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The Sisters Program South Collaborative

The Sisters Program South Collaborative is a faith-based partnership formed to expand programming to
address the complex issue of street prostitution and sex trafficking on the south side of Milwaukee. The
Collaborative partners are the School Sisters of St. Francis, Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi, Sinsinawa
Dominicans, the Sisters of the St. Joseph of the Third Order of St. Francis, the Benedict Center and Ascension
Lutheran Church

History: The Benedict Center initiated the Sisters Program in 2011 with a pilot project designed to assist
women engaged in street prostitution, or who are coerced/sex trafficked, find the hope, skills and support to
live safer lives. This project was initiated because of interactions and discussions with women and police on
the impact of street prostitution and the fact that women face high levels of violence, drug addiction, trauma,

- sexually transmitted diseases, and extremely high rates of victimization on the streets including sex trafficking
and homicide. The primary goal of the Sister Program is to create systemic change in the criminal justice
system so that women are given the opportunity to engage in evidence-based treatment alternatives instead
of the revolving door of arrest and incarceration.

Why this is Important: Prostitution and sex trafficking disproportionally and negatively impacts women.
Research demonstrates that women who engage in street prostitution face high levels of violence, drug
addiction, sexually transmitted diseases, and extremely high rates of victimization on the streets, including
homicide. The research is also consistent that many women engaged in prostitution were sexually abused as
children. The trauma of their early experiences impact their lives. Many experience failure to adjust and learn
in school; extremely poor sense of self-worth; a pattern of unhealthy relationships; a stressful, violent,
impoverished environment; alcohol and drug addiction; and depression or other mental illness. Often, the
issue of street prostitution is primarily addressed in the criminal justice system. However, the revolving door
of arrest-incarceration-release back to the streets does little to impact the serious health and safety risks they
face in their lives. In an effort to break the revolving door of arrest-incarceration-return to sex trade, the
Sisters Program offers a new approach.

Current Sisters Program: The Sisters Program is an innovative partnership with the Milwaukee Police
Department (MPD) 3" District, community and faith-based organizations and neighborhoods. Currently
operating on the northside of Milwaukee, services include: 1) Street Outreach Workers who connect with 130
women annually (800 contacts), providing information, support, and building rapport; 2) Drop-in Center
services that include respite, triage, safety planning, crisis management, psycho-social educational groups and
connection to housing and other resources; and 3) Sister Leaders leadership training and support for graduates
of the program who provide leadership counsel in shaping and informing services, meeting with program
partners and sharing their stories. This diversion approach has been shown to be a more effective way to
reduce crime and improve economic development in neighborhoods, while also helping women to gain life
skills and the confidence to live safer, healthier lives.

1849 N. Dr. Martin Luther King Drive, Suite 101 = Milpvaukee, W] 53212 @com unITY
414 3471774 = fax 414.347.0148 = www.benedictcenter.org
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The Sisters Program

The Issue: Street Prostitution

Street prostitution is a complex issue affecting residents and businesses as well as women
involved in the sex trade. Women engaged in street prostitution (hereafter “women”) face high
levels of violence, drug addiction, trauma, sexually transmitted diseases, and extremely high
rates of victimization on the streets including sex trafficking and homicide. In the Washington
Park Partners Sustainable Community Plan, and in the Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation
Program survey, residents identified prostitution as a top priority. However, traditional law-
enforcement strategies of arrest and incarceration do not offer long-term solutions. Furthermore,
these strategies are resource-intensive and costly to tax payers. The Sisters Diversion Project is
an innovative community-police partnership so that women engaged in prostitution are given the
opportunity to engage in treatment instead of the revolving door of arrest and incarceration. This
proji'act also engaged and coordinated with other community development efforts to decrease the
negative impact of street prostitution on the quality of life and economic development of the
neighborhood.
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Results, Recognition, Replication

Program partners understand that women engaged in prostitution do not typically change
overnight. Several studies, confirmed by our experience, demonstrate that a woman’s ability to
exit the streets may take a minimum of two years. Access to basic needs like safe housing is a
key factor. This means that we meet women where they are and work with them to create a plan
to reduce their risk and increase their health and safety for at least two years.

From 2011-2014:
¢ From 2011 to 2014, 71% of women who accepted the diversion (45 women) completed
the diversion program and stayed engaged beyond the minimum 6 months.
e Only 18% of women incurred a new prostitution charge in the year following enrolment.
In 2015:
e Street Outreach Workers connected with 131 women a total of 849 times.
e 84 women were served in the Drop-In Center, including 41 new participants.
e 31% of women in the program reported quitting the sex trade
e 55% of women achieved at least one case management goal within 6 months of the
program.

Recognition and Expansion:

e Sisters Program received 2 MANDI Awards- the PNC Trailblazer Award and the Wells
Fargo People’s Choice Award

e This project has been presented to the Cook County CJC and the Rockford Police
Department; it was also presented at NAPSA, a national pre-trial conference.

o Efforts are underway to expand this project in Milwaukee Police Department- District 2
with funding support from the Medical College of Wisconsin and the Open Society Fund.

Innovative, Effective and Cost-Saving:

Our partnership catalyzes the collective power of community: community policing, community
prosecution, community development and community based treatment. All stakeholders, despite
various disciplinary perspectives and practices, are committed to the common goal of making the
neighborhood a safer and healthier place.

The Sisters Program represents Milwaukee’s commitment to problem oriented policing:
“Problem-oriented policing places a high value on new responses that are preventive in nature,
that are not dependent on the use of the criminal justice system, and that engage other public
agencies, the community and the private sector when their involvement has the potential for
significantly contributing to the reduction of the problem.”

The Sisters Diversion Project is an innovative and cost-saving solution to street prostitution
rather than the revolving door of arrest and incarceration. It addresses the root causes of the
women’s problems and in doing so, offers relief to the community that has been besieged with
street prostitution. This project is ready to expand and make significant difference in
Milwaukee.






