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New danger for Italy's foreign prostitutes
By Tamsin Smith
BBC, Rome

Prostitution in Italy could be pushed back behind closed doors. For the last 50 years,
prostitution on Italy's streets has been legal.From the big city suburbs, to the coastal
motorways to the Tuscan countryside, Italy's 80,000 prostitutes are more visible than
anywhere else in Europe, lining the roadsides even in daylight. Italian Interior Ministry and
police figures estimate that 45% of Italian men visit prostitutes at least once a year.

This week saw the start of a debate on a new law designed to make street prostitution a
criminal offence. Forcing prostitution behind closed doors, into rented apartments where it
will still be tolerated may improve the appearance of Italy's streets, but will it force the
prostitutes - the majority of whom are immigrants - further into the arms of the criminal
underworld?

Threats

"On 4 October 2002 a man brought me from Romania to Italy," says Helena, a slight
17-year-old, with an empty expression and bruises on her arms and chest which she tries to
cover as she talks to me*. "He told me I had a job as a cleaner but he shut me in a house and
took my passport. Then he and others beat me and raped me until I agreed to work on the
streets. They said if I didn't do it they would kill my family. We had one tiny room for five
people, three girls in one big bed and two on the floor, it was hot - it was awful. Every night
we had to go out to work on the streets."

Last week, the police rescued Helena and five other girls from the flat they had been
kept in by their traffickers for over a year. Now the girls live in a safehouse in a northern
suburb of Rome. The house is decorated with cheerful prints and posters to give the girls a
sense of security after their recent experiences. Sister Erma, who runs the house, worries that
the new prostitution law currently being debated would reduce the chance of girls like Helena
being rescued as they would be forced indoors, off the street. "When girls are on the streets
they can meet volunteer organisations and the police, but if they are kept captive and shut up
in houses there is no possibility to meet people and it is much more difficult to escape from
prostitution," she says.

Law-and-order issue

Every night Helena and the other girls were taken by their traffickers to work on
Christopher Columbus Street, a busy tree-lined avenue in Rome where the traffic thunders
past day and night. At eight o'clock in the evening, it is barely dusk and already girls are
standing by the roadside.

"It is not something that Italian citizens like - also because it is not something you see
in other countries," says Lucio Malan, a senator in the governing Forza Italia party. He
explains why the new law on prostitution is an important law-and-order issue for many voters.
"The sensation for people is that those streets are controlled by criminals and not by the state.
It is not a good sensation - we have to show the government is in control."
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Cosmetic change?

Ten years ago most of the prostitutes on the streets were of Italian nationality. Today
over 80% are immigrants - mostly from Eastern Europe and North Africa.

Alessandro dal Lago, a sociologist from the University of Genoa, believes the new law
1s more about immigration than prostitution. "When people in Italy talk about a law against
illegal prostitution they mean a law against illegal foreign prostitution," he says. "The law will
remove foreign prostitutes from the streets not Italian ones. And this is a law typical for a
Catholic country - resolving the appearance of the problem not the core of the problem"No
Italian Government wants to spend money helping these women - it costs too much."

Back at the safehouse, Helena says she has been granted legal status to stay in Italy,
which means she can find a proper job and accommodation. "I can stay here now, I want to
make my life here," she says. "I want to work and to have a normal life, like other girls."
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Nové nebezpeci pro zahrani¢ni prostitutky v Italii

Prostituce v Italii by mohla byt op€t odsunuta za zaviené dvete.Poslednich 50 let je
prostituce v Italskych ulicich legélni. Z velkych okrajovych casti mést, pies pobfezni cesty az
na Toskansky venkov, 80 000 Italskych prostitutek je vice navstévovanych nez kdekoliv jinde
v Evrop¢, lemuji silnice dokonce i za bilého dne. Italské ministerstvo vnitra a policie
odhaduji, ze 45% italskych muzi vyuziva sluzeb prostitutek nejméné jednou do roka.

Tento tyden se zacalo debatovat o novém navrhu zékona, ktery by pouluéni prostituci
povazoval za prestupek. Prostituce za zavienymi dvéfmi, v pronajtych bytech bude stale brana
jako ta lepsi varianta oproti venkovnim italskym ulicim, ale budou tu 1 nésilim donucené
prostitutky — vétSina z nich jsou imigrantky — dal$i prodlouzend ruka kriminédlniho podsvéti?

Hrozby

4. fijna roku 2002 mé muz odvezl z Rumunska do Italie,” vypravi sedmnactileta
Helena, s prazdnym vyrazem v jeji tvafi, s modifinami na rukou a hrudi, které se pokousela
zakryt kdyz se mnou mluvila. ,,Rekl mi, Ze ma pro mé préci v &istirng, ale zaviel mé v domé a
vzal mi pas. Potom m¢ on 1 ostatni bili a znasiliovali dokud jsem nesouhlasila s praci na ulici.
fekli, ze pokud to neudéldm zabiji mou rodinu. M¢li jsem jeden malinky pokoj pro pét lidi.
Tt1 divky spaly v jedné velké posteli a dvé na zemi, bylo to strasny. Kazdou noc jsem museli
Jit pracovat na ulici.*

Minuly tyden, policie Helenu a pét dalSich divek zachranila z bytu, kde byly drzeny
jejich ,,pasaky* pfes rok. Nyni Ziji divky v azylovém domé v severni ¢asti Rima. Diim je
vyzdoben veselymi malbami a plakaty, které davaji divkam pocit bezpec¢i po tom co nedavno
prozily.Sestra Erma, kterd provozuje dim, méa obavy, Ze novy zakon o prostituci, ktery se
v soucasné dob¢ projednava, by mohl snizit Sance divek jako je Helena na zachranu, protoze
budou uzaviené uvnitf, pry¢ z ulic. Pokud jsou divky na ulici mohou potkat pracovniky
neziskovych organizaci a policii, ale pokud jsou zaviené v domech, neni zddnd Sance nékoho

vvvvvv

Pravni zalezitosti

Kazdou noc Helena a ostatni divky byly posilany jejich ,,pasaky* pracovat do ulice
Krystofa Kolumba, rusné téiproudové ulice v Rimé, kde je nepietrzity provoz pies den i pies
noc.V osm hodin vecer je stézi soumrak ale divky uz stoji u silnice.

,»Je to néco, co se Italskym obcantim nelibi — mozna proto Ze to neni néco co muzete
vidét v ostatnich zemich®, fikéd Lucio Malan, senator, ktery fidi Forza Italia party. Vysvétluje
proc€ je novy zakon o prostituci dilezité pravni natizeni pro mnoho voli¢t. ,,Senzace pro lidi
je ze tyto ulice kontroluji krimindlnici a ne stat. To neni spravny — my chceme ukdzat, ze pro
kontrolu je tu vlada®.
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Kosmetické zmény?

Pred deseti lety byla vétSina prostitutek Italské narodnosti. Dnes je pres 80%
imigrantek — vétSinou z vychodni Evropy a Severni Afriky.

Alessandro dal Lago, sociolog z University v Genoa véfi, ze novy zakon je vice nez o
prostituci o imigrantech. ,,Kdyz lidé v Italii mluvi o zadkonu proti prostituci, mysli tim
nelegalni cizineckou prostituci®, fika. ,,Zakon odstrani prostitutky z ulic, ale ne ty Italské. A
to je zakon typicky pro katolickou zemi — fesSit jen okoli problému a ne jadro problému.
Italska vlada nechce utracet penize na pomoc témto zendm, to je ptili§ drahé*.

Zpé&t do azylového domu, Helena ik, Ze uz ma legalné dovoleno pobyvat v Italii, coz
znamena, ze si muze najit fadné zaméstnani a bydleni. ,,MUzu zde nyni zstat, chci zde stravit
muj zivot*, fika. ,,Chci pracovat a zit normalni Zivot jako ostatni divky*.



