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for systemic change. Jurisdiction issues relating to minors

from other counties, legal rights of minors, protocols around
emergency response, and capacity issues generated contentious
debate over how, or even if, we could proceed. Leveraging the
long-established partnerships with law enforcement and victim
services, the overarching goal to improve services to CSEC and to
better protect children prevailed. Social Services (SSA) folded in
its expertise and leadership on CSEC, and they began to provide
critical information regarding the child-welfare system history

of an identified exploited minor; determined legal guardianship
for these youth; and were able to secure quick placement and
medical assessments. SSA mobilized a team of specialized social
workers to respond to calls from the child abuse hotline and law
enforcement. SSA also dedicated a Senior Social Worker whose
role is committed to working with youth that have run away from
their placement, many of which are victims of commercial sexual
exploitation. This new partnership, together with the creation

of GRACE (Generating Resources to Abolish Child Exploitation)
Court, raised the bar on identifying and providing supportive
services to children and teens who had become victims of human
trafficking. GRACE Court, established in 2015, is overseen by

the Presiding Judge of Juvenile Court and creates space for a
multidisciplinary approach to meet the unique needs of each
minor. The creativity of GRACE Court’s approach includes the
presence of a therapy dog, who sits inside the courtroom as a
comforting presence for the youth.

In Orange County, the CSEC Steering Committee continues to
engage stakeholders in Orange County working with children and youth affected by commercial
sexual exploitation and is focused on finding better solutions to address the challenges that youth
and caregivers face, and prevent those who are at risk to this very real issue. The CSEC Steering
Committee has developed and implemented creative solutions for awareness including the recent
relaunch of the Orange County Transportation Authority’s (OCTA) “Be the One” campaign in 2017
with a specific focus on the sex trafficking of minors. The campaign deliverables included a press
conference, bus tail signage on 10 OCTA Access buses, a video message in the John Wayne Airport
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baggage terminal, the development

and distribution of posters to campaign
partners, social media messaging and
the creation of a dedicated campaign
website. The campaign is ongoing and
continues to gain momentum throughout
the community.

As a result of the expertise of the CSEC
Steering Committee participants,

a contract was created to provide
specialized resources and support for
children and transitional aged youth that
are at risk of and those already identified
as commercially sexually exploited. The
contract was awarded to Orangewood Foundation, which created Project CHOICE (Creating Healthy
Opportunities and Inspiring Change through Empowerment). Project CHOICE empowers youth ages
11-21 years to take back their power of choice, through a survivor-centered and strengths-based
approach, prioritizing the health, safety and stability of CSEC youth.

Currently the CSEC Steering Committee stakeholders are working on prevention curriculum in
schools and developing medical protocols for CSEC and supporting caretakers. We continue to
make great strides in serving these children. Through ongoing inter-agency collaboration, we will
continue to identify and protect children who have been, or are at risk of, being lured into a life of
exploitation. There is still much work to be done.
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Key Findings:

¢ |In 2019 and 2020, 95 percent of youth suspected of being commercially sexually exploited had
prior child welfare history.

¢ Increasing awareness and education on human trafficking and CSEC within social services
and other fields that often intersect with youth increased the number of CSEC reported to the
Orange County Child Abuse Registry.

¢ We know that any child can become a victim of commercial sexual exploitation; however,
children who have a history of abuse or neglect, especially sexual abuse, are the most
vulnerable and are at greater risk of being exploited. In Orange County in 2019 and 2020,
all of the children recovered by law enforcement had a history of abuse or neglect in their
background. Furthermore, in those same years, 30 percent of newly identified youth were
already under the jurisdiction of the Juvenile Court.
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Recommendations for the next 10 years:
¢ Enhance the capacity of the current efforts from victim services, law enforcement, prosecution,

social services, probation and all disciplines who are in a position to come across victims.
Lack of institutional knowledge on this subject matter and heavy reliance on subject matter
experts with credible experience are far and few between. Identify and distribute funding to
expand and support training for the multi-disciplinary partners; hire and sustain experienced,
bicultural staff; and development of specialized units and staff until institutional knowledge
becomes more universal.

¢ Public health focus on prevention, exit strategy options and community reintegration is needed
to reduce recidivism and the revolving door of victimization. Human trafficking is a serial
crime versus a one-time occurrence and prevention strategies need to be built accordingly.
Prevention education must include both male and female youth. Prevention programs only
aimed at educating female youth on how to prevent themselves from sexual violence and
trafficking without including strategies to divert youth from committing these acts of power,
control, and violence is insufficient.

e Survivor input is crucial. Provide accessible and safe platforms for victim/survivors to provide
feedback; have a voice in building and changing programming; actively participate in training
service providers, law enforcement, and the community; and to speak out in order to advocate
for others. Create space for victim/survivors to support each other and to share successful
resiliency practices with one another.

¢ Human trafficking work that is victim-centered and trauma-informed requires every-day
intentional efforts including debunking myths and correcting misinformation shared through
social media; collecting, analyzing, and sharing data to improve service provision; offering
opportunities to local media to learn more about human trafficking; and highlighting
underserved trafficking populations. Male victims of sex trafficking and individuals affected
by labor trafficking are often overlooked when it is necessary to allocate scarce resources to
proactive investigations. Additional funding to support an increase in capacity to grow the
breadth of services is an ongoing need.
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A Note of Thanks
Many thanks to all of the individuals and organizations who have helped to lead or support the
work needed to combat human trafficking in Orange County with the Orange County Human
Trafficking Task Force. Each area of the work as it relates to protecting victims, prosecuting
offenders and preventing the cycle of further victimization is equally important.

We knew we could not have done it on our own in 2004, again in 2010 and still today in 2021. It
may have started with a small group of professionals who aligned together and reached across
the table to expand everyone’s expertise and working knowledge, but it has expanded into an
entire community response filled with purpose and graciousness.

On the difficult days, when we all have wondered if we’ve done enough or made a difference, it is
reassuring to know we were not alone in this fight. We are all in this together — we help to pick
each other up when needed, so that we may all stand strong to fight another day.

Our sincere thanks!
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