November 10, 2011

Honorable Chairman Akaka and Members of the Senate Indian Affairs Committee:
Thank you Mr. Chairman and members of the committee for the opportunity to voice my support for S 1763, Stand Against Violence and Empower Native Women Act. This bill acknowledges the disproportionate and varied forms of violence against American Indian women and takes steps to more effectively prevent, intervene, and prosecute these crimes. Thank you.
You are all aware of the disproportionate rates of violence against American Indian women and girls in this country.  In 2009, the Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center released Shattered Hearts: the commercial sexual exploitation of American Indian women and girls in Minnesota.  It was, to our knowledge, the first report to analyze the scope of sex trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation of American Indians in our country. Since that time we have gathered additional evidence  – including the recently released Garden of Truth report by the Minnesota Indian Women’s Sexual Assault Coalition (which you were provided written testimony on and which is an invaluable contribution to knowledge in the field) that have deepened our concern about the breadth and depth of this egregious human rights violation. 
We believe the data represents only the tip of the iceberg, and that the true rates of all forms of gender based violence in Indian Country are higher. This belief is based upon our own experience in the field, the fact that Native women and girls do not often report violence for a variety of reasons, and the United States’ Department of Justice data that estimates that 70 % of sexual assaults against American Indian women are not reported. One of the programs serving young Native girls who are at high risk of sexual violence is our Oskinigiikwe (young woman in the Ojibwe language) Program. Recent evaluation of this program for 11 – 20 year old Native girls shows 31 % of girls had a head injury resulting from assault, nearly a quarter of girls had a mental illness diagnosis and were homeless upon intake.  None of the girls had reported their assaults to law enforcement.  Disclosure of assault histories - including sex trafficking - in our program typically comes after many months, when a trust relationship is developed with staff.  There are routinely multiple traumas by the age of 16 including childhood sexual assault, dating violence, and sexual exploitation/trafficking.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The recommendations in this bill to strengthen VAWA Tribal programs, bolster tribal authority to prosecute all perpetrators, and to include sex trafficking along with other forms of violence against women and children is a very important step forward.  We cannot silo the various manifestations of gender violence – incest, child sexual abuse, domestic violence, sexual assault, and sex trafficking are all forms of systemic exploitation of those who have the least power and all must be addressed as such. These are often concurrent or cumulative abuses. Early exposure to gender based violence puts young girls at heightened risk of abuse as adults. 
 
Investing in the safety of women and children is an investment in the well being of our families and communities. It is not only the right thing to do, it is the fiscally responsible thing to do to provide preventive and healing services to those in need. The trauma of unreported or untreated sexual violence leads to higher end user social services, multi-generational abuse, increased rates of homelessness, and other costs. 
As a representative of an urban Indian organization that works closely with tribal partners, I urge continued collaboration between tribes and urban Indian organizations to address the unique needs of this population. In Minnesota, roughly 40 % of the state’s American Indian people reside in the seven county Twin Cities Metro, with another 20 % living in cities like Duluth and Bemidji, not on reservations.  Nationally the data looks much the same.  We believe a significant amount of sex trafficking takes place in cities and towns, where the market exists and where runaway youth are often lured. Building a network of urban and tribal supports and services is key to long term success. 
There are challenges to identifying and serving sex trafficking victims, and to collecting data on the scope of sex trafficking in Indian Country. This is due in part to the reluctance of many women to identify as victims of a crime and report exploitation to authorities. They are more likely to disclose and seek help from advocates in the field.  Front line advocates in tribal human services and urban Indian organizations are well positioned to identify and respond to the needs of victims, and will be strong allies in the effort to collect baseline data. Service providers can also be crucial partners in the prosecution of pimps and traffickers. When victims feel safe and supported through access to culturally based long term housing and support services, they may be more likely to cooperate with law enforcement in prosecuting perpetrators. 
Many communities are just now beginning to understand and respond to sex trafficking, and more training, awareness, and capacity building is required. This bill will provide many of those needed steps forward, and I urge you to pass this legislation that will greatly improve the safety and security of American Indian women and girls, and give Tribes the authority to effectively protect, intervene and prosecute perpetrators of gender based violence. 
Thank you for this opportunity and I am happy to answer any questions you may have.  
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