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Oversight: Sexual Exploitation and Runaway and Homeless Youth
On April 29, 2009, the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Members Lewis A. Fidler, will conduct an oversight on sexual exploitation and runaway and homeless youth. Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Youth and Community Development (“DYCD”), as well as advocates and service providers. 

Background
Young people in New York City find themselves homeless for a host of reasons.  Many homeless youth in New York City have run away from homes where they may have been subjected to abuse or sexual exploitation, exposed to domestic violence, or had substance abusing parents.
 Some are rejected at home because of sexual orientation, pregnancy, problems at school, or issues with drugs and alcohol.  Forty-three percent of runaway and homeless youth (boys and girls) report experiencing physical or sexual abuse prior to leaving home.
  Among girls only, the number reporting physical and sexual abuse increases to 80 percent.
  Youth leaving detention placements or those aging out of foster care are also at increased risk of finding themselves homeless.
  Studies have shown that young people who are out of foster care struggle to become self-sufficient and more than one in four young people leaving foster care become homeless and enter the shelter system.
  The Empire State Coalition estimates that there are approximately 3,800 young people who are homeless each night in New York City.
  Of those young people, approximately 150 are spending the night with a sex work client.
  It should be noted that these are conservative estimates.  Researchers point out that runaway and homeless youth are difficult to count given their mobility, avoidance of shelters, and reluctance to report their homelessness.
  
The prevalence of sexual exploitation among runaway and homeless youth is overwhelming.  After an average of only thirty-six to forty-eight hours of being homeless on the streets, a young person is likely to be solicited for sex in exchange for money, food, or shelter.
  Many homeless youth engage in “survival sex,” selling sexual acts to meet basic or subsistence needs.  One study found that 61% of sampled female youth living in runaway shelters had engaged in survival sex and a related study found that 61% of male youth living on the street also had engaged in survival sex.
  In both of these samples, youth with a history of abuse by family members were twice as likely to report engaging in survival sex.
   
It is estimated that commercial sexual exploitation affects nearly 4,000 youth in New York City.
  That is nearly double the number that was previously estimated in a short-term study conducted by the Office of Children and Family Services (“OCFS”) in 2007.
  Homeless and isolated youth, particularly those with a history of abuse and neglect, are especially vulnerable to the tactics of adults who are exploiting them, such as pimps.
  Pimps are reported to control the majority of the prostitution trade– 80 to 90 percent – and initially purport to provide comfort, protection, and understanding to youth who are starved for attention.
  Similar to many abusive relationships, as the pimp gains the young person’s trust, he
 increases dependency by further alienating her from previous life and relationships.
  Once a youth is financially and emotionally dependent on him, the pimp will then introduce her to prostitution.

By the time that a young person is introduced into prostitution and begins receiving abusive treatment, children often have already come to view the pimp as a protector.
  As a result, even in the face of severe abuse from pimps and from customers, exploited youth are often protective and loyal to their pimps.  In fact, the degradation and threats often induce a kind of Stockholm syndrome, similar to that found in victims of domestic abuse and kidnapping.
  Moreover, uneducated and isolated youth are daunted by the prospect of survival.  The “family” and hierarchy created with the pimp and the other girls and women working for him create bonds that are difficult to break.
  Exploited youth often cite outside disapproval, judgment and insult as further deterrents to escaping “the life.” 

While it is reported that pimps dominate the commercial sexual exploitation of youth, it is clear that the issue is complex.  Recent research in New York City stated a surprising statistic at odds with other research, noting that only 10% of youth reported having a pimp.
  In all situations, however, youth reported that customers pose a universal and dangerous threat of violence and kidnapping.
  In addition, children who are being sexually exploited face significant and life threatening factors, including AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases and potential pregnancies.

Services for Runaway and Homeless Youth

Research indicates, and advocates agree, that the best way to assist sexually exploited and homeless youth is through comprehensive support services and a continuum of care.
  Adequate housing is consistently cited as one of the greatest needs of exploited youth. In a recent report published in late 2008, The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in New York City, funded by the National Institute of Justice of the U.S. Department of Justice, housing was identified as the single greatest need.
   The report emphasized the need to fund both residential housing and emergency housing specifically for youth who have been sexually exploited for commercial purposes.  In addition, the report recognized the same concerns expressed by professionals and service providers about the need for crisis intervention and support services.


Currently, in New York City, the Department of Youth and Community Development provides housing for at-risk youth through their runaway and homeless youth programming.  This includes drop-in centers in each borough, crisis shelters, and transitional independent living programs (TILs).  Crisis shelters are voluntary short-term residential programs that provide emergency shelter and crisis intervention services with the goal of either reuniting youth with their families or, if reunification is not possible, finding other appropriate transitional and long-term placements for them.


DYCD’s TILs aim to provide older homeless youth between the ages of 16 and 21 years of age, with the training and skills necessary for them to establish a self-supporting, independent life.  Youth may stay in a TIL for up to eighteen months.  During that time, they receive educational services, vocational training, job placement assistance, and counseling and training in basic life skills.


One agency in New York City that is well known for its specific focus and expertise regarding sexually exploited females is Girls Educational & Mentoring Services (GEMS).  GEMS is funded by both DYCD and the City Council and provides shelter beds for sexually exploited youth.  The mission of GEMS is to empower sexually exploited and abused young women, ages 12-21 years old, to exit unsafe and abusive lifestyles.
  GEMS has received national and local recognition for its work in education and consciousness raising on the issue of sexual exploitation.

While New York City government has recognized the housing needs of sexually exploited runaway and homeless youth by dedicating shelter beds for this population, the number of beds does not meet the demand for services and need in this area.
  Advocates consistently report that the demand far exceeds the capacity of programs.  In addition, advocates have expressed concerns that with an increasing number of runaway and homeless youth seeking services over the past year, the risks of sexual exploitation has also increased.  As the economy places additional strains on poor families, the numbers of runaway and homeless youth seeking services has increased, along with the numbers of youth engaging in various forms of survival sex.
  
Recent Legal Developments Impacting Services for Sexually Exploited Youth

In September, 2008, Governor David Patterson signed the Safe Harbor for Exploited Children Act (“Safe Harbor Act”).
  The Safe Harbor Act requires the availability of services for court involved youth who are victims of commercial sexual exploitation and takes effect in April 1, 2010.  Safe Harbor requires every local social services district to provide a short-term safe house that includes secure housing, crisis intervention and other supportive services.  In addition, it requires the Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) to contract with appropriate agencies to provide at least one safe house for longer-term care, in a geographic area that would both meet the needs of the children and not be readily accessible to perpetrators of sexual exploitation.  The law also requires additional community planning and training for law enforcement about the needs of sexually exploited youth.   

As communities prepare to implement the Safe Harbor Act, collaboration among service providers, stake holders, and government will be critical.  It is also important to note that ideally, services and intervention must be available to youth before they reach the point of court intervention.
Conclusion

Today, the Committee will hear testimony from the Department of Youth and Community Development, service providers, and advocates to examine the needs of runaway and homeless youth in New York City with a focus on sexual exploitation among this population.  The added strains of the economy are producing higher caseloads for service providers, higher demands for safe and secure shelter, and an increasing need for support services to address the devastating effects of sexual exploitation among this vulnerable population.
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