
When Sex Trafficking is 
Sensationalized
Criminalizing Working Together



Definitions

Sex work – the exchange of erotic 
energy for resources. This can 
include exotic dancing, phone sex, 
and prostitution.

Sex industry – an inclusive term for 
everyone in the sex trades – 
including those that don’t identify with 
being either a worker or victim.



Definitions

Sex trafficking – When an adult is coerced, forced, or deceived into 
prostitution—or maintained in prostitution through one of these means after 
initially consenting—that person is a victim of trafficking. Under such 
circumstances, perpetrators involved in recruiting, harboring, transporting, 
providing, or obtaining a person for that purpose are responsible for trafficking 
crimes. Sex trafficking also may occur within debt bondage, as women and girls 
are forced to continue in prostitution through the use of unlawful “debt” 
purportedly incurred through their transportation, recruitment, or even their crude 
“sale”—which exploiters insist they must pay off before they can be free.



Prostitution = Sex Trafficking

What are the differences between sex work 
and sex trafficking?

A look at Alaska, New York and California



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPpTIRVrIvQ


Federal Sex Trafficking Statute
18 U.S.C. § 1591. 

Sex trafficking of children or by force, fraud, or coercion (a) Whoever knowingly— 
(1) recruits, entices, harbors, transports, provides, obtains, or maintains by any means 
a person; or 
(2) benefits, financially or by receiving anything of value, from participation in a venture 
which has engaged in an act described in violation of paragraph (1), knowing, or in 
reckless disregard of the fact, that means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion 
described in subsection (e)(2), or any combination of such means will be used to 
cause the person to engage in a commercial sex act, or that the person has not 
attained the age of 18 years and will be caused to engage in a commercial sex act. 



Alaska: Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
What are the differences between sex work and sex trafficking?

Alaska State law conflates sex work with sex trafficking by generalizing the Sex 

Trafficking term to include sex workers working together, without any instance of 

fraud, force or coercion. Alaska law also lists working with anyone under the age 

of 20 as Sex Trafficking in the First. 

As we saw in the video, Alaska changed Promoting Prostitution laws, renamed as 

Sex Trafficking, with harsher felony punishments and broader terms of the 

definition of Sex Trafficking.



Alaska Prostitution laws became Sex Trafficking laws

The change proposed could result in a fairly broad prohibition of criminal activity. 
However, working with law enforcement and adopting appropriate case screening 
standards for prosecutors will address this potential concern.

- Michael C. Geraghty, Alaska Attorney General

The crime of promoting prostitution had been in effect in Alaska law since 1978 when 
the criminal code was adopted. Similar laws prohibiting the procurement of a 
prostitute were effective before the criminal code. 

Promoting prostitution included having a place of prostitution, supportive tasks, such 
as driving, screening agents, security personnel.



Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
What are the differences between sex work and sex trafficking?

In New York, Sex Trafficking is providing drugs in order to impair judgement, 

making false statements to induce or maintain, withholding documents such as 

passports, ID’s, uses force, extortion, abuses power is Sex Trafficking. Class B 
felony, punishable by 1-3 years, max. 25 year. PEN§ 230.34 Sex trafficking

Promoting prostitution in the fourth degree is when a person is guilty of promoting 

prostitution in the fourth degree when he or she knowingly advances or profits 

from prostitution. Class A misdemeanor. PEN§ 230.20



Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
In New York, Promoting prostitution in the third degree is when he or she 
knowingly:
    1. Advances or profits from prostitution by  managing, supervising, controlling or 
owning,  either alone or in association with others, a house of prostitution or a 
prostitution business or enterprise involving prostitution activity by two or more 
persons in prostitution, or a business that sells travel-related services knowing that 
such services include or are intended to facilitate travel for the purpose of 
patronizing a person for prostitution, including to a foreign jurisdiction and 
regardless of the  legality of prostitution in said foreign jurisdiction; or 

2. Advances or profits from prostitution of a  person less than nineteen years old. 
Promoting prostitution in the third degree is a Class D felony. PEN§ 230.25 



New York: Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
In New York Promoting prostitution in the second degree is when a person is 
guilty of promoting prostitution in the second degree when he or she knowingly:
    1.   Advances prostitution by compelling a  person by force or intimidation to 
engage in prostitution, or profits from such coercive conduct by another; or
    2.  Advances or profits from prostitution of a  person less than eighteen years 
old.
Promoting prostitution in the second degree is a Class C felony. PEN§ 230.30

Notice the element of force and intimidation is present, rather than Alaska’s 
State law of no element or force is needed. Also, the age of less than 18 in 
New York and age 20 in Alaska. Also, this would be a Class A felony in 
Alaska.



Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
What are the differences between sex work and sex trafficking?

In Texas, State law prosecutes sex trafficking when someone advances or profits 

from prostitution by providing drugs in order to impair judgement, making false 

statements to induce or maintain, withholds documents such as passports, ID’s, uses 

force, extortion, or abuses power. Texas is very similar to New York in views of sex 

trafficking vs. promoting prostitution.

Promoting prostitution is a Class A misdemeanor, unless 2 or more are working 

together, then it becomes an Aggravated Promoting Prostitution Class C felony.



Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
In Texas, just like in New York, when force or threat are involved, Promoting 
Prostitution becomes Compelling Prostitution. This is when a person commits an 
offense if the person knowingly: 

(1) causes another by force, threat, or fraud to commit prostitution;  

or (2) causes by any means a child younger than 18 years to commit prostitution, 
regardless of whether the actor knows the age of the child at the time the actor 
commits the offense. 

An offense under Subsection (a)(1) is a felony of the second degree. 

An offense under Subsection (a)(2) is a felony of the first degree.  PENAL § 43.05.



What this means: When sex workers work together or sex workers have 
others work with them for safety precautions, prostitution often is called sex 
trafficking and the sex worker(s) can be charged with felonies.



Texas: Prostitution = Sex Trafficking
Those arrested for prostitution in Texas can participate in a first offender 
prostitution prevention program for deferred sentencing, also can essentially 
seal criminal record concerning charge if:
1) There are no previous felony convictions 
2) and is not convicted of any other felony offense before the second 

anniversary of the defendant's successful completion of the program.



When sex work is conflated as sex trafficking, and 
consensual sex workers are criminalized as sex 
traffickers, this takes away valued resources that 
could be used to help actual victims of sex 
trafficking victims. 

To say all sex workers are exploited and are 
victims belittles the actual experiences of sex 
trafficking victims.





Under federal law, anyone under the age of 18 
who is engaged in sex work is considered to be 
trafficked even if they did not do so under force, 
threat or coercion. 

But even teenagers who are legally considered 
trafficking victims can still face trafficking charges 
and harsh prison sentences.

https://www.justice.gov/criminal-ceos/citizens-guide-us-federal-law-prostitution-children
https://www.justice.gov/criminal-ceos/citizens-guide-us-federal-law-prostitution-children
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/271339.pdf
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/271339.pdf


LeeAnn’s story (excerpt from Truth Out) 

LeeAnn let a girl shower in her mother's apartment, gave her a clean change of clothes 
and held onto the girl's $40 while she had sex with a man in another room.

These are normal actions in the daily life of sex workers trying to keep themselves and 
each other safe. But the girl turned out to be 14 and, in the eyes of the federal 
government, these acts constitute sex trafficking of a minor. It didn't matter that the girl 
had told LeeAnn that she was 17. It also didn't matter that LeeAnn, who was addicted 
to various drugs and also engaged in sex work, never made money from the girl's 
actions. Under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act, the girl was considered a 
trafficking victim, and LeeAnn a trafficker.

LeeAnn pled guilty and was sentenced to 87 months in federal prison with five years of 
probation.

She will spend the rest of her life on the sex offender registry. 

https://www.state.gov/j/tip/laws/




Can you pick who 
the Sex Trafficker 
might be?



Hope Zeferjohn
 
 Sex Trafficker



19-year-old Hope Joy Mae Zeferjohn was 
sentenced to 71 months in prison for aggravated 
human trafficking of a minor. 
Three years earlier, Zeferjohn, then age 16, sent 
messages on Facebook to a 14 year old she had 
met at a church camp. 
Through Facebook, she introduced the 14 year 
old to 26-year-old Anthony Long. 

Long wanted the younger teen to live with him and Zeferjohn, 
and work as a sex worker. 
The girl never met Long; instead, she reported these messages 
to her parents, who alerted police. The police arrested both Long 
and Zeferjohn.
Long was sentenced to 35 years in prison.

Police and prosecutors viewed Zeferjohn not as a trafficking 
victim, but as Long's accomplice. 



Dale Bruesch

Sex Trafficker



Alaska State Troopers investigated a report of a suspicious vehicle and spotted a set 
of tracks leading from the vehicle to a nearby residence. 

The trooper followed the footprints and knocked on the door of the house, where he 
met Lindsey (sex worker) and Hart (patron) at the front door. 
Hart told the Trooper he had parked in the road to avoid an icy driveway and was at 
the house visiting a friend. When asked the last name of his friend, he couldn’t 
answer. 

Short story: It ended with Sex Trafficking charges.

Bruesch was charged with four felony counts: two counts of second-degree sex 
trafficking for procuring customers and running an enterprise and two counts of 
third-degree sex trafficking for running a place of prostitution and accepting the 
proceeds of prostitution.



Amber Batts

Sex Trafficker



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Qf5kwPsoZg






Quinn Batts

Sex Trafficker



Quinn Batts pleaded guilty to 
third-degree sex trafficking. 

Judge Philip Volland sentenced Quinn 
Batts to five years of probation and 
suspended a two-year sentence.

Alaska State Troopers reported 
arresting Amber Batts in July.

Troopers said Amber Batts managed 
and supervised the business, 
trafficking to about 800 clients. She 
would take $100 out of $300 charged 
per hour, according to charges.

Quinn Batts was arrested in October 
for helping his wife run the business.



Not a Sex 
Trafficker

Just 
likes 

Batman 



Heidi Ross

Sex Trafficker



Ross was indicted on seven counts of 

Sex Trafficking and faced 10 to 25 

years, the Department of Law said.

Ross also has several previous 

convictions, including for practicing 

prostitution, soliciting prostitution, a 

drug charge and several lesser 

charges.





The danger of sex trafficking has become a 
rallying cry for law enforcement, prosecutors 
and politicians. 

Sex work and sex trafficking are often 
conflated, aided by inflated (and wrong) 
statistics and sensationalized stories, and 
reflected in laws that fail to distinguish sex 
work from trafficking. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-watch/wp/2014/03/27/lies-damned-lies-and-sex-work-statistics/?utm_term=.80558d3d05c2
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-watch/wp/2014/03/27/lies-damned-lies-and-sex-work-statistics/?utm_term=.80558d3d05c2
https://psmag.com/pizzagate-and-the-long-legacy-of-the-fabricated-sex-slave-7f18ffb20049#.a9zjyzcq7


But in the rush to "save" people, little attention is paid to sex workers swept into the 
dragnet of these laws -- subject to prison and a lifetime of punishment. 

The FBI reported 744 arrests for human trafficking for sex work in 2015, a steep 
jump from the 399 arrests the year before. 

Of the 439 trafficking convictions secured by the US Department of Justice in 2016, 
425 were for sex trafficking. 

The numbers aren't broken down into how many convictions were handed to people 
who coerced, threatened or forced other people into sex work, 
how many were coerced, threatened or forced themselves, or how many were 
engaged in sex work and arrested for helping another sex worker.



It’s never easy 
to decipher 
stats when the 
numbers don’t 
add up.



University of Texas, Institute on 
Domestic Violence and Sexual 
Assault (IDVSA) did a study and 
came up with some numbers. 
January 24, 2017

The Human Trafficking Center 
critiqued this study, citing “this 
research project does not narrowly 
define key terms like human 
trafficking, labor trafficking, or sex 
trafficking, it defines trafficking as a 
“broad umbrella term that 
encompasses trafficking.”



The Human Trafficking Center cautioned 
“concern is that the majority of 
non-academic readers will take the 
information presented in the outset as solid 
fact. These numbers become increasingly 
dangerous as they run the risk of being 
copied and circulated as truth.” Essentially, 
those at risk were counted as victims.

*Jumping to Conclusions: Unpacking the 
“Human Trafficking by the Numbers” 
Methodology. February 27, 2017.

January 24, 2017, both images



Sex Offender Registrations for those charged with 
prostitution related crimes.



SEX OFFENDER REGISTRATION
In Kansas, Tennessee, Alabama, and Michigan those with prostitution-related 
offences, such as solicitation or running a brothel, require registration as a sex 
offender.

Kansas: Prostitution, promoting prostitution, patronizing a prostitute. 
Tennessee: Aggravated prostitution, which is working as a prostitute while knowingly 
having HIV, as well as Solicitation.
Alabama: Promoting Prostitution I and II. 
Promoting I has elements of fraud, force and/or coercion, or profits from prostitution of 
a person less than 16 years of age.
Promoting II, advances or profits from prostitution by managing, supervising, 
controlling or owning a house of prostitution or a prostitution business or enterprise 
involving prostitution activity by two or more prostitutes other than the defendant; or
prostitution of a person less than 18 years of age.

 

In Alaska, Sex Trafficking Class A felonies (elements of force, coercion, fraud, and 
victim under age 20) require an individual to register as a sex offender.

Federal Sex Trafficking charges always require sex offender registry.



SEX OFFENDER REGISTRATION

Michigan: Solicitation and prostitution are considered misdemeanor offenses. Those 
convicted face a maximum fine of up to $500, up to 93 days in jail, or both. With a 
second offense, face a maximum fine of $1,000, up to one year in prison, or both. A 
third charge includes a maximum fine of $2,000 and up to two years in prison if 
convicted. Soliciting and promoting prostitution are listed as Tier Two sex offences 
and must those convicted must register as a sex offender and be placed on the Sex 
Offender Registry, checking in twice a year.

Alaska: Sex Trafficking Class A felonies (elements of force, coercion, fraud, OR 
victim under age 20) require an individual to register as a sex offender.

Federal Sex Trafficking charges always require sex offender registry.







Prostitution is one of the few crimes where women 
are arrested more frequently than men, but 
prostitution alone does not explain the growing 
numbers of Black, Latino, and trans-women behind 
bars. 





If we are going to make reforms to crimes based 
on morality, we need to consider laws that affect 
sex workers. 
Sex workers are often subject to the same 
“revolving door” approach that people convicted of 
drug offenses receive; women do time, but rarely 
receive the resources, social, economic and, 
psychological support that would enable them to 
leave the industry if they choose. 





Those with sex trafficking charges and/or 
prostitution charges face challenges in obtaining 
employment, finding housing, and often times, 
although the charges aren’t considered sex 
offenses or need to register on the sex offender 
registry, are treated as sex offenders with the 
same punitive stipulations.



What are some elements that enable the media to see sex workers as sex trafficking 
victims?

What are some elements that enable the media to see sex workers as sex trafficking 
perpetrators?

What are some common elements we can do to make sex work safe without causing 
sex work to be confused as sex trafficking?

How can we change the way sex trafficking and sex work is often portrayed as being 
the same in the media?



SWOP Behind Bars
Swopbehindbars.org

There are more than 200,000 women behind bars in the U.S. 

The rate of incarceration for women has been growing nearly twice as fast as that of 
men since 1985, according to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), and 
account for about 7% of the total prison population in the U.S. 

The fastest growing population behind bars is black women. 



CUSP
http://sextraffickingalaska.com/

We are the Community United for Safety and Protection (CUSP) a group of current 
and former sex workers, sex trafficking victims, and our allies working towards safety 
and protection in Alaska’s sex industry. 

We educate and advocate for each other as individuals trying to access equal 
protection under the law or other public services, and also at the legislative level. 



Criminalizing sex work by rebranding it as sex trafficking and shutting down 
forums widely used for screening, security and safe advertising causes more harm 

- there are higher chances for exploitation and less chances for safety protocols 

used.

(Craigslist’s Effect on Violence Against Women by Baylor University (2017) found that after Craigslist 
created an “erotic services” section, the rate of female homicides in U.S. cities fell by 17 percent. The 
researchers concluded that sex workers who advertised online spent less time on the streets, where they 
were more likely to face dangerous situations.) 

Online it is easy to screen clients, using blacklist forums where other sex workers 
can share violent client information, as well as leave a digital trial in case of a 
missing person. It is completely different than walking the streets and jumping into 
a car. With the new sex trafficking laws in place, and the changes to online 
advertising, this is where some sex workers could be forced to go. 

More agency=Less stigma. Less stigma=More agency

http://gregoryjdeangelo.com/workingpapers/Craigslist5.0.pdf



