
 

1. Title of Project: Op Ephedra VAWG Project 

 
2. Key issue/theme that the project addresses: 

• To educate persons who seek to use the services of on street sex workers and divert them 
from criminal behaviours. 

• To safeguard vulnerable sex workers – refer to support services, help, taking reports or 
listening to them as people and build trust. 

• Reduce crime offending in the community areas where this issue is taking place by working 
service users. 

• Work in partnership with partner services to provide support to both sex workers and 
suspects/offenders where appropriate. 

• Gather intelligence on potential traffickers and persistent kerb crawlers.  
• Work with charities including Streetlight to refer people to diversion courses through 

Conditional Cautions.  
• Divert Sex Workers to Streetlight, ADDER, Women In Prison (for example) where possible, 

build/trust rapport refer them to support services. 
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ABSTRACT: 
 
Scanning: 
 
Brixton Hill has for decades been synonymous with sex work. The nature of the sex work in Brixton 
Hill today is multifaceted, however primarily dominated by individuals seeking to fuel their addictions 
to class A drugs by offering sexual acts for payment.  

The sexual acts performed by the sex workers and the offenders have either taken place in the back 
of cars that have picked up the women from the side of Brixton Hill or in the dark green areas of Rush 
Common/Rayleigh Gardens that run the length of Brixton Hill on the east side of the road. Workers 
often loiter around and find areas where there is space for cars to park up. Cars have tended to drive 
a short distance before parking up in a quiet residential street.  

Analysis: 
 
Officers to deploy in plain clothes, in unmarked vehicles conducting mobile patrols as well as foot 
patrols.   Officers are instructed to observe sex workers as well as engage with them to establish their 
welfare and gather intelligence. If a suspected offender is seen engaging with a sex worker officers 
seek to get best evidence by capturing a sexual act on BWV before arresting.  Additional resourcing 
and funding obtained from the POCA funding pot in order to support frontline policing in within 
community has been obtained “turning bad money into something good”. 

Response: 
 
Following arrest an offender’s details will be taken and if officers can confirm name and current 
address and they have no previous arrest history then a caution +3 will be arranged. This allows 
officers to stay on the street for longer during deployments. 

Upon interview stage if the offender admits their behaviour, then they may be eligible for the “You 
Choose course” via a conditional caution which aims to educate the offender via our partnership 
working with VAWG charity StreetLightUK or charged.  All females are referred into partners for 
further assistance dependant on their needs. 

Assessment: 
 
The team have been effective in reducing the use of on street sex workers by males, who look to 
exploit the vulnerable females in an area where Sarah Everard was taken.  This model has grown and 
is funded by POCA funding and works with partners across London in order to address the complex 
problems which the females face.  Figures of the results are 26 total, 24 detected – 92.3% as a crime 
detection figure overall to March 2025 with an increasing arrest and referral rate. 

 
 
  



 

Scanning: 
 
Brixton Hill has for decades been synonymous with sex work. The nature of the sex work in Brixton 
Hill today is multifaceted, however primarily dominated by individuals seeking to fuel their addictions 
to class A drugs by offering sexual acts for payment. Only on one occasion during the deployments did 
officers come across what appeared to be a sex worker working with a pimp overseeing them. The sex 
work is offered on street rather than brothels.  

The sexual acts performed by the sex workers and the offenders have either taken place in the back 
of cars that have picked up the women from the side of Brixton Hill or in the dark green areas of Rush 
Common/Rayleigh Gardens that run the length of Brixton Hill on the east side of the road. Sex workers 
often loiter around these areas as well as the junction with Upper Tulse Hill where there is space for 
cars to park up. Cars have tended to drive a short distance before parking up in a quiet residential 
street.  
 
Analysis: 
 
Officers have been deploying in plain clothes, usually between 4 and 6 PCs in two unmarked vehicles 
contacting mobile patrols as well as foot patrols. Officers are instructed to observe sex workers as well 
as engage with them to establish their welfare and gather intelligence. If a suspected offender is seen 
engaging with a sex worker officers seek to get best evidence by capturing a sexual act on BWV, before 
arresting. Following arrest, an offender’s details will be taken and if officers can confirm name and 
current address and they have no previous arrest history then a caution +3 will be arranged. This 
allows officers to stay on the street for longer during deployments. See below flow chart for more 
detail on this strategy. 

In addition to the criminal aspect of this operation officers have also sought to build rapport with the 
sex workers on Brixton Hill. Most of the females have been more than happy to chat to the officers on 
deployment and this has resulted in referrals to Streetlight and Lorraine Hewitt House for those with 
class A dependencies. Furthermore, the workers have on occasion passed the officers pieces of 
criminal intelligence about local dealers and other criminal matters. 

Response: 
 
Officers are BDO trained which enables them to observe the area known for on street sex work, Plain 
clothes officers are in both in vehicles and on static points. These officers will identify people looking 
to solicit sex workers by body language, movements or verbal communications. Officers will follow at 
distance and catch them in a “pants down scenario” on BWV as best evidence. Officers also patrol 
areas reported by the community or partners to identity if people are using these hidden spaces for 
sexual acts. Officers speak to the community whilst undertaking the operation where appropriate to 
reassure them Police are working in the area and acting on their concerns. 
 
The operation will achieve its objectives by adopting a multi-layered approach and Partnership 
working with the local authority, and outreach teams. We look at diversion tactics and support of 
vulnerable people to address the root cause, often this is drug addiction. We also divert male suspects 
via a Conditional Caution to attend a course run by StreetLightUK. This operation will take the MOPC 
and Met priorities, that being VAWG, within the community. 
 
Officers also ran a “Soup Kitchen” bi-monthly that is set up in the heart of Brixton on Windrush Square. 
This gives the services a platform to come to the community directly. The police arrange with Compass 
Group for hot and cold food and drinks to be provided to the community so they can come along and 



 

engage with many different services on the street regarding their often-complex needs. These services 
are homeless support, drugs referrals, mental health, alcohol referrals, sexual health, to name a few.  
 
This service is key to preventing crime taking place and offering support to the most vulnerable people 
who may or may not come to Police notice.  Successful pilots of this programme have resulted in a 
large number of referrals to services with persons being referred to medical, homeless and drugs and 
alcohol services as well as sexual health screening and MH support services.  The location on Windrush 
Square was deliberately chosen as this area is a hot spot for service users and an area where the team 
can be seen. This additional deployment is aimed to assist in the recovery of persons who have 
addiction issues. This may be alcohol, drugs, mental health or any other reason they have come to 
notice.  The aim is to include partners on each deployment to highlight and join the problem-solving 
thinking in this area.  Too often partners work in silo but having this joint approach with police support 
the safeguarding will be given to the correct partners on the ground. 

Assessment: 
 

The team have made a real difference and had an impact within the community with new partnerships 
being created with our working partners, this could never have been completed without this extra 
work being undertaken. 

Results in figures so far; 53.8% of people are charged 34.6% of people are given conditional cautions 
and sent to the “You choose course”, 11.5% of people are disposed of by other means. 

Current rate of crime detection is 92.3% positive. 

Operation Ephedra has seen twenty-six males arrested for sexual offences with a 92.3% detection 
rate.  Over 23 females have been referred to services and some multiple times.  

Of note the partners that we have been working with has provided feedback on the soup kitchen 
element of Operation Ephedra “Firstly, thank you and the team for all your time and effort with 
organising and managing this project, it has become a vital part of the outreach work that is being 
done in Brixton for services and some of the most vulnerable people that need support. Not only does 
it provide a physical safe space but also the information that is shared has a long-lasting beneficial 
impact”. 

The team regularly interacts with the sex works who have said the following quotes “thanks I don’t 
have to do that anymore” and “I feel much safer when I know you are around” which shows the trust 
is being gained in this hidden community. 

This operation is ongoing with the officers visiting Thames Valley Police (TVP) to offer and install this 
tactic in this force.  Training has been given and joint on street partnership policing with the team has 
taken place with operational success being applied.  This is in addition to other BCU policing namely 
NE, CE and SW using and employing this model. 

Long term work in Brixton has seen a displacement of the on-street sex work within the community 
noting a decline in environmental waste and low level ASB, but after a number of deployments the 
sex workers remained on the street.  An arrest night was planned in order to stage an in-custody 
intervention where we could have dedicated resources to enable further support for drug addiction, 
homeless housing, ruff sleeper support, Street light, ADDER, Brixton Women In Prison and Police 
support staff.  Arrest is always the last resort but the team felt the sex workers were no longer 
listening.  Additional officers were brought in to act as arresting officers with the core Ephedra team 



 

remaining in custody as a friendly face.  2 persons were arrested and referred directly; it is hoped that 
this extension can be conducted bi-monthly to further deliver in our aims. 

Partnership with charities, outreach groups are keen in delivering success and lessen the load on the 
frontline policing teams.  Rather than arresting, the need to help people out of their situation is a 
key factor to stop re offending and break this cycle.  Once this the offer of support is given and this 
might be a number of times, this has to be a better way of dealing with the offending pattern. 
 
The operation can be credited to the POCA funding stream who without their support for this 
operation none of these results could have been obtained.   
 


