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important piece of historic legislation.
I look forward to coming back to the
floor of the Senate to continue to share
the stories of this success. Letting peo-
ple keep more of what they earn, hav-
ing more take-home pay, improving
their standard of living, and making
the United States more competitive in
the global economy—rather than see-
ing businesses and investment move
overseas, let’s see that come back
home, which I think we will see in
droves, and the American people will
be better off for it.
Mr. President, I yield the floor.

—————

CONCLUSION OF MORNING
BUSINESS

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. Morning business is closed.

———

EXECUTIVE SESSION

EXECUTIVE CALENDAR

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. Under the previous order, the
Senate will proceed to executive ses-
sion to resume consideration of the fol-
lowing nomination, which the clerk
will report.

The senior assistant legislative clerk
read the nomination of William L.
Campbell, Jr., of Tennessee, to be
United States District Judge for the
Middle District of Tennessee.

Mr. CORNYN. Mr. President, I sug-
gest the absence of a quorum.

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The clerk will call the roll.

The senior assistant legislative clerk
proceeded to call the roll.

Mr. BLUMENTHAL. Mr. President, I
ask unanimous consent that the order
for the quorum call be rescinded.

The PRESIDING OFFICER (Mr.
DAINES). Without objection, it is so or-
dered.

STOP ENABLING SEX TRAFFICKERS ACT

Mr. BLUMENTHAL. Mr. President,
every day in America—the greatest Na-
tion in the history of the world—chil-
dren, young women, and teenagers are
sold for sex. That is not a proud fact
about America, but it is the stark re-
ality. BEvery day in America, young
women, children, and teenagers are
trafficked, in large part because they
are advertised now on the internet, in
the open, visibly, and obviously. Even
though code words may be used and
sometimes doctored photographs, they
are sold for sex because the traffickers
are able to do so using the internet. We
are here to stop it. We are here today
to stop the trafficking and, most im-
portantly, to stop the advertising.

In support of a measure, known as
the Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act,
SESTA, we have a strong bipartisan
coalition. This bill is about as bipar-
tisan as any bill is. I have worked on
this legislation together with my col-
league and friend, Senator ROB
PORTMAN of Ohio, from the very begin-
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ning. We have been joined in this effort
by two Democrats and two Repub-
licans—Senators MCCASKILL,
HEITKAMP, CORNYN, and MCCAIN. We
are passionate about this effort, and so
are our colleagues who have joined us,
because it is about those victims—
those children, teenagers, and young
women—who are sold for sex, who are
trafficked on the internet. We want to
give those victims a voice and a day in
court, a right of action, a defense
against this absolutely heinous, atro-
cious, inhumane crime. It is a crime
and it can be prosecuted, but the vic-
tims deserve a day in court and a voice
as well. That is the fundamental, core
purpose of this legislation. It is about
the victims.

We have been joined in this effort by
advocates for those victims—sex traf-
ficking survivors themselves and a dili-
gent, Dbipartisan coalition of col-
leagues. In fact, more than 60 of our
colleagues have joined this as cospon-
sors. We are now at a critical milestone
for this bill. We have reached a point of
momentum that makes this bill
unstoppable if those survivors are to be
heard and heeded, and I urge my col-
leagues to do exactly that. SESTA is
really the product of stakeholder con-
sensus. It has the support of every
major human trafficking organization,
of law enforcement, and of all of the
major tech companies.

In essence, SESTA would clarify that
section 230 of the Communications De-
cency Act was never intended to pro-
tect websites that facilitate sex traf-
ficking, and it would ensure that those
survivors get their day in court. It
stands in stark contrast to a measure
in the House of Representatives that
has been approved by the relevant com-
mittee there, which would fail in that
effort. Websites that knowingly facili-
tate sex trafficking should be afforded
no protection under the Communica-
tions Decency Act. They should be
given no harbor or implicit approval,
which is what the legislation now does.
The House bill, unfortunately, would
fail to give those survivors and victims
their day in court and the voice that
they so desperately need.

Senator PORTMAN and I—and I am
proud to be joined with him today on
the floor—have championed this cause
as a result of what we have seen and
heard. In fact, in going back almost a
decade, when I was attorney general
for the State of Connecticut, I saw
firsthand the way that websites can
knowingly facilitate sex trafficking. I
saw firsthand how challenging it was
for law enforcement to develop cases
against sex traffickers and employ
anti-trafficking laws given the con-
straints on their resources, especially
when those sex traffickers were able to
use the internet to reach their cus-
tomers. My experience in combating
sex trafficking as attorney general at
the State level led me, in my working
with Senator PORTMAN, to co-launch
and co-chair the Senate Caucus to End
Human Trafficking so as to help find
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solutions to this problem and others
around the world whereby children and
teenagers and others are sex-trafficked
and victimized.

As the State attorney general, I con-
cluded that facilitating sex trafficking
must face repercussions. I was joined
by the National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children, which reported and
has since reported the numbers. For ex-
ample, there has been an 846-percent
increase in reports of suspected child
sex trafficking from 2010 to 2015—a
spike it found to be ‘‘directly cor-
related to the increased use of the
internet to sell children for sex.” We
have heard of some of those instances,
of some of the histories and the stories
of these young people.

In 2012, a 15-year-old girl ran away
from home. Over the next 2 years,
pimps trafficked her for sex through
these ads. As a result, she was raped
over 1,000 times while she was moved
from one site to another with the aid of
the internet. In 2010, another 15-year-
old girl ran away from a residential
program. A pimp began to traffic her
for sex by posting online ads. As a re-
sult, she was raped 900 times over the
next 2 years.

These two young women and a third
mustered the courage to tell their sto-
ries and to bring a lawsuit against
backpage.com, which is the website
that has profited most prominently
from these online ads. These advertise-
ments graphically emphasized the sur-
vivors’ and victims’ youth and other
characteristics in trafficking them for
sex. Yet the courts, understandably
and perhaps rightly, have held that
backpage.com and these internet sites
generally have no legal responsibility.
The First Circuit Court of Appeals
found that backpage.com was immune
from civil liability because of section
230 of the Communications Decency
Act.

Websites that facilitate sex traf-
ficking unconscionably and intolerably
are now immune from legal action by
survivors. That is unacceptable in
America. No matter how terrible the
harm they cause, no matter how hor-
rific the consequences to these young
people, they are protected by a shield
from moral and legal responsibility. In
a sense, these women were victimized
as much by backpage.com and the
internet as they were by the pimps who
more directly sold them.

Senator PORTMAN and I, through
SESTA, would implement three key re-
forms: No. 1, allow victims of sex traf-
ficking to seek justice against websites
that knowingly facilitate their victim-
ization; No. 2, clarify that it is illegal
to knowingly facilitate a violation of
the Federal sex trafficking laws; and
No. 3, enable State law enforcement of-
ficials, not just the Federal Depart-
ment of Justice, to take action against
individuals or businesses that violate
Federal sex trafficking laws.

If websites are not knowingly facili-
tating sex trafficking, they should
have nothing to fear from the law. If
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websites are doing their best to avoid
facilitating sex trafficking, they have
no worry about their liability. Yet, if
they knowingly facilitate, they ought
to face survivors and victims in court,
and they ought to acknowledge and
recognize their legal and moral respon-
sibilities.

I want to be very blunt with my col-
leagues here about the House bill be-
cause my feeling is that we owe it to
those survivors and victims to give
them not just nice words and rhetoric
but real rights. Congress must not only
pass an online sex trafficking law; it
must pass real sex trafficking internet
protection. Unfortunately, the House
Judiciary Committee recently passed
legislation that fails to accomplish
that goal.

My colleagues should not be fooled—
the House bill is in no way an adequate
alternative to SESTA. It is, unfortu-
nately, completely insufficient in pro-
tecting survivors and victims and giv-
ing them that day in court and that
voice they now lack. The difference be-
tween the House and Senate bills is
stark and clear, like night and day.
The Senate bill gives victims of traf-
ficking their day in court. The House
bill does not give a single survivor or
victim access to justice. It fails to open
the courthouse doors; it leaves them
shut. In fact, it may even deny victims
and survivors their right to file legal
action. The Senate bill has the support
of every major human trafficking orga-
nization, as well as of all of the major
stakeholders. The House bill is sup-
ported by none—zero—no major group.
In fact, 47 organizations and more than
a dozen survivors and family members
recently sent a letter that calls for the
House bill, as it is presently written, to
be rejected.

I strongly urge my colleagues to join
this bipartisan group of more than 60 of
us who are supporting SESTA to help
pass this essential legislation as soon
as possible. We owe it to those sur-
vivors and victims. We owe it to our-
selves. We owe it to America.

I am proud to yield to my friend and
colleague who has joined in this effort
and has been such a steadfast cham-
pion, Senator PORTMAN.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The Sen-
ator from Ohio.

Mr. PORTMAN. Mr. President, I want
to thank my friend and colleague, Sen-
ator BLUMENTHAL, for his commitment
to this issue. We started this caucus to
end trafficking 6 years ago, and during
that time period there has been some
significant progress made here in the
Senate and the House. We have been
able to pass legislation to help crack
down on trafficking.

Unbelievably, in this century in this
country, sex trafficking is increasing,
not decreasing, despite our good ef-
forts. We have increased the penalties
on those who purchase sex from under-
age children. We have changed the dy-
namic of how the Federal Government
and HHS look at this issue and these
girls who get engaged in trafficking
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and get trapped into the system and to
treat them like the victims they are
rather than as criminals.

We have done more to increase
awareness of this issue. We have re-
quired for missing Kkids, which are
probably the most vulnerable of all,
that there be a photograph or another
identifier, which, unbelievably, for the
most part there was not prior to that.
We have made some progress.

Senator BLUMENTHAL and I have
written legislation with regard to Gov-
ernment contractors who overseas en-
gage in human trafficking—and our tax
dollars go for that. So we have made
some progress, but it is still increasing.

Why? Senator BLUMENTHAL talked
about it. The experts are unified on
this. The main reason we see an uptick
is because of the dark side of the inter-
net. The Senator quoted the statistic
earlier about an 850-percent increase in
reports of sex trafficking over the last
several years prior to 2015. The reason
that was true was because we saw the
emergence of these companies like
backpage.com, which probably has
about 75 percent of the commercial sex
traffic on one site, and the ruthless ef-
ficiency of the internet getting en-
gaged on this issue. So we have to ad-
dress this issue.

Here is the tragic part of this. Not
only are more and more lives being ru-
ined and there are more and more
heartbreaking stories, but it is because
of a Federal law that provides immu-
nity to these websites. So it comes
right back here, right to these desks,
right to this Congress, right to us as
legislators to fix this problem, not to
try to smooth it over but to actually
fix the problem, which is that some of
these online trafficking sites are im-
mune from prosecution because of a
Federal law. It was a well-intended law
that was written 21 years ago, I think.
It is the Communications Decency Act.
Ironically, it was put in place to make
it a crime to send pornography to kids
online, but it has been twisted and used
by these trafficking sites to provide
them the ability to say: You can’t
touch us; you can’t go after us. That is
so because part of what the law says in
trying to promote the internet is that
if you post somebody else’s material on
your site, you are not liable. All we are
saying is that if you know this in-
volved trafficking—and Senator
BLUMENTHAL talked about his experi-
ence as a prosecutor; this is a high bar,
a known standard—then you can’t get
away with this. The standard we use,
by the way, for Federal trafficking is
the Federal law. So we allow victims to
have their day in court, but they can’t
get it now.

The stories are really sad. Let me
tell you one. We spent 18 months inves-
tigating this in the Permanent Sub-
committee on Investigations, and what
we learned was truly tragic. You had
girls who were trafficked on these
sites. In one case a mom testified that
her daughter had gone missing for
about 10 weeks, as I recall—missing.
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This is a 14-year-old girl. What would
you do as a parent if your daughter was
missing for 10 weeks? You would go
crazy. She tried everything, and some-
one finally told her: There is this
website called backpage.com; you
might want to check it out.

She did, and she was aghast at what
she saw, but she was relieved by one
thing. She saw a photograph of her
daughter, knowing, then, that she was
still alive. So she picked up the phone
and called backpage.com and said: I
just saw my daughter. She has been
missing for 10 weeks. I saw her on your
website. Thank you for taking down
that ad that is trying to sell my daugh-
ter for sex online. This is my daughter.
She is underage.

Do you know what the backpage op-
erator said at the other end of the line,
according to this mom? They said: Did
you pay for the ad, ma’am? She said:
No, I didn’t pay for the ad. This is my
daughter. They said: Well, we can’t
take down the ad. We can’t take down
the ad.

What kind of evil is behind that kind
of a business practice? Well, what we
learned, as we increasingly dug into
this issue, is that it is all about profit,
and you can imagine this is a very
profitable business. Profits came first,
to the point that people would place
ads with backpage that indicated that
it was for an underage girl, and
backpage would then get to the pur-
chaser of the ad and say: You know
what, we need to change your ad a lit-
tle bit. You need to edit out this word
‘‘schoolgirl” or ‘‘cheerleader’” or
“Liolita,” referring to a novel about an
underage girl. So they knew these ads
were being run by people who were ad-
vertising underage girls, and they not
only ran the ads but they sanitized the
ads first.

That just shouldn’t happen in this
country. It shouldn’t happen anywhere
in the world, but certainly not with a
Federal law providing protections for
organizations like that.

That is all we are saying. We want
Congress to pass a law that says that if
you engage Kknowingly in facilitating
this kind of activity, you are subject to
liability. You have to be held to ac-
count. Is that too much to ask?

Senator BLUMENTHAL talked about it
as a former prosecutor. We allow State
prosecutors to go after these sites,
which they cannot now. They have to
use the Federal standard. So we are not
trying to create a whole new area of
law. It is a Federal standard that has
been passed by this body.

When these victims go to court, they
are rebuffed: Sorry, ma’am. In one
court last August, a Sacramento judge
basically invited our legislation. He
said to Congress: The way that law
reads, even somebody who exploits
women and children online has immu-
nity. Congress, this is your job.

So that is all this legislation does.

Senator BLUMENTHAL talked about
the House legislation. There was strong
House legislation that was introduced
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that still bears that same H.R. number.
Then it was changed in the Judiciary
Committee. Look, I am glad that there
is more awareness and consciousness
about this issue and that both the
House and Senate want to act, but let’s
not water this legislation down. Let’s
not take away this core element of our
legislation that simply says that under
the Communications Decency Act, we
should have the opportunity to allow
people to sue and allow prosecutors to
go after these evil websites.

We can set up new causes of action.
That is fine. We can do more things as
we have done in this body. As I said,
over the last 5 or 6 years, we passed a
number of important bills to try to
raise the consciousness and to try to
help on this issue, but if we don’t deal
with this internet part, we will con-
tinue to see an increase, which is a
stain on our national character—that
at this time in our Nation’s history, we
are seeing an increase in people being
sold for sex online, often underage.

Another story came not from testi-
mony before the permanent sub-
committee where we spent 18 months
studying this, but it came before the
Commerce Committee, and Senator
BLUMENTHAL was there for part of this.
This woman came forward. By the way,
you could have heard a pin drop in that
room when she talked about her 16-
year-old daughter who was sold on
backpage.com and was sold to a man
who murdered her on Christmas Eve of
2016. This is what this mom said: My
daughter never should have been on
that site; that should never be allowed.
She is right. It should never be al-
lowed. How can we allow that to hap-
pen?

So Senator BLUMENTHAL and I intro-
duced this legislation. We had 24 co-
sponsors almost right away, and it was
bipartisan from the start. This is not a
political or partisan issue. As of yester-
day, I think we had 64 cosponsors.
These are thoughtful Members, includ-
ing the Presiding Officer today, who
looked at this legislation. They have
heard the arguments from both sides.
The other side of the argument is from
the tech community, some of whom are
supporting our legislation, some of
whom are not. But for the people in
technology who are concerned about
this, I just have to state: I don’t get it.
This is very narrowly crafted for this
issue. We are not trying to affect the
freedom of the internet—just the oppo-
site.

If you don’t start cracking down on
this obvious crime against humanity,
which is what I believe trafficking is, I
think we are going to see much broader
legislation to deal with the internet.
This just says: If you are violating a
Federal law on trafficking and you are
doing it knowingly, you are facili-
tating it, you are assisting it, then you
have to be held liable and held to ac-
count.

In fact, we keep in the law a Good
Samaritan provision that says if a
website wants to clean up its site, it is
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protected. The good guys should be
protected. We want them to clean up
their site. We want to be sure that we
continue to have freedom of the inter-
net, but we don’t want to allow—nor do
I think it was ever intended in this law
to allow—criminal activity to occur
that affects our children and our con-
stituents over the internet without any
sense of accountability or responsi-
bility. It is narrowly crafted. It is fo-
cused on a real issue that affects real
people.

On Friday I was back home in Ohio,
and I was at a drug treatment center. I
had an opportunity to meet some of
those who are recovering addicts. As
often happens when I am in those kinds
of settings, it turns to what kind of
treatment options are out there for
trauma. Why? Because there is a link
between opioids—particularly heroin
and fentanyl—and trafficking. This is
what has been told to me many times
by some of these women, sometimes
underage: Senator, trafficking has
moved from the street corner to the
iPhone, from the street corner to the
cell phone. That is a reality.

I met a woman on Friday who was
going through treatment, and part of it
is to treat the trauma that is associ-
ated with this. Drug treatment is one
thing, but the trauma associated with
sex trafficking, repeated rapes is a
course that is a deeper and even more
difficult road to recovery. I believe she
will recover. She has a great attitude.
She gets it. She is going to have to
focus on it and dedicate herself to it.

I will just tell you that this is a real
issue in our communities today. It is
affecting every single State in this
body, and we cannot continue to ignore
the reality that while the internet has
brought a lot of good things to us and
the internet has helped our economy to
grow, there is a dark side and this dark
side of the internet is why we think it
is so important for us to address this
issue and address it now so that the
next mom who is out there right now
wondering, ‘“Where is my daughter?
She has gone missing,” will not find
that she has been advertised online to
multiple men, that her life is forever
changed, and that she will never
achieve her God-given potential in life
because of the trauma she has experi-
enced. That is happening right now
today.

We have to pass this legislation. It
will help. I am convinced it will help.
It will help to avoid the reality today,
which is that these websites in your
communities don’t care and they are
not going to care until we make them
accountable.

This month is National Slavery and
Human Trafficking Prevention
Month—January. President Trump just
wrote a beautiful proclamation about
it. It was a call to action. President
Obama did previously. Thursday is the
day in which a lot of the advocates will
be here in town talking about this
issue. I just urge my colleagues and
their staff, if they are listening today,
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please sign up on this legislation if you
haven’t already. To our leadership,
let’s get this to the floor for a vote.
This should not be an issue that we
drag out. Let’s deal with it. We spent
years studying this. We know what the
issue is. We know what the problem is.
Then, to my House colleagues, let’s
work together to actually solve this
problem.

For those in the tech community
who continue to oppose this legisla-
tion, I ask you to look into your hearts
and think about the impact this is hav-
ing on families all across the country.
Yes, we all want a better world, and
that is part of what many of these
internet companies are professing to
want, and many of them, by the way,
have spent considerable resources in
fighting trafficking. But if you don’t
get at this issue—it has moved from
the street corner to the smartphone. If
you don’t get at this issue, I don’t be-
lieve we will see the progress that all
of us desire.

Thank you.

I yield the floor.

The PRESIDING OFFICER (Mr. LEE).
The Senator from South Dakota.

NATIONAL SECURITY

Mr. THUNE. Mr. President, the be-
ginning of a new session of Congress
provides a good moment to look back
at the previous year and take stock of
the challenges ahead, and today what I
would like to do is just take a few min-
utes to talk about the national secu-
rity challenges facing our country and
the importance of equipping our mili-
tary to meet them.

By the end of the Obama administra-
tion, our military was facing a serious
readiness shortfall. The Obama admin-
istration’s failure to prioritize defense
had left our armed services with man-
power deficits and delayed the acquisi-
tion of 21st century weapons and equip-
ment. Military effectiveness had been
compromised by a culture of micro-
management in the Obama administra-
tion that seriously hampered the abil-
ity of troops and commanders to re-
spond to conditions on the ground in a
timely fashion, but within days of his
inauguration, President Trump made
clear that all this was going to change.

You can look at the situation we
faced in the Middle East. The time-
frame I am referring to right here, the
mound of ground that is held by ISIS,
that is in January of 2017.

Well, just a week after his inaugura-
tion, President Trump issued a Presi-
dential memorandum on rebuilding the
military. He directed a review of our
military’s readiness, and he set out an
action plan to address manpower short-
falls, maintenance backlogs, acquisi-
tion costs and delays, and other drains
on our military capabilities. President
Trump also acted to free up military
commanders to make decisions and to
respond to conditions on the ground.

The fruits of his commitment to re-
building our military and trusting our
military leaders are already evident,
most notably in the significant gains
made against ISIS in 2017.
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