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Conference on sexual exploitation gave judge a “new set of glasses”  
By Pamela Schmid
Only a few months into her assignment on Ramsey County’s Juvenile Delinquency bench, Judge Robyn Millenacker received an invitation to attend a conference on sexually exploited youth. At first, she declined. 

“I don’t think I see these kids,” she recalled telling the colleague who had invited her. And besides, she said, the three-day gathering in Reno conflicted with her schedule. 

Eventually, she reconsidered and attended the conference – and what she learned there shocked her. 

 “I came back,” she said, “and had a new pair of glasses to start looking at kids with.”

Since that eye-opening trip two years ago, Judge Millenacker has changed the way she handles the cases that come before her, and has urged others involved in juvenile justice to do the same. Now, her first inclination is ask questions, look for the risk factors that can lead to kids being sexually exploited, and assign trauma services rather than mete out punishment. 

Thanks to the conference she nearly didn’t attend, held by the Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Millenacker now knows that sexually abused and exploited juveniles overwhelmingly come out of the foster care system—some studies put the number at 70 percent. 

“When you’re in the foster care system, it’s a natural fit to become a trafficking victim,” she said in a recent intereview with the WATCH Chronicle. 

The reasons are plentiful. For children who grow up as foster kids, nearly every aspect of their lives—who they socialize with, where they live and go to 
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school—is decided by a social worker. Kids are moved over and over. Sometimes, they become runaways or so-called “throw-away” kids.  With no caring adults in their lives, they become ripe for victimization. 

“So here’s a guy who comes along and says, ‘You’re so sweet, you’re so pretty,’ and meets their basic needs: food, shelter, clothes,” Millenacker said. “And then, all of a sudden, he sexualizes the relationship and that goes on for a little bit. And then, it’s, ‘I’m having money problems. You need to help me out. My friends want to meet you. You have to earn your keep. It’s not that big of a deal.’

“…and there’s this bond. This is the person who they’re now in love with.”

Juvenile victims of sexual exploitation often don’t self-identify as such, Millenacker said. She recalled a case in which a 16-year-old girl had been accused of stabbing a much older man. After she asked the girl how she knew the man, it eventually become clear she was a runnaway. 

“It was the classic story,” the judge said. “She got ‘boyfriended’ into a relationship, and the person she ended up assaulting was her pimp.” 

Armed with that knowledge, Millenacker bypassed a correctional response in favor of placing the girl in a facility equipped to address her high-trauma needs.  

 “I’m not particularly interested in punishing these girls for their crimes,”she said. “I have a much better understanding of why they behave like they do.”

Since attending the conference in Reno, Millenacker has teamed up with Hennepin County Judge Margaret Daly to raise awareness of sexually exploited youth. When peers in less urban areas tell her, “Kids aren’t trafficked in our area,” she tells them to go to backpages.com, where they’ll see “you can order up sex in pretty much any community in the state … and the kids providing it aren’t 18.” 

She has sometimes fought probation officers who want to cut a child loose, certify kids as adults or issue only a correctional response. “It’s been a growing process for them … to look at these kids as victims,” she said. 

And recently, she has “talked until I’m blue in the face” about the need to assign the same public defender to kids, “to start promoting attachments. The kid doesn’t want to tell their story to five different people. Pretty soon they start to shut down.”

While sexually exploited youth are among the most complicated kids who come through the justice system, Millenacker strongly believes they’re resilient.  “We just have to figure out a path to get them out. … We need to take an interest in these kids. We don’t want them to have the same 
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“I’m not particularly interested in punishing these girls for their crimes. … I have a much better understanding of why they behave like they do.”
experience that foster care or child welfare or their pimp has given them.”

Toward that end, she tries to assign the kids she already knows to her docket. She’ll tell them: “I’m so happy to see you. I’m glad you’re safe.” Sometimes she’s “tickled to death at how well the kid is doing.” Other times, she has to leave the bench because she’s on the verge of tears.  “It’s realy been a roller coaster,” she said. “It’s been a tremendous honor to learn about this area and be in a position to be able to do something about it.” ◊◊◊
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IN THE NEWS

Prison sentence for woman trapped in abusive relationship sparks debate
Advocates for domestic violence victims and lawyers say the criminal justice system failed to help a woman caught in a cycle of abuse before she, too, resorted to violence.  

Arteisha Love was sentenced last month to more than six years in prison after pleading guilty to first-degree manslaughter in the death of 29-year-old Gregory Stewart. In a May 27 article, Star Tribune reporter Karen Zamora examines how the case highlights the complexity of partner violence.  

Before Love plunged a kitchen knife into Stewart’s torso in June 2015, police had been called to her West St. Paul and Blaine homes seven times in eight months. Nearly every time, Stewart was sent to a detox facility and released without jail time.

Meanwhile, in New York, a bill that would give judges greater discretion when sentencing domestic violence survivors convicted of crimes directly related to their abuse won passage in the state’s general assembly. 

The Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act would allow judges to consider the role of domestic abuse in a case during sentencing, and bypass mandatory minimums. As reported in the Huffington Post on May 25, judges could opt to give survivors shorter sentences, or allow them to avoide prison altogether by sentencing them to alternative programs.  

 ●     Read the Star Tribune report here.
●     Read the Huffington Post article here. 
· How many women are serving prison sentences in Minnesota for manslaughter or murder for the killing of an intimate partner? 

· According to the New York State Department of Corrections, a) one-third, b) one-half c) two-thirds of women sent to prison in 2005 who killed someone close to them were abused by the victim of their crime?   

· At Love’s sentencing, her public defender argued that her relationship with Stewart was abusive and “toxic.” What did the prosecution argue? 

Read the Star Tribune report to get answers.   

U.S. Senate approves set of rights for victims of sexual assault  
A bill that establishes a set of rights for sexual assault victims passed unanimously in the U.S. Senate late last month. Among other things, the measure includes the right to be informed of the results of forensic tests and to have evidence preserved. It moved to the U.S. House for consideration.

Advocates praised the legislation. In a May 24 New York Times article, Rebecca O’Connor, vice president for public policy at the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network, called the proposed protections an important step in tackling the concerns of sexual assault victims. 

Hundreds of thousands of rape kits – collections of evidence from assualts – languish untested in police stations and crime laboratories around the nation.  
The measure would require that victims be notified of the results of rape kits. It also would codify existing protections from the Violence Against Women Act that keep victims from being charged from those exams. 
In February, the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault found that hospitals across the state inappropriately bill rape victims for medical exams. 

●     Read the New York Times report here.

 ________________________________________________________                                                                                           

Child protection system in Hennepin County flooded by abuse reports

Hennepin County is on track to get 20,000 reports of child abuse this year, an increase of 2,500 over 2015. The rise is overwhelming child protection workers, according to the Star Tribune.

As reporter Brandon Stahl reports in a May 28 article, the sharp spike is filling up foster homes and shelter beds and, in extreme cases, forcing children to stay with abusive parents.  The increase comes in the wake of sweeping reforms in the past two years that directed counties to step in more aggressively to protect children from abuse and neglect. Those reforms were sparked by public outrage over tragic failures of child protection. 

Protection workers now say they’re faced with so many cases they cannot give each one the attention that’s needed, putting children at risk. Some children who, for their safety, require placement into immediate custody are being left in their homes, according to the Star Tribune, citing county officials. Others are living for weeks at hospital emergency rooms until a safe home is found, an official from Hennepin County Medical Center told the newspaper. 

●     Read the Star Tribune report here. 
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· As of late May, what was the backlog of unreviewed reports within Hennepin County’s children and family services department? 

· According to county records, how many child protection workers have quit in the past year or voluntarily demoted themselves?

· Read the Star Tribune report  to learn the answers.  
          


COURT MONITORING BULLETIN:
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Hennepin County District Judge Toddrick S. Barnette
“Judge Barnette personally went out into the hallway to tell the jury that the case had been settled. … I like to see that he is willing to be hands-on and talk to people between cases.” 

 Kudos Corner: Judge Toddrick S. Barnette
Clarity, neutrality and efficiency: Those characteristics seem to encapsulate the way Hennepin County District Judge Toddrick S. Barnette conducts his courtroom, according to WATCH volunteers. For those reasons and more, we shine the spotlight this month on the third-term judge, whose career includes experience as both a Hennepin County prosecutor and public defender. He was appointed to the Fourth Judicial District bench in 2006. 
Here is a sampling of observations from WATCH monitors:

“The judge seemed extremely neutral and respectful fo the defendant. The case was pretty clear cut.”

“The sentencing was clear to the defendant, and [he] made sure he understood the conditions with work/sentencing.”

“Judge was very clear and stated exactly what the defendant had to follow.”

“Smoothly run courtroom, I felt like the judge was fair and communicated efficiently.”

“Judge appeared neutral; treated all witnesses approaching bench with respect.”

“It was extremely quick and efficient. The sentencing was straightforward and easily understood by the defendant.” 

“It was very quick and appeared to be unbiased. The judge took into consideration the situation and work circumstances in his decision.”

“Everything moved efficiently and respectfully.”

“Barnette allowed the sentencing hearing to be a week out so that the defendant’s family could visit him while he is in jail here instead of back in prison.

“Judge Barnette personally went out into the hallway to tell the jury that the case had been settled and that they would not be needed. I like to see that he is willing to be hands-on and talk to people between cases.”
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 Judge William Koch told her that even though she took responsibility for her actions, he was “not inclined” to go along with the plea agreement.
Judge nixes plea agreement for woman who allegedly ran prostitution ring
A Hennepin County District judge has rejected the plea agreement of a Maple Grove woman accused of heading a prostitution ring following the disclosure that an advocacy group no longer wished to work with her. 

Terri Ann Milstein, 46, a former volunteer in the state’s Guardian ad litem program, was charged in May 2015 with two counts of promoting prostitution following a sting at a Plymouth hotel. A computer folder found at her townhouse listed 27 female victims, and bank records tied to her alleged prostitution business revealed deposits exceeding $175,000, according to a criminal complaint.

Milstein entered a guilty plea in March to one count of promoting prostitution. In exchange, prosecutors agreed to ask for a stayed sentence that included confinement of no more than 365 days – a downward departure from the presumptive sentence of 48 months. That plea agreement, however, was thrown into doubt when prosecutors learned that the advocacy group PRIDE had expelled her from its program. PRIDE, an offshot of the Minneapolis-based Family Partnership that provides services to victims of sexual exploitation, said it had not been aware that Milstein was accused of running a prostitution operation.   

At Milstein’s June 10 sentencing hearing, Judge William Koch told her that even though she took responsibility for her actions, he was “not inclined” to go along with the plea agreement. “I don’t believe it’s appropriate,” he said. Milstein, through her attorney, then withdrew her guilty plea and a trial date was set for Oct. 31. Her next court appearance is Aug. 16. 

Assistant Hennepin County Attorney Chris Freeman told the Chronicle that the two charges against Milstein stand, but “what we end up with at the trial could be completely different.” 

During the hearing, Milstein’s father was granted a request to read a statement to the court. He called his daughter a “very good and decent person” and begged the judge not to incarcerate her, saying it would leave her “scarred, scared and irreparably harmed.”  

“Today, their criminal enterprise officially came to an end with this landmark sentence because of this community’s resolve to end sex trafficking by properly identifying and helping victims while holding traffickers accountable to the fullest extent of the law.”
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In other news, a man convicted in Ramsey County District Court of masterminding a sex trafficking ring involving seven female victims will serve what’s being called the longest sentence of its kind in Minnesota history. On May 20, Judge Joy Bartscher sentenced Rashad R. Ivy, 35, to 700 months in prison, or 58 years, after being convicted in February of four counts of sex trafficking, three counts of soliciting prostitution and one count of second-degree criminal sexual conduct. The previous longest sentence for sex trafficking was 40 years, handed down in Ramsey County in 2014. 

“Today, their criminal enterprise officially came to an end with this landmark sentence because of this community’s resolve to end sex trafficking by properly identifying and helping victims while holding traffickers accountable to the fullest extent of the law,” Ramsey County Attorney John Choi said in a statement. 

WATCH volunteers attended the eight-day trial. Testimony from several victims and two accomplices, Tarris L. Trapps and Danika S. Johnson, detailed how victims were lured with promises of money and cars, then groomed for the sex trade. Johnson and others testified that Ivy demanded all the money earned by the victims and controlled them through enticements, coercion and physical violence. 

On May 13, Trapps was sentenced to 82 months in prison for one count of sex trafficking, to be served concurrently with 62 months for one count of soliciting prostitution. Credit was given for 253 days served. Nine other counts were dismissed as part of a plea bargain. 
In another development:

A 20-year-old woman and 28-year-old man have been charged in Hennepin County for allegedly trafficking a 15-year-old girl. Yolanda Angelisha Lawson of St. Paul and Courtney Emmanuel Rodgers of Eagan were each charged with felony counts of promoting the prostitution of an individual under 18, and soliciting an individual under 18 to practice prostitution. 

According to a criminal complaint, officers were called to a hotel in Brooklyn Center and encountered the 15-year-old, who told them that Rodgers and Lawson had tried to “prostitute her out.” The victim said she had connected with Rodgers on a website called Tagged, and that they discussed having sex and making money together, the complaint states. Rodgers then allegedly picked up the victim in St. Paul in a vehicle driven by Lawson.  At the hotel room, Lawson set up an ad on backpages.com, while Rodgers took pictures of the victim in her underwear. A Tagged chat history between the victim and Rodgers corroborated her account, according to the complaint. Later, Lawson admitted to authorities that she drove Rodgers to the hotel and helped set up the backpages ad, and Rodgers admitted that he agreed to split proceeds from “working” as a prostitute. ◊◊◊
WATCH is a court monitoring and judicial policy non-profit located in Minneapolis, Minnesota. WATCH works to make the justice system more responsive to crimes of violence against women and children, focusing on greater safety for victims of violence and greater accountability for violent offenders.
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