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Introduction

The purpose of this report is to shed light on sex trafficking within the United States and to identify
the women and children most vulnerable to exploitation. Because data on the topic is still being
developed, some anecdotal evidence is also included. Other data included in this report comes from
state and federal government reports, and research conducted by nongovernmental organizations.

Though data is often lacking for specific regions or cities, the data that is available suggests that
trends run similar across the United States and even around the world. Though some people might
believe that trafficking victims have typically been kidnapped or born into slavery, the reality in the
United States and many other places around the world is that they were born free but into abusive
homes, homes with absent parents or broken families, and homes with parents who, for a myriad of
reasons, were unable to take care of their children. While some trafficking victims have certainly been
kidnapped or have been born into slavery, trends show that women and children who have run away
from home, group homes, or foster care placements, who have suffered abuse as children, or who
have “absent” parents are those who are most likely to become victims of sex trafficking.

Background on Sex Trafficking

Sex trafficking has been defined as a “modern-day form of slavery in which a commercial sex act is
induced by force, fraud or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such an actis under
the age of eighteen years.”” A commercial sex act is any sex act for which anything of value is
exchanged for the performance of the sexual act.?

The most commonly cited age of entry into the commercial sex industry is thirteen to fourteen years
old, and some sources say that this age is dropping to twelve to thirteen years old.* The Coalition
Against Trafficking in Women proffers that child prostitution in the United States began to increase in
the late 1980s because laws made it more difficult for officials to detain children who have run away.?

Though more reports are being released about who trafficking victims are in the United States,
verifiable and accurate data on domestic trafficking remains scarce. “Available data are often non-
comparable and contain duplicate counts...and are often inconsistently or inaccurately recorded
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due to differing definitions and beliefs among service providers and law enforcement about who is a
victim of human trafficking.”®

According to one study, an estimated 244,000 to 325,000 American youth are at risk for sexual
exploitation.” AlImost 200,000 incidents of sexual exploitation of minors are estimated to occur each
year in the United States.? These numbers do not reflect the thousands of women who are over the
age of minority who are also exploited every year through sex trafficking. Estimates about how much
money the commercial sex industry generates each year range from $9.5 billion and up to $32 billion
worldwide.’ These ranges vary widely because of the challenges with defining human trafficking as
well as difficulty in quantifying the number of victims domestically and globally.

Identifying Victims of Trafficking

Many exploited women and children share common characteristics, which help to identify others who
are at-risk for exploitation. Many women and girls in the commercial sex industry have experienced
childhoods that are “unprotected,” that were rife with trauma, abuse, abandonment and a lack of
resources, making them likely to run away from home and from group and foster homes, and putting
them at the greatest risk of being targeted by pimps.'® Often, they have experienced the loss of a
parent through death, divorce, abandonment."" Other commonalities between victims of trafficking
include “family breakdown, previous experiences of abuse and concomitant worthlessness and low
self-esteem, poor educational achievement, history of running away and substance misuse.”'?

Such “familial disruption” leads to interaction with the child welfare system, including placement in
foster care or group homes." Of the children entering the California child welfare system from
October 1, 2008 to September 31, 2009, eighty percent entered due to neglect, more than eleven
percent due to physical abuse, and almost three percent due to sexual abuse. In Sacramento County,
about eighty-five percent entered due to neglect, more than ten percent due to physical abuse, and
more than two percent due to sexual abuse.™

All of these circumstances of “unprotected-ness” create vulnerability to trafficking and exploitation. In
these contexts, even where children appear to be making choices, their choices are actually
“constrained.””™ Where children do not grow up with structure, knowing love from people who care
about their best interests, and stability, they become more susceptible to traffickers who prey on
children and women who desire love and stability but who don’t have a healthy reference to identify
what they look like. One young woman said, “Being in foster care was the perfect training for
commercial sexual exploitation. | was used to being moved without warning, without any say, not
knowing where | was going or whether | was allowed to pack my clothes. After years in foster care, |
didn’t think anyone would want to take care of me unless they were paid. So, when my pimp expected
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me to make money to support ‘the family’, it made sense to me.”’® Additionally, frequent moves
disrupt school placements, meaning children do not even have a circle of support from school friends
and teachers that remains stable.!”

When children live with such instability, they often run away as a protective mechanism or are
“thrownaway” because they are no longer wanted.'® Runaway episodes are when a child leaves home
without permission and does not return home overnight, or who is away from home and chooses not
to come home when he or she is expected to return.'” Thrownaway episodes, on the other hand, occur
when a child is either asked or told to leave by a parent or other guardian without being provided
with alternative care overnight or when a child who is away from home is prevented from returning.?
Though these children, particularly runaways, may be called “voluntary missing” to distinguish them
from children who have been kidnapped or lost, the classification is a misnomer. The reality is that
most of these kids run away or are thrown away from homes where there is “intense family conflict or
even physical, sexual, or psychological abuse.”*'

Reports commonly state that victims of trafficking are often runaways, thrownaways, or victims of
abuse which made them susceptible to sexual exploitation and trafficking.?? In San Francisco, for
example, ninety-six percent of prostituted women had been runaways.” Similarly, seventy-two
percent of prostituted women in Boston had been runaways, and fifty-six percent reported having
been runaways in Chicago. Up to seventy-seven percent of prostituted youth, including both girls and
boys, reported running away at least once.?* A U.S. Department of Health and Human Services report
suggests looking at the correlations between runaway and thrownaway youth and prostituted minors
to fill in the gaps when it comes to making accurate estimates of how many domestic minors are
trafficked into sexual exploitation, or are at risk of being s0.2* In 1999, for example, almost 1.7 million
youth at one point in their lives could be characterized as runaway or thrownaway youths.?* More than
seventy percent of those same children were at risk for prostitution.?’

Anecdotal evidence also supports the connection between foster care or other local authority care.
Sgt. Richard Chan, of the Vice and Child Exploitation Unit of the Youth and Family Services Division of
the Oakland Police Department in California, said: “l can say from experience that the vast majority of
the children who end up on the streets as prostitutes have had some interaction with the foster care
system. Many of them have run away from less than ideal situations at home and end up on the
streets, and subsequently end up in foster care. Girls have also been placed in foster care, but
subsequently end up on the streets.”?®
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