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Out of the Shadows: Sex-Trafficking a Threat to Runaway Connecticut Teens 

By Josh Kovner 

The Harford Courant 

December 14, 2014 

When Hartford police officer Deborah Scates busted a locally based child sex-trafficking ring in 

2007, sending Dennis Paris of Middletown and accomplice Brian Forbes to federal prison for 

coercing drug-addled minors to perform acts sex for money, it shed a glaring light on a growing 

enterprise. 

Trafficking of children for sex isn't confined to the dark alleys of mysterious foreign cities. 

Children don't have to be chained as sex slaves in cages in dank basements. It was, and is, 

happening in Connecticut, and is as simple as a girl, or even a boy, running away from a foster 

home or somewhere else and bumping, literally, into a pimp trolling the mall or the park for just 

such a target. 

In response, Connecticut has passed new laws that treat sexually exploited teens as victims 

instead of prostitutes, made it easier to prosecute traffickers and created teams of police, social 

workers and medical professionals who respond on raids. Public awareness of the problem has 

increased, as illustrated by a steady rise in reports of suspected exploitation to the state 

Department and Children and Families' abuse and neglect hotline.  

Case workers have preached prevention and personal safety to thousands of teenagers in this 

state, and the DCF's monitoring of runaway and returned children, a process that was in disarray 

several years ago, has been tightened substantially. 

But one element has remained constant since Scates and her city and federal colleagues were on 

the street making cases in the early and mid-2000s: the risk that runaway children will be 

sexually exploited in Connecticut is still exceedingly high. 

 So far this year, 18 Connecticut children who were ensnared by traffickers and discovered by 

police received "rapid-response" services from case workers from Love 146, an international 

anti-trafficking organization with Connecticut offices in New Haven. Those services included 

counseling, offers of long-term treatment, which five teens accepted, and links to a wide range of 

help and support. 

In recent months, police and DCF officials have issued Silver Alerts for four teen-aged girls who 

had run away from foster care or another DCF program. The alerts were triggered by the strong 

likelihood that the girls would be targeted by a pimp, unscrupulous family member or boyfriend, 

or other predator, DCF officials said. 

All four have since been returned to DCF custody, and they were not trafficked. But the threat 

looms every time a DCF child, or any teenager, for that matter, runs away. 
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"There are people looking for them,'' DCF's Tammy Sneed said of the pimps and predators. 

Sneed heads the department's child sex-trafficking initiatives and has trained hundreds of law 

officers and case workers. "They know where to look and who to look for." 

Sneed said that one out of every three runaway children — those in DCF care or otherwise — are 

approached by a pimp within the first 48 hours. The pimps use the "bump" to gauge a young 

teen's reaction, case workers and investigators say. If her eyes are downcast and she seems 

submissive or vulnerable or unsure, the pimp moves in and starts the "Romeo," or grooming, 

phase: offers of clothes, food, gifts, shelter, pseudo affection. 

By Scates' reckoning, there's a 75 to 90 percent chance that a teenage girl walking aimlessly in a 

public place such as a shopping center, a bus or train station, even along crowded city streets, 

will tweak the radar of a trafficker. 

"They have so many eyes out there," Scates said in a recent interview. She transferred to the 

mounted-patrol unit after 10 demanding years as a vice and narcotics detective. She still speaks 

to large numbers of girls each year about how the trafficking trade works, and ways to protect 

themselves. 

She said traffickers maintain contacts in the community who refer vulnerable girls for a fee. 

"There's no depth they won't sink to,'' Scates said of the traffickers she has encountered in 

Connecticut. “And you can throw out the stereotype. They are male, female. They are black, 

Hispanic, or white. They are educated or uneducated. It is all about the money." 

Within the last two years in Connecticut, federal, state and local law officers, working together, 

have busted at least a half-dozen child-sex rings. The cases cover a range of scenarios and 

approaches to pimping out children, all of them chilling. 

"Beginning in late 2010 and continuing through June,15, 2011 [defendant Dana Rivera, working 

with estranged husband Samuel Rivera] arranged for the prostitution of 16-year-old girl,'' reads 

Dana Rivera's May 2013 sentencing memorandum by federal prosecutors in U.S. District Court 

in New Haven. 

Dana Rivera "knew [the girl] to have previously been victimized as a 14-year-old by another 

pimp," the court document states. 

The teen had been in and out of the custody of the DCF. She was placed in a treatment program 

in Hartford and then transferred in 2010 to a residential facility for girls in Massachusetts, the 

document states. The teen primarily worked for Dana Rivera "while home on weekend passes," 

federal prosecutors said. 

In 2011, she ran away from the residential center, and the husband and wife team scooped her 

up. They "provided for the victim's prostitution at locations in Connecticut, New Hampshire and 

Rhode Island. … They posted advertisements on the Internet, took calls from prospective 
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customers, and transported [the girl] to and from prostitution calls," Tips to police resulted in the 

arrest of the couple at an area hotel. The teen was with them, and was rescued by police. 

Connecticut pimps also troll Facebook and Instagram, looking for photos and messages from 

young girls. 

"Some children have been recruited online and then run away," said Kimberly Casey, the New 

Haven-based director of U.S. programs for Love 146. "Someone sees a picture, sends a message, 

arranges a contact …" 

Casey said children who are pulled into the commercial sex trade often don't see themselves as 

victims, at least not initially, and sometimes never. They may see the predator as a boyfriend, a 

father they never had, a source of money or gifts. 

DCF Runaways At Risk 

Nationally, one in seven runaway children reported to the National Center for Missing and 

Exploited Children last year "were likely victims of sex-trafficking," spokeswoman Christine 

Barndt said. 

She said 67 percent of these victims "were in the care of social services or foster care when they 

ran." 

The number of children who run away from DCF programs in Connecticut fluctuates every day 

as children come back on their own or are found, and others run off. 

On two recent days, DCF reported 27 and 29 children missing, respectively. Nearly all were 

missing from foster homes. At least 65 percent of the children return within 48 hours, said 

Fernando Muniz, a DCF deputy commissioner. 

Of those who remain away longer, DCF knows the location of some of them, but lacks the legal 

authority to force them back into foster care, said Muniz. Those children are still listed as 

missing because they are not where they are supposed to be. 

Still other children are missing and their whereabouts are unknown — but the children call their 

social workers on the phone and answer questions about their health and safety, said Muniz. 

Sneed said these children "have a strong connection with their workers, and they want to 

maintain it, but for a variety of reasons they do not want to return to foster care." 

In these instances, the case workers try to talk the children into returning; sometimes they are 

successful and sometimes they aren't, said Muniz. 

There are now three DCF teenagers who have been missing for months. They have run away 

from foster homes and their whereabouts are not known by DCF. The department has 1,800 

teenagers in its care. 



Page 4 of 5 
 

Since 2008, DCF has received 280 reports on its abuse and neglect hotline about children 

suspected of being trafficked sexually. About half of these children are known to DCF, either 

through a previous abuse or neglect investigation, or through the juvenile justice system. A 

portion of them were victimized while having run away from a DCF program, said Sneed. 

As the public has become more mindful of the problem, and state anti-trafficking laws have been 

strengthened, DCF's tracking of missing and returned children appears to have improved as well. 

In 2006, when The Courant inquired about missing DCF children, the department's records were 

in shambles. 

A log kept by social workers in 2006 listed more than 400 children as missing. When officials at 

DCF's central office checked further, they said the number was more like 135. When they 

checked further still, they said the number was really closer to 35. 

Now, the regional offices feed information about missing and returned children into a central 

database, and a child is listed as missing and returned even if they are gone for as little as an 

hour, said Muniz. 

"The difference with DCF runaways is that we're looking for them," said Sneed. "That is not 

always the case with other runaway children." 

Sneed said caseworkers contact the biological family and relatives of the missing children, and 

check in with friends, or at locations that the child is known to frequent. The police are notified, 

but Silver Alerts are issued only when the risk for sexual exploitation is particularly high, or the 

child has a medical or psychological condition. 

Now Treated As Victims 

New state laws have drastically changed the way law enforcement treats teens who have been 

taken by pimps. Coercion, fraud and deception are assumed. The teenage victims are instantly 

eligible for child-protection services upon their rescue from the sex trade, even if they had no 

prior contact with DCF. 

Social workers, police, prosecutors, doctors, nurses, and forensic interviewers now routinely 

work together on child-sex cases, and DCF is automatically notified and responds when federal 

agents sweep in to raid a hotel or a house that has been targeted in a local or multi-state 

investigation. 

Sneed has trained groups of police academy recruits and seasoned officers on the new 

approaches, and the case workers at Love 146 in New Haven have reached more than 8,500 

Connecticut young people with messages of prevention, awareness and self-advocacy. 

Love 146 rescue workers were recently at New Britain High School, talking to 300 students 

about safety and about speaking up for yourself. 
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"It made some students more comfortable about talking about traumas in their lives,'' said Kerri-

Lynn Major, associate principal for the Freshman Academy at New Britain High. "It broke down 

barriers and taught kids about being advocates for themselves and for others. They realize that 

some people need help in having their voices heard." 

Since 2010, through these prevention conferences and other contacts, 25 children have disclosed 

to Love 146 workers that they had had been trafficked sexually, and another 53 opened up about 

being sexually abused or assaulted, Casey said. 

Despite the reforms and the changing public perceptions, there remains a strong likelihood that 

runaway children will at least be approached by a pimp. 

In fact, the level of risk is pushing DCF to look for ways to the reduce the number of children 

who run away from foster care, and to improve the way the department's long-term tracking of 

children who have been trafficked sexually and then rescued. 

Sneed calls it "engagement," the ability of foster-care families and other adults involved in the 

lives of DCF children to reach a child quickly enough and deeply enough to defeat the urge to 

run. That urge is strong in children who have been traumatized, as most DCF kids have. 

"Some kids are going to run — you have to assume that." said Casey. "You'll see a child leave a 

group home, be AWOL for the weekend, then come back, then go out again." 

Advocates now refer to young people rescued from the sex trade as "survivors" — in large part 

because the kids often don't see themselves as victims. 

"They could have feelings toward the trafficker," Sneed said. 

Even after they are extracted from the sex trade, "it could take years for a child to disclose" that 

she had been trafficked, she said. 
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