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What is harm reduction?

Harm reduction is a “comprehensive 
human rights and health services 
approach” that links vulnerable and 
otherwise marginalized individuals to 
health care institutions (Merkinite, 2010).



The Development 
of Harm Reduction

Harm reduction developed because 
abstinence-only interventions weren’t 
working.

Service providers found that they were 
able to build better relationships with their 
clients when they took a nonjudgemental 
attitude to the behaviors they were 
engaging in.

Success is not defined by quitting harmful 
behaviors alone, but rather by helping 
people define their own goals to stay safe.



Portugal’s Experiment With Drug 
Decriminalization

Persons with 
substance use 
disorders are 
offered rehab 
without the 
threat of 
prison.

01
Portugal saw 
tremendous 
progress with 
their drug 
problem.

02
People help 
themselves 
best when it is 
on their terms.
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Anti-Trafficking 
Harm 
Reduction

Sex work and injection drug 
use are among the most 
perilous activities worldwide 
(Rekart, 2005).

The use of harm-reduction 
principles can help to 
safeguard sex workers and 
trafficking victims’ lives in the 
same way that drug users 
have benefitted from drug-use 
harm reduction.



Why Is Harm Reduction Necessary in 
Anti-Human Trafficking?

• Breaks down the barrier between service provider and client

• Encourages survivors to make goals and decisions for 
themselves, and by supporting them in achieving those, 
transforms their relationship with the world

• Its main emphasis is on providing survivors with choices and 
building relationships 



Harm Reduction

Personal Strategies
• What can people do to reduce harm to 

themselves?

Policy Strategies
• What can the government do to reduce harm 

to people?



Anti-Trafficking Legislation Outside Colorado

UNODC
Palermo Protocol

United States
TVPA

3P + 1
● Prevention
● Protection
● Prosecution
● Partnership

What do we do with prostitution?



Tensions in Anti-Trafficking Legislation

● End demand vs. Sex Worker Rights
○ Denver does end demand
■ Selective enforcement of law

● Abstinence vs. Harm reduction
○ Access to services for vulnerable 

people



Colorado Laws

2006
• Series of laws used to get 

at trafficking
• Drew heavily on outdated 

notions
• Cardenas

2014
• HB 14-1273
• Overhaul
• “Most Improved”

2015
• SB 15-30
• Affirmative Defense for 

prostitution charges



Colorado House Bills

2016
HB 1224
HB 1320

2017
HB 1072



Colorado 
Research

Who Pays?
• Women are arrested and punished more 

frequently and severely than men (for the 
same violations).

• Purchasers vs. Sellers
• Johns are described as “regular guys.” 
• Prostitutes are described as either “drug 

addicts” or “victims.”

• Colorado Project: What would it take to end 
human trafficking? 
■ What is happening? 
■ What is missing?



Anti-Prostitution Laws

America’s strong anti-prostitution laws 
have created such a stigma that 30 
states have yet to pass laws that 
remove prostitution arrests from the 
record of anyone documented as a sex 
trafficking victim (Knezevich, 2014).



According to the National Survivor Network 
Members Survey on the Impact of Criminal Arrest 
and Detention on Survivors of Human Trafficking:

% Difficulty in obtaining housing % Difficulty in obtaining employment.



What are some solutions for reducing 
harm?

“A guaranteed income that is actually enough to live on, universal health 
care, genuine commitment on the part of the employer/rentier class 
would go much farther in providing harm reduction for sex workers 
because sex workers would be relieved of the pressure to take a 
potentially dangerous or risky customer in order to afford the clothes she 
needs for trying to get into another job, or for affording food and her 
housing--giving people the foundation that makes real choice possible 
(and not criminalized the service providers) is how to best fight trafficking 
and protect the sex workers”. Jacqueline Homan



Four Primary Components of Harm 
Reduction:

• Raising awareness
• Contacting people
• Provide a means to change 
behavior

• Garner support for harm reduction 
work



Raising 
Awareness

Distribute information and provide access to education 
about a particular health risk.

1. Do no harm - Bring attention, compassion and 
resources to the plight of trafficked persons.

2.Watch for the narrative of the “ideal” victim and a 
singular perpetrator which can result in the reluctance 
of survivors to self identify or the denial of services to 
those who do not fit the dominant narrative.

3.Watch for wrong, vigilante call to action (rescuers 
and savers.)

4.Work should always be grounded in the lived 
experiences of survivors and always be oriented to 
systemic solutions. 

http://combathumantrafficking.org/2017/02/the-importance-of-responsible-
public-awareness-campaigns-for-human-trafficking/



Does Raising Awareness Work?
• Open Democracy believes there is not 

empirical data to support that raising 
awareness works to help victims.

• Scare tactics and voyeuristic/sexualized 
images are used. 

• Few campaigns focus on labor trafficking 
(largest target group).

https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/dina-haynes-haynes/wastefulness-of-human-
trafficking-awareness-campaigns



Contacting People
Perform outreach, providing accessible services that are attractive to service 

users and maintaining contact by offering ongoing help.
• Do no harm.
• Respect people as ends, not means.
• Respect participants ability to play a role in determining what they need. 
• Respect everyone human, civil and legal rights.
• Do what is best for everyone under the circumstances.
• Don’t abuse your position or exploit a participant to gain a personal 

advantage or to exercise power over another person.
• Don’t attempt an intervention in an area you are not trained and/or 

competent.
• Actively strive to improve or correct, to the extent possible, the situations of 

participants in your program and community.
•

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/analyze/choose-and-adapt-community-
interventions/ethical-issues/main



Providing a Means For Behavior Change
Providing tangible resources and facilitating contact with formal help 

services.
• Promote self-efficacy.
• Empowerment.
• Healthy decision making skills
• Provided in the context of trusting relationships that pave the way 

for continued contact and help-seeking behaviors.
• Acknowledge agency and expertise of survivors.
• Support their exploration of alternatives to and out of exploitation.
• Built upon models of good practice in similar fields of social care.

Hickle, K & Hallett, S. (2016) Mitigating harm:  considering harm reduction principles in work 
with sexually exploited young people. Children & Society, 30. 302-313.



Garnering Support For Harm 
Reduction Work
Facilitate alliances between diverse stakeholders (e.g. 

service users, researchers, practitioners, community and 
government) to support the inclusion  of harm reduction 
interventions within the broader framework for public 
health promotion. 

• Harm reduction agencies
• Sex work organizations
• Survivors
• Legislators
• Service providers
• Religious facilities
• Law enforcement



History has proven that the 
government can’t legislate morality. 

These are not winnable battles; thus 
legalization, decriminalization, regulation, 
education, and harm reduction are the 
keys to combating these matters most 
effectively (Saady,2017)



Recommendations
Victims of trafficking should not be held liable for their 
involvement in unlawful activities that are a direct 
consequence of their victimization. 

Trafficked individuals who are forced to commit a crime are 
commonly mistaken for criminals - rather than being identified 
as victims - and therefore treated as such by law enforcement 
and judicial officials.  

Source: Trafficking in Persons Report 2014



Help Us Seek Justice on Our Terms

DO NOT force us to testify to get help, 
because then YOU become the 
trafficker and re-victimize the victim. 

Never force victims to testify against 
their traffickers in exchange for support 
and services, empower us to speak to 
protect others and many of us will even 
though our safety will be at risk. 

Source: National Survivor Network Members Survey



Women don’t “choose” prostitution (Saady, 2017).



Dignity, Security, and Respect

Those working with victims of human trafficking and 
sex work must respect their choice and freedom. 

If people want to walk away as soon as they have 
freedom, that decision should be in their control. 

If they choose to stay, respect their choice.
(U.S. Department of State Publication, 2014)



Decriminalization of Sex Work

o Sex work organizations
o Sex work projects
o Non-governmental organizations
o Harm reduction advocates



The Survivor’s Voice

Survivors play a vital role in 
finding better solutions. 
Those who have made their 
journey from victim to 
survivor have done so in 
ways as unique as each 
individual and his or her own 
experience.
Source: Trafficking in Persons Report 2014



The Survivor’s Voice

´Jennifer Kempton
´"Gone: The #ForgottenWomen Of Ohio“ Click here to 
load Video
´Founder of Survivors Ink - http://www.survivorsink.org/
“Although Jennifer is no longer here beside us in the 
fight against human trafficking, we seek  to honor her 
work and legacy. We will continue to work in Jennifer’s 
memory to empower survivors to break their chains of 
bondage. She would expect nothing less of us”. (SI, 
2017)



Honor Our Lives

Ms. Monica Petersen, BA, MA 
July 2, 1984 - November 13, 2016

• Human rights activist.
• Research Fellow/Assistant to the Director - The 

Korbel School For International Studies, Human 
Trafficking Center, Denver University.

• SWAN Colorado volunteer.
• Legislative advisor.
• DATA and Research Task Force of the Governor’s 

Colorado Human Trafficking Council.



Questions?

SWAN Colorado
swancolorado@gmail.com
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