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INTRODUCTION

On April 25, 2012, the Women’s Issues Committee, chaired by Council Member Julissa 
Ferreras, will hold a public hearing on Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A, which calls on Village Voice Media to stop accepting adult services advertisements on its online classified site, Backpage.com, because it serves as a platform to traffic minors and adult victims for sex.  Those invited to testify include representatives from Village Voice Media, and the New York City District Attorneys’ offices, as well as advocates, service providers and other interested parties.  

BACKGROUND

Human trafficking is often referred to as modern day slavery. According to the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA), trafficking in persons includes the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for one of the three following purposes: labor or services, through the use of force, fraud or coercion, and resulting in involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery; commercial sex act, through the use of force, fraud or coercion; or if the person is under 18 years of age, any commercial sex act, whether or not force, fraud or coercion is involved.


The number of sexually exploited people living in the United States is unknown. The underground nature of the sex market and stigma associated with sex work make it difficult to identify this population.  Also, sex workers are commonly only identified once they are arrested for prostitution, which, according to some researchers, is the most reliable way of estimating the size of this population.
  Sex traffickers often lure their victims with promises of employment, financial rewards or housing. Some are simply abducted or are driven to trafficking by poverty. Sex traffickers often use a variety of methods to control their victims, including confinement, starvation, physical abuse and beatings, rape, gang rape, threats of violence to victims and/or victims’ families, forced drug use, and threat of shaming their victims by revealing their activities to others.
  
Those being marketed for sex are sometimes “advertised” online via various social networking tools. One such networking site, Craigslist, was being used in this manner but after much public pressure, including a letter signed by 17 states’ attorneys general, Craigslist halted its adult advertising section in 2010.  According to an October 30, 2011 New York Times article, a substantial percentage of the estimated $44 million in sex-related advertising then moved to Backpage.com, which is owned and operated by Village Voice media.
  
 

Now, attention and concerns are being focused on Backpage.com and its adult services section.  On August 31, 2011, the National Association of Attorneys General (NAAG) sent a letter to Backpage.com stating that “…Craigslist’s decision to shut down its adult services section was applauded as a clear way for it to eradicate advertising on its website that trafficked children for prostitution. It is also why we have called on Backpage.com to take similar action…”
  On September 16, 2011, the NAAG sent another letter indicating that additional Attorneys Generals signed on, bringing the total number of signatories to 51.
  In addition, on March 23, 2012, nineteen United States Senators sent a letter to Village Voice Media’s CEO, echoing the sentiments of the NAAG and noting that a number of child prostitution cases have included the use of Backpage.com.
  

A number of recent articles written by Nicholas Kristof and published in the New York Times, addressed sex trafficking and Backpage.com’s alleged role in it, bringing additional attention to the issue.  Additionally, on March 29, 2012, as a result of action taken by Groundswell-movement.org, a petition signed by about 2,000 people was delivered to the Village Voice, calling upon the Village Voice to remove its adult classified advertisements.      
In response, Village Voice Media representatives have asserted that the statistics frequently used citing the numbers of trafficked children in the United States are inflated and question the magnitude of the problem.
 They do, however, agree it is a heinous crime when committed and they describe their efforts to prevent it by monitoring the content of adult ads on Backpage.com and working closely with law enforcement, including the NAAG, when any criminality is detected.
 
PROPOSED RESOLUTION NO. 1226-A

Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would note that according to the United States’ Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000, human trafficking is defined as the “recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person to perform labor or a commercial sex act through force, fraud, or coercion.”  The Proposed Resolution would also note that according to the United States Department of Justice (DOJ), the TVPA further states that “any commercial sex act performed by a person under age 18 is considered human trafficking, regardless of whether force, fraud or coercion is involved”.  


The Proposed Resolution would indicate that a DOJ Office of Justice Programs (OJP) December 2011 Fact Sheet on Human Trafficking states that as many as 300,000 children are at risk for sexual exploitation each year in the United States.  Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would point out that one vehicle used to exploit and “market” such victims is online advertising for “adult services”.  Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would note that after news reports linking Craigslist adult advertising to crimes that included sex trafficking and murder, and after much public pressure and a letter signed by 17 states’ attorneys general, Craigslist banned sexually related advertising in September 2010.  


Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would state that according to a New York Times article entitled “Fighting Over Online Sex Ads”, once Craigslist discontinued such advertising, a large amount of the approximately $44 million in sex-related advertising went to Backpage.com.  The Proposed Resolution would further state that Backpage.com and its parent company, Village Voice Media, have been contacted by numerous advocacy groups, law enforcement officials and religious organizations asking them to cease hosting ads that facilitate commercial sexual exploitation through its website Backpage.com.  The Proposed Resolution would note that a letter to Backpage.com from the National Association of Attorneys General (NAAG) dated August 31, 2011, states that charges were filed against persons who trafficked or attempted to traffic minors using Backpage.com in over 50 instances in 22 states over the course of three years.  


Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would state that in a New York Times article published on January 25, 2012, the lead sex trafficking prosecutor from the Brooklyn District Attorney’s Office said a vast majority of the 32 cases her office prosecuted in the last year included victims “marketed” through Backpage.com.  The Proposed Resolution would indicate that in the same article she stated “Pimps are turning to the internet” and “Backpage is a great vehicle for pimps trying to sell girls”.  

Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would indicate that currently Backpage.com refuses to cease hosting ads that facilitate sex trafficking and claims the company monitors the adult services section “24/7”.  The Proposed Resolution would note that on March 23, 2012, nineteen United States Senators sent a letter to the Village Voice Media’s Chief Executive Officer echoing the sentiments of the Attorneys General and others by calling on the Village Voice to remove the adult services section from Backpage.com.  


The Proposed Resolution would state that sex trafficking is a heinous crime that must be addressed in the most serious manner possible.  Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would further state that to bolster actions by law enforcement, society should assist in eradicating such crimes by adjusting practices to make it more difficult for these criminals to function.  The Proposed Resolution would note that Backpage.com is facilitating sex trafficking and should alter its current practice.  Finally Proposed Resolution No. 1226-A would state that the Council of the City of New York calls on Village Voice Media to stop accepting adult services advertisements on its online classified site, Backpage.com, because it serves as a platform to traffic minors and adult victims for sex.  
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