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Feministic societywork in Iceland

By Gudrun Jonsdottir Stigamot, Iceland

Firstly I have to express my joy to have all those experts coming to Iceland and give us the opportunity to hear what is going on in the world around us.  We have to keep in mind that combating Trafficking for sexual exploitation is combating internationally organized crime, and none us can do that alone.  We have to organize even better than the traffickers, pimps and buyers, and we have to make sure that our societies are aware of this modern slavery.  That is what we are doing by creating European Network against Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. And this seminar today is an important part of that work.


One of the benefits of making a network is to learn from each other.  We have been working together this weekend and today we decided to give each other examples of successful work in our homelands.  

I chose to tell you about feministic society work in Iceland

We got a flourishing porno industry in Iceland from the year 1996, and it was in 1999 that at least 1000 foreign women where brought to Iceland to work at the so-called striptease clubs, with so-called privatdance as the main income. (Information from the Icelandic police) –The women came mainly from Baltic and Eastern Europe, and I have to add that the women where brought in as “artists” and could stay for only one month at a time. Icelandic men 18 years and older where at that time 99.700.   This meant that we brought in one foreign woman for every one hundred Icelandic men 18 years and older. The clubs became 13 all over the country.  This was the situation when Stigamot – with many others started the campaign against the clubs.

The most important factors in our work are

1. To put trafficking and prostitution on the agenda and make sure that it would stay there.  

2. To make clear the connection between pornography, prostitution and trafficking on one hand and sexual violence on the other.  Pornography, prostitution and trafficking are different but related forms of buying and selling access to women bodies.  All those forms are violations.  Icelandic authorities have published reports on those issues and the most resent one, which was made by respected officials recommends that the so-called private dance will be made illegal, and many other means will be used to avoid trafficking and prostitution, but the report says, lets make pornography free, because the committee says, research doesn’t show that as long as it is not hardcore it is not harmful.    To that I want to say that almost all the prostituted women that we meet at Stigamót claim that they have been photographed or filmed at some stage in the prostitution and that they have no control over the distribution of the films and photos.  Which makes the private violence of prostitution to a public humiliation in the porno industry.  Pornography as we know it at Stigamot is often nothing but photographed or fimed prostitution.  In the following I will use the word porno industry as a collective word for pornography, prostitution and trafficking.  Pornography and prostitution are interrelated, and in Iceland so can trafficking be.

3. To broaden the perspective of the porno industry to include not only the prostituted women and the traffickers, but also the Icelandic organizers or merchants and the reason for the flourishing industry – the buyers (only yestreday evening on the news there was a report on our meeting in Iceland, but it was illustrated by picuturs of prostututed and trafficked women.  The focus is  never put, on the responsible ones.

4. To draw conclusions from the fact that buying and selling of women’s bodies is violence against the women involved and against all women.  If it is violence, then it should be reflected in Icelandic law and made criminal as other forms of violations. Then we have to change the law that today criminalizes the prostituted women and the pimps, but not those responsible – the buyers. – As far as I know we are one of very few countries left in Europe that still has not corrected that ignorant article in the legislation. I am ashamed to say that at the same time that the Swedish authorities are casing after 800 customers of a Swedish brothel to prosecute them for criminal act, and the Norwegian are putting Norwegian traffickers in jail for abusing Russian women, the Icelandic authorities are driving “witch-hunting “after a  prostituted woman.   In court these days in 2003 an Icelandic woman is being prosecuted for prostitution.   

5. To use every descent means to raise consciousness, to influence politicians, officials, researchers, media, Icelandic men and the public. Every year we invite representatives from all the political parties in parliament to visit Stigamot.  We inform about our work, about statistics and our plans of action.  Then we give our MPs a list of suggestions to new law that would help in the campain against sexual violence.  Last autumn our list included 9 suggestions to the parliament to put an end to the trade of women. 

6. Too bring into light the genius marketing.  How the organizers of the porno industry have realized that the key factor to a successful business is to secure that the buyers can be absolutly sure that their little secret is safe.  And they have found many ways to do that.  From the day the first club opened, they brought in foreign women mainly from Balticum and other countries from Eastern Europe,  that didn’t speak Icelandic, and often not English either, They brought in women that  stayed only for a short period of time,  women that came from so vulnerable condition that they would sign illegal working contracts and accept working conditions that no Icelandic women would do.

7. To be aware of the use of words. Another way to secure the business security is the use of words.    By never mentioning the word prostitution, by calling it striptease-  or erotic, calling it private dance.  Icelandic authorities normalized it even more in law by never mention the word striptease clubs but nightclubs.  The clubs get their main-income from the private dance, where the buyer takes the woman to a closed space where nobody can know what happens except he and the woman, what technically happens behind the curtains is of no importance. In Iceland we have used a lot of energy to argue about words, and suggest that we avoid those trapps.   
8. To realize the high profit involved – It is said about internationally organized crimes that trafficking is the type of crime that brings most profit, and least risk.  The same is also true about the local prostitution market. One club owner, who some time ago also owned the firm “Baltic” that brought in women from Balticum to his clubs, has stated that he pays one hundred million Icelandic kronas in taxes and other public cost a year!  The Icelandic Minister of Social Affairs almost exploited with anger one year ago, when someone said that the Icelandic State was in the role of a pimp.

Dear guests.   I could mention many other important aspects, but time doesn’t allow it.  I only want to say that Icelanders are beginning to realize what has been going on in our small community.  We have won some important victories; the police regulation in Reykjavik and Akureyri, now forbids the private dance, which means that 8 out of 13 clubs are now closed.  But the work is not done jet. Still we have such clubs in Kopavogur and in Reykjanesbær, and we see numerous new forms of the phornoindustry in Iceland. 

Kolbrun Halldórsdóttir our chairperson today who is also an MP  has put forward a bill four times to decriminalize the prostituted women, to criminalize the buyers and to strengthen the law against pornography. Four times she didn’t succeed, but we had elections this spring and gender issues where put on the agenda by Icelandic feminists. Now MP´s from four out of five Icelandic political parties have stated that this autumn when the parliament starts working again they are willing to change the law, decriminalize the prostituted women and to criminalize the buyers.  I am optimistic.  We are doing our best to change our society and we feel much stronger in our work under the umbrella of European Network against Trafficking in Women for sexual exploitation. 

Thank you 

