                                                         June 15, 2004

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

KEEPING SEXUAL PREDATORS OFF THE INTERNET

The Internet has put the world wide web of endless information and rapid communication at our fingertips.    That’s the positive aspect of today’s explosion of technological advancement.   The negative aspect is the unforeseen consequences and the fact that the law has not kept pace with technology.  

One of those unforeseen consequences is the use of the Internet by sexual predators to lure vulnerable young children.  Indeed, as technology progresses, child sexual offenders are turning to the Internet as a meeting place for soliciting children to engage in sexual conduct.    Since 1998, The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children has received over 10,000 tips of online enticement of children.  The organization states that from 2000 to 2003, police made 2,577 arrests for Internet sex crimes. 

The 2004 General Assembly approved legislation to help the law keep pace with computer technology.   The new law closes the legal loophole that allowed sexual predators, who use the Internet to solicit minors, to escape punishment.   It makes it a crime to solicit a minor by computer, telephone or any other way for unlawful sexual conduct.   The majority of states have laws that prohibit a person from soliciting a minor, by any means, to engage in illegal sexual conduct.

The approved measure also makes it illegal for a person to solicit an undercover police officer, posing as a child.   Under current Maryland law, since an investigating officer is not technically a minor, a legal loophole in the law allows the offender to go free.   Recent State court decisions have held that the Internet user must be an actual child in order for the law to be violated.    This situation gives law enforcement officers two options, both of which are totally unacceptable.  They can wait until a child has been victimized in order to intervene or using an underage individual as “bait for such predators.”

The FBI notes that cases of child sexual exploitation over the Internet have increased 2,000 percent from 1996 to 2002.   Unwittingly, the Internet has created an effective tool for child sexual predators to stalk their prey.  
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A 1999 study by the Crimes Against Children Research Center surveyed over 1,500 children, from 10 to 17 years of age who used the Internet at least once a month over a six month period.   The study revealed that one in five of these children received unwanted sexual solicitations.    Seventy percent of the solicitations occurred when the child used a computer at home.   Equally hair-raising, only 49% of the children told anyone about it.

The new law represents a significant addition to the arsenal of legal tools to reduce the opportunities for sexual predators to target vulnerable children.   Additionally, it will enable law enforcement officers to aggressively target and apprehend these dangerous predators.

Sincerely,

Eric Bromwell
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