
 

 33 Whitney Avenue • New Haven, CT 06510 • Phone 203-498-4240 • Fax 203-498-4242 Web Site: www.ctkidslink.org 
53 Oak Street, Suite 15 • Hartford, CT 06106 • Phone 860-548-1661 • Fax 860-548-1783 E-mail: voices@ctkidslink.org 
 

 

Connecticut’s 2010 safe Harbor Law: 
Protecting Child Victims of Sex Trafficking in Connecticut 

By Cari Carson and Annemarie Hillman1

March 2011 
 

Sex trafficking of children occurs across the 
United States. Each year, an estimated 100,000 to 
300,000 adolescents are involved in prostitution in the 
United States.2 On average, these children become 
engaged in prostitution between the ages of twelve 
and thirteen years old, and consequently enter a world 
of physical, sexual, emotional, and mental 
degradation.3   
 
Children engaged in prostitution are victims of 
sexual exploitation by adults. The majority of 
children involved in prostitution in the U.S. are 
runaways and past victims of sexual abuse, physical 
abuse, neglect, and/or other forms of trauma.4 These 
youth are manipulated by adults to engage in sexual 
acts in return for a fee and are coerced into continued 
prostitution by sophisticated psychological, 
emotional, and physical means.5   
 
Prostituted children are not found just in major 
cities like New York City, but have been 
identified in Connecticut as well. In December 
2008, a multi-state trafficking ring exploiting as many 
as twenty women, including minors, was discovered 
and disbanded through the efforts of the Bridgeport, 
Milford, and Stratford Police Departments, as well as 
the FBI and Connecticut State Police.6 Between April 
2008 and May 2010, the Connecticut Department of 
Children and Families (DCF) identified twenty-seven 
Connecticut youths as victims of domestic minor sex 
trafficking.7 DCF has also reported that from 2006 to 
2009, of all children and youth involved with DCF, at 
least 1500 incidents of runaway children have 
occurred each year.8 For children living under DCF 
care, excluding children committed delinquent or 
voluntarily enrolled, there were a total of 839 
incidents of absence from care for at least one day 
during 2009.9 68 percent of these runaway incidents 
were from group care settings; 32 percent were from 

foster care and other placement types.10 These 
runaway children, who are already emotionally or 
physically at-risk due to histories of abuse and neglect, 
are prime targets for sex traffickers.11 There are no 
publicly-available data regarding the number of these 
children who actually do become victims of 
traffickers, but DCF officials recognize that there are 
real safety threats to these children.12 
  
Prior to the recent passage of Connecticut’s Safe 
Harbor Law (Public Act 10-115 − “An Act 
Providing a Safe Harbor for Exploited 
Children”), Connecticut law allowed children of 
any age to be prosecuted for prostitution.13 Before 
Connecticut‟s Safe Harbor law was passed, 
Connecticut law held that “a person is guilty of 
prostitution when such person engages or agrees or 
offers to engage in sexual conduct with another 
person in return for a fee.”14 There was no minimum 
age requirement which had to be met before charging 
a person with prostitution.15   
 
Holding children delinquent or criminally 
responsible for prostitution is inconsistent with 
Connecticut’s law and public policy. Children 
under 18 who are sexually abused are entitled to 
protection under Connecticut‟s child welfare system.16 
It is a Class B felony crime to have sexual contact 
with a child under 16, regardless of consent.17  
 
Connecticut law also protects children in other ways. 
A child under 18 cannot legally enter into contracts 
and requires a guardian for many core functions, 
unless she is legally emancipated. Although children 
under 18 can be found delinquent or – for serious 
crimes – convicted in adult court, Connecticut‟s 
recent Raise the Age legislation properly 
acknowledges that children under 18 are 
developmentally different from adults and should not 



 

be held criminally responsible to the same extent.18 
Prostitution of children under 18 is inherently 
exploitative; a child under 18 so exploited cannot be 
understood to validly “consent” to such actions either 
legally or factually.  
 
In practice, law enforcement and government 
officials in Connecticut already treat children 
who are prostituted as victims rather than as 
delinquents. We have found minimal evidence to 
suggest that prostituted children are often found 
guilty of prostitution or given harsh sentences. 
Instead, DCF and local police departments commonly 
divert prostituted children from the court system and 
connect them to appropriate services.19  
 
On January 13, 2010, DCF codified its procedures 
pertaining to prostituted children when it adopted a 
protocol to identify and serve child victims of 
trafficking.20 Under the protocol, law enforcement 
officials suspecting that a child is a victim of 
commercial sexual exploitation inform DCF. A DCF 
worker and law enforcement officers collaborate to 
investigate the situation, and the child is evaluated.. 
DCF makes a determination as to the most 
appropriate next steps, the child‟s placement needs, 
and the child‟s service needs.21 In other cases, some 
local police departments have been reported to 
directly refer children to services.22 
 
The state’s newly passed Safe Harbor law helps 
to align Connecticut statute with the already 
existing, progressive practice of treating 
commercially sexually exploited children as 
victims rather than criminals.23 The law prevents 
children under the age of sixteen from being 
prosecuted for prostitution.24 It also states that for 
children ages 16 and 17 who are being prosecuted for 
prostitution, there shall be the presumption that they 
were coerced into committing the offense.25 This 
presumption means the child must be found innocent 
of prostitution unless the prosecution can prove 
beyond a reasonable doubt that the child was willing 
(i.e., not coerced). Furthermore, the law explicitly 
clarifies that a child‟s inability to be prosecuted for 
prostitution due to young age is no defense for 
individuals being prosecuted for promoting 
prostitution, patronizing a prostitute, or permitting 
prostitution.26 In other words, commercial sexual 
exploitation of children remains illegal even when the 
children are treated as victims rather than criminals 
under Safe Harbor laws. Lastly, the law increases 

penalties for those convicted of promoting the 
prostitution of children ages 17 and under.27 
 
Connecticut should be commended for the passage of 
the Safe Harbor law and for the state‟s work to serve 
commercially sexually exploited children as victims. 
The passage of Public Act 10-115 was the product of 
truly bipartisan legislative support and widespread 
grassroots and organizational advocacy.28 The law, 
which is projected to result in fiscal savings,29 had 
nearly unanimous support in the legislature.30  
 
Looking forward, Connecticut should take 
appropriate steps to prevent and reduce the risk 
of child exploitation, as well as ensure the 
recovery and well-being of exploited children. In 
order to support full implementation of this law, 
Connecticut should: 
 

 Collect comprehensive data about children in 
Connecticut who are victims of sex 
trafficking. These data should be made public 
after the appropriate safety and privacy 
measures have been determined and 
instituted. 

 Assess the effectiveness of current efforts by 
statewide task forces that aim to reduce the 
number of child runaways and child victims of 
prostitution.31 

 Invest resources in, and adopt best practices 
for, preventing children from running away 
from DCF care. 

 Promote police training that includes 
information about identifying child victims of 
sex trafficking and connecting these children 
to the services available to them. 

 Review provision of services for child victims 
of sex trafficking at timely intervals to ensure 
that victims have been notified of available 
services and monitor the rates of enrollment 
in these services. If necessary, mandate 
services and protocols through additions to 
the Safe Harbor law.32 

 Encourage continued collaboration between 
the police, court system, and advocates to 
promote high quality care for child victims of 
sex trafficking, as well as broader efforts to 
end the sexual exploitation of children in 
Connecticut. 
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