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Dedication  
This report is dedicated to Bill óBig Wolfô Blake, who devoted his life to ensuring that Native 

children would have an environment where they could thrive in safety. Bill, a member of the Red 

Lake Nation and a Sergeant with the Minneapolis Police Department, was a passionate supporter 

of this project and an active participant in a meeting with American Indian elders, community 

leaders, and service providers to discuss this report and next steps just days before his 

unexpected death. Though we grieve his passing, we are immensely grateful for the time that we 

had with him, and for his tireless work to prevent violence against our children. Thank you, Bill, 

and we wish you a good journey.  
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Background    
The topic of this report is the commercial sexual 

exploitation of American Indian women and girls in 

Minnesota, including but not limited to sex trafficking. 

In 2006, the Legislature passed Minnesota Statute 

section 299A.79 requiring the Commissioner of Public 

Safety to develop a plan to address current human 

trafficking and prevent future human trafficking in 

Minnesota. To develop a comprehensive plan for 

addressing the complicated issue of trafficking and the 

needs of trafficking victims, the commissioner created, 

per Minnesota Statute section 99A.7955, the statewide 

Minnesota Human Trafficking Task Force. The Task 

Forceôs charge is to advise the Commissioner on the 

statewide trafficking assessment and on the 

commissionerôs plan to address human trafficking and 

prevent future trafficking in Minnesota, assisting in two 

statutory actions: 

Â Collect, share, and compile trafficking data 

among government agencies to assess the nature 

and extent of trafficking in Minnesota 

Â Analyze the collected data to develop a plan to 

address and prevent human trafficking1 

Each year, the Minnesota Office of Justice Programs and 

the Minnesota Human Trafficking Task Force, with 

input from organizations providing services to trafficked 

individuals, produces an annual report to the Minnesota 

Legislature and provides training on identifying 

trafficking victims, methods for prosecuting traffickers, 

methods for protecting the rights of trafficking victims, 

and methods for promoting the safety of trafficking 

victims.2 

As part of its activities to produce the 2007 Human 

Trafficking Report, the Office of Justice Programs 

                                                             
1 Office of Justice Programs, (no date). Human trafficking task force. Minnesota Department of Public Safety. Retrieved May 1, 
2009 from http://www.dps.state.mn.us/OJP/cj/httf/about.htm  
2 Ibid.  

 
 

In 2007, a long time resident of the 
Supportive Housing Program at the 
aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀ LƴŘƛŀƴ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ 
Center (MIWRC) came into a staff 
ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ 
looking for a job but no one would give 
her a break. The resident was having 
trouble completing her GED due to 
dyslexia, and had very little useful work 
experience. She told the staff member 
that the only way she knew how to 
make money was to prostitute herself, 
and she did not want to go back to 
that.  

Her story, which she was disclosing for 
the first time, was alarming. She had 
been pimped out by her mother at the 
ŀƎŜ ƻŦ мн ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎǊŀŎƪ 
habit. By the time she was 14 she had 
begun to pimp out other young girls to 
feed her own drug addiction. At the 
point in time when she walked into the 
ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŘƻƴŜ 
hard time in prison, given birth to six 
children, and lost custody of them all. 
The MIWRC staff member realized that 
under current Minnesota law, this 
resident was a victim of a federal crime, 
the prostitution of a juvenile under the 
Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
(TVPA).  

Rather than being recognized or 
protected as a trafficking victim, she 
had been criminalized. Today, even 
though she has been repeatedly beaten 
and sexually assaulted by pimps and 
johns, she is ineligible for most 
federally-funded services and supports 
for victims of physical and sexual 
violence because of her prostitution 
arrests. And all she wants to know is, 
who will ever give her a chance? 
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interviewed law enforcement personnel, nurses, and social service providers, asking questions 

about the characteristics and experiences of sex trafficking victims they had worked with. Based 

on their responses, the OJP estimated that at least 345 American Indian women and girls in 

Minnesota had been sexually trafficked in a three-year period.  

After a client disclosed her own experience, MIWRC recognized that other Native women 

coming to the agency for housing, domestic violence, sexual assault, and other crisis-related 

services might have similar stories. Staff contacted other Native-specific housing and social 

service agencies in Minnesota to ask what their caseworkers were seeing in terms of commercial 

sexual exploitation of Native women and girls. Several reported an increasing number coming in 

for domestic violence and sexual assault services, later acknowledging that their assailant had 

trafficked them for prostitution. Tribal advocates in South Dakota and Minnesota had also began 

raising red flags, reporting that Native girls were being trafficked into prostitution, pornography, 

and strip shows over state lines and internationally to Mexico.  

Reports began coming in from Duluth, of police rescuing Native girls who had been lured off 

reservations, taken onto ships in port, beaten, and gang-raped by the shipsô crews. In Canada, 

where the history and current circumstances of Native (Aboriginal) people closely parallel those 

of American Indians in the U.S., research studies were consistently finding Aboriginal women 

and girls to be hugely over-represented in the sex trade. An international report on the 

commercial sexual exploitation of children described Canadian Aboriginal and American Indian 

youth as being at greater risk than any other youth in Canada and the U.S. for sexual exploitation 

and trafficking.3  

By 2008, Minneapolis had been identified by the FBI as one of thirteen U.S. cities having a high 

concentration of criminal activity involving the commercial sexual exploitation of juveniles.4 In 

September of that year, The Advocates for Human Rights released a sex trafficking needs 

assessment report, commissioned by the Office of Justice Programs and the Minnesota Human 

Trafficking Task Force pursuant to a mandate from the Commissioner of Public Safety. The 

needs assessment involved evaluation of government response to sex trafficking in Minnesota, 

identification of facilities and services currently available to sex trafficking victims, assessment 

of the effectiveness of those services, and recommendations for improvement.5 In the report, The 

Advocates for Human Rights noted the significant lack of information about American Indian 

trafficking victims and the relative absence of services to not only help them find safety, but to 

also heal from the trauma of life in prostitution. 

                                                             
3
 Beyond Borders , ECPAT-USA and Shared Hope International, (2008). Report of the Canada-United States consultation in 

preparation for World Congress III against sexual exploitation of children and adolescents. Beyond Borders , ECPAT-USA and 
Shared Hope International. 
4
 Cited in The Advocates for Human Rights, (September 2008). Sex trafficking needs assessment for the State of Minnesota. 

Minneapolis: The Advocates for Human Rights. 
5
 The Advocates for Human Rights, (September 2008). Sex trafficking needs assessment for the State of Minnesota. 

Minneapolis: The Advocates for Human Rights. 
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Despite Minnesotaôs significant efforts to identify sex trafficking victims and meet their needs, to 

our knowledge there had never been any sort of summary report produced in either Minnesota or 

the U.S. regarding the commercial sexual exploitation of this nationôs indigenous girls and 

women. The abundance of anecdotal evidence suggested that a disproportionate number of 

Midwest Native women and girls were being targeted by sex traffickers, yet no reliable data 

existed to support or contradict this theory.  

As a first step to addressing this gap, MIWRC approached the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to 

request support for developing a report that aggregated what is known to date about the 

commercial sexual exploitation of American Indian women and girls in Minnesota, and to 

develop a set of recommendations for addressing gaps in knowledge and addressing the needs of 

victims. The W.K. Kellogg Foundation agreed to support the project, which began in November 

2008 and resulted in this report. 

Organization of the report  
This report is organized to tell a story. For any story, there is always a setting, a context within 

which the story unfolds. Therefore, Section I briefly describes the historical experiences of 

American Indian women in the U.S. that have made them uniquely vulnerable to commercial 

sexual exploitation, and unique in the ways that such exploitation impacts their well-being.  

Section II describes the methods and sources used to produce this report, and our definitions for 

the terms we use to describe the experiences of commercially sexually exploited Native women 

and girls.  

Section III provides information about the prevalence of Native womenôs and girlsô involvement 

in the sex trade in Minnesota, across the U.S. and in Canada.  

Section IV describes Native womenôs and girlsô patterns of entry into commercial sexual 

exploitation.  

Section V is a summary of the risk factors that have been found to facilitate Native womenôs and 

girlsô entry into commercial sexual exploitation, and of current data describing the representation 

of Native women and girls in those facilitating factors in Minnesota. 

Section VI provides information about barriers and challenges to helping Native women and 

girls to escape commercial sexual exploitation. 

Section VII contains our conclusions, including a theoretical model for understanding and 

addressing the problem. 

Section VIII describes our recommendations. 



 

Minnesota Indian Womenôs Resource Center  4 Shattered Hearts Full Report, November 2009  

I.  The context  
An understanding of Native womenôs and girlsô experiences in the history of this nation is 

critical for understanding their unique vulnerability to commercial sexual exploitation. Four 

fundamental beliefs have been found to be essential for a coherent and resilient sense of self, 

which protects a person against sexual exploitation and/or helps a victim of such exploitation to 

heal:  

Â The world is a good and rewarding place 

Â The world is predictable, meaningful, and fair 

Â I am a worthy person 

Â People are trustworthy.6  

The traumatic experiences of American Indian people during the colonial era and their exposure 

to new losses and new trauma each consecutive generation have had a devastating effect on 

Native people, families, and communities, and on their ability to sustain those four beliefs.  

American Indians have been stereotyped as a stoic and savage people, incapable of what society 

deems ñnormalò feelings,7 but historic events contributed significantly to the development of this 

stereotype. U.S. government actions such as extermination policies, religious persecution, forced 

migration to Indian reservations, and systematic removal of Native children to boarding schools 

caused repeated exposure to trauma, which impeded a natural grieving process. Each time, past 

and current trauma were transferred to the next generation along with the unresolved grief in 

what has been termed generational trauma or historical trauma.8 The long-term impacts have 

been well-documented: widespread poverty, low educational attainment, high rates of 

community and interpersonal violence, high rates of alcohol-related deaths and suicide, poor 

physical health, and corroded family and community relationships. 

When a dominant society refuses to recognize a peopleôs grief and losses as legitimate, the result 

is sadness, anger, and shame, feeling helpless and powerless, struggles with feelings of 

inferiority, and difficulty with self-identity. This negatively impacts interpersonal relationships 

and Native peoplesô sense of themselves as sacred beings.9 Disenfranchised grief is in itself a 

significant barrier to the healing of trauma, either generational or recent, and it, too, prevents 

development of the four beliefs needed to develop a strong and resilient sense of self.  

In addition to these significant influences on American Indian womenôs well-being, ongoing 

experiences with racism lead to what has been termed ñcolonial trauma response,ò which results 

                                                             
6
 Roth S and Newman E, (1995). The process of coping with sexual trauma, in Everly G and Lating J (Eds.), Psychotraumatology: 

Key papers and core concepts in post-traumatic stress. New York: Plenum Press, pp. 321-339. 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Yellow Horse Brave Heart M and DeBruyn L, (1998). American Indian holocaust: Healing historical unresolved grief, American 

Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health Research 8(2): 60-82. 
9
 Kaufman G, (1996). The psychology of shame: Theory and treatment of shame-based syndromes. New York: Springer. 
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when a Native woman experiences a current event that connects her to a collective, historical 

sense of injustice and trauma. Just as people with post-traumatic stress disorder are ñtriggeredò to 

relive traumatic events they have experienced, American Indian women, who have endured 

massive trauma and injustice historically, are ñtriggeredò to connect current experiences with 

racism, abuse, and/or injustice with those experienced by their female ancestors, in a very 

immediate and emotional way. A Native womanôs response to the situation is not only based on 

her own experience, but on the experiences of generations of her female ancestors.10 

For this reason, Native women experience sexual assault, prostitution, and sex trafficking as a 

continuation of the colonization process, in which Native womenôs sacred selves were routinely 

exploited for the gratification of a person who claimed the right to do so while ignoring or 

invalidating the impact on the woman herself. When the assailant, pimp, or john is a white male, 

the psychological impact on a Native woman is even greater.  

While the historical experiences of all Native people have intensified Native womenôs 

vulnerability to sex trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation, generational 

trauma has also reduced Native communitiesô ability to respond positively to victims of sexual 

crimes. Native victims of sexual assault often do not report the assault because they do not 

believe that authorities will investigate or charge the crime, and they fear being blamed or 

criticized by people in their communities. Any admission of involvement in prostitution carries 

an even greater stigma, so Native women and girls trafficked into prostitution rarely seek help. If 

unable to escape prostitution prior to reaching the age of 18, Native child trafficking victims find 

themselves categorized as criminals rather than victims, which only adds to the trauma they have 

already experienced in prostitution. Most literally have nowhere to turn, as there are very few 

culturally-based services to help them heal from their experiences in safety. There are also very 

few culturally-based ñupstreamò interventions in place that explicitly focus on preventing the 

trafficking of American Indian girls into the sex trade.  

Native womenõs experiences during colonization 

From the times of earliest exploration and colonization, Native women have been viewed as 

legitimate and deserving targets for sexual violence and sexual exploitation. In the mid-1500s, 

the secretary of Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto wrote in his journal that De Soto and his 

men had captured Appalachee women in Florida ñfor their foul use and lewdness.ò11 Historian 

Kirsten Fischer reported that during the earliest years of the Carolina Colony, indigenous 

cultures in the area all viewed women as sacred beings. Women held and managed the 

communityôs resources, including fields and the produce from them. They also had significant 

autonomy in their choices regarding sexual relationships, including short-term sexual alliances, 

marriage, divorce, and cohabitation. Native women often played an active and high-status role in 

                                                             
10

 Evans-Campbell T, (2008). Historical trauma in American Indian/Native Alaska communities: A multilevel framework for 
exploring impacts on individuals, families, and communities, Journal of Interpersonal Violence 23: 316-338. 
11

 Gallay A, (2002). The Indian slave trade: The rise of the English empire in the American South, 1670-1717. New Haven: Yale 

University Press, pp. 34. 
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trade, sometimes using sexual liaisons to smooth trade relations while also acting as mediators 

providing outsiders with language skills and lessons in local customs.12  

Fischer noted that Native cultures in what came to be the Carolina Colony did not have the 

concept of private property or inheritance of property, so European culturesô emphasis on 

womenôs virginity and chastity to ensure that property would be inherited father-to-son was not 

present in the Native worldview. Fischer quoted the writings of John Lawson, a surveyor for the 

Carolina Colony, who published his impressions of the Native people he had seen. Lawsonôs 

writings reflected British male colonistsô interpretations of Native womenôs high status and 

freedom, viewed through their own patriarchal lens:   

ώ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜϐ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƴŘŜǊ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ for the Bed than 
Bondage13ΧώǘƘŜϐ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ Dŀƭƭŀƴǘǎ ώǿŀǎϐ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀ {ǘŀƛƴ ǘƻ ŀ CŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ wŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΧώǘƘŜϐ 
more Whorish, the more Honorable. 14 

Indian men did not escape being stereotyped in this process. Kingôs Botanist John Bartram wrote 

that the Indian men of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida:  

ΧŀǊŜ ŎƻǳǊǘŜƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƎŜƴǘƭŜΣ ǘŜƴŘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƴŘƭƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ 
of effeminacy, tender and affectionate to their offspring.15 

Rather than understanding Native menôs behaviors as respect, self-possession and restraint, 

colonial writers viewed them as undersexed and passive, and either unwilling or unable to 

control their women or to take proper advantage of the wilderness around them. The colonists 

were ñamazed at what seemed an unnatural breach of patriarchal authority,ò marveling that 

Indian husbands submitted to a ñpetticoat governmentò and let themselves be ñcuckolded byò 

promiscuous wives.
16

 These attitudes permitted colonists to justify their use of Native women 

and Native lands however they pleased, without obligation or limits. 

Male colonists also recognized Indian womenôs ability to control their own fertility, which 

allowed them to believe that their sexual encounters with Native women, forced or consensual, 

had no consequences. It was a short cognitive leap to view Native women as shamelessly 

promiscuous and depraved, which freed male colonists from their own social rules about 

extramarital sexual relations.  

The fact that Native womenôs sexual relations with colonists were often connected to trade 

allowed colonists to view those relations as tainted and even mercenary.17 As a result of these 
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beliefs, English surveying teams routinely harassed and raped Native women, considering sexual 

restraint in such circumstance to be foolish.18  

The conceptual framework to justify the sexual exploitation of American Indian women was now 

in place, supported by two critical stereotypes that emerged from this period in history: the 

sexually loose, mercenary, and innately immoral American Indian woman and the ineffective, 

profoundly lazy American Indian man, both of which exhibited a savage disregard for the norms 

of decent society. 

Native womenõs experiences during national 
expansion  

In 1769, an officer at York Factory on Hudson Bay described the frequent trafficking of Native 

women in and around the fur trade posts in his journal: 

ΧǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ .ǊƻǘƘŜƭ IƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀ ώǎǘŜǿϐ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ CŀŎǘƻǊȅ 
was before I put a stop to it.19  

Similar sexual exploitation of Native women occurred in Oregon Territory as the British sought 

to extend their fur trade south. At Fort Langley, a Hudsonôs Bay Company outpost on the Fraser 

River in Oregon, Fort Commander James Yale (1776-1871) married three Indian women within 

his first three years at the fort to smooth trade relations with local tribes.20 Native women such as 

these were considered ñsecondary wivesò with no legal rights, and as European women began to 

arrive, these wives and their children were frequently abandoned.21  

As immigrants moved westward, anti-Indian attitudes and stereotypes born in the colonial era 

grew and expanded. Entire villages were decimated by smallpox and measles epidemics, some 

deliberately launched by military distribution of blankets carrying the infection. The U.S. Army 

not only killed American Indian men in battle, it also slaughtered entire encampments of women, 

elders, and children. Troops sent to protect settlers referred to American Indian women as 

ñbreeders,ò justifying their rape, murder, and sexual mutilation.  

U.S. Army Lieutenant James Connor wrote the following account of the attack launched by U.S. 

Army Colonel Chivington against Black Kettleôs band of Cheyenne in 1864, despite their flag of 

truce: 
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 L ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻƴŜ Ƴŀƴ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ Ŏǳǘ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛtion 
ƻƴ ŀ ǎǘƛŎƪΧL ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜƴ ƘŀŘ Ŏǳǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 
females and stretched them over the saddle-bows and wore them over their hats while riding 
in the ranks.22    

In 1871, an armed ñcitizensô groupò from Tucson attacked a group of Apache camped at Camp 

Grant. In a sworn affidavit presented to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, U.S. Calvary Lieutenant 

Royal E. Whitman, commanding officer at the camp, reported on the aftermath: 

The camp had been fired and the dead bodies of some twenty-two women and children were 
lying scattered over the ground; those who had been wounded in the first instance, had their 
brains beaten out with stones. Two of the best-looking of the squaws were lying in such a 
position, and from the appearance of the genital organs and of their wounds, there can be no 
doubt that they were first ravished and then shot dead. Nearly all the dead were mutilated.23  

The genocide of American Indian people during this period has been likened to the Jewish 

Holocaust, because it was fueled by the governmentôs formal policies calling for extermination 

and religious persecution of Native people. Following the Wounded Knee massacre, similar to 

treatment of Jewish victims at Auschwitz, victims were stripped and thrown into a mass grave 

ñlike sardines in a pit.ò24 Oral traditions for spiritual healing often died with the elders carrying 

that knowledge, further impacting Native peoplesô ability to grieve losses together in healing 

ceremonies.  

Native girlsõ boarding school experience s 

Mission schools were established as early as the late 1700s for the ñeducation of the Indian.ò In 

1879, the Bureau of Indian Affairs opened Carlisle Industrial School in Pennsylvania, which 

became the model for government-funded, Christian-oriented Indian boarding schools. 

Approximately 12,000 American Indian children attended Carlisle in its 39 years of operation.25 

At times, there were as many as 100 government-operated Indian boarding schools nationwide.26 

The purpose of these schools was to destroy American Indian childrenôs ties to their families, 

culture, religion, and language, and to replace those with the values and behaviors of the 

dominant Christian society.27 This segment of a serialized story in Carlisleôs weekly student 

newsletter written by a white school matron and titled ñHow an Indian girl might tell her own 

story if she had the chanceò illustrates the schoolôs goal for Native girls. In the story, an Indian 
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girl has graduated from Carlisle and returned home to her Native community. When a white 

storekeeper asks if she will return to wearing ñIndian clothes,ò she responds: 

No! Do you think I can not appreciate what the great and good Government of the United 
States has done for me? Do you think I would be so ungrateful after the Government has spent 
so much time and money to educate me as not to use the knowledge I have obtained? I see I 
cannot do much here, but I believe I can keep myself right if I try. I can keep from going back to 
LƴŘƛŀƴ ǿŀȅǎ ƛŦ L ŀƳ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ώǘǊƛōŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊϐ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ the 
Indian dress. If he tried to I should run away. I believe the white people would protect me if I 
should run to them.28 

 Native researchers Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart and Lemyra DeBruyn, who have written 

extensively on historical trauma among American Indians, summarized the impact of ñIndian 

educationò on American Indian communities: 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΧǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
American Indian families are not capable of raising their own children, and that American 
LƴŘƛŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊΧŀōǳǎƛǾŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎτphysical, sexual, emotionalτ
were experienced and learned by American Indian children raised in these settings. Spiritually 
and emotionally, the children were bereft of culturally integrated behaviors that led to positive 
self-esteem, a sense of belonging to family and community, and a solid American Indian 
identity.29 

In the Midwest, reservation day schools and boarding schools were funded by the U.S. 

government and most frequently operated by the Catholic Church. Tim Giago, a well-known 

Lakota author and boarding school survivor, described what he witnessed as a child in a Catholic 

mission school in South Dakota: 

These children were being indoctrinated into the rituals and beliefs of the Catholic Church. It 
was not out of the question for the abusers to warn the children that if they spoke about what 
happened to them that they would be committing a mortal sin and they would burn in 
ƘŜƭƭΧǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŎŜ ǇŜǊ ǿŜŜƪΦ /ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ 
their fear when they looked through the confessional screen and saw the face of the priest that 
had been abusing them? What werŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪΚ 5ƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 
suffering from the guilt pushed upon them by their abusers? When they saw the priest behind 
the confessional screen they knew that they had no one and nowhere they could turn for help. 
They buried what happened to them deep inside.30 

The Canadian Prime Minister issued a public policy in 2008 for the harm done to Native children 

in Canadian residential schools, but it was not until October 2009 that the U.S. Senate approved 

a resolution apologizing to American Indians for years of "ill-conceived policies" and acts of 

                                                             
28

 Burgess M, (October 18, 1889). Segment of a serialized story in The Indian Helper transcribed and posted online by Barbara 
Landis. In 1891, the story was published as a book by Embe titled Stiya, a Carlisle Indian Girl at Home. Transcribed serial 
segment retrieved June 2, 2009 from http://home.epix.net/~landis/stiya.html  
29

 Yellow Horse Brave Heart M and DeBruyn L, (1998). The American Indian holocaust: Healing historical unresolved grief, 
American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health Research 8(2):63. 
30

 Giago T, (October 25, 2007). Children left behind: The dark legacy of Indian mission boarding schools. Santa Fe: Clear Light 

Publishing. Retrieved May 4, 2009 from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tim-giago/the-catholic-indian-missi_b_69887.html  



 

Minnesota Indian Womenôs Resource Center  10 Shattered Hearts Full Report, November 2009  

violence by U.S. citizens. The resolution, described by the Associated Press as ñcontroversial,ò 

was not a stand-alone action by the Senate. Rather, it was tacked onto a defense spending bill.31 

Impact of assimilation policies on Native women  

In the 1850s, the U.S. began establishing and relocating American Indians to reservations. The 

ultimate goal was their eventual assimilation. Francis Walker, Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 

the 1870s, imposed a system in which Native people could not leave the reservation without 

permission, and were required to participate in industrial labor. Walker proposed that ña severe 

course of industrial instruction and exercise under restraintò would teach American Indians 

industriousness and frugality, and prepare them for civilized society. In a further effort to force 

assimilation, Congress passed the Dawes Allotment Act in 1887, which broke up reservations 

into 160-acre parcels allotted to individual heads of families. It also allowed the U.S. to sell any 

unallotted land, resulting in the sale of over 17 million acres of Indian land in 1891 alone.32  

From the 1950s to the 1970s, the U.S. government launched a series of aggressive efforts to 

assimilate American Indians. Three intersecting initiatives from that era had a significant impact 

on American Indian womenôs traditional roles in their communities, their safety, and their 

perceptions of themselves as sacred beings: tribal termination and urban relocation efforts, 

involuntary sterilization of Native women, and large-scale efforts to adopt Native children into 

white families. 

Termination and relocation  

At the time of the post-World War II economic boom, the average American Indian on a 

reservation earned $950 a year, compared to the $4,000 earnings of the average white person. 

The federal government initiated the Urban Indian Relocation Program in 1952, which 

encouraged reservation Indians to relocate to major cities where jobs were supposedly plentiful. 

Relocation offices were initially set up in Chicago, Denver, Los Angeles, San Francisco, San 

Jose, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Cleveland and Dallas, later expanding to include 28 urban areas. 

Minneapolis was one. Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) employees were charged with orienting 

new arrivals and managing financial and job training programs for them.33 

Native people were told they would receive temporary housing and assistance obtaining 

permanent housing, counseling and guidance in finding a job, and community and social 

services, including start-up money. A couple with four children was to receive $80 a month. 

About 30 percent of all American Indians were rapidly relocated to cities, where they just as 
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quickly joined the urban poor when the promised assistance failed to materialize. By 1980, up to 

750,000 had moved to the cities.34 The National Council on Urban Indian Health reports: 

The haunting memories of forced relocation and broken promises on the part of the federal 
government have affected the overall well being of the American Indian community. This has 
resulted in high rates of severe mental and physical health disparities. Contemporary health 
and social issues include poverty, alcoholism, heart disease, diabetes, and unemployment.35 

In 1953, Congress passed two measures: Public Law 280 (PL-280), which authorized some states 

to unilaterally assume jurisdiction over criminal and civil matters on reservations, and a 

resolution to end federal relations with tribes as quickly as possible. Nine of Minnesotaôs eleven 

tribes are currently subject to PL-280; only Bois Forte Band of Chippewa and the Red Lake 

Nation have retained federal jurisdiction for criminal matters. By the early 1960s, the U.S. had 

terminated 109 tribes across the nation, withdrawing from all relations with them, including trust 

and treaty obligations.36 Increasingly isolated from the social supports and cultural strengths of 

their tribal communities, American Indian women relocated to urban areas experienced increased 

exposure to physical and sexual violence along with poverty and its added stressors.  

Involuntary sterilization  

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Indian Health Service (IHS), the primary source of medical care 

for most American Indians at the time, routinely performed tubal ligations on Native women and 

girls without their consent and sometimes during other surgeries without their knowledge. The 

U.S. government had targeted American Indians for family planning due to their high birth rate, 

and sterilization was considered an acceptable intervention. Between 1970 and 1976, the IHS 

sterilized between 25 and 50 percent of Native women in various areas of the U.S. One Choctaw-

Cherokee physician examined IHS records and estimated that by 1975, 25,000 American Indian 

women had been sterilized by this unit of the federal government. In general, Native women 

agreed to tubal ligation after being threatened with losing their children and/or their welfare 

benefits. Most of them consented while still sedated during a Caesarean section or during labor 

to deliver a child, and most did not understand the 12
th
-grade reading level consent forms or the 

permanency of the procedure.37  

Sterilization abuse destroyed these Native womenôs sacred roles as life-bringers. Mary Ann 

Bears Come Out, who conducted interviews with women who were sterilized during this era, 

described the impact: 
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The sterilization of Indian women affected their families and friends; many marriages ended in 
divorce, and numerous friendships became estranged or dissolved completely. The women had 
to deal with higher rates of marital problems, alcoholism, drug abuse, psychological 
difficulties, shame, and guilt. Sterilization abuse affected the entire Indian community in the 
United States.38  

The Indian Adoption Project  

Before 1978, the wholesale removal of Native children from their families and tribes by state 

social services agencies and courts was commonplace. In Minnesota, one of every four Native 

children under the age of one was removed and adopted, usually by a non-Native family.39 Most 

often, the justification for removal was ñneglect,ò claiming the parent had ñinappropriatelyò left 

the child with an extended family member for a prolonged period of timeðignoring the fact that 

in many Native cultures, extended family members play important parenting roles.40  

Building on that practice, the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the U.S. Childrenôs Bureau entered 

into a contracted collaboration with the Child Welfare League of America in 1958, to administer 

the Indian Adoption Project. The project was a response to the number of Native children in 

foster care or informal kinship care in poverty-stricken reservation settings, based on the idea 

that Native children would have better health and brighter futures if they escaped the conditions 

of reservation life. In 1962, the Director of the Indian Adoption Project described the benefits 

that white families could also realize by adopting an American Indian child: 

As tribal members they have the right to share in all the assets of the tribe which are 
distributed on a per capita basis. The actual as well as anticipated benefits of an Indian child 
adopted through our Project are furnished by the Secretary of the Interior.41 

From 1958 to 1967, the Indian Adoption Project removed 395 Native children from 16 western 

states for adoption by white families in Illinois, Indiana, New York, Massachusetts, Missouri, 

and other states in the East and Midwest. The Adoption Resource Exchange of North America 

(ARENA), a national organization, took over the work of the Indian Adoption Project in 1966 

and continued placing Native American children in white adoptive homes into the early 1970s.42 

A 1969 study by the Association on American Indian Affairs found that roughly 25-35 percent of 

Native children had been separated from their families, and the First Nations Orphan Association 

estimates that between 1941 and 1978, 68 percent of all Indian children were removed from their 
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homes and placed in orphanages or white foster homes, or adopted into white families.43 This 

wholesale separation of Native children from their families and communities had devastating 

repercussions: 

Â It shamed Native mothers, reinforcing the stereotype fostered by the ñIndian educationò 
era that American Indian women are not competent to raise their own children.  

Â It left families and communities with disenfranchised grief that could not be resolved.  

Â It prevented the transmission of cultural values and practices through social learning and 

oral story-telling traditions.  

Removing Native girls from their families and tribes and adopting them into white households 

severely curtailed these childrenôs ability to foster any understanding of their roles in traditional 

Native community life, and their ability to build relationships with other Native people.44 Their 

appearance marked them as American Indian, exposing them to racial targeting for sexual 

violence, but they had not been permitted to develop a culture-based identity as sacred givers of 

life.  

These historic experiences over generations and the trauma induced by them have had a 

cumulative effect on todayôs American Indian girls and women. Coupled with regular exposure 

to racism and the poverty of most Native families and communities, they have significantly 

impacted Native girlsô attainment of the four basic beliefs described at the beginning of this 

review, which are essential for a coherent and resilient sense of self:  

Â The world is a good and rewarding place 

Â The world is predictable, meaningful, and fair 

Â I am a worthy person 

Â People are trustworthy.45  

The damage caused by life in prostitution  

Later in this report, we describe the factors that make Native women and girls vulnerable to 

commercial sexual exploitation. Some may ask ñWhy does vulnerability matter?ò It matters 

because women and girls in prostitution suffer extremely high rates of violence and trauma, and 

these experiences make it very difficult for them to ever return to a healthy lifestyle. 

In over 20 years of research, the rates of rape and sexual assault of women in prostitution have 

consistently been found to range between 70 and 90 percent.46,47 A U.S. study found that women 
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in prostitution had been raped an average of twice weekly. At least 84 percent of the women 

interviewed were victims of aggravated assault, 49 percent had been kidnapped, and 53 percent 

were victims of sexual torture. Those that were tortured reported having been burned, gagged, 

hung, and bound, and having body parts mutilated by pinching, clamping, and stapling.48  

Though no U.S. data are available on the experiences of American Indian women in prostitution, 

one study in Vancouver, a city with a large proportion of Native women and girls in the sex 

trade, found that 68 percent of prostituted women had been recently raped and 72 percent had 

been kidnapped.49 A second Vancouver study found that 90 percent of women in prostitution 

(about half of whom were Aboriginal) had been physically assaulted in prostitution. Of this 

group, 82 percent named johns as their assailants. In addition to cuts, black eyes, and ñfat lips,ò 

75 percent had sustained severe physical injuries from pimps and johns that included stabbings, 

beatings, broken bones (jaws, ribs, collar bones, fingers), and spinal injuries. Half had suffered 

concussions and fractured skulls when pimps and/or johns assaulted them with baseball bats and 

crowbars, or slammed their heads against walls or car dashboards. Prostituted women have 

reported frequent experiences with extreme violence whenever they refuse to perform a specific 

sex act.50  

A study with commercially sexually exploited youth and adults in British Columbia, an area in 

which many are Native, found that significant changes occur when sailors are in port in Victoria. 

Youth reported the need to protect their safety at these times by traveling in groups and not 

provoking sailors, and prostituting women viewed these times as a combination of increased 

business opportunities and greater risk of violence.51  

In addition to violence perpetrated by johns, research in regions with large Aboriginal 

populations has found that the vast majority of  prostituted women experience extreme physical 

and sexual violence at the hands of pimps, boyfriends, and husbands.52,53  
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Verbal abuse by johns adds another layer of trauma for women in prostitution. Canadian studies 

have found that 83 to 88 percent of prostituted women describe verbal assaults as an intrinsic 

part of prostitution.54,55 Research participants have reported that johns called them names during 

sex intended to humiliate, eroticize, or justify the johnôs treatment of the woman, often racial 

slurs.56 Other research has found that racially-motivated verbal and physical violence are 

particularly intense forms of racial discrimination that have a profound impact on mental health, 

even when it is not accompanied by violence or abuse.57,58 Some prostituted women have 

described verbal abuse by johns as the aspect of life in the sex trade that is most damaging.59 A 

Native woman in Vancouver described the effect of johnsô verbal abuse on her self-esteem:  

It is internally damaging. You become in your own mind what these people do and say to you. 
You wonder, how could you let yourself do this, and why do these people want to do this to 
you?60 

Involvement in prostitution is also often deadly. In 1985, the Special Committee on Pornography 

and Prostitution in Canada reported the death rate of prostituted women as 40 times that of 

women in the general population.61 Since Aboriginal womenôs overall death rate for homicide is 

40 times that of the general Canadian population, prostituted Native women are by far those at 

greatest risk of lethal violence.62 One Vancouver study found a 36 percent incidence of attempted 

murder among prostituted women,63 and in 2004 Amnesty International reported that at least 500 

Aboriginal women and girls had gone missing over the previous 30 years.64 
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II.  Methods and definitions  
The information summarized in this report came from four primary sources: two regional round 

table discussions with advocates, data from screening forms used by MIWRC staff during client 

intake over a 6-month period, published materials (statistics, reports, and scholarly articles), and 

data or data output provided to MIWRC by the entities that collected those data. 

Regional round table discussions with advocates  

Two round table discussions were held with a total of 30 advocates working with American 

Indian women and girls. The first round table, attended by 12 advocates, was held in Duluth on 

January 30, 2009. The second, attended by 18, was held in Minneapolis on March 27, 2009.  

Each round table discussion was about five hours in length. Almost all of the participating 

advocates are themselves American Indian, and were working in a variety of programs that 

brought them into contact with Native women and girls in prostitution as well as those seeking to 

escape prostitution. Both discussions included advocates from housing programs, domestic 

violence and sexual assault programs, tribal womenôs programs, programs serving homeless 

women and youth, and collaborative programs involving social services and law enforcement. 

Lunch was provided, and the majority of the participants stayed for the entire discussion. At each 

round table, advocates responded to the same set of semi-structured questions on the following 

topics: 

Â How frequently their work involved Native women and/or girls engaged in survival sex, 

who had been prostituted or trafficked, or who had worked in strip clubs or pornography. 

Â The types of commercial sexual exploitation affecting Native women and girls. 

Â The prevalence of various types of commercial sexual exploitation among Native women 

and girls in their region of the state. 

Â How Native girls and women enter the sex trade, age of entry, and who recruits them 

Â The facilitating factors that make Native women and girls vulnerable to recruitment into 

the sex trade 

Â Native womenôs and girlsô experiences in the sex trade and barriers to exiting 

Â Advocatesô recommendations for prevention, policies, interventions, and services for 

Native girls and women wanting to escape commercial sexual exploitation 

The round table discussions were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Open coding was 

used to identify major and minor themes in the two round table conversations, and quotes were 

organized within those themes. A copy of the facilitatorôs guide for the round tables is included 

in the Appendix. 
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Screening at intake for social serv ices  

To establish a basic source of data to estimate how many of its clients have been involved in 

commercial sexual exploitation, the Minnesota Indian Womenôs Resource Center asked an 

additional set of questions at intake for three of the agencyôs programs over a six month period. 

To prevent client concern about having disclosures documented, MIWRC program counselors 

waited until after the intake interview to fill out the screening form. To ensure anonymity, no 

names were recorded on the forms. The data from the forms were entered and analyzed by the 

research consultant charged with producing this report, who had no contact with the clients 

whose information was recorded. As of June 15, 2009, MIWRC had screened 95 Native and 

women and girls. A copy of the screening form is included in the Appendix. 

Published materials  

We recognize that the two round tables and the intake data alone are not adequate for drawing 

generalizeable conclusions. To place our findings in a larger frame of reference, we triangulated 

our data with following types of published materials and data sources in preparing this report: 

Â Statistics reported by government entities, public institutions, researchers, nonprofit 

organizations, and foundations 

Â Published research reports and journal articles describing the prevalence and 

characteristics of commercial sexual exploitation, prostitution, and sex trafficking 

Â Published reports and journal articles focusing on public policy and law regarding sex 

trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation 

Â Published research and articles produced by American Indian and Aboriginal survivors of 

commercial sexual exploitation and/or organizations serving Native victims 

Â Reports and other publications regarding recommended programming and support 

services for victims of sex trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation 

American Indian tribes in the upper Midwest and Canadian Aboriginal communities share a 

common history of colonization and government oppression. Many also share a common 

ancestry and language, with active relationships back and forth across the U.S./Canada border. 

Therefore, the statistics and publications cited in this report include those from both the United 

States and Canada. 

When citing demographic statistics from other studies or reports that were based on the U.S. 

Census, the authors of those publications did not always clarify whether they were reporting 

percentages for people identifying as American Indian only, or if those percentages included 

people identifying as American Indian as well as those that identified as American Indian in 

combination with one or more other races. In those cases, we simply reported the percentages as 

they appeared in the publication.  
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Data and output provided to MIWRC  

Additional sources included a subset of data provided to MIWRC by Wilder Research, which 

contained the responses of all non-reservation American Indian women and girls participating in 

Wilderôs 2006 statewide study of homelessness in Minnesota. We analyzed those data by age 

group, and the results of our analyses are described in this report. 

Though raw data from the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey could not be released to MIWRC 

because cell sizes were too small to ensure the confidentiality of research participants in specific 

counties, the Minnesota Department of Education and the Minnesota Department of Health 

generated data output tables for MIWRC for American Indian girls in the 9
th
 and 12

th
 grades 

statewide, and when cell sizes were large enough, for American Indian 9
th
 and 12

th
 grade girls in 

Beltrami, Hennepin, Ramsey, and St. Louis Counties. Because 12
th
-grade girlsô data could not be 

released for one of the four counties due to small numbers, we elected to report only statewide 

comparisons, and to include data on 6
th
 grade girlsô responses already released to the public. The 

charts developed for this report show percentages of girls by grade in school, in three categories: 

Â Girls identifying solely as American Indian (American Indian only) 

Â Girls identifying as American Indian only combined with those of girls identifying as 

American Indian plus another race (American Indian + in combination) 

Â All girls in the general population (referred to as ñall girlsò)  

We feel that the distinction between girls identifying as ñAmerican Indian onlyò and those 

identifying as ñAmerican Indian + in combinationò is an important one, especially in the urban 

area. Hennepin County has noted that of the American Indian people included in the countyôs 

population during the 2000 U.S. Census, 69 percent also identified as one or more other races, 

and 40 percent of the countyôs American Indian children are of mixed-race ancestry.65  

Limitations of this report  

The time frame for this project was quite short, which limited the information that could be 

identified and accessed. We did not apply a rigorous standard to evaluate the generalizeability of 

the information to be included. Because this is the first report of its kind, we gathered every bit 

of information we felt to be reasonably reliable in describing the issue. As noted earlier, our 

samples for the round table discussions and clients screened at intake were quite small, and 

limited both demographically and geographically. Therefore, what we report here should be 

considered an exploratory study, a first glance at a complex problem, and only the tip of a very 

large iceberg.  
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Definitions  

We recognize that men and boys are also victims of sexual exploitation, commercial and 

otherwise. Our focus on women and girls is not intended to deny the experiences of male 

victims, but rather to examine the impacts that are specific to females. For this reason, our 

definitions all refer to women and girls. 

American Indian, Aboriginal, Native  

Other than references to Alaska Natives, the indigenous people of the United States are most 

frequently referred to as American Indian or Native American. In Canada, indigenous people are 

legally categorized as First Nations, Metís or Inuit, and collectively described as Aboriginal. For 

simplicityôs sake when discussing the Canadian and U.S. research literature, we use the terms 

American Indian or Native when referring to indigenous people in the U.S., and Aboriginal or 

Native when referring to indigenous people in Canada. 

Adolescents, girls, young adults, and youth  

For the purposes of this report, the terms ñgirlsò and ñadolescentsò are used to describe females 

ages 12 to 18. ñYoung adultsò are ages of 18 to 24. The term ñyouthò encompasses young 

women and young men ages 12 to 24. Though over the age of 18 and legally considered adults in 

the United States, American Indian females ages 18 to 24 are still very vulnerable and many are 

in need of youth-oriented services. 

Commercial sexual exploitation  

In the U.S., the term ñcommercial sexual exploitationò is almost exclusively applied to children. 

The National Institute of Justice defines commercial sexual exploitation of a child (CSEC) as 

sexual abuse of a minor for monetary gain (emphasis ours), including any accompanying 

physical abuse, pornography, prostitution, and the smuggling of children for unlawful purposes.66 

There is no parallel federal definition for commercially sexually exploited adults, who are 

instead defined as ñprostitutesò unless they can prove force, fraud, or coercion and thus be 

considered victims of sex trafficking.  

In a study of 150 Aboriginal prostituted youth in 22 communities across Canada, research 

participants differentiated between commercial sexual exploitation and sexual abuse even though 

they often overlap, arguing that exploitation is taking advantage of someone else for personal 

profit, pleasure, and/or control. In response, the researchers proposed this definition: 
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Commercial sexual exploitation is the exchange of sex for food, shelter, drugs/alcohol, money, 
and/or approval. 67 

Adult women are also sexually exploited by others taking advantage of their vulnerabilities for 

profit, pleasure, and/or power. Therefore, the definition used in this report is: 

¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƻǊ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƻƴ-monetary gains, in 
manner that inǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 
human right to dignity, equality, autonomy, and physical and mental well-being.68 

Prostitution  

We define prostitution as the act of engaging in sexual intercourse or performing other sexual 

acts in exchange for money or other considerations, including food, shelter, transportation and 

other basic needs. We use the terms ñin prostitution,ò ñinvolved in prostitution,ò and 

ñprostitutedò rather than ñprostituteò because we find it unreasonable to assign a label to an 

exploited person that implies that she is responsible for her own exploitation. We concur with 

Melissa Farley, who pointed out:  

²Ŝ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ōŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ΨōŀǘǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦΩ !ƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǘǳǊƴ ŀ 
wƻƳŀƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊƳ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ όǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ōŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 
ΨōŀǘǘŜǊŜŜΩύ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ŀ ΨǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΦΩ69 

Though the term ñsex workerò is used by some as an alternative to the term ñprostitute,ò we 

choose not to, because it frames prostitution as an acceptable form of work rather than a form of 

sexual violence. 

Sex trade  

We use the term ñsex tradeò to describe the ñbusinessò of commercial sexual exploitation, all 

transactions in which sexual activity is exchanged for food, shelter, drugs, transportation, 

approval, money, or safety. We do not suggest that women and girls who are sold, traded, or 

purchased for sexual purposes are trading fairly in a free market system. Similar to the slave 

trade, women and girls in the sex trade are being exploited in exchange for their survival and/or 

the benefit of a more powerful person.70  
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The sex trade includes:  

Â Street prostitution  

Â Escort agencies 

Â Massage parlors 

Â Brothels, ñtrick padsò and ñsex party housesò 

Â Bars and clubs that sell ñlap dancesò and ñprivate dancesò 

Â Businesses that organize and sell ñprivate partiesò with strippers and nude dancers 

Â Strip clubs 

Â Pornography and live ñsex showsò 

Â Phone and Internet sex 

Sex trafficking     

International, federal, and Minnesota laws all reflect the idea that trafficking involves the 

recruiting, harboring, receipt or transportation of persons in order to exploit them.  The 

Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (federal law) defines sex trafficking as:  

The recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose 
of a commercial sex act in which the commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, 
or in which the person induced to perform such act is under 18 years of age.71 

In Minnesota law, sex trafficking is defined as a type of promotion of prostitution: 

Χŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǳōŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ тŀ ώǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜΥ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎΣ 
enticing, harboring, providing, or obtaining by any means an individual to aid in the 
prostitution of the individual].72 

In their 2008 sex trafficking needs assessment report to the State of Minnesota, The Advocates 

for Human Rights described the difference in the sex trafficking definition used in Minnesota 

law, compared to that used in federal law:  

Χ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ƭŀǿ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǘhat traffickers use the means of Ψforce, fraud or coercionΩ to recruit or 
maintain an adult in sex trafficking while Minnesota does not. Minnesota law recognizes that 
a person can never consent to being sexually exploited and considers individuals who have 
been prostituted by others as trafficking victims. Federal law requires an assessment of the 
level of ΨconsentΩ of the prostituted person in determining whether the crime of trafficking has 
occurred.73 
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Basically, the federal trafficking law requires that three elements be present for a crime to be 

considered trafficking. In Minnesota law, the victim is not required to establish ñmeansò to prove 

that she did not consent. Rather, courts determine responsibility based on the conduct of the 

trafficker.74 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Adapted from the Freedom Network Institute on Human Trafficking. 

 

On its website, the U.S. Department of State describes the signs that a person may be a 

trafficking victim, which include: 

Â Evidence of being controlled, evidence of inability to move or leave a job; 

Â Bruises or other signs of physical abuse; 

Â Fear or depression; 

Â Not speaking on own behalf  

The same website recommends asking possible trafficking victims a set of questions, including: 

Â Can you come and go as you please?  

Â Have you or your family been threatened?  

Â What are your working and living conditions like?  
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Â Where do you sleep and eat?  

Â Do you have to ask permission to eat/sleep/go to the bathroom?  

Â Are there locks on your doors/windows so you cannot get out?  

Many prostituted women under the control of a pimp in the U.S. would probably evidence the 

same signs and respond to the U.S. Department of Stateôs proposed questions in exactly the same 

way as a woman meeting the federal definition of a victim of international sex trafficking. Donna 

Hughes, professor and Carlson Endowed Chair at the University of Rhode Island, has pointed out 

the overlap in definitions of sex trafficking and pimping, emphasizing that womenôs experiences 

in prostitution and sex trafficking are quite similar in regard to violence, control, exploitation, 

and level of victimization. Hughes notes that in multiple studies of women in prostitution, the 

average reported age of entry suggests that 70 percent were, by definition, victims of sex 

trafficking at the time they entered the sex trade. Hughes also reports that though the Trafficking 

Victims Protection Act provides for a grant program for local and state authorities to provide 

services to mostly U.S. citizen victims, those funds were never requested by the Department of 

Justice, and subsequently no programs were ever funded.75  

The United Nations definition of trafficking echoes Hughesô point, including means beyond 

those described in U.S. federal law:  

ΧŘŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀbility, or of the giving and receiving and 
benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over other persons, for the purpose 
of exploitation.76 

In this report, we use the State of Minnesotaôs definition for sex trafficking, with the 

understanding that women and girls involved in ñsurvival sexò experience deliberate exploitation 

of their vulnerability, with a clear sexual benefit to the exploiter: 

ΧǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎΣ ŜƴǘƛŎƛƴƎΣ ƘŀǊōƻǊƛƴƎΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 
to aid in the prostitution of an individual.77  

Victim  

The definition of ñvictimò is perhaps the most contested and least resolved issue related to sex 

trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation. There is considerable controversy 

as to whether an adult involved in prostitution should ever be considered a trafficking victim. 

The controversy is directly tied to the argument over whether or not a woman or child can ever 
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give informed consent to be purchased and used for another personôs benefit or gratification, 

without regard to her safety or well-being.  

The assumption that a woman in prostitution is a consenting adult regardless of her 

circumstances is codified in law. Anupriya Sethi, who conducted interviews with program 

coordinators and others working with sexually trafficked Aboriginal women and girls in Canada, 

described the difficulty inherent in this assumption when defining a victim of sex trafficking: 

It is often argued that a person who consents to engage in prostitution cannot be considered 
trafficked thereby suggesting that only coercion or force should form an integral part of the 
trafficking definition. However, it is essential to recognize that consent does not necessarily 
suggest an informed choice.78 

In a 2007 report, the National Institute of Justice emphasized the importance of minor status in 

recognizing sex trafficking victims:  

...when a minor, with few visible choices, sells sex at the hands of an exploitative adult, it is 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ 
minors who have greater legal protection regarding sexual conduct because of their emotional 
and physical immaturity and the need to protect them from exploitative adults. Therefore, it is 
important that victims of child sexual exploitation are not mistakŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎΧ/ƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ 
these youth are being harmed emotionally and are in considerable physical danger.79 

Another factor is that some states do not allow juveniles to be automatically considered victims 

of statutory sex crimes if they are older than 15.80 In Minnesota, the age of consent is 16, but if a 

victim is younger, criminal charges still may not result in a conviction if the perpetrator is only a 

few years older. For instance, if the victim is 13, 14, or 15 and the perpetrator is less than 48 

months older, coercion must be proved to convict him/her of first-degree criminal sexual 

conduct.81 The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention described the dilemma 

confronting police officers at the point of contact with juveniles involved in prostitution: 

On the one hand, they are offenders involved in illegal and delinquent behavior. On the other, 
they are children who are being victimized by unscrupulous adults.82 
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The definition of a sex trafficking victim used in the Minnesota Office of Justice Programsô 2007 

Human Trafficking in Minnesota report is consistent with the federal definition:   

A trafficking victim can be anyone who is forced, defrauded, or coerced into commercial 
servitude regardless of movement.83 

In contrast, the United Nations Protocol considers any person prostituted by someone taking 

advantage of their vulnerability to be a victim, whether or not the prostituted person consented.84  

As noted earlier, under Minnesota law the conduct of the trafficker is supposed to be the basis 

used by courts to determine whether any person has been trafficked for sexual purposes. To date 

no one has ever been prosecuted for sex trafficking under the Minnesota law, so there is no ñtest 

caseò for establishing victimization. On May 21, 2009, the Minnesota Legislature unanimously 

passed and the governor signed a bill amending Minnesotaôs sex trafficking law, which will 

enable law enforcement and prosecutors to better hold perpetrators accountable. Specifically, the 

amendments: 

Â Provide law enforcement and prosecutors with the ability to arrest and charge sex 

traffickers with higher penalties where an offender repeatedly traffics individuals into 

prostitution, where bodily harm is inflicted, where an individual is held more than 180 

days, or where more than one victim is involved;  

Â Increase the fines for those who sell human beings for sex;   

Â Criminalize the actions of those individuals who receive profit from sex trafficking;  

Â Categorize sex trafficking with other ñcrimes of violenceò to ensure that those who sell 

others for sex are prohibited from possessing firearms; and  

Â Add sex trafficking victims to those victims of ñviolent crimeò who are protected from 

employer retaliation if they participate in criminal proceedings against their traffickers. 85  

For the purposes of this report, any woman or girl who has been sexually exploited for the 

benefit of her exploiter is considered a victim of commercial sexual exploitation, whether the 

exploiter receives some financial benefit or gains other things of value, including goods, power, 

and status. If the victim is under 18 and/or if the trafficker is compensated in cash or other things 

of economic value, she is considered a sex trafficking victim. 
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Survival sex  

We use the term ñsurvival sexò to describe the exchange of sex for money and other 

considerations such as food, shelter, transportation, or safety by women and girls who do not 

think of themselves as involved in prostitution but rather, as doing ñwhat they have to doò to 

survive.  

Runaway and thrown -away  

A runaway is defined as a girl who leaves home or a place of legal residence without the 

permission of parent(s) or legal guardian(s) for at least 24 hours. If a girl has been told to leave 

or was locked out of her home and told not to return, if she is a runaway who was not actively 

sought by her parent(s) after leaving, or if her parent(s) or guardian(s) failed to provide food or 

basic needs and she left home to meet those needs, she is defined as thrown-away. 

Pimp/ trafficker  

We use the terms pimp and trafficker interchangeable, defined as a person who promotes and/or 

profits from the sale and/or abuse of another personôs body or sexuality for sexual purposes, or 

from the production and/or sale of sexual images made of that person.  

John  

Because it is the most recognized term for a purchaser for sexual services, we use the term john 

to describe an adult male who provides some type of compensation to engage in a sexual 

encounter with a woman or girl. It is important to remember that if the girl is under the age of 18, 

this person is, in fact, a sex offender. 
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Honoring the efforts and resilience of Native people  

The next two sections of this report present a large body of evidence that Native women face ña 

perfect stormò of victimization, oppression, and poverty that makes them tremendously 

vulnerable to commercial sexual exploitation. The information presented here calls attention to 

some problems that must be solved in the larger society. It also identifies some problems that 

must be solved within our own Native communities, where victimized Native women and girls 

cannot always find the level of safety and support that they need. 

Even so, it is important to recognize that the continued existence of American Indian 

communities is a tribute to the resilience of Native people and their unending efforts to retain 

their language, social relationships, and culture. Many, many Native people are working to 

strengthen and heal their communities and to provide healthy options and positive futures for 

Native youth, and those efforts do make a difference. 

Today, hundreds of Dakota and Ojibwe children and adults are learning and speaking their 

Native languages at weekly language tables in the Twin Cities and in language preservation 

programs on reservations. There is also an immense variety of programs, camps, and other 

events in urban areas and on reservations where Native youth can learn their history, culture, and 

values, connected to caring elders that help them learn in the traditional way.  

A number of tribes have urban offices to meet the needs of members not living on reservations. 

One operates a pharmacy in Minneapolis that provides free prescription medication to all 

American Indians eligible for services through the Indian Health Service. Native-specific 

organizations in urban areas constantly collaborate to share information and resources to better 

serve American Indian people. During American Indian Month (May) in 2009, tribal offices and 

American Indian programs and agencies in the Twin Cities coordinated and hosted 48 events, 

including sunrise ceremonies, a sweat lodge, and storytelling; plays, concerts and art exhibits; 

open houses and feasts; educational events, Indian Youth Olympics and youth group 

presentations; health presentations and fund-raising walks.  

Our goal in developing this report was to give our Native communities and their    allies in the 

larger society information that could help pave the path to healing. Much good is already being 

done, and we look forward to what is to come. 
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III.  Prevalence  

Involvement in prostitution  

Data collected by MIWRC 

At the two round tables hosted by MIWRC, advocates working with Native women and girls in 

housing, domestic violence, sexual assault, and other social service programs focused on meeting 

crisis needs described the practice of trafficking Native girls and women into prostitution as a 

significant problem in both Duluth and Minneapolis.   

The Duluth area advocates reported that street prostitution is highly visible, particularly when 

ships are in port and during times of the year when tourism is at its highest, such as hunting 

season and during the summer. Twin Cities advocates reported that in both Duluth and in the 

Twin Cities, much of the local prostitution activity occurs in bars, which makes it relatively 

invisible. These are some of the advocatesô comments regarding the severity, visibility, and 

geographic locations of prostitution-related activity:  

!ƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜ Řƻǿƴ CƛǊǎǘ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǎƻ ŦǊƛŎƪƛƴΩ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΦ L Ŏŀƴϥǘ 
ŜǾŜƴ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘΧ²ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜϥǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ CƛǊǎǘ Ave East and First Street down 
here. [Second speaker] In Duluth. [First speaker] It's prime area for street prostitution and 
ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ώnames of three strip bars] there. So now, right around the corner from North Shore is 
another strip place, and so there's a lot that happens right there. The liquor store is right there 
ǘƻƻΦ {ƻΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΧƛǘϥǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ǿŀȅ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻǊ ŦƻǊƳΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ 
even sit on a corner for a day you'll know who they are. Because people are coming, they're 
just gŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŀǊǎΧLϥǾŜ ƻǾŜǊƘŜŀǊŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΣ ǎƻ ƛǘϥǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΦ ώ5ǳƭǳǘƘ 
advocate] 

L ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΦ L ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ώbŀǘƛǾŜϐ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ 
accept the women escaping from prostitution. I did my data collection for a report and I 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘΧƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ол ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŜǎŎŀǇŜŘ 
from prostitution in a few short months. [Twin Cities advocate] 

The [Native] women are inside the bars and prostitution is happening in the bars, which makes 
ƛǘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŎƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ǎŜŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ 
Řƻǿƴ ƘŜǊŜΧƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛƳǇǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƛǊƭ 
being in the bar, bringing those patrons in because ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ ²ŜŘƴŜǎŘŀȅǎΦ !ƴŘ 
ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘǊƛƴƪΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŦŀƪŜ L5Φ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ 
ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ōŀǊ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ŀ ŎŀǊ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ [Twin Cities 
advocate] 

At the Minneapolis round table, some of the advocates had been working with Native domestic 

violence and sexual victims for 25 to 30 years. Several of these long-time advocates reported that 

sex trafficking of American Indian women and girls is not a new development in either 

reservation or urban Indian communities. These are some of their comments:  
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This is an old story. This is not a new way of exploiting Native women, this has been happening 
since I was a child. I would hear those stories from women or people connected to my family 
network, about that happŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ LΩŘ ƘŜŀǊ Ƴȅ ŀǳƴǘƛŜǎ ƻǊ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀǳƴǘƛŜǎ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ LΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мфплǎΦ [Twin Cities advocate] 

As [another long-time advocate] was talking, it flashed into my mind, a very dear friend of 
mine would disappear out of my life, for probably six months to a year, and even longer. And 
ǎƘŜΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǿŜΩŘ ǿƻǊƪΧ{ƘŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ 
was at, and I always kind of suspected that something was going on. But, she was being 
trafficked between here and Mexico. This was 20-some years ago. Just recently, well, 10 years 
ago, she called me up from Utah and we talked for quite a while. She said that she was 
involved in prostitution. She had been prostituted by this group of people here in Minneapolis 
that she was involved with, and the man she was living with was a chiropractor, pretty well 
respected. And, he was the one who was sending her off. [Twin Cities advocate] 

¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ Ƴȅ ƳƻƳΩǎ ŀƎŜ who talk 
about their grandmas working on the ships. [Duluth advocate] 

Two of the Duluth advocates that worked extensively with younger Native girls reported that 

even though Native women have been prostituting to the ships in port for many years, the 

conditions have changed dramatically. This is how they explained those changes: 

Girls have conversations with their mothers about their time, when the mothers were working 
on the boats. Many of the girls were conceived out of working on the boats.  But the mothers 
have a different way of talking about it. The opportunities of the people she met and that sort 
of thing. I'm not saying it's any less dangerous, but I think times have changed considerably. 
The mother relates it to being her choice when she worked on the boats, and she really 
cherishes those relationships she has with other women that are her friends now. But she 
really fears for her daughter, that times have changed and it's a whole different arena that 
you're dealing with now. [Duluth advocate] 

The violence has increased. I don't want say it but the nationality is a big thing for this family I 
am working with. The mother who worked on the boats, she is really intimidated by African 
American men in the community. A number of people that I'm working with, young women, 
have been recruited by African American men and immediately taken to Milwaukee, Chicago, 
or the Twin Cities. So, there's like this fear when the mom talks about it about, Ψo̧u really don't 
know what you're getting into.  You don't know their family, you don't know their community, 
you don't knowΦΩ !nd what happens is, they take the girls from here further away. Away from 
their support system. [Duluth advocate]   

The data from 95 Native women and girls entering MIWRC programs also suggest that the 

trafficking of Native girls into prostitution is a significant, though rarely discussed, problem. 

Overall, 40 percent of incoming clients reported involvement in some type of commercial sexual 

exploitation and 27 percent reported activities defined as sex trafficking under Minnesota law 

(see Figures 1 and 2).  

MIWRCôs screening process confirmed other studiesô findings that Native victims frequently do 

not identify as having been sexually trafficked, instead presenting with other issues such as 
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domestic violence and sexual assault.86 Not one of the 25 MIWRC clients meeting the stateôs 

legal definition at intake had presented herself as a sex trafficking victim. 

1. Percent of MIWRC clients reporting involvement in  
 prost itution and pornography at intake  (n=95) 

 Number Percent 

Exchanged sex for shelter 24 25% 

Exchanged sex for food 14 15% 

Exchanged sex for money 32 34% 

Exchanged sex for drugs or alcohol 30 32% 

Exchanged sex for transportation 10 11% 

Exchanged sex for some other type of assistance 5 5% 

Asked to recruit or pimp other girls 21 22% 

Pressured/forced to pose for nude photos or videos 11 12% 
*Some reported multiple types of sexual exploitation, so percentages may total more than 100%.  

 

2. Percent of MIWR C clients trafficked into prostitution  for the 
 benefit of another person (n=95)  

 Number Percent 

Trafficked for shelter 10 11% 

Trafficked for food 7 7% 

Trafficked for money 17 18% 

Trafficked for drugs or alcohol 17 18% 

Trafficked for transportation 4 4% 

Trafficked for some other benefit 5 5% 
*Some reported being trafficked for multiple benefits, so percentages may total more than 100%. 

Though prostitution arrests are often used to estimate the scope of prostitution in an area, the 

intake data collected by MIWRC confirm that these data are a poor indicator. None of the clients 

under age 18 that met the state definition for sex trafficking victims at intake had ever been 

arrested for prostitution, though 18 of the 25 trafficked adult women (72%) had one or more 

prostitution arrests (see Figure 3).  
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3. Arrests for prostitution (only those MIWRC clients 
 reporting prostitution involvement , n=37) 

 Number Percent 

Arrested for any prostitution-related offense 18 46% 

 1-2 arrests 5 13% 

 3-5 arrests 3 8% 

 6 or more arrests 3 8% 

Number of arrests not recorded 7 18% 

Information from other sources 

Very few reports and publications have addressed the number of Native women and girls 

involved in prostitution in Minnesota. The State of Minnesota Office of Justice Programs (OJP) 

reported that in 2006, there were a total of 3,989 trafficking and prostitution related arrests and 

1,790 convictions, most of which were for prostitution. The number of American Indian women 

arrested for prostitution offenses is not available.  

In 2007, the Minnesota Office of Justice Programs conducted an online human trafficking survey 

with service providers, nurses, and law enforcement statewide. Twelve respondents reported 

working with a total of 345 American Indian female victims of sex trafficking in the previous 

three years.87 In response to OJPôs 2008 human trafficking survey, twelve service providers 

reported working with a total of 79 American Indian sex trafficking victims in the three-year 

period prior to the interview.88 In both yearsô surveys, respondents described movement of 

trafficked Native women and girls from reservations to the Twin City metro and other cities, 

from one city to another, and from Minnesota to another state. Responses to the two surveys 

were based on overlapping time frames, so the discrepancy in the 2007 and 2008 numbers 

suggests that one or more of the 2007 providers that reported high numbers of American Indian 

trafficking victims did not participate in the 2008 survey. The numbers reported by the service 

providers were also estimates, since most did not use a systematic method to track the number of 

Native victims.89,90 

Data provided by Hennepin County Corrections show a total of 313 arrests for prostitution-

related offenses in 2008, twelve (4%) of which were American Indian women arrested for 
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prostitution or loitering with intent to commit prostitution. Though the number of Native women 

was small, their representation in prostitution arrests was almost double their representation in 

the county population. Hennepin County has recently switched to a new data system, so county 

trends in prostitution arrests of Native women cannot be determined.91  

The Minneapolis Police Department was able to provide its number of arrests of American 

Indian women from 2004 to 2008 (see Figure 4). According to a Minneapolis police officer, the 

significant decline in arrests seen in these data does not reflect a decline in prostitution-related 

activities, but rather the low priority given to addressing prostitution when there has been no 

public outcry.92  

4. Arrests fo r prostitution -related offenses in Minneapolis, American Indian 
 females 2004 - 200893  

American Indian females 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Prostitution 83 57 70 53 9 

Loitering with intent to commit prostitution 28 11 24 28 3 

Promoting prostitution 1 3 2 3 - 

Total, all prostitution-related offenses 112 71 96 84 12 

A Minneapolis police officer and a Hennepin County Corrections staff member reported that by 

County policy, adolescents involved in prostitution-related crime are no longer arrested for 

prostitution, but may be arrested for a status offense such as truancy or runaway.94,95 No data 

were available from Hennepin County or the Department of Justice on the number of American 

Indian juvenile females apprehended for each type of status offense.96   

A recent study based on analysis of Hennepin County Corrections data found 70 women on 

probation for prostitution-related offenses in Hennepin County. Almost one-fourth (24%) were 

American Indian, while American Indian women represent only 2.2 percent of the countyôs 

population. Of the 17 Native women in the sample, 10 (59%) were arrested in the 3
rd
 Precinct, 

which encompasses the Phillips neighborhood in which the Minnesota Indian Womenôs 

Resource is located. Five (29%) were arrested in the 5
th
 Precinct, which is adjacent to the 3

rd
 

Precinct and borders the Phillips neighborhood. Over half of the Native women in the study lived 

in the same two precincts: seven lived in the 3
rd
 Precinct and four lived in the 5

th
 precinct. 97  
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Racial miscoding in police incident data is a problem that inhibits accurate counts of prostituted 

American Indian women. It occurs frequently because individual officers identify the race of 

offenders and victims in their reports, with the result that the same person may have different 

racial designations in various reports. It is also difficult in many instances to determine whether 

the subject of the report is a victim or an offender, and even more so when it is a juvenile 

involved in prostitution. In 1988, the U.S. Department of Justice began replacing its long-

established Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) system with a more comprehensive National 

Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS). Child sexual abuse experts David Finkelhor and 

Richard Ormrod have described the NIBRS as the only available source of geographically 

diverse and uniformly collected crime data that: 

Â Provides detailed descriptions of police-involved incidents of the commercial sexual 

exploitation of minors 

Â Includes a description of both the offender and the victim in sex-related crimes.  

NIBRS data are collected, compiled, and entered by local law enforcement, but data coding 

continues to be problematic. Finkelhor and Ormond note that police are not provided coding 

guidelines for distinguishing between victims and offenders or for coding the race of a victim or 

an offender in the data they enter into the NIBRS. The researchers describe NIBRS data as even 

more limited for identifying the prevalence of minors used in pornography, because the number 

of jurisdictions participating in the NIBRS is still quite small.98 In 2005, Minnesota received 

Bureau of Justice funding for Minneapolis and St. Paul Police Departments begin preparations 

for NIBRS participation, but that process does not appear to have moved beyond the planning 

phase at this point in time.99 

In the absence of data-based estimates of the number of women and girls in prostitution, 

estimates by organizations working with prostituted women and youth are generally considered 

the most reliable. Based on client intake interviews at Breaking Free, a non-profit organization 

serving women and girls in prostitution, Executive Director Vednita Carter has estimated that 

between 8,000 to 12,000 Minnesota women and children of all races are involved in prostitution 

on any given night, statewide.100,101 PRIDE (from Prostitution to Independence, Dignity and 

Equality), a program of the Family and Children Service of Minneapolis, estimates that there are 

at least 1,000 juveniles currently in prostitution in Minnesota. Neither of these organizations has 

published any estimate of the number of American Indian women and girls in prostitution.  
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In contrast to the relative absence of prevalence data in the U.S., there have been a number of 

Canadian studies of Aboriginal womenôs and girlsô involvement in prostitution and other forms 

of commercial sexual exploitation. In all that were identified for inclusion in this report, the 

Aboriginal proportion of prostituted women and youth was hugely disproportionate to their 

representation in the population (see Figure 5).  

5. Aboriginal representation in Canadian studies with 
 prostituted women  

Year of study Region 
 Native % of 
population 

%  found to be 
Aboriginal 

2002 Vancouver BC 
102

 1.7-7.0%  52% 

2001 Victoria BC 103 2.0% 15% 

2001 Canada 104 2 to 3% 14-60% 

2001 Vancouver BC105 1.7-7.0% 63% 

In Vancouver BC, the Womenôs Information Safe Haven (WISH) Drop-In Centre Society, which 

serves about 200 women engaged in prostitution and/or survival sex every night, reports that 

Native women make up half of all women that come through its doors. 106 In research with 22 

communities across Canada, Aboriginal children were found to represent up to 90 percent of 

children in the sex trade in some communities. 107 The Manitoba Youth and Child Secretariat 

reported more than two thousand commercially sexually exploited youth, noting that a large 

number of this group are Aboriginal.108 More recently, youth crime expert Michael Chettleburgh 

estimated that 90 percent of all urban Canadian teenagers in prostitution are Aboriginal.109 
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The McCreary Centre Society, a non-profit community-based youth health research and youth 

engagement organization in Vancouver, conducted a series of five surveys with sexually 

exploited street youth in British Columbia over a 6-year period. In the communities participating 

in the 2000 and 2006 surveys, the proportion of female Aboriginal street youth increased from 38 

percent at the time of the first survey to 56 percent at the time of the second. In all five surveys, 

34 to 57 percent of the street youth reporting commercial sexual exploitation self-identified as 

Aboriginal, and of those that were Native females, 24 to 56 percent reported having been 

commercial sexually exploited.110  The 2006 survey involved 762 street-involved youth in BC, 

over half of whom were Aboriginal.  

Involvement in the I nternet sex trade  

Data collected by MIWRC 

Several of the advocates at the regional round tables described younger girlsô use of technology 

and experiences with internet-based commercial sexual exploitation: 

A lot of the [youth] drop-ƛƴ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ƴƻǿ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎΧLƴ {ǘΦ tŀǳƭΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƭŜŀƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ 
their computers not too long ago, and they found quite a few of their youth that were 
uploading pictures off their phones onto the computers to post them onto Craigslist. [Twin 
Cities advocate]. 

aȅ {ǇŀŎŜ ǘƻƻΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǎŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǾƛŎǘƛƳƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ƳŜƴ 
getting them to show their body or their body parts. [Second speaker] Sexting. [Girls are doing] 
that sex texting stuff too, sending nude photos to people through their phones. [Twin Cities 
advocates] 

Advocates also identified Craigslist as a site used by Native girls in the sex trade, and noted 

pimpsô use of the internet to recruit Native girls in the Twin Cities for the stripping and 

prostitution circuit in the northern part of the state during hunting and tourist seasons. 

Information from other sources 

In 1999, the Hofstede Committee Report on juvenile prostitution in Minnesota called attention to 

the ease with which johns could use the Internet to download naked images of commercially 

sexually exploited women, converse with their pimps, make appointments, and still retain 

anonymity. The Committee noted that law enforcement was challenged in two ways: 

determining the girlsô ages, and distinguishing between legal escorts and prostituting women.111  

Similar to what was reported by the advocates at the round tables, a Twin Cities law enforcement 

officer recently described a case in which he arrested a 49-year pimp from Woodbury for 

prostituting a 23-year old woman and her 15-year-old sister via the Craigslist websiteôs ñerotic 
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servicesò section. The pimp took some of their money, drove them to the hotel, and waited for 

them in the car while the women met the officer.112 Another Minneapolis police officer with 

extensive experience working with prostitution crime and gang activity confirmed that in the 

Twin Cities, Craigslist is the primary venue for commercial sexual exploitation of Native adults 

and juveniles.113 

A recent study of prostituted women and girls in Chicago found that eight percent were in 

contact with johns through the Internet, specifically Craigslist. The research team reported that at 

the time, Craigslist received more than 9 billion page views every month, and Craigslist users 

published more than 30 million new classified ads each month. Men were able to access live, 

interactive strip shows via web-cam in addition to the sex trade ñresourcesò described 10 years 

ago by the Hofstede Committee, for most intents and purposes beyond the reach of law 

enforcement.114  

IV.  Patterns in entering the sex trade  

Age of entry  

Data collected by MIWRC 

At the round tables hosted by MIWRC in Duluth and Minneapolis, advocates reported that the 

Native women and girls they work with have entered prostitution and other types of commercial 

sexual exploitation at two different life stages, each connected to specific life circumstances:  

Everybody I've come across has been young [at the time they entered prostitution]. Like, 12, 
13, 14 sometimes 15. I met one woman who was maybe 19, she was really the exception. 
There's definitely that 12-15 range. They seem like babies! [Duluth advocate]  

Several of the women have talked about when they started, and the youngest so far was 12. 
[Twin Cities advocate] 

 I think the other age group are those [ages] 20 to 30 with young kids and their 5-year MFIP 
has run out. [Duluth advocate] 

Among the women and girls that reported commercial sexual exploitation during intake at the 

Minnesota Indian Womenôs Resource Center, 90 percent of the younger clients had entered 

prostitution before the age of 18, compared to about half of the older clients. Almost half of the 

younger women (42%) were 15 or younger when they first entered the sex trade. Three clients 

had entered prostitution between age 10 and 11, and one 14-year-old had been trafficked into 

pornography at the age of 11, reporting that she had been photographed or filmed for 
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pornography 10 times in the previous six months. Almost one-fourth (24%) of the incoming 

clients reporting involvement in prostitution had entered at age 27 or older, which supports the 

advocatesô emphasis on Native mothersô vulnerability when their public assistance eligibility has 

ended. 

6. Age at which  MIWRC clients entered 
 prostitution or pornography  (n=32)* 

Age at entry Number Percent 

8-12 7 21% 

13-15 7 21% 

16-17 7 21% 

18-23 5 15% 

27-38 6 18% 

39-55 1 6% 
*Age of entry not reported for 5 clients. Percentages are based 
on the number for which age of entry was recorded. 

Information from other sources 

The 1999 Hofstede Report on juvenile sex trafficking in Minnesota reported that 14 was the 

average age of entry into prostitution at the time.115 Other studies of youth and adults in 

prostitution in the U.S. have reported the average age of entry ranging from 13 to 17, most often 

about age 14.116 Several studies conducted in Seattle, an area similar to Minneapolis in its 

population of low-income American Indians, found that almost all commercially sexually 

exploited girls enter the sex trade before the age of 16. One involving 60 women prostituted via 

escort services, street prostitution, strip clubs, phone sex, and massage parlors found that all had 

entered prostitution between the ages of 12 and 14.117 A second, involving 200 adult women in 

prostitution, found that 78 percent began as juveniles and 68 percent entered prostitution when 

they were 15 or younger.118 A third study found that 89 percent of the prostituted women that 

were interviewed had entered prostitution before the age of 16.119 A fourth study published in 

June 2008 reported that girls were entering prostitution in Seattle around the age of 12 or 13.120   
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Most advocacy groups working with women in prostitution in the U.S. agree with what has been 

found in the research studies. Vednita Carter of Breaking Free in Saint Paul has reported that the 

average age of entry into prostitution has been 13, but recently announced that her organization 

is seeing a larger number of younger girls.121 However, no U.S. studies have reported average 

age of entry for American Indian girls. 

Though none reported separate averages by gender, several Canadian studies from the 1990s 

reported the average age of Aboriginal youth entering the sex trade as 14, but noted that some 

start as early as age 9.122,123,124,125, 126 More recent Canadian research suggests that Aboriginal 

youth are becoming victims of commercial sexual exploitation at younger ages than before. In a 

series of surveys with street-involved youth in British Columbia, about one in three victims of 

commercial sexual exploitation reported their age of entry as 13 or younger.127 Citizen groups 

involved in safety patrols in Winnipeg have reported children as young as eight years old being 

approached on the street or in back lanes by men in vehicles, presumably for the purpose of 

sexual exploitation.128 A 2002 study by the Urban Native Youth Association in Vancouver found 

commercial sexual exploitation of children as young as 9, with age of first being trafficked into 

prostitution averaging 11 to 12 years of age.129  
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Modes of entry  

Stripping, exotic dancing, and escort services  

Data collected by MIWRC 

At the round tables hosted by MIWRC, advocates often described girls entering the sex trade by 

stripping or nude dancing and then progressing to other types of commercial sexual exploitation:  

{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ώbŀǘƛǾŜ ƎƛǊƭǎϐ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǎŀȅ ΨIŜȅΣ LΩƳ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ 
ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǊƛǇǇƛƴƎΣΩ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƎƻΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊǳƎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ώōŜƛƴƎ 
prostituted for drugs]. [Second speakŜǊϐ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊŀƎŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǘǊƛǇǇƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 
[pimps] helping them get their fake IDs and stuff. There are 16, 15-year-olds stripping in town 
here. [Duluth advocate] 

ΧƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ нлǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŎƛǊŎǳit. And just being 
trafficked, maybe before, to Chicago, places like that. And then as they get farther along in 
ǘƘŜƛǊ нлǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ олǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘǊǳƎǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ 
stay. [Twin Cities advocate] 

The advocates reported that most of the younger Native women and girls they worked with did 

not consider stripping or nude dancing to be sexual exploitation, instead viewing it as a 

somewhat glamorous way to make good money quickly. These are some examples of advocatesô 

comments: 

 [One of the girls in my family], she asked her father Ψ²hat do you think about stripping?Ω 
because her friends are doing it and it's just becoming more and more common. [Twin Cities 
advocate] 

Deer hunting season. Big stripping time. And they're set-up joints. Like every little small bar 
has strip nights then and that's part of that circuit. I worked with someone for a long time who 
considered herself to be an independent contractor [in prostitution]. During hunting time, it 
was her big season in terms of making money and she would just go from one little bar to 
another in South Dakota, that was the main place. [Duluth advocate] 

The advocates described bars and strip clubs as prime recruiting grounds for pimps, asserting 

that bar and club owners are often complicit. At both round tables, advocates mentioned a 

ñcircuitò traveling throughout the state and sometimes to other states, for which young Native 

women are recruited to dance. Once they begin, they are quickly taken over by a pimp who 

moves them from place to place, prostituting them out of the bars and clubs in the circuit. These 

comments were part of those discussions: 

[Traffickers] can have their own bachelor party-type setting, where they have it all set up and 
have the girls just coming in. Some pimp, male or female, has put this all together and 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƭŘ ƘŜǊ Ψ!ƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǎ ŘŀƴŎŜΦΩ ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ 
ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ŀǎ ƘŀǊǎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ-
ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Řƻƛƴg anything wrong, because you go to clubs and 
nowadays the dancers in clubs are more seductive than some of the stuff the girls do on the 
stage. [Twin Cities advocate] 
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You can walk into any strip club and you know, the people who work there are recruiters, so it 
ǎŜŜƳǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜǎǎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΧ! 
ƭƻǘ ƻŦ bŀǘƛǾŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ώŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎǘǊƛǇ ŎƭǳōϐΦ ώ{ŜŎƻƴŘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊϐ ¸ŜŀƘΣ ώǘƘŀǘ Ŏƭǳōϐ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƳ 
ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ǘƻƻΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǇƛƳǇǎ ǳǇ ŀǘ ώǘƘŀǘ Ŏƭǳōϐ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿ ǿƘƻΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ 
ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎΧL ƪƴƻǿ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻŦŦ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭ ǿŀƛǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ǎǘǊƛǇ Ŏƭǳō ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ 
ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎǘǊƛǇǇƛƴƎΦ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭ ǿŀƛǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ 
and then she got a $4,000 tip from a football player, and then after that she was stripping. 
[Twin Cities advocates] 

 ¢ƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŘǊǳƎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ 
ǘƻƻΦ .ǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƎƻΣ 
ƭƛƪŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ²ƛǎŎƻƴǎƛƴΧ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƛƴƎΧŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
times they are connected with [someone who] might be a gang connection that gets him out 
working and sends him out there. [Duluth advocate] 

Where you have some person that's controlling it and the money's going to go to them, the 
girls are prostituting. They actually make the money, the people who own the bars, the people 
that bring them there. But the ones that are going on the stripping circuit on their own, they 
leave with the clothes on their backs, with 20 bucks maybe. [Duluth advocate] 

One of the Duluth advocates noted that Native women in prostitution often decide to go back to 

stripping as a less risky option: 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘǊƛŎƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨLΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƭŜƎŀƭΣ ǎƻ LΩƳ 
ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŘŀƴŎŜΦΩ [Duluth advocate] 

Several advocates at both round tables reported pimps moving Native girls to cities from 

reservations, and to and from cities throughout the Midwest for prostitution. These are some of 

their comments:  

There's a new thing out of track houses where girls are being trafficked and they're brought 
from other states down to houses here because of the Ψno turn offΩ heat rule that we have. 
Guys are coming and purchasing these houses that are in foreclosure, they are renting them 
for a few months, 6 months or whatever and they're bringing girls here and putting them in 
these houses and that's where they stay. They don't go anywhere, they stay in these houses 
and the girls are ranging from 12 to 21, but they're being transported here and they're being 
moved all through MN. Some are from ChicagoΧThey're coming from Iowa, Detroit.  New 
York.  [Twin Cities advocate] 

I also know of girls from out towards Bemidji, Red Lake, that way, that come this way that are 
brought down there to be prostituted on the boats. I don't know specifics about that, but they 
talk about it. [Duluth advocate]  

Information from other sources 

Each year, 40 new strip clubs open nationwide. Many are described as ñgentlemenôs clubs,ò 

catering to businessmen who may spend up to $2000 a night on drinks, food, and ñprivate 

dancesò where patrons have physical contact with the dancer. 
 
One study found a 

disproportionate number of strip clubs in rural areas of the Upper Midwest where poverty and 

isolation had created a pool of women vulnerable for recruitment into the sex trade. For example, 

in 2003, Aberdeen, South Dakota had five strip bars despite a small population (25,000) and a 
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location 100 miles from any town of comparable size. Dancers in these bars and clubs reported 

that they were not only expected to work as strippers, but they are also required to accept 

degrading treatment, provide the club manager with sex during the ñjob interview,ò and allow the 

manager to prostitute them to customers.130 The study author quoted a survivor of prostitution 

and stripping, Heidi Somerset, who was giving a talk in Moorhead: 

hƴŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƘŀŘ ƘŜǊ ǇƛƳǇ ŀƭƻƴƎΧŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƻǘŀΦ {ƻ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ 
takes to get that money. The men shoved bullets up her, beer bottles, shoved dollar bills up 
her, and this was the situation that I encountered.131 

Though none reported findings by race, several studies in the U.S. have found that women and 

girls in prostitution are frequently involved in different types of commercial sexual exploitation 

at different times, including pornography, stripping and exotic dancing, escort services, and 

erotic massage services. Research with prostituted girls in Chicago found that 28 percent had 

started as escorts when first recruited, and at the time of the interview, 41 percent were currently 

working for an escort service. Almost 93 percent of the girls that had entered the sex trade via an 

escort service had a pimp at recruitment, and in addition to working in escort businesses, 43 

percent were also trading sex at private parties and 68 percent were also trading sex at a hotel.132 

Canadian researchers have found a similar pattern to that described by the advocates at round 

table discussions. Aboriginal girls are recruited as dancers in their early teens and then moved 

across Canadian provinces for ñdance shows,ò where they are quickly routed into prostitution. 

Eventually losing ties with their communities, they become even more vulnerable as they age, 

and often moved into the more dangerous areas of the sex trade.133  

Research in Canada found that the sex trade has no distinct ñcareer ladder.ò One study found 

Aboriginal and other women in prostitution involved in a variety of types of commercial sexual 

exploitation, including pornography, street prostitution, strip bars, and escort agencies. Among 

those in escort services, 15 percent were Aboriginal though they represented only two percent of 

the regionôs population. Frequently, participants reported involvement in two types of 

commercial sexual exploitation at the same time.134 One Canadian study with a sample of 

Vancouver women actively engaged in prostitution or recently exited, over half of whom were 

Aboriginal, found that two-thirds had pornography made of them while also engaged in 
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prostitution, while 64 percent reported being upset by a johnôs efforts to force them to perform 

an act that the john had seen in pornography.135 

Re cruited or trafficked by pimps, boyfriends, and gangs  

Data collected by MIWRC 

In the two round table discussions, advocates reported that many of the Native women and girls 

they worked with were recruited by pimps, and almost always referred to their pimps as their 

ñboyfriendsò or ñgirlfriends.ò The advocates discussed a number of strategies used by pimps to 

recruit and groom Native women and girls for prostitution: 

They're just these really beautiful girls and those men will sit there and stroke that. Like, 
Ψo̧u're so beautifulΣΩ and then just start to turn them into objects. Talking about their body like 
ΨhƘΣ this is so nice about your bodyΩ, or Ψo̧ur body is so much betterΣΩ and the pimp starts to 
separate them from the other girls. It is like, Ψ¸ƻǳϥǊŜ ǎƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭΦΩ I think that's part of that 
breakdown, with starting to break down other people. It is so intentional. We have young men 
who go into ǘƘƛǎ ώǇƛƳǇƛƴƎϐ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΧhow to like, break a girl down, because they know that 
they can make a lot of money off of that. [Duluth advocate] 

ώ¢ƘŜ ǇƛƳǇ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƘŜǊϐ ΨL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΦΩ .ƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻǊ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ ΨLΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΦΩ 
²ƛǘƘ ǊǳƴŀǿŀȅǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇΦ ώ{ŜŎƻƴŘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊϐ ¸ŜŀƘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ 
sex kind of stuff. Buǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ώǘƘŜ ǇƛƳǇ ǎŀȅǎϐ Ψ5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘŀȅ ƘŜǊŜΦΩ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǎƻƻƴ ƛǘΩǎ 
ƭƛƪŜΣ Ψ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ. So, here, 
L Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻ ƘƻǘΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǎǘǊƛǇΦΩ 
[Duluth advocate] 

CƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΣ ƘŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǳŦŦŜǳǊ ƘŜǊ ώŀƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŎƭƛŜƴǘϐ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 
ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ Ψ[ŜǘΩǎ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƎŜǘ ǇŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜȄ ŀŎǘΦΩ LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ 
ΨLΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ōƛƎ ŎŀǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŘǊƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅΦΩ !ƴŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
just like all these things lead up to other things. [Twin Cities advocate] 

Advocates in the Twin Cities and in Duluth described pimps, especially those affiliated with 

gangs, recruiting Native girls at parties deliberately set up for recruitment purposes. Others 

described boyfriends targeting girls who have access to money and moving them into 

prostitution when the money is gone. These are some of their comments: 

So they're fourteen and they want something better and they're running around searching and 
they don't know where to find it they don't know where it is. So they come to Duluth, they go 
to the party, or they meet the guy down at the Holiday center, and he says ΨIey, why don't you 
come hang out with usΚΩ ¢ƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ {o part of that is, pimps and 
some of the tricks too, is that Ψ²ell, you came looking for me, I didn't come looking for you, 
you came looking for me, you wanted this. You came here.Ω .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘƛƴƎ 
the girls. [Duluth advocate]  
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The older guys will look for the younger girls at parties and so that's where I've seen some of 
the women get recruited. And then what happens is they'll start like dating or seeing the pimp 
and then so they engage that way. And then they'll take 'em, like Ψ[et's go down to the cities 
for a tripΦΩ And then they'll be brought down to the cities, and then it'll be Ψ[ets go down to 
MortonΩ and they'll get further and further away, until they end up in Illinois or Iowa, and then 
they're stuck. [Twin Cities advocate] 

One other thing too, some girls get targeted for when they're gonna turn 18 and they're gonna 
get their per capita payment, and guys will talk about Ψ¢hat's the way to come upΩ because 
they'll take ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ money. But that also starts that pattern of using them, and then using 
them and using them. [Duluth advocate] 

Some advocates described Native women with children whose landlords had forced them or their 

children into prostitution by threatening the familyôs ability to stay in safe housing. These are 

some of the advocatesô stories: 

This young lady was in this unit with her kids, and she was supposed to pay a certain amount 
of rent. And MFIP [welfare] wanted her to verify that through a shelter statement. The 
ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ Ǝƻǘ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
have enough money to pay her rent. Then she was offered to do some prostitution. [Twin Cities 
advocate]  

The landlord piece is not uncommon, not uncommon at all. Landlords put the woman in a 
situation where they actually end up owing rent or they know they're getting rates half off of 
rent, or some landlords even up the reƴǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀƴŘ now she fell 
on hard times, she lost a job, she still owes rent and the landlord will go ahead and proposition 
them in that manner, swap or trade. And if not for the mother, then for the daughters. And the 
fact that the mom says, ΨWe need a place to live.Ω You know, ΨYou just gotta go in there, he's 
ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻΣ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ǿŀƴƴŀ ōŜ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΦΩ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ 
ŦŜŜƭǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ΨL ƻǿŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǇƛŜŎŜΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Řƻ it. And once it's done 
once, that's all it takes. [Twin Cities advocate] 

In both Duluth and Minneapolis, advocates described the pimps they knew to be recruiting 

Native girls as primarily African-American or Latino, and reported that the number of pimps in 

the area seemed to vary at different times. These are some of the advocatesô descriptions: 

Some of the girls I work with were approached right on the street, right in Phillips. They were 
talking about how they were approached on the street, they were offered money over there by 
26th and CedarΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ a hot spot and I don't know what's going on over there, but they're very 
young girls.  They're usually walking around late at night so obviously they're not being 
supervised. These are girls that are vulnerable and out there. ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ мнΣ моΣ мпΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ [ŀǘƛƴƻ 
men that approached them. [Twin Cities advocate] 

aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƛƳǇǎ LΩǾŜ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴǘƻΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ bŀǘƛǾŜΧ!ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ 
here and more of them were African-American. And there was this one period of time where 
ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀ ǊƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŜŀǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƪƛƴŘŀ 
goes in waves like that. [Duluth advocate]  

Several of the advocates described Native women and girls being sent out by pimps to recruit, 

especially in shelters and youth centers where vulnerable Native women and girls go to be safe. 

These are some of the ways that pimp-controlled Native women and girls convince others to join 

them in prostitution: 
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I see [young girls thinking the sex trade is glamorous] as a new trend for the ones that I am 
working with. [Second speaker] They're all into that glamorized type of talk amongst one 
another.  [First speaker]  And I see more of the stuff that comes through Duluth as being more 
glamorized. And the girls recruiting other girls because then they won't have to do so much 
work and that's what they're expected to do. Then, the girls fight amongst each other over this 
guy! [Duluth advocates] 

¢ƘŜȅ ώǇƛƳǇǎϐ ŀǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΧǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƻƳen that will pose [as 
ōŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴϐ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻǳǘΧ!ƴŘ ǘhat homeless youth drop-in 
center, that is a target place and it has been a target place ever since it's been open, and it 
continues. And advocates are always trying to figure out, you know, you want kids coming in 
for services, how you keep them safe. [Duluth advocate] 

The Duluth advocates also described pimps and Native women and girls already in prostitution 

using violence to coerce younger women and girls into the sex trade. These are some of those 

stories: 

I encountered this woman this summer. She was older, 18, 19Χa couple of girls had talked her 
into it. Kind of bribed her. Not bribed, but the same thing, like the description of Ψ[ook at this, 
look at what I have, you should come up here it could be yours too.Ω And thenΧwhen she got 
up here, she realized she didn't want to do this and she thought she could walk away, but she 
couldn't. Those girls actually beat the crap out of her, so she ended up in the hospital. 
Somebody, not her, called the cops, but she was a mess and they beat the hell out of her. And 
the guy [pimp] had never had anything to do with it. [Second speaker] He didn't have 
toΧThey're handling it. [Duluth advocates] 

LΩƳ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊŀfficked out by her family for a very long time. SƘŜΩǎ 
probably 17 now or 18. Another girl we work with just reported a sexual assault against this 
girl, and our understanding of the intention was someone was trying to recruit her for 
prostitution, as a part of her ring. And then that person sexually assaulted the girl, pretty 
brutally. Skin chunks out of her and things like that. That was woman on woman. The 
unfortunate part of that was that when this girl tried to report, a lot of people told her female 
on female wasn't sexual assault, so it took her a long time to find any help. [Duluth advocate] 

Advocates reported significant involvement of Native gangs and Native branches of other street 

gangs in prostituting Native girls. Either the girlôs boyfriend was a gang member, or female gang 

members used violence to coerce Native girls into prostitution. Two gangs were mentioned most 

frequently, Native Mob and Gangster Disciples, though some advocates also mentioned Mexican 

or Latino gangs without specifying the name of the gang. These are some of the advocatesô 

stories about gang involvement in recruiting Native girls for prostitution: 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜǎΧǿƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
gangs come in and it gets real organized. And then, instead of seeing those women on the 
sǘǊŜŜǘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǊƻƻƳ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǊƻƻƳΣ ƻƴŜ 
ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΧŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ ώ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ 
what gang] Gangster Disciples, from Chicago. [Duluth advocate] 

 



 

Minnesota Indian Womenôs Resource Center  45 Shattered Hearts Full Report, November 2009  

This guy [from one of the wealthy tribes] is buying gifts, buying a car for her. For one thing, he 
couldn't get a car because he had no license and no credit or nothing. She could buy the car 
with his money and then he could take it back at any time, and then all the clothing because 
then she would look good and of course the love connectionΧthen there's the domestic abuse, 
and the addiction part. And, so, in order to get the drugs and the money she has to be doing 
what he wants. Otherwise, she'll get beat up. And there's also a gang connection involved in 
this, Native Mob. That other gang members will beat her up. Or other women that are 
connected with the other gang members and doing the same kind of thing will beat her up. 
[Duluth advocate] 

We sometimes see younger girls, in the 12-13 age range, especially the girls that are involved 
ǿƛǘƘ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ƎŀƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘΦ LΩƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΦ {ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ 
not said that, but they [staff] see her continuously being dropped off by different older gang 
members to school every day. [Twin Cities advocate] 

When screening incoming clients for commercial sexual exploitation, MIWRC staff asked all 

that met the state definition of a trafficking victim about factors that might put them at risk of re-

involvement in commercial sexual exploitation. Eighty percent of the younger women reported 

that they were at risk of further commercial sexual exploitation due to fear of violence against 

themselves or others; one of these had specifically said that she had been trafficked into 

prostitution by a gang. 

Information from other sources 

Similar to the grooming process that advocates described at the MIWRC round tables, a 2005 

study of prostituted girls in Atlanta described pimpsô grooming strategies as two-stage. Initially, 

the pimp makes the girl feel attractive and valued, developing a sexual relationship with her, 

spending money on her, introducing drugs, and providing focused attention and validation that 

she is ñspecial.ò The second phase involves moving the girl around to eliminate her relationships 

with family and others, then breaking her will and self-esteem through physical and verbal abuse. 

The researchers found that this process results in the girl forming a deep attachment to her pimp 

and having no option to refuse when he demands that she begin prostituting.136  

Also similar to what advocates described at the round tables, research with adolescent girls in 

corrections placement for prostitution found that girls had been approached by pimps and 

recruiters in many locations: while walking, hanging out with friends on the street or at malls and 

corner stores, at friendsô homes, and even outside the juvenile justice center while waiting to 

meet with a probation officer. The study found that two major recruitment methods were used: 

ñfinesse pimpingò and ñguerilla pimping.ò ñFinesse pimpingò involved the same grooming 

process described by the advocates at round tables and found in the Atlanta study cited above: 

putting vulnerable girls in a position where they felt obligated to repay the trafficker by 

encouraging her to move in, taking care of her basic needs, purchasing small gifts, providing free 

drugs, and generally treating her with great kindness. The next step was to present her with 

ñopportunitiesò for a lucrative ñmodelingò career working for an escort service, which she later 
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found was prostitution and a source of income for the pimp. By then, her drug habit and her 

emotional dependency on the pimp made it very difficult to refuse.  ñGuerilla pimping,ò similar 

to advocatesô descriptions of violent gang and prostitution ring tactics during round table 

discussions, was recruitment by force: using threat, physical violence, and intimidation against 

the girl or against someone she cared about to coerce her into prostitution. Reflecting the stories 

told by advocates at the MIWRC round tables, the Atlanta study found that women played 

multiple roles: pimps, recruiters, groomers, watchers who made sure girls got to and from their 

assigned locations, and wife-in-laws (other women trafficked by the same pimp) living together 

and supervised by the pimp or the woman closest to him.137  

Studies of gang activity in the U.S. also support the advocatesô stories of Native girls trafficked 

into prostitution by gangs. In 2001, research on the commercial sexual exploitation of children in 

the U.S., Canada, and Mexico found significant gang involvement. The authors reported that 

girls in Native gangs were expected to be emotionally supportive of male members, including 

providing sex on demand.138 A second gang study found that American Indian and African-

American gangs involve their girl members in prostitution more frequently than Latino and other 

gangs, framing it as the girlsô fair contribution to the gangôs economy.139  

Other research in Minnesota and the U.S. has found that Native female gang members participate 

in the guerilla recruitment of younger Native girls for prostitution, similar to the advocatesô 

reports at round tables. In one study from 1995 to 1998, 100 current and former gang members 

were interviewed. Fourteen interviews were with Native youth members of four different gangs: 

Latin Kings (a female from St. Paul, two males and one female from Mille Lacs reservation, and 

a male from Hayward, Wisconsin); Vice Lords (two females from Mille Lacs reservation, one 

male from Duluth, and one male from Minneapolis); Gangster Disciples (a female from Red 

Lake reservation, a female from Minneapolis, and a male from Morton); and Native Mob (two 

males, one from Mille Lacs reservation and one from Minneapolis). The Native girls all reported 

that most girls involved with the gangs provided male members with sex on demand and/or were 

trafficked for drugs and money. A female Gangster Disciple from Red Lake described womenôs 

roles and status in her gang: 
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I got beat-in six times, stopped one minute each time, got beat-ƛƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΧL ǘƻƻƪ ǎƛȄ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΣ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧLŦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘǊŜŀǘ ƳŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƘƛǘΧ.ǳǘΣ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ 
to violate people if they were like throwing uǇ ǎƛƎƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǳǇ ƻǊ 
ŜƭǎŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƭƻǊΦ LΩŘ ŦŜŜƭ ƳƻǊŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀ 
ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΦ !ƴŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ƻƴ ƳŜΧhƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
while the girls just go ŎƘƛƭƭ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΧ.ǳǘΣ ƛŦ ώƳȅ ƘƻƳƛŜΩǎϐ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘ ώǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻϐ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
ƘŜǊΣ ƘŜΩƭƭ ŎƻƳŜΦ {ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ǎŀȅ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ {ŜŜΣ ƘŜǊ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜΩǊŜ 
not supposed to be like dating other people in the gang, he can just pass her on, pass her on to 
another gang member. When they pass her on, she just goes lower and lower.140 

A Native male Latin King member described girlsô initiation into his gang:  

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ ǎƘŜ Ǝƻǘǘŀ ōŜ ƎŀƴƎ ǊŀǇŜŘΦ {ƘŜΩǎ Ǝƻǘǘŀ Ǝƻ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ōƻƴŜŘ ōȅ 
all ƻŦ ǳǎ ƎǳȅǎΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ YƛƴƎǎΧ²Ŝ ƳŜŜǘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŦŦ ŀǘ Ǉƻǿ-wows and they hang around with 
ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŀƴƴŀ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 
ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǳǇΦ ΨLǎ ƛǘ ŀƭƭ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ǌƻƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΚ aŀƪŜ ǳǎ ŀ vǳŜŜƴ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΚΩ ¢ƘŜƴ 
ǿŜΩǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ Ψ¸ŜŀƘΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ vǳŜŜƴΦΩ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΧ9ǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜȊ Ƙŀǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŜƭƭǳƭŀǊ ǇƘƻƴŜǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀƎŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŜŀŎƘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǇŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ Ǝƻ 
Ŏŀƭƭ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ΨIŜȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴΩΧ¸ƻǳ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ōŜŘǊƻƻƳ 
ƻǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳŎƘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻǊ Řƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘΦ ²ƘŜǊŜǾŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘƻƴŜΣ 
ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊ ƛǎ ƴŜȄǘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜΦ {ƘŜ ǎǘŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘǊƻƻƳΦ {ƘŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ 
out and then whoever Ǝƻǘ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ΨIŜȅΣ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊΩǎ ƴŜȄǘΣ Ǝƻ 
ŀƘŜŀŘΦΩ141 

A Minneapolis police officer with extensive knowledge of local gang activities confirmed that 

girlsô status in Native gangs is very low, and regardless of the male member they ñbelongò to, 

none have a level of status that would protect them from being prostituted.  

More recent U.S. studies suggest that gangs are playing an increasingly large role in the sex 

trafficking of American Indian girls and women. In 2006, Minnesota Public Radio described 

gangs as a big problem on Minnesotaôs American Indian reservations, reporting that authorities 

estimate hundreds of young Native men on White Earth, Red Lake, and Leech Lake reservations 

that consider themselves part of a gang.142 Amnesty International reported that in interviews with 

sexual assault survivors on the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation, there were several reports of 

gang rapes. A June 2008 study of prostituted youth in Seattle noted a recent increase in gang 

activity in that area, also finding that 100 percent of the gang-affiliated youth in the study were 

being trafficked in street prostitution. 143,144   
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In January 2009, the National Gang Intelligence Center reported that several American Indian 

gangs, particularly Native Mob, have expanded on and off reservations, beyond Indian Country. 

The report described Native Mob as one of the largest and most violent Native American gangs 

operating in the United States, currently most active in Minnesota, Michigan, Wisconsin, North 

Dakota, and South Dakota. The report noted that Native Mob and other urban and suburban 

gangs in Minnesota are expanding their drug distribution activities, sometimes working in 

conjunction with Mexican drug trafficking and criminal organizations.145  

Findings from the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey strongly suggest that American Indian girls in 

Minnesota are more affected by gangs than girls in the general population (see Figure 7). A 

significantly larger percentage of Native girls also reported having been threatened at school than 

girls in the general population (see Figure 8). It cannot be determined whether some of these 

threats may be related to guerilla recruitment, but they clearly indicate a lack of safety at school. 

7. Girls reporting ñillegal gang activity is a problem at my school,ò statewide* 

 

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey 

8. Girls reporting that they have been threatened at school during the past 12 
 months , statewide  * 

 

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey 
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