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What is wrong with Nevada’s Policy on Prostitution? 
 
For 48 years Nevada has allowed legal brothels to exist. 
 
Nevada is the only state in America with legalized brothel prostitution in select counties. 
 
Legalized prostitution in Nevada has led to a massive illegal sex industry in the state. 
 
Nevada has the highest rates of commercial sex (both legal and illegal) in the US. Per capita their rates are 63% higher 
than the next highest state of New York and double that of Florida.1 
 
The vast majority of prostitution in Nevada continues to occur illegally, with at least 90% of prostitution in Nevada 
estimated to occur outside of the legal brothel system.2 This is consistent with experiences with legalization in other 
countries. For example,  

• In Australian states with legalized prostitution systems, up to 90% of the market was found to operate illegally, 
with poor occupational health and safety standards.3   

• An examination of policy in Australia and the Netherlands found that “escorts” continued to operate 
illegally and could not be regulated or controlled, undermining efforts to improve safety by establishing legal, 
regulated brothels.4 Rather than reducing harm, the negative impacts of prostitution were exacerbated by 
legalization, and it was concluded that the policy of legalization is “doomed to fail” in achieving its stated 
objectives of harm reduction.  

• An analysis of 148 online reviews, and 2,424 reply posts of legal prostitution “services” in Australia found that 
sex buyer admissions of inflicting harm were common and, as opposed to the promises of decreased violence 
and stigma promised by legalization proponents, it was evident that buyers actively construct and 
normalize narratives of sexual violation and violence against women in licensed brothels.5   

• A study compared the legal frameworks, methods of implementation, and outcomes of attempts at prostitution 
harm reduction in nine countries (Australia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands, New Zealand, Spain, 
South Africa, and Sweden).  It concluded that attempts to regulate prostitution as a form of work like any 
other had failed, leading to unchecked growth and lack of enforcement in illegal sectors, and no 
improvements in levels of violence, reducing stigmatization, reducing reluctance to report violence to police, or 
access to health services.6 

 
Legal prostitution fuels and increases sex trafficking. 
 
Legal prostitution contributes to Nevada being a prostitution tourism state.7 A comparison of indicators of prostitution 
markets in US cities of comparable traits found evidence of far greater commercial sex and sex trafficking activity in 
Nevada.8  
 
This finding is consistent with results seen across the globe where legalization of prostitution has occurred.  For example, 
a 2013 study of 150 countries from the London School of Economics which found that wherever prostitution was legal, 
sex-trafficking tended to increase, not decrease.9 A separate analysis of 39 nations found that sex trafficking was 
most prevalent in countries where prostitution was legal.10  Why? Because once something is legal, there is 
increased demand for it. Sex traffickers take advantage of this opportunity to supply vulnerable women and girls to 
male sex buyers throughout the state.  
 
In the case of prostitution, when sex buying is decriminalized this creates a great incentive for pimps/sex traffickers to 
entice, coerce, or force more people, especially women, into prostitution both within and outside of legal prostitution 
frameworks. Demonstrating this reality, an analysis of prostitution advertising in Nevada found that 72% of Nevada’s sex 
providers have at least some indicator of being young, with the potential of being underage, or working in groups 
likely to have an active facilitator [emphasis added].11 
 
Further, an audit of Nevada legal brothels in Lyon County found that 30% of the women had red flags for sex 
trafficking.12 
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Legal prostitution increases child sex trafficking. 
  
Many prostituted persons are advertised for their youth, regardless of their stated age. “For example, phrases like ‘fresh 
meat,’ ‘brand new’ and ‘daddy’s little girl’ are all used to connote the youth of those being sold for sex.”13  
 
Higher prices are charged for younger women in Nevada. “This demand for youth has serious consequences for 
trafficking into the sex industry. The higher profit margins create incentives for traffickers to recruit younger 
individuals.”14 
 
Even when it is legalized, it is impossible to disentangle violence and exploitation from prostitution. 
  
Prostitution is not dangerous because it is illegal, it is illegal because it is dangerous. Legalization does not make it safe. 
There is no way to make prostitution “a little bit better” any more than it is possible to make domestic violence “a little bit 
better.” One woman who survived being prostituted in two legal brothels in Nevada stated: 
 

We did not have the “independent contractor” freedom to turn down buyers. Management required us to line up 
when someone arrived at the brothel. Once picked from the lineup, we would bring the sex buyer back to our 
room where he was allowed to do whatever he wanted with us. . . . The violent-natured men I encountered in legal 
brothels are no different than the men buying sex on the streets. I cannot count the number of times I physically 
fought with men in the brothels and how many times I have been raped because I was too scared to fight back.15 

 
According to a number of studies, women are frequently raped in both escort and brothel prostitution.  For example, a 
survey conducted in London found 57% of escorts and prostituted women had been assaulted in indoor venues.16  In 
interviews conducted in New York City, “escorts” involved in indoor prostitution were “beaten twice a year, on 
average,”17 and 48% said they had been sexually assaulted in indoor prostitution or while escorting.18 
 
Women in the sex trade experience physical violence,19 sexual assault,20 rape,21 and murder.22 Women out of Nevada’s sex 
trade are at risk too. Nevada has consistently ranked first in the nation for domestic violence fatalities,23 ranks fourth in the 
nation for rape/sexual assault,24 and fourth in the nation for the women to be murdered by men.25 Nevada has the 
national’s largest commercial sex market and is among the top ten states for young persons (age 20 and under including 
potentially underage) in the sex trade.26 No school is safe when the demand for sex is high and legal. 
 
Legal prostitution has failed to protect women from sexual exploitation, violence, or psychological trauma. A survey of 45 
women who experienced prostitution in legal Nevada brothels reports:27  
 

• 57% of the women gave all or part of their income to their pimp or trafficker 
• 81% of the women reported they wanted to escape prostitution regardless of its legal status  
• 23% self-reported they were prostituted as a child 
• 50% had prostituted illegally 
• 47% had pornography made of them while in prostitution. 
• 47% had been homeless. 
• 44% were verbally abused in prostitution.  

 
When prostitution is legitimized, then the entire practice of it is normalized.  
 
In other words, the entire community inadvertently becomes groomed. Traffickers brag that recruiting in 
Nevada is the easiest because the laws have done half the work for them  
 
One study of college-aged men at University of Nevada at Reno showed they significantly more often endorsed 
beliefs that prostitution is a normal activity that should be mainstreamed, such as:  

• “There is nothing wrong with having sex for money,”  
• “It’s OK for a man to go to a call girl if his wife doesn’t find out.”   
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• The young men assumed that the very existence of prostitution served as a crude pressure release which decreased 
the likelihood that other (non-prostituted) women would be raped.   

• They also believe that prostitution lowers the moral standards of a community.28 

Additionally when prostitution is a legal business and viewed as “a job like any other” then it gets the same 
access and opportunities as any other business Legalization legitimizes pimps/sex traffickers. 

One legal pimp and owner of seven brothels won the primary election to be a Nevada State Legislature. Another 
legal pimp is a County Commissioner.  

Legalized prostitution in Nevada has failed to protect women from sexual exploitation, 
violence, or psychological trauma.  
 
Instead of legalizing and embracing sexual exploitation, Nevada’s prostitution policies should work to combat demand 
(highly penalizing and reducing sex buying behavior) and should offer social services and job training opportunities to the 
women engaged in prostitution to help them exit the industry.  
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