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What Price Safety?

The Wayward War on Child Molesters


When police shut down an international online child pornography ring last June, the public’s worst fears about rampant pedophilia were confirmed:  Thousands of pedophiles had gained access to the “Kids the Light of Our Lives” chatroom by streaming real-time footage of sexual abuse of children of all ages, babies included.  One British detective called the seized cache of 75,960 images the “worst things” police there had ever seen.  Even for Americans already schooled by Dateline’s “To Catch a Predator” series about the dangers of online child sexual exploitation, the scale and perversity of this porn operation is as astonishing as it sickening.

If ever there were a class of criminals who inspire fear and revulsion, it is child molesters.  They are the consummate pariahs—perverts who prey on defenseless children and, in the opinion of many Americans, deserve to be put away for life or castrated.  


A vindictive longing to see molesters punished, along with an earnest desire to protect children from trauma, has propelled the now-twenty year old, undeclared war on child sex offenders.  The number of substantiated cases of child sexual abuse has steeply declined in recent years, cause for both celebration and analysis:  Is the drop proof that the criminal crackdown is a success and, therefore, worth every cent of the three billion dollar price tag?  Are there strategies other than more police and prisons that might give us even more for our money?  And—the question no one wants to ask—can we find a way of zealously protecting children without dehumanizing those who would harm them?

Long prison sentences and, in eighteen states, indeterminate civil commitments of those who have served their sentences but are still considered a high-risk threat to public safety, have become the standard penalogical formula for handling convicted child sex offenders.  An emerging consensus of mental health and child protection advocates argues that, for a fraction of the money spent locking up convicted sex offenders, communities could develop prevention programs that would reduce the amount of child sexual exploitation that occurs in the first place.

The incidence of sexual assaults on children is high, but no one knows exactly how high.  A 1999 survey published in Child Abuse and Neglect reported that up to 88% of incidents go unreported.  That means that, in addition to the 83,000 substantiated cases in 2005, there were perhaps another 691,666 cases that never made it on to child protective service’s (CPS) radar (and that’s not counting cases reported to police and not to CPS, for which no reliable estimates exist).  It also means that, in addition to the 100,000 child molesters behind bars, there may be hundreds of thousands more on the outside.  “That’s the real kicker,” says Deborah Donovan Rice, Public Policy Director of Stop It Now!.  “Most abuse is never discovered, but nearly all the resources and media attention go to the ten percent that is.”

With annual prison costs averaging $22,650 per prisoner and civil commitment treatment centers running tabs of $100,000 for each inmate, the United States spends close to three billion a year incarcerating sex offenders and monitoring the whereabouts of another half a million who have been released.  If law enforcement authorities were suddenly able to apprehend every sex offender in the nation, they would have to spend twenty-five billion a year incarcerating them all for the first year and exponentially more each subsequent year as newly apprehended offenders join the legions of geriatric prisoners behind bars.  

And, if authorities do start capturing child victimizers en masse, an unsettling realization would soon dawn on the public--the vast majority of offenders are male adults and adolescents known and trusted by the victim; they are our friends, neighbors, mentors, clergy; they are our uncles, our brothers, our fathers.  A third of them are teenagers.  It is easy enough to clamor for retribution against the stereotypical stranger who lures children with candy to his windowless van.  But when it turns out that these men (and boys) are beloved members of our community, and that many of them were themselves victimized as children, the vindictive reflex is bound to soften.

According to the National Sexual Violence Databank developed by Abel Screening, Inc. in Atlanta, of 4000 adults who admitted molesting a child under the age of fourteen, 68% abused children in their own families.  Assaults by strangers represent at most two of every ten incidents.  

Estimates of the percentage of abusers who were themselves sexually abused as children range from 30% to 80%.  Mental health experts agree that the etiology of child sex abuse typically involves some form of physical or emotional abuse or neglect that interfered with the individual’s normal psychosocial development, impairing his capacity for empathy and compelling him to turn to children as substitutes for intimate relationships or as outlets for aggressive impulses.  Look into the background of any predator and, it is safe to assume, you will find something dreadfully amiss.

Criminal laws that “seem to make sense”

The 1990s and 2000s saw a flurry of legislation aimed at tracking and incapacitating the small proportion of child sex abusers who get caught.  State legislatures in 2006 amended or enacted a grand total of 177 sex offender laws, adding to the 180 passed the year before, according to Blake Harrison, who tracks criminal legislation for the National Conference of State Legislatures and says child sex abuse is his thickest folder.    

David Finkelhor and Lisa Jones of the Crimes against Children Research Center report that, between 1986 and 1997, the number of incarcerated sex offenders tripled.  Retired law professor John LaFond, author of Preventing Sexual Violence, reckons that stiffer sentences for sex offenders is the second biggest agent of growth in U.S. prisons, just behind the never-ending war on drugs.  

Congress’s most recent sex offender legislation was the Adam Walsh Child Protection Act of 2006, a package of new laws that increases the length of sentences for failure to comply with registration requirements, requires juvenile offenders as young as fourteen to register, and imposes a thirty-year mandatory minimum sentence for sexually assaulting a teenager or having sex with a child under the age of twelve.  The law is named after a six-year-old who was kidnapped and killed twenty-six years ago (though not by a sex offender).  At the signing ceremony, President Bush offered up the kind of analytical acumen he is famous for, querying: “It seems to make sense, doesn’t it?”  

Maybe not.  The DOJ, skeptical of its own data showing a 49% drop between 1990 and 2004, commissioned Jones and Finkelhor to analyze the statistics.  The pair concluded that there was indeed a substantial decline but hedged on the issue of whether the falling rates were due to increased criminal penalties.  In an independently published follow-up report two years later, the authors were more conclusive—law enforcement could not take credit for the drop.  Rather, it was increased societal awareness of child victimization, effective prevention and treatment programs and the rise in aggression-curbing anti-depressant usage that contributed to the decline.  They also pointed out that better mental health services for childhood victims may be helping to break the intergenerational cycle of sexual violence.  And, in an aside that surely set then-Attorney General John Ashcroft’s blood to boil, they noted that Canada, like the United States, had experienced an overall drop in crime but without expanding its prison population or its police force.

It’s a point prison abolition activists have been making for years—as crime rates plummeted in the 1990s, it was the states with the least draconian sentencing laws that saw the biggest declines.  “We all want safe and healthy communities,” says Rose Braz, campaign director of the group Critical Resistance, “but bankrupting society to expand a prison system that has not made us any safer is simply bad public policy.”


Not monsters

The alternative, say a growing numbers of child protection and mental health advocates, is to reframe child sexual abuse as a public health epidemic and tackle it with a range of treatment and prevention tools.  Their goal is to educate parents about how to protect their kids and to reach out to pedophiles before they strike, offering them mental health and support services that will reduce the likelihood of their acting on their urges.  Pedophiles commit the majority of child sex offenses, but not every pedophile becomes a predator— that’s why it is so important to focus resources on helping pedophiles control their impulses.

One of the leading proponents of the public health approach is Fred Berlin, director of the National Institute for the Study, Prevention and Treatment of Sexual Trauma and an associate professor of psychiatry at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine.  While he acknowledges that some high-risk offenders must be incarcerated in order to protect the community, he criticizes the excessive focus on criminal penalties.  “We can’t punish away a psychiatric disorder,” Berlin says.  Treating pedophiles as sub-human is counter-productive, Berlin argues, because it deters them from seeking treatment—most already feel deeply ashamed of themselves, and the stigmatization of their disorder exposes them to more shame, so much so that the last thing they want to do is admit their affliction.

Talking about sex offenders as human beings in need of help raises the hackles of many who feel that even trying to understand the causes of pedophilia somehow does a disservice to the victims.  “Most people see pedophilia as a moral, not a medical issue,” Berlin notes, and this mindset stands in the way of approaching sexual abuse from any standpoint other than retribution.   

“Until we can see these men as human beings, we won’t be able to solve this problem,” says Pamela Schultz, associate professor of communications at Alfred University in New York and the author of Not Monsters:  Analyzing the Stories of Child Molesters.  Schultz, who was molested by a neighbor for years when she was a girl, interviewed dozens of child sex offenders behind bars in New York.  “These men probably have more in common with us than not,” Schultz says, adding that the fear of seeing ourselves reflected back in the eyes of a child predator makes us reluctant to look. 

Bait and snitch

There are few places pedophiles can turn to for help without risking arrest.  Take Ralph Guillette, Jr., a Burlington man who killed himself in January after admitting he had molested a seven-year old girl.  According to coverage of the story in the Burlington Free Press, Guillette told police he had molested another girl earlier in the year, but did not seek treatment because he “knew he would get in trouble.”

As far as law enforcement is concerned, when it comes to child abuse, everyone is a cop.  Every state requires pediatricians and, in some states, childcare providers, dentists, teachers, social workers and film processors, to report suspected abuse or exploitation, essentially deputizing a legion of involuntary conscripts in the war against child molesters.  Again, a policy that seems sensible on its face but has the unintended consequence of deterring troubled individuals from reaching out for help.  When everyone is, by law, a snitch, and the only discussion of sex abuse occurs in the context of criminal adjudications, would-be offenders fear that, if they seek professional help, they’re more likely to be arrested than treated.  Left alone to cope with their prurient desires, many are simply unable to resist temptation.

In fact, most people wouldn’t even know where to turn for help if they wanted to  --treatment and support programs are few in number and scarcely publicized.  Virtually every American knows that, if he is struggling with alcohol addiction, he can drop in to his nearest AA group.  But how many have heard of Parents Anonymous, which operates a 24-hour crisis hotline and runs support groups all over the country, or of Stop It Now! which helps callers find local treatment and support services?   After President Clinton signed Megan’s Law--a 1996 statute requiring police to notify residents when a sex offender moves in to the neighborhood--calls to Stop It Now’s helpline suddenly dropped off and only gradually resumed after the hoopla subsided—still, only about ten of the one hundred calls Stop It Now! handles each month are from people concerned about their own behavior.

The public health approach 

Though the focus is still overwhelmingly on punishment, the public health approach is slowly infiltrating the mainstream.  In 2003, the government-funded and law enforcement-oriented National Center for Missing and Exploited Children established a prevention advisory committee that has since spun off into the National Coalition to Prevent Child Sexual Exploitation. 

If coalition chair Cordelia Anderson has her druthers, the organization’s prevention strategies will go far beyond the conventional approach of bombarding parents with safety tips about how to keep their kids out of the clutches of psychopaths.  “We’ve got to deal with social change,” says Anderson.  Her agenda includes nothing less than the total cultural transformation of a society that has, in her view, normalized the sexual objectification and exploitation of kids.  

It’s an ambitious agenda for a group that has no budget.  Nor can the coalition expect its member agencies and organizations to ante up much funding.  That’s because the federal government’s grantmaking in the area of child abuse and neglect prevention is woefully limited.  In 2004, the Children’s Bureau estimated that all federal and state prevention programs combined reached only twenty-seven out of a thousand children—and that figure represents all abuse and neglect programs, not just sexual abuse.  The Centers for Disease Control spent about $636,000 last year on child sexual abuse prevention, about the cost of incarcerating twenty-eight prisoners for one year or of keeping one Three Strikes offender locked up for the rest of his life.

If prevention is a controversial strategy, treatment is doubly so, and a great deal of uncertainty and confusion surrounds the issue of how effective sex offender treatment is.  Whitney Gabriel, Executive Director of the Child Molestation Research and Prevention Institute in Atlanta, concedes that “pedophilia can never be cured,” but the majority of pedophiles who receive high-quality psychiatric treatment and relapse prevention stop trying to fulfill their desire for sexual contact with children.  

Adult and adolescent pedophiles in what’s called “sex-specific therapy” get the benefit of cognitive-behavioral techniques that reduce their sexual interest in children, cultivate empathy for their victims and strengthen their impulse control, enabling them to stop and think through the consequences of an illicit interaction.  They also work with the therapist to design a strict relapse prevention plan that keeps them away from kids and child pornography and builds the kind of social network that is conducive to healthy, age-appropriate relationships.  Another effective tool, despite its Orwellian undertones, is identification of “thinking errors”—justifications predators spout in order to avoid owning up to the wrongfulness of their behavior.  Common thinking errors include the claim that the assault was nothing more than a crash course in sex ed, or the Lolita defense—that the child seduced the adult or, at least, consented.

“This kind of treatment works,” says Charles Flinton, director of the Sharper Future outpatient clinic for sex offender ex-cons in San Francisco.  Many of the men in Flinton’s program keep coming voluntarily even after their mandatory treatment period is over.  And very few re-offend.  “For a sex-specific therapist, the primary client is community safety,” Flinton explains.  He only wishes he could get to his clients sooner, as early intervention increases the odds of success.  By the time they enter his program, they have, in the interest of self-preservation, spent years in prison denying what they did, a habit that can be hard to break. 

The success of programs like Sharper Future is in stark contrast to prison-based programs.  In a pilot program at a California prison from 1985-1995, prisoners who completed treatment were as likely to re-offend as the untreated control group.  The failure of prisons to rehabilitate sex offenders reflects the sorry state of mental health care inside most prisons, where the scale runs from sub-standard to non-existent.  In addition to pedophilia, many sex offenders have other diagnosable conditions as well, such as depression, bi-polar disorder and substance addiction, which often go untreated.  

The kind of sex-specific therapy Sharper Future provides is pricey.  But, Gabriel is quick to point out, the damage caused by untreated pedophilia is far costlier.  When you add up the victim’s medical and mental health tab along with the money spent on the police and child protective services investigations, court proceedings, incarceration and post-release supervision, the cost of treating a young man before he acts out starts to look like a bargain.  Still, such equations do not have much sway in a society that is overwhelmed with revulsion toward child molesters.

Unless we sharply step up our efforts to prevent child sexual abuse, millions more children will be victimized.  It is an equation so apparent that even the National Center for the Prosecution of Child Abuse (NCPCA) has joined the call for community-based prevention programs.  NCPCA director Victor Vieth’s goal is for every community to have at least one “bottom-up” prevention program in place by the year 2040.  Vieth says that many law enforcement professionals now recognize the need for prevention and treatment in addition to criminal prosecution of child sex offenders.  

The only people who don’t get it are the elected officials who control the purse strings.  Never at a loss for tough-on-crime sound bytes that inflame voters’ vindictive reflexes, they are unwilling to approve spending on programs that might—perish the thought--benefit a potential molester.  Their pandering to an electorate that is largely unaware of non-punitive strategies for preventing crime ensures that sexual abuse will continue to blight the childhoods of generations to come.
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