Survivor revelations ignite fresh calls for reform of commercial sexual exploitation laws in Edinburgh
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The recent revelation that Edinburgh remains a significant hub for commercial sexual exploitation starkly highlights the unsettling realities facing our society. A recent press conference saw a courageous survivor sharing her harrowing experiences of selling sex to sitting Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). This alarming disclosure reveals not just the prevalence of exploitation but also demonstrates how entrenched power dynamics perpetuate this cycle of abuse.
At the heart of this crisis is a disturbing imbalance of power. Individuals caught in prostitution often find themselves there due to dire circumstances such as poverty, addiction, or homelessness. One survivor poignantly noted that the criminal records and societal stigma they carry serve only to deepen their struggles, making recovery and reintegration all the more challenging. These insights reveal the grim reality that the choices available to these women are anything but free or equitable, showcasing how those with socio-economic privilege exploit those in vulnerability.
The case for urgent reform is made all the more pressing by the political inertia surrounding this issue. Anas Sarwar, the leader of the Scottish Labour Party, has called for an investigation into the exploitation cases recently highlighted. However, the lack of a legal framework that criminalises the buying of sex continues to undermine the survivors’ voices. As they navigate a legal landscape where they bear the burden of accountability while the buyers go unpunished, the need for change is glaring. The proposed Unbuyable Bill aims to disrupt this intolerable status quo by criminalising demand, thereby creating pathways for women to escape these dire circumstances.
Scotland has a history rich in initiatives intended to tackle commercial sexual exploitation, such as the Equally Safe Strategy, yet these actions have not translated into effective legislative change. Even the formation of a multi-agency group by the Scottish Government in March 2024 to confront these issues has failed to yield tangible results. The broader commitment to acknowledging commercial sexual exploitation as violence against women stands in stark contrast to public sentiment, as a recent YouGov poll revealed a majority of Scots oppose the proposed Nordic Model, which seeks to criminalise the buying of sex.
Proponents of the Nordic Model, adopted in Sweden, claim that it shifts the focus of criminality onto buyers, aiming to protect those who are exploited. Yet, critics warn that implementing such a one-size-fits-all legal framework is riddled with complications and may inadvertently exacerbate the very issues it seeks to resolve.
This is where a robust challenge to the status quo becomes essential. No longer can these matters be relegated to empty political rhetoric; empathy and meaningful dialogue must take precedence. Survivors’ narratives need to inform the policies that affect them, ensuring their voices are front and centre in the decision-making process. As frustrations build over the sluggish pace of reform, we find ourselves at a pivotal moment. It is time for these overdue conversations to echo in the public realm, allowing those long silenced to reclaim their rights and dignity.
The recent media focus should not merely sensationalise these issues, but instead act as a catalyst for deeper engagement. Public representatives and policymakers must directly engage with survivors and organisations dedicated to combatting exploitation and trafficking. With 2025 on the horizon, the message is urgent: we can no longer allow commercial sexual exploitation to linger in the shadows; it must be brought into the harsh light of legislative scrutiny and societal awareness, holding those responsible accountable.
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