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Much of Human Trafficking is a commercialized subset of Domestic Violence, especially within Immigrant Communities. It should be recognized that trafficking victims are, in reality, victims of a number of crimes including domestic violence, and as such deserve recognition, protection and special consideration from the State of Connecticut.

 

It is imperative that this reality be brought to the attention of Connecticut’s Task Force on Domestic Violence in Immigrant Communities simply because so many forgotten lives are at stake; and many of those lives are quite young.

There is real danger in not recognizing and responding to the realities of human trafficking and its inseparable relationship to immigrant peoples and the vulnerabilities they face.

Ahava Kids, a human rights organization based in Connecticut, exists to rescue and care for young victims of human trafficking here in the United States and around the world. During the fulfillment of that mission, we have discovered the complex challenges facing victims of commercial sexual abuse, which is the major focus of our work in the United States, along with situations of forced labor. Today’s discussion will concentrate mostly on commercial sexual abuse / human trafficking and its close relation to domestic violence in immigrant communities.

Before we review the facts we have learned from our work, it is useful to know both the federal and the Connecticut statutes on trafficking.

Federal:

As defined by Federal law, “trafficking in persons,” includes “sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 years of age”; or “the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or services through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.”

State:

As defined by Connecticut law, a person is guilty of trafficking in persons when, by means of fear/threats, they compel or induce another person to engage in prostitution or work.  

§ 53a-192a. Trafficking in persons: Class B felony.

(a) A person is guilty of trafficking in persons when such person commits coercion as provided in section 53a-192 and the other person is compelled or induced to (1) engage in conduct that constitutes a violation of section 53a-82, or (2) work.

(b) Trafficking in persons is a class B felony.
For today, it is important to point out that both statutes recognize the roles that force, violence, and abuse play in human trafficking.  When these are added to what we have learned in the scope of Ahava Kids’ work, it becomes clear that the dynamics involved in human trafficking are interwoven with those of domestic violence, especially in immigrant communities.  For instance:

1. Trafficking occurs in Connecticut and many of the victims are immigrants.  They are involved in both forced labor and commercial sexual exploitation.  Some are in the United States legally, while others are either smuggled or trafficked in.  Regardless of how a victim entered, by federal statute their status as a victim of human trafficking cures any illegal entry.  

2. Trafficking almost always involves an arguably domestic situation. Victims often live with their trafficker, or in a house that he has arranged where they can be controlled and monitored, and are often involved in a physical as well as domestic relationship with the trafficker. It is in the trafficker’s interest to keep her close by and to keep her dependent on him for even the most basic of needs. The trafficker usually confiscates any official papers or identification the immigrant has, such as a visa or passport, making her much more vulnerable and isolated simply because she has no way of proving who she is, that she is here legally, or how she got here. In fact, the dynamics and circumstances of trafficking very often force victims into situations where they are dependent on the trafficker for basic survival. Again, these are domestic situations in which some of the violence or abuse taking place has a commercial aspect. This often creates a situation that increases the abuse beyond the domestic situation. The victim is abused by the trafficker and by customers who are paying to sexually abuse her.

3. Trafficking always involves violence or the threat of violence. Victims of trafficking suffer a cycle of abuse which mirrors that suffered by victims of battered women’s syndrome. Traffickers use a combination of psychological manipulation, physical and emotional abuse, and threats of violence to maintain control over their victims. The abuse and intimidation traffickers place upon their victims typically involve violence, threats (directly and to the victim’s family), starvation, forced lack of sleep, forced drug addiction, homelessness, humiliation, greater levels of forced work or higher levels of forced income (quotas), etc.

4. Children and minors are especially vulnerable. Any child exposed to this kind of domestic violence or abuse, is extremely vulnerable to a number of dangers including commercial sexual abuse, direct violence, drug addiction and other dangers that drastically interrupt their development.  

5. Human trafficking is a covert crime that is often misidentified as other, lesser crimes. Victims are often misidentified as prostitutes or even illegal immigrants. As defined within the federal statutes, much of prostitution is human trafficking.

Given these facts, it is obvious that these victims deserve to be recognized as such and assisted by the State.  Currently, however, there are many barriers to accomplishing this end:

Challenges faced by victims of trafficking / domestic violence:

· Not recognized as victims, let alone victims of domestic violence.  

· Lack of self awareness/identification

· Lack of access to services

· Lack of awareness of their rights – to immigration status on a federal level, to protections at the state and federal level

Challenges faced by Ahava Kids:

· Lack of awareness surrounding the issue of human trafficking

· Lack of immediate and safe housing for victims

· Lack of community cooperation for the restoration and empowerment of victims

· Lack of funds for victims’ needs: medical, housing, therapy, re-identification, etc.

Taking these findings, and looking at them in the totality of circumstances, the situation is dire.  Consider the consequences of these three dynamics:

1. Victims are often immigrants who fear or distrust the police, who may be unaware of the laws, their rights, or services available to them, and who face enormous cultural and language barriers.

2. Victims are living in entrapped domestic situations, exposing them to violence and abuse, often forced commercialized abuse, occurrences of which are rarely reported accurately for various reasons. 

3. They are also victims of human trafficking, which also goes unreported and is often misidentified and misunderstood.

This combination of factors has created a black hole of victimhood with virtually no means of escape.  

Recommendations:

· Safe house for victims in Connecticut
· Training for law enforcement, criminal justice, and first-responder / emergency medical professionals in order to recognize and respond to domestic violence and trafficking victims as well as the relationship between the two crimes.

· Recognize that victims of trafficking are in fact a commercial subset of domestic violence victims. This may necessitate amending Connecticut’s statute to include language pertaining to trafficking, for example:

“And persons who are involved in commercial exploitation, either for labor or sexual practices and are living together or dependent on the abuser for basic necessities of survival.”

We are available for questions now or at anytime in the future.

Thank you for you time and consideration.
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