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Federal law enforcement must confront it

 The bookstore proprietor was named Bootsie 
Goldstein (yes, his real name) and in the late 1970s, he 
had become the prime target in Norfolk, Virginia’s, battle 
to clean up its downtown from pornography. Bootsie had 
sold a hardcore pornography magazine to an undercover 
vice cop and stood charged with the crime of distributing 
an obscene item.

 As the most junior prosecutor of this Virginia 
city, it fell upon me to “takedown” Bootsie, then a well-
known 70-year-old scofflaw of Norfolk’s skid row district 
that had once been a thriving business area.

 At trial, it took the jury all of 27 minutes to convict 
Bootsie and sentence him to jail for six months. In the 
following three years, I prosecuted ten jury trials against 
the city’s pornography purveyors, obtaining jail time in 
most of the cases. By 1980, there was virtually no one 
left to prosecute. After that, if one wanted a pornography 
magazine or to watch a “skin flick,” they had to travel to 
nearby Portsmouth or Hampton.

 That was the pornography business of that 
era — hardcore magazines and films one had to drive 
miles to access. Cities could successfully confront the 
pornography industry as Norfolk, Boston, New York, and 
many other cities did in the 80s and 90s.

 Certainly, prostitution and sex trafficking existed, 
seemingly localized and confined to the bad parts of 
town where prostituted women were controlled and 
exploited by pimps.  

 At the time, no one could imagine this was 

the prelude to the birthing of a billion-dollar online 
pornography industry — one that would merge the sex 
trafficking trade with the pornography industry via a 
technology yet largely unknown—the Internet.  

 Today, exponentially wealthy, international 
companies like MindGeek (which owns Pornhub), 
XHamster, and Xvideos dominate the online pornography 
industry and make hundreds of millions in profit. Their 
online videos are violent, racist, and incest-themed. They 
also feature actual sexual assaults, sex trafficking, and 
massive quantities of child pornography.

 Investigations by Mastercard and Visa into 
unlawful content on Pornhub’s site sparked Pornhub to 
remove 10+ million videos uploaded by unverified users 
in December 2020.

 Criminal charges of sex trafficking were brought 
by the U.S. government against the individuals behind 
the online pornography production entity GirlsDoPorn—
one of whom was convicted in July 2021. Twenty-two 
victims of this site had previously sued the company for 
fraud in a civil lawsuit. They won their case in January 
2020. GirlsDoPorn advertised that it was recruiting 
models and lured numerous young women across the 
country to San Diego hotels where they were given 
alcohol and drugged, and then coerced and deceived 
into signing bogus agreements to make pornography 
videos for uploading.  

 Amazingly the GirlsDoPorn videos remained 
on Pornhub’s website long after the victims filed their 
civil lawsuit placing Pornhub on actual notice that the 
women they had been illegally trafficked. Pornhub 
allowed countless numbers of people to watch the young 
women’s exploitation while it monetized the videos.

 Other lawsuits against the online pornography 
industry include a class action against Pornhub/
MindGeek. In this case, a 16-year-old girl was drugged 
and raped by an adult male who filmed the rape. The 
rapist had a profit-sharing relationship with MindGeek 
under its notorious Modelhub program. Under the terms 
of that program, MindGeek and the rapist agreed to share 
profits from the thousands of views and downloads.  

ONLINE SEX TRAFFICKING AND PORNOGRAPHY 
INDUSTRY IS OUT OF CONTROL



 As reported by the New York Times piece entitled 
“Children of Pornhub,” countless children are victimized 
on these sites. We see this reflected in the explosion of 
child sexual abuse material (a.k.a. “child pornography”) 
on the Internet. Another New York Times series entitled, 
“The Internet is Overrun with Child Sexual Abuse. What 
went Wrong?” describes the horrific reality of 45 million 
images of child abuse reported on the Internet in 2019.

 There is no meaningful age verification on these 
pornography sites, so even videos of children can be 
freely uploaded. No consent is required, so the children 
or victims filmed usually have no clue their images are 
online until it’s too late. And anyone for any reason or 
motive can upload and monetize sex videos.

 It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to comprehend 
that an immensely profitable criminal enterprise will do 
nothing but expand unless investigated and prosecuted. 
Unfortunately, this much-needed intervention has been 
absent. Unlike the assignment I received as a young 
city prosecutor, few—if any—U.S. attorney prosecutors 
have stepped up to stop the rampant criminal abuse 
and exploitation occurring on these online pornography 
websites. The U.S. Department of Justice can and should 
confront this abusive industry.    

 In the meantime, survivors are speaking up 
against these human rights abuses and are courageously 
filing civil and class action lawsuits against MindGeek 
and Xvideos.

 Perhaps as in the cases of other serial exploiters 
like Harvey Weinstein and Jeffrey Epstein, civil litigation 
will precede significant criminal prosecution. For all the 
victims, let’s hope so.

 In a time when we are getting better at listening 
to cries for justice, it seems unacceptable for any of 
us to stand idly by as horrible crimes are perpetrated 
against children and adults alike—or as racism, sexual 
violence, and misogyny thrive—via the modern online 
pornography industry.

It’s beyond time for federal law enforcement to step up 
and do its job.

• Benjamin W. Bull is general counsel and senior vice 
president of the National Center on Sexual Exploitation, 
the leading national non-partisan organization exposing 
the links between all forms of sexual exploitation such 
as child sexual abuse, prostitution, sex trafficking, and 
the public health harms of pornography.

CONGRESS MUST HOLD BIG TECH TO 
ACCOUNT

 Washington, DC The National Center on Sexual 
Exploitation (NCOSE) calls on Congress to find solutions 
to hold Facebook and other tech companies accountable 
for protecting children, following explosive testimony 
from Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen at a U.S. 
Senate hearing today. 

 “Frances Haugen confirmed what NCOSE has 
warned for years: Facebook routinely choses profit 
over safety. The company is, in fact, structured to 
do so,” Dawn Hawkins, CEO of the National Center on 
Sexual Exploitation.  

 “Haugen’s heroic revelations indict Big Tech 
beyond Facebook. All similar digital platforms share the 
same lack of accountability provided by Section 230 of 
the Communications Decency Act.  

 “Time and again, Big Tech has proven that it 
cannot regulate itself, and therefore Congress must step 
in. Otherwise, predators and pimps will continue to take 
advantage of the dangerous tech ecosystems to identify 
and exploit teens and children. 

 “There are a number of things Congress can 
do: Require age-appropriate safeguards by default on 
platforms likely to be used by children. Raise the digital 
age of adulthood from 13 to 17 as required by the PRIVCY 
Act. Appoint a new federal e-safety commissioner to 
improve oversight in real time, a reform implemented by 
Australia. Pass the EARN IT Act, to confront the explosion 
of child sexual abuse material on tech platforms. At 
the very least, Congress must continue to investigate 
Facebook and other tech platforms. It is past time to 
confront Big Tech,” Hawkins added.

The National Center on Sexual Exploitation is pleased to 
give the Dignity Defense Award to Uber and Lyft, two 
ride-sharing companies who have stepped up as industry 
leaders in the fight against sexual violence. 

Sexual assault and harassment on transportation 
services is a far too common occurrence, so much so 
that Congress considers new legislation to help combat 
the issue.

Popular rideshare companies, Uber and Lyft, have not 
been immune to this tragic trend. However, unlike other 
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institutions that try to bury sexual assault cases, Uber 
and Lyft have taken the opposite approach: bringing the 
problem to light in order to root it out ad protect their 
clients and employees.

HOW UBER AND LYFT ARE COMBATING SEXUAL HOW UBER AND LYFT ARE COMBATING SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE THROUGH TRANSPARENCYVIOLENCE THROUGH TRANSPARENCY

 In 2018, Uber and Lyft both committed to 
releasing transparency reports that would publicly 
disclose statistics on sexual assaults occurring in their 
cars. Uber followed through with its first transparency 
report in 2019, and Lyft did so in 2021. Disclosing data 
on sexual assaults was a bold and admirable move that 
set a new standard for transparency in the industry. 

 Uber’s CEO, Dara Khosrowshahi, stated: “Most 
companies wouldn’t proactively disclose the bad things 
reported to happen on their platform, especially when 
it comes to sexual assault… [B]ut ultimately we came 
to the shared belief that being a true leader requires 
that we do the right thing, which means acting with 
transparency, embracing accountability, and making 
decisions without fear of bad headlines.” 

 Transparency reports are crucial for holding 
companies accountable to improving safety on their 
platforms and allowing the public to inform themselves 
about the safety of the services they use. As Uber states, 
“People have the right to know about the safety records 
of the companies they rely on every day.” Uber and Lyft’s 
transparency reports contain data about the extent and 
nature of sexual assault occurrences the companies 
experience, as well as what safeguards they have put 
in place to combat the issue. Therefore, transparency 
reports also ensure that the data necessary for improving 
safety is collected and shared in a way that allows for 
the development of industry-wide best practices. Uber 
explains, “In order to improve something, you have to 
measure it. Yet data on serious safety issues, especially 
sexual violence, is sparse and inconsistent. By sharing 
hard data, we can hold ourselves accountable and share 
best practices with other companies for the benefit of 
everyone.”

 A further way that Uber and Lyft embraced public 
accountability was through ending the widespread 
practice of mandatory arbitration for individual claims 
of sexual assault or harassment. The companies’ previous 
mandatory arbitration policies prevented survivors from 
pursuing justice in court, instead requiring that the case 
be settled privately by a third party called an arbitrator, 
and that survivors enter into confidentiality agreements. 
Forced arbitration policies have been criticized for how 
they silence survivors and allow a company to hide their 
failings. Fortunately, Congress passed a new law in March 

1. Thank God for Uber and Lyft stand for transparency and the safe guards they have put in place.
2. Pray for Congress to hold big tech companies accountable for placing profit ahead of safety.
3. Pray for the continued and successful lawsuits against porn hub and Geek Squad.

2022 ending forced arbitration for sexual harassment 
and assault claims. While Uber and Lyft still had retained 
mandatory arbitration policies that prevent class action 
lawsuits for sexual assault and harassment (now invalid 
thanks to the new federal law), the voluntary repealing of 
mandatory arbitration for individual claims was a step in 
the right direction which we commend. 

 Of course, it is not enough for a company to simply 
be transparent about cases of sexual violence if they do 
nothing to solve these problems and prevent further 
cases. Therefore, we also applaud Uber and Lyft for the 
improvements they made towards safety and prevention.

HOW UBER AND LYFT ARE WORKING TO MAKE HOW UBER AND LYFT ARE WORKING TO MAKE 
USERS SAFER BY PREVENTING SEXUAL VIOLENCEUSERS SAFER BY PREVENTING SEXUAL VIOLENCE

 In 2018, Uber strengthened driver screenings by 
proactively committing to re-run criminal background 
and motor vehicle checks each year. In 2018 and 2019 
respectively, Uber and Lyft both added a button in their 
app that directly connects riders or drivers to 911. Uber 
added an app feature that allows riders to share live trip 
information with up to five trusted contacts, while Lyft 
added a “check-in” feature, which would ask unexpectedly 
delayed drivers or riders if they are safe and prompt them 
to get emergency assistance if not. 

 In 2020, Uber and Lyft collaborated to launch an 
“industry sharing safety program”, through which the two 
companies and other transportation services share among 
each other the names of drivers who have been banned 
over sexual assaults or other serious safety violations. 
Uber’s Chief Legal officer, Tony West, stated: “I’ve often said 
that safety should not be proprietary… While Uber and Lyft 
are fierce competitors on many fronts, I think on this safety 
issue we agree that folks should be safe no matter what 
ridesharing platform they choose.”

 Uber and Lyft have also both partnered with the 
Rape, Abuse, Incest National Network (RAINN) to develop 
and implement sexual assault education for their drivers. 

 As sexual violence continues to plague the 
transportation industry and as Congress deliberates the 
Stop Sexual Assault and Harassment in Transportation 
Act, it is especially important to elevate industry leaders 
like Uber and Lyft. They provide an example of the types 
of actions companies can take and they set minimum 
standards to which Congress and customers should hold 
the transportation industry as a whole. The National 
Center on Sexual Exploitation commends Uber and 
Lyft for taking sexual violence seriously, accepting 
responsibility for the role their services play in facilitating 
harm, and making substantive changes to become part 
of the solution.  And so does Omaha for Decency.




