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China's attempts to crack down on illegal prostitution have led to increased police
brutality of sex workers in a country where educational and economic challenges lead
many to seek opportunity in the underground industry.
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According to a new report from New York-based Human Rights Watch, periodic sweeps of places such as karaoke
bars, hair salons and massage parlors result in detentions, harassment and blackmail of sex workers in China.
Police abuse of workers in custody is often so severe that it constitutes torture under China's domestic law,
according to the report, which was based on interviews with 140 sex workers, clients and experts.

The Beijing Public Security Bureau did not respond to requests for comment.
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Many women reported having been beaten into confession of prostitution, the study said, noting that confession
relieves officials from having to present other, harder-to-acquire evidence of prostitution. 'They attached us to trees,
threw freezing cold water on us, and then proceeded to beat us,’ one woman was quoted as saying.
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The stories of abuse highlight the lengths to which police force is used in China to stamp out prostitution, a taboo
issue that remains rampant despite crackdowns. While prostitution is illegal in China, it is supported by the
business and political culture.
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Prostitution in China is also the byproduct of an economy that has opened opportunities for many to improve their
living standards, but not all. Social disparities created by limited education and employment opportunities have led
many women, rural women in particular, to turn to prostitution as the fastest way to improve their livelihood, the
report said.
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The report also underscores the extent to which most Chinese citizens are unaware of their rights, or do not feel
that they have the right, to protect themselves against law-enforcement officials. None of the women interviewed in
the study filed a complaint or criminal charges against police who abused them. Most were unaware that they could
hire an attorney for protection, the study said.
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Human Rights Watch said that police actions open an estimated 4 million to 6 million of China's sex workers under
to additional safety and health risks. Many women interviewed also said that they stopped carrying and using
condoms after police deemed the condoms as evidence of prostitution.
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The report -- which focused on sex workers in Beijing's parks, salons and massage parlors -- said that some
workers were detained after servicing undercover police.
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Human Rights called on China to protect basic rights of workers and prohibit arbitrary detentions, arrests and
brutality and to ensure protection of workers in a call for basic human rights. It also called on officials to prosecute
police offenders and to create legislation that removes criminal sanctions against voluntary and consensual sex.
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'Failure to uphold the rights of the millions of women who voluntarily engage in sex work leaves them subject to
discrimination, abuse, exploitation, and undercuts public health policies,' the report said.
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