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TESTIMONY ON SENATE Bill 266

Thank you, committee members, for today’s hearing on SB 266, which strengthens Wisconsin’s
human trafficking laws.

Most people are unaware that Wisconsin, in particular southeastern Wisconsin, has been a
hotbed for human trafficking, With I-94 running between Milwaukee and Chicago, it is easy to
snatch someone from one of the two cities, and take them to another state within minutes. But
make no mistake, this is a statewide problem.

Over the last decade, we’ve passed laws and made progress in reducing human trafficking. Since
2018, we’ve had a 35% drop in trafficking reporting. Unfortunately, the number of victims and
survivors of trafficking has remained found each year remains too high.

As I said, Southeast Wisconsin is a particular hotbed for this activity. Earlier this year, a sheriff
deputy from Racine County reached out with some suggestions about how better to deter human
trafficking, and that’s what we’re proposing today.

This bill increases the penalties for human trafficking from a Class D felony to a Class C Felony.
The penalty for trafficking a child will increase from a Class C felony to a Class B Felony. The
bill also creates a mandatory minimum for human trafficking of 10 years of imprisonment, 15
years minimum if the victim is a child.

I have also proposed an amendment to correct a drafting error. As I just stated, the bill creates a
mandatory minimum of 10 years for human trafficking. However, one of the human trafficking
crimes, essentially “profiting” from human trafficking, is only a Class F felony, punishable for 7
2 years. Therefore, the amendment moves the penalty to a Class E felony, which has a ten-year
sentence.

This is common sense legislation that will continue to put a dent in human trafficking in
Wisconsin, and it deserves your support.

Thank you.
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‘Senate Committee on Judiciary and Public Safety
Chair Wanggaard and: Committee Members,

Thank you for holdmg a pubhc hearmg on Senate B111 266, which addresses human trafficking
and child trafficking crimes. -

When we talk about human trafficking and child sexual exploitation, it’s tempting to think of
these crimes as distant or rare. But in Southeastern Wisconsin, they are very real. Our region is
uniquely vulnerable — located at the crossroads of Minneapolis, Chicago, and the Fox Valley.
Traffickers exploit this geography to move victims quickly through Wisconsin. And,
importantly, many of the children being exploited are not transported here from somewhere else
— they live here in our communities.

The changes in SB 266 were brought to my attention by a Racine investigator, Luke Johnson,
whose testimony has been provided to members. He is unable to be here in person today.

Why SB 266 is Needed:

Under current law, felony charges — including trafficking — are limited by a six-year statute of
limitations. This creates real challenges, because victims of trafficking often endure years of
trauma before they are able to safely disclose their abuse. Six years is simply not enough time.

SB 266 would: Extend the statute of limitations for human trafficking prosecutions to 10 years.
Key Provisions of SB 266:

 Child Sex Trafficking (s. 948.051): Mandatory minimum of 15 years of confinement.
e Human Trafficking (s. 940.302): Mandatory minimum of 10 years of confinement.
o Penalty Increases:
o Trafficking and benefiting from trafficking: raised from a Class D felony to a
Class C felony.
o Child sex trafficking and benefiting from it: raised from a Class C felony to a
Class B felony.

Traffickers destroy lives and often continue to exert control over their victims even while behind
bars. Victims deserve more than delayed or uncertain justice — they deserve meaningful, certain,

and lasting justice.

SB 266 gives law enforcement and prosecutors stronger tools to pursue traffickers and protect
survivors. These are vital and necessary changes.

Thank you again for holding a public hearing on SB 266.




Good morning,

My name is Luke Johnson, and | am here to speak in support of Senate Bill 266. | would like to
thank Representative Wittke for taking the interest in the matter and bringing it forward into
legislation for further consideration and review. Also thank you to the other Representatives
present who introduced the bill with Representative Wittke and Senator Wanggaard for the co-
sponsor on the Senate side.

To provide a little background on myself; | have been in law enforcement for just over 11 years,
all with the Racine County Sheriff’s Office with the last seven assigned to the Criminal
Investigations Bureau. In addition to the Sheriff’s Office, | work part-time with the Wind Point
Police Department (aided in my meeting Rep. Wittke) and have been there for the last five-and-
a-half years. | also am also married to a police officer and have two young daughters.

From 2023 to earlier in 2025, | was provided an opportunity to serve on a task force specifically
targeting human trafficking and internet crimes against children. During that time, | was
involved in numerous human trafficking investigations, participated in community outreach
presentations and attended violation specific trainings, including those put on by our own
Wisconsin Department of Justice, including a week-long human trafficking investigation course
proctored by Special Agents from DCl. While | certainly consider myself a quick study, I will
make no claim that | am here before you as any sort of subject matter expert in human
trafficking. There are many others working in this state that have a wider and deeper
knowledge and skill set for working human trafficking, I’'m just a guy who found some
deficiencies along my way that | believe need correcting.

| first reached out to Representative Wittke last summer with my concerns as a case | was
working out of Racine County was winding down. The case originally involved a single victim
reporting being trafficked by two separate individuals in Racine over a period of approximately
three months. One of the suspects, Tyrone Smith, became the target of the larger investigation
with a dozen other victims identified and only four of them willing to cooperate with the
investigation with the dates of victimization spanning over 17 years. [Note, victims names
will be changed for the sake of this testimony]

I met our original victim [Jane] to go through a photo lineup to confirm the suspects and learn
more about her time with Smith. Smith kept Jane from leaving a motel, kept her from eating,
withheld drugs (inducing withdrawal like symptoms), pistol whipped Jane in the face causing a
permanent scar in the middle of her forehead, and made her stand in and face a corner for
periods of time. This was in addition to the expectation of engaging in commercial sex “dates”
with strangers to obtain and turn over an unspecified amount of money;, all occurring under the
threat of physical violence.



Jane was able to finally escape her situation in Racine when she was able to call a friend outside
of the area while at a plasma donation appointment. Jane was taken to a hospital in Milwaukee
where she disclosed her ordeal to staff there who then notified Racine Police.

Prior to leaving Jane during the first meeting, | confirmed her willingness to proceed as a named
victim and her response was “Absolutely, those two f***ed my life up.” With Jane on-board as
a victim and providing leads to others, we followed through and located the 2™ victim, Janet.

Janet first met Smith in 2007 when she was 19 years old. Smith began supplying Janet with
crack cocaine after a “dope date”. Smith began arranging “dates” for Janet to engage in, which
she did under the threat of physical violence after being assaulted by Smith herself, and the
necessity of obtaining crack to sustain an addiction and prevent withdrawals. She would try to
leave, would be found by Smith and physically snatched off the street by Smith. On one
occasion Smith strangled her behind a bar while demanding to know where she’s been and
where “his” money was. Janet later disclosed more recent victimization in 2022 and 2023 that
allowed us-to bring her.in as a victim on the State side.

Three other cooperative victims came forward with similar stories of Smith leveraging physical
violence, drug additions and mental health issues against them to force them to engage in
commercial sex acts for his own financial gain. Tyrone Smith was arrested on an unrelated
domestic violence incident in October of ‘23 and never left custody, ultimately being convicted
of human trafficking in Federal court and sentenced in July of 2025 to a 15year sentence, the
mandatory minimum in Federal court.

My investigation into Smith is not unique. Many other cases | assisted with included similar or
worse acts of violence. Trafficker engaged in conduct such as beating victims before forcing
them to sit in an ice bath until he was done smoking 2-3 cigarettes while others have beaten
their victims with items such hangers or keep them in dog kennels as punishment.

One trafficker, Torrance Norman, was investigated during my time on the task force and was
sentenced to 182 years in prison last August, having started trafficking women and juvenile girls
in 2016. Norman’s criminal complaint detailed his strangling and sexual assault of a 17-year-old
victim which was punishment for breaking Norman’s rule of not being able to look at other
men. Thankfully, Norman was discovered and investigated with cooperative victims before the
current statute of limitations had passed.

When | first met Janet, her initial disclosure was outside of the current 6-year statute of
limitations. Had other victims not come forwards or Janet only disclosed to her earlier
victimization, we would have been unable to pursue criminal charges against Smith in
Wisconsin Circuit Court. By comparison, the Federal system has NO statute of limitations except



for anything prior to 2000. The initial feeling that | would not be able to do anything for Janet
other than hear her story and apologize for that happening to her was hollowing and
demoralizing.

Many human trafficking victims struggle to leave their traffickers and often end up with a new
trafficker when they do. Most victims do not disclose their victim status to law enforcement on
first contact with many taking a handful of encounters before beginning to provide information
or accept services. It is very easy for victims to be trapped in a life for many years before having
a chance to get out or feeling comfortable enough to disclose to law enforcement or anyone
else. Jane was an exception to the rule that | was fortunate enough to be able to help, with
Janet being a more typical case.

Expanding the statue of limitations in the State of Wisconsin will give victims a longer grace
period to find themselves in positions to come forward to disclose and give law enforcement a
larger window to pursue justice for those same victims.

| also included in my recommendations the introduction of mandatory minimum sentences for
both human trafficking and trafficking a child. The Federal trafficking charge carries a

15-year mandatory minimum?, with many sentences that were handed down during my task
force tenure being 20 or more years even on plea agreements.

The mandatory minimums would ensure an incapacitation and deterrent of traffickers who
often return to the same criminal activity even after being prosecuted and sentenced
previously, giving victims an opportunity to recover.

My final recommendation that is included in this bill was the modification of human trafficking
from a Class D to Class C3 felony and trafficking a child from Class C to Class B*.

Regarding adult trafficking, the Federal statutes carry a 15-year mandatory minimum while a
Class D felony CANNOT EXCEDE a confinement in prison of 15 years with the remaining 10 years
of a maximum 25-year sentence being on extended supervision, by comparison. A modification
to Class C would increase the maximum confinement in prison to 25 years. Regarding trafficking
a child, a modification to Class B would increase the maximum term of confinement from 25
years to 40 years. The goal of the changes would be both incapacitation and deterrent of
current or would be sex traffickers.

In closing, came to the reasoning of these recommendations through my objective training and
experience in working human trafficking and applying them through my own subjective lens as
a father to two daughters and what preventions and protections | would want afford to their
futures.




During my time on the task force, | talked to many victims who have detailed heinous acts of
physical and sexual violence carried out against them by not only their traffickers, but
commercial sex buyers as well. It would be easy for a layman to see the “dates” as a simple case
of prostitution, a consensual act between two adults, especially without knowing the behind-
the-scenes factors influencing their actions. The truth is that many “dates” are anything but
consensual and done under threats or use of physical and sexual violence or the withholding of
drugs, false imprisonment, debt bondage and other means, essentially making each “date” akin
to a forced sexual encounter in and of itself.

More than one victim that | have debriefed has expressed feelings that they would have rather
been dead than continue in the life they were in. Think about that for a minute...we have
homicide classified as the most serious act someone can commit against another, yet we have
trafficking victims preferring death over their current life. It makes sense as the repeated
traumatic experiences keep many victims from ever returning to what we would consider a
normal life, if they’re able to escape their current situations at all.

| would ask that this committee strongly consider Senate Bill 266 for passage to help aid law
enforcement in combating sex traffickers, provide victims with additional peace of mind and
potentially deter future instances of what | consider to be the most heinous offense we’re
currently encountering.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Luke Johnson
Investigator - Racine County Sheriff’s Office

ITrafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) was introduced

2Trafficking a child in Federal court carried 10-year minimum for 14-17 year olds (unless force is involved which is then 15 years) and 15year
minimum for trafficking achild under the age of 14 and mandatory life sentence if previously convicted of human trafficking

3Current Class B felonies currently include 27 degree intentional homicide, kidnapping and 1* degree sexual assault (both adult and child).

“Current Class C felonies include armed robbery, bank robbery, mayhem, use of computer to facilitate child sex crime ond possession with intent
to and/or manufacturing/distributing/delivering cocaine, heroin or methamphetamine.
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September 16, 2025

RE: Opposition to SB266

Dear Members of the Senate Committee on Judiciary and Public Safety:

As Executive Director of LOTUS Legal Clinic—the only Wisconsin law firm dedicated
exclusively to representing survivors of human trafficking and sexual violence—I
respectfully submit this letter in opposition to SB266 as currently drafted.

While we appreciate the bill’s intent to protect individuals from traffickers and
acknowledge that many of our clients might support the mandatory minimum in principle,
we are deeply concerned about its unintended consequences for trafficking victims. SB266
presently lacks an exemption for individuals who are coerced into criminal acts that
resemble trafficking. Traffickers commonly shield themselves from criminal accountability
by forcing their victims—often at a very young age-- to post ads, recruit new trafficking
victims, and facilitate encounters. Thus, the victims themselves become vulnerable to
criminal prosecution for human trafficking. This reality is not uncommon. At this very
moment, LOTUS attorneys have multiple cases involving convicted survivors.

Under the proposed legislation, a victim who is forced to participate in the trafficking of
others would be subject to the mandatory minimum term of confinement, just like their
trafficker. This nightmarish scenario is, however, avoidable: by incorporating language
permitting judicial discretion convicted trafficking survivors are sentenced, as this
legislature has under other mandatory minimum crimes like Wis. Stat. 948.12, Possession
of Child Pornography. We offer the following suggested language as a starting point:

(1) If the court finds that the best interests of the community will be served and the public
will not be harmed and if the court places its reasons on the record, the court may impose a
sentence less than the sentence required or may place the person on probation under the
following circumstances:
a. If the person is convicted of s. 940.302, and the person offers evidence that
commission of the offense is a direct result of a violation of the trafficking statutes.
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b. If the person is convicted of s. 948.051, and the person offers evidence that the

commission of the offense is a direct result of a violation of the trafficking statutes.
(2) This section does not apply if the offender was under 18 years old when the violation
occurred.

We strongly urge you to consider these recommendations in order to ensure SB266
protects victims rather than penalizes them. Should you find it helpful to the legislative
process, we welcome the opportunity to discuss our concerns, analysis, and professional
insights with you further.

Sincerely,

SeARA
Erika J. Petty

LOTUS Legal Clinic, Inc.
Executive Director and Lead Attorney
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