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To: House of Representatives

Re: Opposition to Bill # 4044A
Companion Bill S - 0596:   Although we do support prosecuting individuals seeking services and individuals who permit prostitution to take place in any location, NASW-RI cannot support in taking legal action against the women and men who are being prostituted or are victims of human trafficking.  
 
This bill was created to close the “loophole” in the present prostitution law, which is thought to make Rhode Island especially attractive to human traffickers and brothel owners and operators.  Officials have stated that they are powerless to shut down the brothels in Rhode Island and prosecute the traffickers and brothel owners.  They cite this need for a law which will close the present “loophole.”  However, as sited in a testimony submitted from our organization in 2007, by there are three criminal statutes in our General Laws that would allow law enforcement to close the brothels, and arrest and incarcerate traffickers, brothel owners and operators, as well as pimps.  Section 11-34-1 of our General Laws addresses pandering, which is synonymous with human trafficking.  It involves using ‘promise, threat, by abuse of person, or by any other device or scheme, to cause, persuade, or encourage a person to become a prostitute…it shall be unlawful for any person by any means to keep, hold, or detain against his or her will or restrain any person in any place for the purpose of prostitution.’  Section 11-34-4 of our General Laws states ‘Whenever there is reason to believe that any person has been inveigled, enticed, induced, persuaded, or encouraged to enter a house of ill fame or other place where prostitution is allowed or practiced, or is being kept, held, detained, or restrained in any house of ill fame or other place where prostitution is allowed or practiced, upon complaint being made…the justice or clerk may issue a warrant to enter…the house of ill fame or other place.’ Section 11-34-5.1 of our General Laws  could be applied to human traffickers, brothel owners and operators, and pimps.  It states that it is illegal for ‘any person, knowing a person to be a prostitute, who shall live or derive support or maintenance…from the earnings or proceeds of prostitution.’  
 

If this bill goes through as is, it will reinforce that the men and women who are being prostituted are in full control of their lives. This however is not the case.  According to the coalition against trafficking, “92% of women engaged in prostitution said they wanted to leave prostitution, but couldn't because they lack basic human services such as a home, job training, health care, counseling and treatment for drug or alcohol addiction.”  Furthermore remaining in prostitution just degrades the individuals’ image of self worth.  There is no dignity in prostitution; these individuals retain their powerless and underclass state with little hope of escape.  
 

It is the individuals who are manipulating these women to sell their bodies (pimps, madams, buyers, ect.) mentioned in this bill who are more than likely holding prostitutes in this powerless state.  These individuals are the ones manipulating, beating, raping and forcing prostitutes to have sex for their profits.  These individuals are also not being punished for their crimes.  In UCR Offense Codes (FBI) – statewide summary, for Rhode Island in 2008 it reported that there were 236 prostitutes arrested and only 13 individuals arrested who were assisting OR promoting prostitution.  Even if this bill passes, no changes become apparent in this extreme compassion.  In Boston, Massachusetts, they a similar law to the one suggested.   A writer, Allison Rupp, for The Daily Free Press reported “there were 11 women arrested for every one male purchaser.”  This goes to show, that even if this bill is passed, no changes in prosecution will emerge.  Another writer, Kit R. Roane, from the New York Times in 1998 reported “Police are more likely to arrest women in street prostitution. . . In 1996, they arrested fewer than 2,000 prostituted women fewer than a third of whom were inside buildings.”
 

Furthermore, whether or not a woman chooses to engage in prostitution or is forced or deceived into it, she deserves our rehabilitative support, not simply punishment.  It is acknowledged by this organization that prostitution negatively impacts communities.  Yes, it can contribute to unwanted pregnancies and the transmission of STD’s, Hepatitis C, and HIV/AIDS.  However, to treat the prostitutes as criminals will not alleviate this issue.  If prostitution is a public health and social issue, it should be treated as such.  Our state should instead formulate policies which aid prostitutes into services which prevent STD’s and supportive services which will assisting them in leaving prostitution for good – not just until they are released from jail.
Respectfully submitted,

Rick Harris, LICSW
Executive Director
