worth nothing all your life you will value yourself at nothing 
and work in the sex industry putting yourself at risk and charging a low price.”  

 

Again the linkages are complex. A lack of self esteem contributes to other risk factors 

including drug use and/or can be a result of other risk factors such as unemployment and 

abuse.  

 

·  Isolation and marginalisation 

 
Some respondents talked about issues of isolation facing young people. This included 

feelings of alienation from society, peers and family, contributed to by homelessness and 

family dysfunction. Isolation seemed to be linked to csa by some agencies because it 

facilitated entry into an identifiable community or ‘subculture’ .  

 

“Belonging to a sub-culture is sometimes very important to marginalised groups such as 
young ATSI [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders] people”  
 
“young people need to belong somewhere”  
 

Peer group pressure has been put forward in earlier studies (eg.: Botka & Lyle 1993) as a 

reason for young people to engage in csa and many responses to this inquiry felt peer pressure 

was a contributing factor. This is connected to ideas of low self esteem, family disintegration, 

the basic need to belong and for some form of emotional security (even within a commercial 

context). 

 

The risk factors predisposing young people to csa are complex and very much connected to 

each other. This interconnectedness is further complicated when the dangers associated with 

csa are considered. This is highlighted by the following remarks:  

 
“Total enmeshing including of past and present and future - survival by any means.”  
 
“ It is all entwined and overlaps. A young person may be sexually abused, leaves home, 
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ends up on the streets, exposed to exploitation and participates in opportunistic prostitution 
as a means to an end, self-medicates with a drug of choice and so begins the vicious cycle, 
not enough money for food, rent or drugs, thus the need to be involved in opportunistic 
prostitution, but self-esteem and self-regard require self-medication which requires money 
etc” . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.4 Difficulties and dangers ar ising from par ticipation in csa 

 

·  Sexual health 

Health concerns were a common response to the question of the dangers young people 

encounter when participating in csa. Health was spoken of in relation to sexual health and 

general health. CSA participants were viewed as being at risk of contracting sexually 

transmitted diseases (STD’s), AIDs, and the issue of safe sex was raised as an important one. 

For the very young people some agencies raised the issue of potential damage to 10-13 year 

olds from penetrative sex. Pregnancy was only mentioned by 6 of the 245 respondents. 

Agencies were concerned about the lack of knowledge and comprehension of sexual health 

risks. Only 5.5% of agencies reported a high level of client awareness on sexual health, 

40.6% a medium awareness and 27.1% a low level of awareness.  

 

CARL: 
Carl has been living on Sydney’s streets since he was 9 years old after leaving an abusive family situation. By the age 
of 14 he was spending his nights at the Wall, a notorious pick-up strip for young boys. He worked the area for 2 years 
but at the age of 16 after accompanying a client home ©for a beer© found himself drugged for two days and raped 
numerous times.  (The Australian, 27/8/97) 
 
TONY:  
Tony was first abused when he went door knocking for Boy Scout©s bob-a-job week at the age of six. He was invited 
into a house where he was abused. He was threatened and instructed to return the following week, which he did. Tony 
was undernourished, emotionally starved and lacking in confidence. He did as he was told because he was accustomed 
to being whacked when he disobeyed. The following week there were two men at the house. A week later, there were 
three. The group grew and the demands on the child became more sadistic and more degrading week by week. He was 
taken to other houses and more men. He was made to recruit more boys, which he did. Tony©s sexualisation was 
recognised by other abusers and he was abused by his uncles and other relatives. Tony©s life was controlled by the 
group of men until he was 16 when he was abandoned. He went through a grief process although he was relieved to be 
free of the horrendous sex acts. His life was now purposeless. He returned to csa because ©it was what I knew©.  
 
Tony married but divorced because he was not attracted to women. He married and divorced again. He had seven 
children and several step children. He sexually abused several of his own children, He describes the abuse as akin to 
suicide in that he destroyed the only people he really cared about. He is now serving a 10 year prison sentence. His 
mother and family (including the offending uncles) disowned him. His children are in the care of the State and he has 
no idea where or how they are. He is not allowed to contact them. 
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This is a risk which has been raised in many earlier reports (see Hillier et al 1997, Pyett & 

Warr 1996, Ferguson 1993, Marsland 1989). Young people do not have the power to enforce 

safe sex practices with their ‘clients’  and as their activities are illegal and often on the fringe 

of the mainstream sex industries they are out of reach of health checks and support offered by 

sex worker organisations. 

 

·  General health 

In addition to young people’s 

vulnerability to sexually transmitted 

diseases, responses noted some general 

health concerns including disease “ like 

influenza” , eating disorders, hygiene 

and  poor nutrition associated with the 

lifestyles led by young people in csa. 

With no stable accommodation and 

therefore no place to keep or cook fresh 

food and no place to maintain hygiene, 

young people in csa were at risk of  

“ deteriorating health and nutrition” . 

 

·  Safety 

Safety was a common concern raised by many respondents, relating primarily to the threat of 

physical violence and other dangers of street work. Young ‘sex workers’  are at risk of abuse 

and it was often claimed that “ all young women experience assault and abuse in their work.”  

Violence and abuse including rape, assault, injury, exploitation, bashings, murder and death 

were raised as very significant dangers to young women, more so than to young men. About 

four out of every five respondents answered with at least one of these examples. Some 

respondents argued that because it is  illegal for under 18 year olds to work in brothels they 

are forced onto the streets where they face much greater dangers in relation to their personal 

safety. Pyett and Warr found that young women working on the streets faced “ a fairly 

constant threat of physical violence”  (Pyett and Warr 1996:12) and other reports also 

highlight this as an important issue. 

ANNE 
Anne (aged 14 years old) was referred to the sex 
worker organisation SQWISI by the police. 
Anne had been sexually assaulted and had been 
picked up by the police. Prior to the assault, 
Anne had been having unprotected sex for $5.00 
so she could get a packet of cigarettes. She was 
known to the police as engaging in opportunistic 
prostitution. The SQWISI welfare worker met 
with Anne and discovered that Anne had never 
practiced safe sex, and had never had a sexual 
health check up, always refusing to do so 
despite having been sexually active since she 
was 12. The SQWISI worker outlined the 
importance of safe sex and regular check ups 
and Anne agreed to have a check up at the 
SQWISI Sexual Health Clinic which gives sex 
workers, and in this case Anne, a safe place to 
have a check up.  
McKay (1997) 
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·  Drugs and alcohol 

Drugs and alcohol were considered significant risks to young people participating in csa. 

Most responses did not elaborate on the danger, whilst others spoke of the “ culture of 

substance abuse” , “ overdose”  and the “ use of alcohol and other drugs as a coping 

strategy” . Drugs and alcohol were viewed as an inherent part of the lifestyle surrounding csa 

and could contribute to serious health problems and also contributed to on-going csa. 

 

·  Lack of Self Esteem 

Many respondents perceived involvement in csa to be damaging in terms of the young 

person’s self-esteem. Clients known or suspected to be engaging in csa were noted to have 

“ poor self-esteem”  and there was a feeling that csa was leading to “ the dehumanisation of 

themselves”  with “ long term effects” . Agencies were also concerned about self-harm 

tendencies and high risk taking that were common in csa participants. Suicide was said to be 

an issue. This again supports the findings of previous research. Wilson and Arnold (1986) 

noted feelings of entrapment and that there was no way out of the csa lifestyle once it was 

adopted.  Pyett and Warr (1996) found young women in the sex industry often suffered from 

depression. 65% of Stewart’s (1994) sample of ‘at risk’  young people in Cairns who had 

inflicted self-harm were engaged in csa (see also Tschirren, Hammet & Saunders 1996).  

 

·  Relationships 

Relationships were commented on by many agencies in terms of the abusive relationships 

young women were in, their need for affection and attention and the problems that their csa 

(or history of csa) had on future relationships. Agencies agreed with the findings of Marsland 

(1989) that many young people engaging in csa will find it difficult to enter stable caring 

relationships as opposed to abusive and exploitative ones.  

 

This difficulty extends beyond one to one sexual relationship to impact on the young person’s 

relationships with peers, family, service providers and society. “ It (csa) isolates them and 

puts the young person at risk of developing other problems, eg. drug abuse”  and can lead to 

an “ inability to ever find acceptance from peers / society” . Agencies were concerned about 
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the effect of labelling and the stigma that is attached to involvement in csa. Both “ stigma and 

shame”  were thought to be “still very attached”  to csa. This can  

 

“stop young people getting employment (other than sex work) attaining an education or 
feeling part of their community. An inability to work through this label means that if the 
young person wants to alter their lifestyle they have to move away from their circle of 
connectedness and start over - especially in rural or provincial areas.”  

 

This was reported as a more significant issue in rural areas. 

 

“There is no confidentiality in a country town, a young person can be labelled with little 
hope for change of lifestyle. Services can be reluctant to help if a young person has chosen 
this lifestyle for whatever reason” .  

 
McKay (1997)  noted how a fear of such labelling can make young people more vulnerable to 

health risks as they will not disclose their csa and as a consequence do not receive appropriate 

health checks and assistance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

7.5 How Agencies respond to young people in csa 

Agency responses to csa can be divided into two areas: the provision of general sexual health 

MATTHEW: 
Matthew had a long history of being passed from carer to carer and as a child was difficult to manage and 
involved in petty crime. His parents had separated when he was 2 years old and he lived mainly with his maternal 
grandmother. He was given various and confusing messages from his parents. Matthew was told by his father on 
one occasion that his mother had ‘ tried to gas’  him. He experienced physical abuse in his mother’ s house and 
when living with his grandmother was locked in a cupboard for his misbehaviour. 
 
He first began  running away from home at the age of 9. It was then he meet Mr Wilson. They first established 
contact at a trail riding venue where Wilson, in his thirties, would ride bikes. Matthew explained about his family 
circumstances and Wilson offered accommodation and support which Matthew accepted. Matthew has ‘positive’  
memories of his relationship with Wilson. He received gifts, money, food, shelter and care. The relationship also 
involved sexual contact. Matthew was shocked and offended by the first requests but says that over time he 
became accustomed to the expectation. Gifts and support were exchanged for sexual favours (a recurring pattern 
of his life.)   
 
Other adults were also sexually involved with Matthew. Matthew finds it difficult to understand how Wilson 
could sell him to his acquaintances. In return for overnight sexual favours which involved acts perpetrated against 
him by older boys and included the taking of photographs, Matthew was given drugs, money and gifts. Given the 
level of deprivation in his life, these were difficult to refuse. Matthew stayed with Wilson on and off until he was 
18. By 18 he was using drugs and involved in various criminal activities. His entrenchment in abuse/csa made 
education almost impossible. (Come in Youth Resource Centre). 
 



 60 ECPAT National Inquiry  ÓCopyright ECPAT Australia 1998 (Child Wise) 
 

and other information made available to all young people and responses made specifically to 

csa. 

 

Sexual Health and Information Services 

Most organisations stated they would offer young people involved in csa sexual health and 

safety information. This information is available to all of their clients and is not specific to 

the issue of csa. Written materials, training programmes, counselling and supply of sexual 

health aids are utilised to assist young people. Group work, peer support and individual 

counselling were also methods used to inform clients about sexual health. Some organisations 

said they had trained staff on hand to provide counselling, advocacy, and mentorship to young 

people.  

 

Responses to CSA 

Only 54% of responding agencies answered the question on what response their agency 

provides to young people engaged in csa. More agencies stated they would ‘ refer’  young 

people to other agencies than  indicated they could ‘assist’  them. Agencies seemed vague and 

unsure of how best to assist the young people. ‘Referral’  being such a common response 

indicates that many services are unable to offer more than initial support. The process of 

referral may disincline young people from seeking or continuing their access to services. It is 

problematic because there are very few agencies in Australia dealing specifically with young 

people in csa. 

  

Assistance was often stated in terms of talking with the clients or counselling them about the 

issues involved, providing them with “ someone to talk to” . Harm minimisation was also 

considered to be an important response, in terms of seeking to decrease the risks to the young 

person in csa by providing safe sex and personal safety information/advice. 

 

Some respondents noted that they would need to contact/notify ‘child protection’  workers, or 

that this was an issue to be considered.  

 
“ If a person was known to be under age, staff … would be legally bound to make a child at 
risk report.”  
 

“ Confidentiality”  and “ non-judgmental support”   were considered important aspects of the 
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agency’s / worker’s response to young people involved in csa. “ We are there to support the 

young people and do not act as a jury or judge” . 

 

7.6 Agency recommendations for  improvements or  changes to youth services: 

 
Most agencies called for a generic response and structural changes to address the issue of 

young people engaging in csa. Agencies stressed harm minimisation, confidentiality and a 

non-judgemental approach in dealing with csa. They wanted  “ more money and more jobs”  

for young people and “ decent, practical income support for young people who are homeless, 

living independently, in-school, low income” . A range of youth services were highlighted as 

needing improvement and/or increasing. These included: 

 

·  Improved access to accommodation.  

·  Youth specific accommodation services 

·  Youth specific drug and alcohol services 

·  Youth specific sexual assault and health services 

·  Outreach and street workers  

·  Family support services (particularly in terms of preventing homelessness and family 

breakdown) 

·  Support for young people wanting to leave csa 

·  Improved education in the areas of life skills, relationships, health, safe sex, rights, 

knowledge of services, alcohol and drugs, and  sexual abuse / assault 

 

Many respondents noted the need for greater cooperation and coordination between services, 

the development of special youth services where appropriate and improved or increased 

training for workers. Funding, in general terms, was also viewed as inadequate for youth 

support services.  

 

Many respondents believed that a greater understanding in the community was also 

imperative. 

 

Some agencies raised legal issues that they believed needed to be improved. These included  

the legal status of prostitution and drugs, the attitudes and practice of police officers, the way 
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the Courts treat young people and their ‘crimes’ . There were calls for the decriminalisation of 

street prostitution and drugs. Related to this was the view that the demand or consumer/user 

side of the equation requires greater attention. A combination of options were put forward 

including greater resources for identifying perpetrators, stronger sentences and rehabilitation 

of perpetrators.  

 
 

7.7 Other issues relating to csa that emerged from the inquiry 

Education 

Education was another identified link with csa. A lack of formal education helps to prevent 

access to employment and limits options available to young people. Lower education levels 

can also relate to a lack of understanding and information on safe sex practices, available 

support, etc. Homelessness can make continuing education impossible. This is yet another 

example of how all sectors of young people’s lives become linked and the ‘cycles of abuse’  

and ‘cycles of exploitation’  are perpetuated. 

 
Rural Issues 
  
Other studies and research have focused on the issue of csa in relation to inner city youth. 

What emerged from this survey is that csa is also an issue in suburban and rural areas. Rural 

isolation and lack of services were seen to raise additional problems for young people in 

country and regional areas. Services and access to them are limited:  

 

“One city in this region which has a population over 12,000 has no generalist youth 
worker.”  
 
“The problem of staff resources in small community is great. Smaller towns don©t have the 
same amount of resources but still have same problems as regional centres, but they are 
rarely addressed.”  

 

Amongst rural responses there was an identified need for a greater range of accommodation 

options including more crisis accommodation, hostels in rural areas, accommodation 

appropriate for young women, cheaper housing, and more supported accommodation. There 

was also a call for residential programmes for drug and alcohol rehabilitation to be based in 

these areas. Labelling and stigma were mentioned by five regional agencies. This was to do 

with labelling by service providers, reputations amongst peers, and respect in general. The 
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problem of developing a ‘ reputation’  in small towns was raised as a significant issue and as a 

result “ disclosure is a rarity”  in small towns. This exposes young people to greater dangers 

as they miss out on the support, albeit limited, that is available.  

 

Ethnicity 

Only six surveys were identified as ‘Aboriginal services’ . However, many questionnaires 

were returned from Aboriginal areas although the agency did not identify as an Aboriginal 

service. Three stated an awareness of incidences of young people involved in csa, although 

only two provided numbers (fifteen cases). Young Aboriginal people were considered by 

these agencies to be at great risk of becoming involved in csa because of a high level of risk 

factors. There were reports of Aboriginal girls as young as 8 and 9 years living on the streets. 

Aboriginal agencies responses indicated that the young women engaged in csa “ out of pure 

necessity and survival”  while for boys it was “ mainly to buy drugs” . There was some 

concern that young people were introduced to csa by other family members and csa was 

“ almost a way of life for some extended family groups” . 

 

No comprehensive data emerged from the survey on young people from a non-English 

speaking background although there was some feeling of vulnerability: 

 
“NESB and indigenous young people seem to be extremely vulnerable, especially young 
women” . 

 

Legal issues 

Legal issues were raised as another area implicit in an analysis of csa. Both sex work for 

under 18 year olds and drug use are illegal, and constitute another risk behaviour for young 

people who can become criminalised through their csa. Agencies were concerned about the 

culture of offending young people become involved in. There are also legal differences 

between jurisdictions in definitions of ‘sex work’ , ages and legality of sex work which 

complicates the accessing of  agencies  and effects disclosure. 

 

There were suggestions that sex work be decriminalised and /or better legislation created.  

 
“Legal status of sex work (over 18’s) does effect young women, for instance illegal brothels 
employing under 18’s may not seek/or allow staff to seek information or approach 
community agencies.”  
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The decriminalisation of drugs was also suggested. 

 

Gender and Sexuality 

Some gender differences emerge in relation to the motivations for entry into and ongoing  

involvement in csa and in the effects csa may have on a young person. It should also be noted 

that the majority of young people engaging in csa are young women. Most of the young 

women and young men involved in csa do so as an economic survival strategy, as has already 

been discussed. Some men, however, engage in csa as a means of sexual exploration. This 

was not raised by agencies as a reason for female involvement although there is a grey area 

for women between csa and apparently consensual sexual relationships. 

 

The different impact of csa on females and males was  largely raised in terms of sexuality. 

Agencies responses often spoke of sexuality issues facing young men in csa. They were 

concerned about csa impacting on their sense of ‘sexuality’ , speaking of “ confused sexual 

identity”  and “ sexual and gender identity confusion” . Most male sex work in Australia is 

homosexual and this has to be confronted by heterosexual males who engage in csa. While 

this can offer them an opportunity of sexual exploration (see Wilson and Arnold 1986)  there 

are social implications of homosexuality for males. Agencies continually commented that 

young men were less likely to discuss or disclose their participation in csa than young women 

“ because this can question their own sexuality which is a major problem for young males in 

a homophobic society.”  Agencies suggested that: 

 
“Sex work often has a different meaning/impact for young gay men and doesn’ t carry the 
same stigma. For young straight men it can be very shameful and therefore hard to get 
information about.”  

 
Issues of sexuality were also linked to causes of homelessness with many young people “ just 

being kicked out of home for being gay or transgender” . When thrown out of home, young 

people come to the city and “ are often forced into prostitution activities in order to survive” . 

 

 
 

 
 

8. INTERVIEW SUMMARIES 
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Twenty telephone interviews were conducted with representatives from youth policy 

organisations, relevant police units and sex worker organisations. These were designed to 

complement the survey findings by giving a stronger policy perspective.  

 

8.1 YOUTH POLICY 

Seven representatives from youth policy organisations were interviewed in greater depth on 

their understandings of the nature and extent of csa of young people in Australia. Their 

understanding of csa of young people was that it was informal and opportunistic in nature, 

although one respondent mentioned it is sometimes organised. All respondents understood 

the csa of young people to be primarily as a means of survival in terms of sex being 

exchanged for survival needs including food, a place to sleep, drugs, emotional support and 

social contact. All felt it was an issue facing disadvantaged youth.  Csa was seen to be 

“ connected with issues of health, welfare, employment and power” . The broad issue was the 

lack of options for young people in relation to housing and financial support. It was also 

noted that men were less likely to discuss the issues because there is a “ street culture where 

homosexuality is viewed negatively and young men would experience abuse from their peers 

if they did disclose”  their participation in csa.  

 

None of the respondents were able to give an indication of the number of young people 

involved in their States or Territories but all were certain “ that it definitely occurs” .  They 

believed the covert nature made it difficult to identify and quantify, especially as the young 

people involved in csa are often reluctant to disclose their involvement.  Only two did not 

consider it a significant problem. One of those felt the numbers involved were likely to be an 

“ extremely limited number”  although she noted she had no evidence for this. Another argued 

it was a small problem in relation to the other problems facing young people including child 

abuse, domestic violence, family breakdown, housing, unemployment and poverty. It should 

be noted, however, that all these problems have already been indicated as significant risk 

factors and preconditions for csa. 

 

Most felt csa amongst young people is increasing, based on the fact that other problems for 
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young people (family and school difficulties, homelessness, etc) that are linked to csa are on 

the rise. An ACT respondent also commented that local workers had informed her it was 

increasing and local brothels had recently been ‘busted’  for under age workers.   

 

The interview respondents raised the same risk factors already discussed in the survey 

findings, although the issue of sexual exploration was elaborated on. Csa was seen as an 

option for young men to “ best act out their sexuality whilst engaging in sex work in a covert 

way. They use sex work to avoid negative street attitudes to homosexuality” . The identified 

dangers to young people engaging in csa were the same as the survey findings. 

 

Two of the agencies had undertaken research on csa of young people and this was used as a 

lobbying tool and to develop education programmes. Some were also involved in media and 

community education and advocacy for young people. It was noted that to respond to young 

people in csa, workers had to first establish a relationship of trust with them.  

 

Some government polices were highlighted as contributing to csa and young people. 

Primarily this concerned funding and income support. Income support emerged as being 

difficult for young people to access. The availability of benefits has been tightened and 

conditions were viewed as too stringent, especially for homeless young people with no fixed 

address, a condition for allowances. Allowances were also seen as inadequate to fully support 

young people.  

 

A lack of funding for youth services was blamed for the reduction or closure of services and 

linked to inadequate levels of drug/alcohol rehabilitation programmes, accommodation, 

resources for community agencies, and support and resources for family protection. A lack of 

follow up funding for pilot or research projects was also commented on. Respondents also 

noted inadequate training for school counsellors and raised a reluctance of government to 

touch the issue. 

 

 

8.2 POLICE 

Representatives of six State and Territory police forces were interviewed for this inquiry. 
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The police forces included the Victorian Police Child Exploitation Squad, the NSW Child 

Protection Enforcement Agency, the Queensland Task Force Argos and the relevant police 

squads (including vice) in Western Australia, South Australia and Northern Territory. The 

ACT and Tasmania police sent official written responses stating that they had no cases of 

child prostitution in the survey period. 

 

What emerged was a uniform view amongst all police forces interviewed that children or 

young people engaging in prostitution did not occur to any great extent within the mainstream 

sex industry. There were, however, numerous cases where minors were found in brothels. 

This was reported from NSW (figure not mentioned), Victoria (14 in illegal brothels, 4 in 

legal brothels) and Western Australia ( 5 in legal brothels). All of the minors found in 

brothels were girls between 15 and 18 years of age. The police also detailed incidences in 

each jurisdiction where minors were engaging in street sex work, soliciting on ‘street beats’  

frequented by adult sex workers, in known paedophile frequented parks and around notorious 

public toilets. One police interviewee provided case studies of young people involved in 

organised ‘child prostitution’ . One situation involved 8 underage boys who have worked as a 

group for the last four years. They frequented known parks and public toilets soliciting for 

money. The police officer remarked that they have tried everything to assist the young men 

but they continued to exchange sex for money. He also said that they engaged in begging and 

other offending behaviour. Another case involved an adult female sex worker who provided 

underage girls for those who requested them. She would recruit the very young homeless 

girls. The police successfully prosecuted the woman for procuring children 

 

All the police regarded children and young people involved in csa as acting out of economic 

need (mainly ‘street kids’ ) or being exploited by paedophile networks. They also found the 

issue of children/young people involved in csa to be a highly difficult one to tackle. Almost 

all of the police felt that it is a protective/welfare issue and should be managed primarily by 

health and welfare services. All of the police responses articulated the cause of csa being due 

to abusive backgrounds, homelessness, drugs and unemployment. They recognised and 

highlighted the vulnerability and the dangers that young people face while out on the street, 

including violence and STD’s.  
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Much of the police focus was to prosecute the adult offender. They stated, however, that it 

was nearly always impossible to bring the offenders who exploit the children to trial as in 

most cases the young person would not bring charges against the adult who was giving them 

goods or money for sex.  

 

There was a clear sense of frustration expressed by several police representatives about not 

having adequate resources to “get out there”  to work with the young people. There was also a 

sense of frustration about where the responsibility lay to protect the children and the lack of 

options the police had when they came into contact with a young person involved in 

offending activities. Police said they sometimes arrested young people on a minor charge in 

an effort to get them off the street for their own protection. Most often, however, they referred 

the young person to child protection or housing services. In general there was sense of 

uncertainty about what to do about the problem and how to help these young people.  

 

8.3 SEX WORK ORGANISATIONS 

Representatives of sex work organisations from New South Wales, Western Australia, 

Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania and the Northern Territory were interviewed for the inquiry. 

ECPAT attempted to interview other sex work organisations in Sydney, ACT and SA but did 

not succeed. It should be noted that while the majority of sex work advocacy bodies were 

very supportive of the inquiry, a few were suspicious of ECPAT’s motives in carrying out the 

project. It was, and still is, unclear what the nature of their concerns are as at all times 

ECPAT attempted to assure all survey participants that the information would be used to 

advocate for children and young people and not to condemn them nor sex work per se.  

 

One of the greatest concerns of these organisations was how the information they provided 

would be used or abused, especially in relation to guarding against the media’s sensational 

depiction of children/young people and sex work. These are valid and well documented 

concerns as the media generally presents an inaccurate and hysterical account of ‘child 

prostitution’  leaving damaging results to be dealt with by the sex work and youth work 

organisations. This hysteria becomes news for the day, has the journalists scrambling around, 

looking for ‘child prostitutes’  and often results in a police blitz. Overall this media attention 

has rarely led to governments’  addressing the root causes of the problem nor resulted in 
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improvements in support and services for young people in need, such as increased housing or 

income. These presentations generally denigrate sex work, stigmatise, identify and exploit the 

young person involved, driving them further underground which in turn makes it hard for 

agencies to provide assistance. It is therefore not surprising that some sex work and youth 

advocacy agencies were reluctant to be interviewed. However many did want to participate 

and provided open and constructive responses. 

 

All of the sex work organisations interviewed/surveyed reported that they believed that 

minors were engaging in csa in every Australian State and Territory but the general view was 

that there were very few underage persons involved in the mainstream sex industry. The 

Queensland sex work organisation (SQWISI) estimated that only about 1% of the sex work 

population in Brisbane would be under 18 years of age. The Northern Territory and Tasmania 

stated that there was very little evidence of  young people involved in csa and sex work. All 

of the sex work organisations stressed that young people engaged in csa as an economic 

survival strategy citing drug use, unemployment, sexuality and homelessness as causal 

factors.  There was a united view that this phenomenon existed outside the sex industry and 

by and large these young people did not see themselves as sex workers nor viewed 

themselves as part of the sex industry.  

 

The sex work organisations, however, also put forward the argument “ that many young 

people choose to enter sex work and regardless of what changes are put in place, some will 

continue to sex work” . The young person’s right to choose was stressed by most sex work 

organisations and they felt society should “ value”  and respect the young person’s choice to 

engage in sex work if that is their choice. “ We need to provide specialised services to those 

who want to continue as well as to those who want to exit” . 

 

While no sex work organisations provided statistics on this topic, there was a general feeling 

that the numbers of young people engaging in csa were increasing as this was being observed 

on the streets and around the ‘street beats’ . Again income and drug factors were said to be 

responsible for the apparent increase. One sex work organisation predicted that if “ they take 

away the youth homeless allowance”  the numbers of young people would increase further. 

Generally it was felt that young people engaging in csa were a hidden group, difficult to 
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access and involved in high risk activities as they did not have access to support and safety 

information. 

 

All of the respondents stated that there should be more support, education and services for 

young people engaging in csa. Attention to sexual health and safety information and services 

were stressed, such as access to STD clinics, free condoms and physical safety measures. 

There was also a unanimous recommendation that sex work organisations should be funded 

adequately to provide support, education and other programmes to assist young people 

involved in sex work such as exit and retraining. Several sex work organisations such as 

SQWISI and PCV provide specialist youth services and these are documented in the Project 

section in Appendix D. It should be noted that there is great diversity between the size and 

capacity of sex work organisations throughout Australia. Some are quite large, established 

organisations managing multiple projects whilst others are without adequate funding relying 

on the work of part time workers and/or volunteers. 
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9. INQUIRY CONCLUSIONS 

This sections seeks to draw conclusions from the findings in relation to the inquiry objectives. 

 

·  To gain insight into the nature and extent of young people (under 18 years) involved 

in commercial sexual activities.  

The majority of agencies responding to this inquiry (57.2%) were aware of incidences 

where young people who accessed their organisation had participated in some form of 

csa. Not all who were aware could provide numbers or statistics but the inquiry found a 

minimum of  3,100 young people engaged in csa (November 1996 - November 1997) 

from a sample of 258 agencies. When the Victorian pilot study figures are included the 

total is 3704. It was also apparent that young women (68.5%) were more frequently 

involved in csa than young men. However responses also stated that young men were less 

likely to disclose their involvement in csa. The majority of males and females involved in 

csa were aged 16 to 17 years, but a surprising and disturbing finding was a number of 10-

12 year olds and under 10 year olds reported as participants in csa. It must be emphasised 

that these figures are exploratory. They indicate the scale rather than give the definitive 

number of young people engaging in csa. 

 

The predominant form of csa was found to be ‘sex for survival/sex for favours’ . Young 

people engage in csa to meet their basic life needs which may include accommodation, 

food, drugs, cigarettes, alcohol, clothing and money to purchase these goods and services. 

A small number of young people view csa as their choice of employment. Other factors 

include sexual exploration and the need for emotional contact. 

 
 

·  To ascertain if the incidence of young people engaging in commercial sexual 

activities is increasing / decreasing. 

 
This question proved difficult for agencies to answer, reflecting the lack of awareness 
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and the absence of statistics on csa. There was some argument from agencies that 

government cuts to the welfare sector were decreasing services, and therefore increasing 

young people ‘at risk’ , but most agencies were unsure if csa amongst young people was 

increasing or not. Other studies, as discussed in the literature review, and anecdotal 

reports from sex worker organisations, however, indicate it is increasing as are the causal 

factors.  

 

·  To gain an understanding of the forces and circumstances (r isk factors) which 

predispose young people to engage in commercial sexual activities.  

                                                                

A key finding is the complexity of the reasons for young people to engage in csa. 

Although most participate to meet their basic needs this reflects other issues in their lives 

and circumstances which lead to a lack of viable alternatives. The interconnectedness of 

these issues and the cycle of abuse young people become trapped in are important 

features. Risk factors were identified as: homelessness, poverty and insufficient income, 

unemployment, histories of abuse (sexual, physical and emotional), dysfunctional family 

backgrounds, drug use, lack of self esteem, self harm, risk taking, isolation and 

marginalisation. All were seen to predispose a young person to become involved in csa.  

  

 

·  To gain an understanding of the dangers and difficulties affecting young people 

engaging in commercial sexual activities.  

 

The dangers to young people involved in csa were significant. Common themes were drug 

use/abuse (and the danger of overdose); threat of physical and sexual violence; sexual 

health risks; emotional health concerns (particularly in relation to depression and self-

harm tendencies); low self-esteem; the impact on future relationships incorporating 

problems with trust, respect for others and a lack of confidence in authority. It must be 

noted that these ‘dangers’  can in turn become ‘ risk factors’  or lead to further csa. Drug 

use in particular was related to a ‘cycle of abuse’  whereby the young person uses drugs to 

numb the experiences of csa. But the drugs require money which then leads to greater 
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involvement in csa. 

 
 

·  To gather information from service providers in relation to effective practice models 

and practices and suppor t services which need to be enhanced or  changed 

 

Little information was offered about agencies’  practice models and practices. Largely 

agencies stated that they were supportive of young people, non-judgmental, engaged them 

in discussion, and emphasised health information. The need for confidentiality was 

stressed. The most common response was ‘ referral’  demonstrating the lack of awareness, 

resources and training of service providers to effectively deal with csa and all its 

components.  

 

Many improvements were considered necessary in the areas of housing, income support, 

youth services, education and training for service providers. These concerns have been 

included in the inquiry recommendations. 

 

·  To establish a ser ies of recommendations for  improved policy and practice in order 

to address the identified needs of this group of young people in high r isk 

circumstances. 

 

These recommendations are set out in section 10.  

 

·  To collect and document Australian literature addressing children and young 

people’s involvement in prostitution/commercial sexual exploitation. 

 

ECPAT is aware that not all the reports on csa of young people in Australia have been 

located for inclusion in this report. The inaccessibility of some research remains a 

problem. The reports and research that have been located show strong and consistent 

themes in relation to the nature of young people’s csa, the inherent dangers and risk 

factors predisposing young people to csa. The findings of the ECPAT inquiry confirm 

these and show they apply to all regions of Australia.    
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·  To raise awareness of the commercial sexual exploitation of children in Australia 

and to put the issue on the political agenda. 

 
Raising awareness has been achieved through both the survey process (contacting a broad 

range of agencies) and the production and dissemination of this report. The public and 

service providers will be made aware of the outcomes of this inquiry and the findings and 

recommendations will be forwarded to the Commonwealth/State Steering Committee 

who are developing the National Action Plan for the implementation of the Swedish 

World Congress Agenda for Action.  
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10: RECOMMENDATIONS: THE WAY FORWARD 

The findings of this report have shown that a significant number of Australian children/young 

people are engaging in csa or can be considered “at risk” . The factors contributing to csa are 

many and complex. There are linkages with every part of the young person’s life. While some 

young people make a choice to engage in csa, for the majority it is a survival strategy 

reflecting gaps and areas of need in their lives. To responsibly and effectively address the 

issue of commercial sexual exploitation of children/young people in Australia it is necessary 

to focus on the risk factors predisposing young people to csa and the dangers associated with 

a lifestyle that includes csa. A generalist and holistic approach to assist the young person at 

risk of or involved in csa is required as the underlying causes are multi-faceted and structural. 

There is also a need for specialised services and information to address the risks and dangers 

associated with csa. Overall there is an urgent need for improved services, education and 

training. These recommendations have been formulated to address the areas of need that 

emerged from ECPAT’s national inquiry and will all be forwarded to the Commonwealth and 

State Governments to be included in the National Plan of Action. Although some of these 

services/approaches already exist in mainly inner city areas it is recommended that these 

services/approaches be extended and increased to all young people at risk as they constitute 

the most effective intervention. 

 

1. Increased/Improved Services for  ‘at r isk’  young people 

 

·  Outreach /street work programmes targeted to young people at risk/involved in csa. These 

programmes should provide holistic support for young people with an emphasis on early 

intervention, counselling, support, advice, referral, advocacy, health information (sexual 

health awareness, HIV/AIDS/STD’s, nutrition and primary health care).  Information and 

assistance on income support, legal advice, housing, employment, and personal safety 

should also be provided at the street level. Safe sex materials should also be made freely 

available. 

·  Accessible drop-in facilities (open and staffed 24 hours a day) providing a safe place for 

young people to go. Advice, information, counselling, support and referral should be 

available at these facilities. 

·  Specialised on-going counselling services need to be available/ accessible for young 
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people. There should be recognition of the importance of self esteem and relationship 

building for the young person. 

·  Education, training and job creation schemes to meet the needs of at risk young people 

·  Youth specific health services including drug and alcohol detox programmes and sexual 

assault services 

·  Improve accessibility of services to young people 

 

2. Housing 

·  Provision of secure, accessible and appropriate accommodation for homeless young 

people (current levels of public housing for young people and crisis, short term, and 

medium term accommodation for young people at risk are inadequate to meet demand) 

·  Access to affordable long term housing for young people 

 

3. Income Secur ity 

·  Adequate and accessible income support for young people, including those below the 

statutory age of independence 

·  Recognition in income support programmes that not all young people under 18 years of 

age are able to live at home with their parents 

·  Independent financial resources for young people whose families are not providing food 

and other necessities 

·  Monitor the Youth Allowance and its impact on young peoples’  access to income and 

income security 

 

4. Education 

·  Increase community awareness on the issue of young people and csa, the risk factors, 

recommendations and the way forward 

·  Educate young people, the community,  service providers and governments on the  issues 

of the csa and young people 

 

5. Training 

 There is an urgent need for the development of a training module on csa and young 

 people to highlight the underlying issues and to promote non-judgmental /anti-
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 discriminatory practice. This training needs to be made available to all policy makers, 

 service providers and other bodies such as the police, courts, child protection services, 

 and included in social welfare/community development courses. 

 

6. Research 

 There needs to be further research on the issue of csa and children/young people in 

 Australia. Further research should include the involvement of ATSI and NESB young 

 people, effective models of intervention and research based on peer participation to 

 include the views and experiences of young people.  More research needs to be 

 conducted on the offender (child sex offenders) and  the effectiveness of offender 

 treatment programmes. 

 

7. Law Reform 

 

·  Uniform laws on age of consent for males and females across all Australian jurisdictions 

·  Uniform decriminalisation of prostitution across all Australian jurisdictions  

·  Decriminalisation of the loitering laws to prevent the criminalisation of young people on 

the street 

 

8. Coordination of services 

 Coordination of government and non-government services and organisations to facilitate 

 appropriate referrals and responses to young people engaging in, or at risk of engaging in, 

 csa 

 

9. Other  

·  Early intervention and increased  counselling and support services for families in crisis.  

·  The exploration of new strategies in relation to young people and drugs (eg: heroin trials) 

·  The development of a national database of agencies and service providers working with 

young people at risk/ engaging in csa  
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