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To: UN Working Group on discrimination against women and girls
Subject: Input to the 2026 Thematic Report on Gender Equality, the Digital Space
and the Age of Artificial Intelligence

From: Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network in Central Eastern Europe and Central
Asia (SWAN)

About the Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network

The Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network (SWAN) is a sex worker-led regional network
in Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia (CEECA) registered in Hungary. Currently, it
unites 27 member organizations from 20 countries of the CEECA region. SWAN advocates
for the meaningful inclusion of sex workers in health and human rights programming across
the CEECA region by supporting community-led advocacy and amplifying their voices. This
includes documenting human rights violations, engaging with UN mechanisms and other treaty
bodies, mobilizing support through open letters, petitions, and joint actions. SWAN provides
tools, trainings, and safe spaces for sex workers to build skills, share experiences, and
participate in key advocacy events. The network also strengthens regional solidarity by
building coalitions, consulting with the sex worker community on priorities, and mapping local
initiatives to support their role in decision-making. In a region where sex workers are highly
stigmatized and facing tremendous violence, with overall trends to exclude sex workers from
all dialogue and decision-making processes which directly affect their work and lives, we
believe it is of the utmost importance that this consultation be inclusive of sex workers’ lived
experiences and sex worker group’s expertise.

Introduction

This submission focuses on the intersections between artificial intelligence (Al), digital
technologies, and the lives of female, trans, non-binary sex workers, a group often excluded
from policy discussions yet significantly affected by digital transformation. From a gender
equality perspective, sex workers, particularly women, transgender, and gender-diverse
individuals, face unique risks and opportunities in the digital environment. The submission
highlights how Al-driven systems, digital supervision, online discrimination and restrictions
on digital platforms impact their rights, safety, access to health and justice, and economic
autonomy.

Women’s and girls’ rights in an era of new and emerging technology

1. The impact of digital technology and Al on the rights of women and girls

1.1. Digital technology and AI have had a deep and complex impact on the rights of women
and girls, particularly sex workers, in the CEECA region. The integration of information and
communication technologies (ICT) has brought both progress and new challenges. On one
hand, online platforms have improved the autonomy and safety of sex workers by allowing
them to communicate directly with clients, set their own work conditions, and manage risks
more effectively. The internet has also created new opportunities for collective organising
and advocacy, helping sex workers build stronger communities and challenge stigma through
peer-led initiatives. The anonymity of online work has helped many maintain privacy and
reduce discrimination in their daily lives.
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1.2. The benefits are accompanied by serious risks. The stigma and criminalisation
surrounding sex work often make digital spaces unsafe. Sex workers face cyber-harassment,
privacy violations, blackmail, and doxing, while legal ambiguities limit their access to
justice. Al systems have also contributed to discrimination, as algorithms frequently ban or
shadowban sex workers’ accounts, restricting their visibility and income. The rise of Al-
driven technologies such as virtual reality and the metaverse raises further concerns about
exclusion and exploitation. Overall, while digital tools have empowered sex workers in many
ways, they have also reinforced existing inequalities and exposed them to new forms of
digital violence and control.

2. Engagement with UN

2.1. SWAN has actively engaged with the UN Human Rights Council on issues related to
women’s rights, digital technologies, and the intersectional realities of sex workers. During
the UN HRC59 SWAN’s Executive Director delivered an intervention at the Interactive
Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women and Girls, emphasizing
that “the digital frontier is not new for sex workers; for years, we have faced cyber-bullying,
online harassment, cyber monitoring, and platform discrimination.” The statement
highlighted how punitive laws and anti-sex work policies worsen online and offline violence
while restricting sex workers’ access to digital safety tools.

2.2. Additionally, SWAN contributed to global advocacy through its participation in the joint
International Safe Abortion Day statement, affirming solidarity with movements for bodily
autonomy and digital rights. At the UN HRC60 side event “Sexual Rights at the UN HRC:
Past, Present, and Future,” SWAN’s Executive Director urged the Human Rights Council to
integrate sex work into broader intersectional agendas, including those on gender equality,
abortion, LGBTQ+ rights, and digital rights, reinforcing the organization’s commitment to
advancing human rights in the age of digital transformation.

3. Immediate steps to ensure Al is developed and deployed in ways that advance the rights of
women and girls

To ensure that Al is developed and deployed in ways that advance the rights of women and
girls, including sex workers, different stakeholders must take immediate and coordinated
action. Governments should establish clear legal frameworks that safeguard data privacy and
protect individuals from online violence, surveillance, and discrimination. Tech companies
must adopt inclusive policies and ensure that algorithmic systems are transparent, fair, and
sensitive to the needs of marginalized groups, including sex workers who rely on digital
platforms for safety and livelihood. Civil society organizations and sex worker-led groups
should be supported to provide digital literacy training, raise awareness about online security,
and monitor rights violations in the digital sphere. Finally, international human rights bodies
should adopt recommendations and guidance documents urging states to meaningfully
include the voices of marginalized groups, particularly sex workers, in the governance and
ethical development of Al systems.

4. Existing legal frameworks and best practices

4.1. The legal landscape in many CEECA countries maintains a stance of strong stigma
surrounding sex work, with many jurisdictions outright criminalising it. This places sex
workers at risk of legal repercussions, making them more vulnerable to digital surveillance
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and harassment. Harmful anti-LGBTQ and anti-pornography laws in some CEECA countries
also contribute to an environment of heightened scrutiny and surveillance of online activities.
This further endangers sex workers who rely on digital platforms for their work.

4.2. The Working Group on Discrimination Against Women and Girls has adopted a
Guidance Document on Eliminating Discrimination Against Sex Workers and Securing Their
Human Rights, marking an important step toward recognizing sex workers’ rights within the
international human rights framework. The Working Group emphasizes that discrimination,
marginalization, and stigmatization of sex workers must be addressed by human rights bodies
to ensure the full protection of their rights. It calls for the full decriminalization of adult
voluntary sex work, identifying it as the most effective approach to end systemic
discrimination and violence and to combat impunity for violations of sex workers’ rights.
However, the guidance does not yet address digital technologies and their impact on sex
workers, leaving a critical gap in the protection of their rights in the digital realm. This
underscores the urgent need for further work and documentation to elaborate on States’
obligations regarding sex workers’ rights to equality, privacy, and autonomy in the context of
digitalization.

4.3. Economic challenges in the region can force sex workers into online spaces where they
may face exploitation, as they may have fewer alternatives for income generation. Digital
literacy among certain segments of sex workers in the CEECA region, such as older sex
workers and Roma sex workers, is limited, and this deficit in digital proficiency can impede
their capacity to safeguard their online identities and privacy effectively. The CEECA
region’s exceptional diversity in terms of languages, cultures, and legal frameworks also
poses a complex challenge when formulating region-wide strategies and advocacy initiatives.
4.4. In Ukraine sex workers face significant risks due to the criminalization of activities
connected to their work. The Criminal Code prohibits creating or maintaining brothels and
pimping, as well as the production, transportation, sale, or distribution of pornographic
materials, including digital content and computer programs. These broad legal provisions
create a threatening environment for sex workers, especially those involved in webcam
services, as their digital activities can be misinterpreted as criminal offenses.

4.5. In the European Union, the main legal framework governing digital technologies and
online platforms is the Digital Services Act (DSA), which came into force in 2022. During its
drafting, a proposed amendment, article 24b, posed serious risks to the privacy and safety of
sex workers, as it would have required online platforms hosting user-generated adult content
to collect and store workers’ personal data such as emails and phone numbers. This proposal
was strongly opposed by civil society and sex worker organizations, who highlighted its
potential to increase surveillance and discrimination. Following their advocacy efforts, the
amendment was rejected, demonstrating both the challenges and the importance of ensuring
that Al and digital governance frameworks respect privacy, data protection, and human rights
for all, including sex workers.

5. Transnational or cross-border effects of AI on women’s and girls’ rights

5.1. Women and transgender sex workers are clearly impacted cross-borderly by Al and
digital legislation. Social media platforms such as Meta (Facebook) dominate
communication, the boundaries of privacy are rapidly disappearing. Online visibility has
become almost unavoidable, and sex workers, whose work often depends on online
engagement, face increasing pressure to share personal information to appear “authentic.”
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This trend reflects a systemic, global issue driven by platform design and social norms rather
than individual choice, leaving women and marginalized groups more exposed to
surveillance, data misuse, and online exploitation.

5.2. Many online spaces such as Backpage.com that previously allowed sex workers to
advertise and find clients in a safer environment were shut down.

5.3. OnlyFans, which for many sex workers had become a vital source of income, particularly
during the COVID-19 pandemic, briefly announced a ban on “any content containing
sexually-explicit conduct”, after pressure from its payment processors. It later reversed the
decision.

5.4. Online payment systems, such as PayPal, frequently cancel the accounts of sex workers,
on some occasions even blocking access to funds held, based on policies that forbid
transactions for “certain sexually oriented materials or services”, thus contributing to the
impoverishment of sex workers.

6. Initiatives related to advancing women'’s participation in the technology workforce

In the CEECA region, sex worker-led organizations play an important role in advancing
women’s and marginalized communities’ participation in the digital space by promoting
digital literacy and technological skills. These organizations develop online resources,
training courses, and peer-learning initiatives that help sex workers navigate digital
technologies safely and effectively. Their goal is to reduce digital risks such as surveillance,
online harassment, and data breaches while enabling sex workers to benefit from online tools
for safety, advocacy, and income generation. However, despite these valuable efforts, limited
funding restricts the scale and frequency of such training, leaving many without sufficient
access to essential digital education and empowerment opportunities.

7. Measures to ensure that training data for Al systems reflects diverse populations of women
and girls

In the CEECA region, there are no effective measures in place to ensure that Al training data
reflects the diversity of marginalised groups such as women sex workers. Current Al systems
often reproduce existing race, gender and class biases, reinforcing discrimination and
exclusion, silencing the voices of marginalized groups. There is a serious risk of increasing
over-policing of criminalised populations. Sex workers, racialised individuals and migrants,
are more likely to be the subject of “potential crime maps” and place-based predictive
policing. Content moderation algorithms on platforms like Facebook and Instagram also
disproportionately censor sex worker-led organisations, flagging or banning content with
words reclaimed by sex workers community (“sex”, “whore”, “pute”). Similarly, algorithms
that misclassify darker skin tones or female bodies as “explicit” reflect gendered and
racialised biases.

Recommendations

The governments and the policymakers should undertake the following steps to ensure the
protection and fulfilment of the rights of sex workers:

1. Commit to a robust human rights-based approach rather than purely tech-based
“solutions” to complex societal issues. The adoption of Al solutions should be accompanied

* Hungary, H-1111 Budapest, Bertalan Lajos u.22 fsz.6. « swansecreteriat@swannet.org « www.swannet.org ¢



i

ACR,
SWAN

by comprehensive legislative safeguards that protect against human rights abuses, particularly
in relation to sex workers’ safety and privacy.

2. Adopt stronger data protection laws taking into account the needs and demands of
marginalised communities to afford them sufficient protection. Firewalls and other data
security practices must be widely adopted for public authorities engaging with criminalised
and marginalised populations.

3. Remove harmful regulatory laws and practices, including anti-LGBTQ and anti-
pornography laws, which negatively affect sex worker communities.

4. Refrain from introducing laws that jeopardise end-to-end encryption or mandate identity
verification as a prerequisite for internet access.

5. Pursue full decriminalisation of sex work, including sex workers, clients and third parties.
6. Actively engage sex workers in policy processes. Instead of being treated as passive
observers, sex workers and sex worker organisations should be meaningfully involved in
consultations about all policy and legal changes that affect them.

For more information on sex work and human rights in CEECA please do not hesitate to
contact SWAN at luiza.vardanyan(@swannet.org or trajche.jan(@swannet.org.

On behalf of Sex Worker Rights Advocacy Network (SWAN)

Trajche Janushev
Executive Director
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