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Prostitution is a misdemeanor offense in PA

PA Code Chapter 18, Section 5902



Prostitution is a misdemeanor offense in PA

PA Code Chapter 18, Section 1104



Cannabis advocates have a head start

WTAE, 2016



Goal: from 
misdemeanor 
to summary 
violation

Also called: 
“non-traffic citation”
“summary offense”



Positive side effects from reducing penalties

+ does not necessitate arrest, can just be written up like a traffic 
ticket

+ expungement after 5 years (with no arrests)
+ some protection from employment non-discrimination 

(Pennsylvania Criminal History Record Information Act)
+ ? possible protections for student loans, professional licensing, 

DNA sampling
+ ? opens door for local non-discrimination laws (e.g., housing) 

based on conviction grades



Challenges from reducing penalties

− police still have discretion
− only applies to city limits
− requires police training
− unclear whether this approach does meaningfully reduce charges 

& convictions (needs more research)



Step 1: Write an ordinance



Step 1: Write an ordinance

● modeled after cannabis 
ordinance

● a lawyer helped
● short, just one page!
● some edits are in the works to 

add WHEREAS clauses
● circulated for feedback



Step 2: Make a simple website

●



Step 3: Build a coalition

● Reached out to organizations 
from health, harm reduction, 
LGBTQ, domestic violence, sexual 
violence, feminist, racial justice, 
progressive religious, libertarian, 
jail support, prison reform

● Tabling at Pride, community 
events



(Optional) Step 3.5: Get some data



Step 4: Find a sponsor

● consider your own 
representative

● ask coalition 
members who is 
sympathetic

● show up to their 
events

● befriend a staffer



Step 5: Get city stakeholders on board

● Police departments, vice squad, 
trafficking & victims officers

● Police chief
● Council member briefings
● District Attorney

Goal: Don’t oppose. Even better if they 
support. 



(Optional) Step 6: Attract media coverage

● This is currently in the works for us!
● media coverage might not make sense if you’re concerned about backlash
● revisit Spokeshub classes on media training
● write press release, get quotables
● make events photograph-friendly if you want more coverage
● consider privacy of participants



Step 7: Introduce the ordinance for a vote!

● This is currently in the works for us!
● Prep volunteers to give comments, offer talking points
● Ideally you’ll already know whether your ordinance is going to pass
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Bonus Slides



City Ordinance - Proposed text

Basic definitions

Remove this 
ordinance if state 

law changes



City Ordinance - Proposed text

Prostitution is a 
summary violation

Charged with a 
ticket in-person or 

in the mail



City Ordinance - Proposed text

Penalty is $100 fine or 
community service



City Ordinance - Proposed text

Prostitution should be 
treated like any other 

summary violation

This ordinance doesn’t 
rewrite state law.


