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Teen births,
sex abuse:

Link often

unnoticed

By JUNG EUN LEE / jelee@ajc.com

Every year in Georgia, a small
but significant number of girls
give birth before reaching their
15th birthday.

In 2006, the last year for
which state data are available,
325 babies were born to girls
ages 10 to 14, That's 1.5 births
per 1,000 in this age group, more
than twice the national rate (0.6
per 1,000},

The number of births that are
related to sexual abuse is unclear
because the state does not col-
lect that data. Also victims may
choose not to disclose informa-
tion or there may not be enough
evidence to support those who
do. Despite several layers of
legal safety nets, many girls slip
through them all.

“The laws [in Georgia] are
very strict. Under law, any sexual
act under the age of 16 is sesxual
abuse, but in practice, a lot of
cases gounreported,” said J. Tom



Teens: Abuse-pregnancy link ‘strong’

= Continued from Al

Morgan, a former DeKalb
County  district  attor-
ney who is also author of
the book “Tgnorance Is Mo
Defense: A Teenager's Guide
to Georgia Law”

Sincethelegal ageofcon-
sent is 16, any sexmal activity
involving a male or female
under that age is by defi-
nitiom illegal. The age dit-
ference bebween the par-
ties involeed in the activity
determines  whether  the
crime is a felony or misde-
Meanor.

When he was a pros-
ecutor, Morgan saw  a
case where a 16-year-old
mother  attempted  sui-
cide. The young woman had
been pregnant three times
starting when she was 12
An investigation after her
atternpted suicide revealed
that the man who cansed
these pregnancies was her
foster father.

The majority of sexual
abuse (75 percent) is perpe-
trated by parents, relatives
or other adults who live at
home with a child, accord-
ing to a 2006 Department
of Family and Children Ser-
vices (DFCS ) report.

*“Theconnectionbetween
child sexual abuse and teen
pregnancy is very strong,”
said Michele Ozumba, pres-
ident and CEQ of Georgia
Campaign for  Adolescent
Pregnancy Prevention ((:-
CAPP).

Health came workers are
the first line of defense in
determining whether abuse
has occurred.

“Ampone  vounger than
15 becoming pregnant is a
red flag” said Juliet Cooper,
Mursing Dimctor at  the
Fulton County Department
of Health and Wellness, “We
take the responsibility [of
mandated reportng] wery
seriously and don't mind
erring on the side of cau-
tion,” she said.

In Georgia, any person
can report suspected child
abuse tothe county DFCS ar
police, if a child is in imme-
diate danger. Professionals
who work closely with chil-
dren are remired by law to

repart within 24 hours any-
thing that suggests atuse.

However, some provid-
ers may feel uncomfortable
pressing the issue due to
respect for patient privacy,
said Pam Brown, director of
programs at the nonprofit
Prevent Child Abuse Geor-
gia, which provides train-
ing on mandated reporting
to hundreds of health pm-
fessionals across the state.
The organization also has a
hotline that provides infor-
mation sbowt wher to get
help.

In 2006, DFCS inves-
tigated 4,602 cases of
reparted child sexmal abuse,
which includes all ages and
all categories of abuse, Vic-
tims between the ages of
10 and 15 made up almost
half {753) of the 1,588 cases
where evidence supparted
the allegations.

“These are absolutely the
most difficult cases of abuse
to investigate, There is usu-
ally no physical evidence,
and often times it is difficult
for a child to talk about what
has happened” said Mancy
Chandler, executive direc-
tor of the nonprofit Georgia
Center for Child Advocacy,
which conducts  forensic
interviews for child sexual
abuse cases in Fulton and
Dekalh comnties n collabo-
ration with law enforcement
and DFCS. The agency also
provides  preventive edu-
cation programs and long-
term psychological therapy
for wictims of sexmal abuse.

In2001, G -CAPP released
an executive summary stat-
ing that many people who
were mandated to report
sexnal abuse lacked suffi-
cient training, especially for
recognizing the signs, The
repart was based on inter-
views from Georgia profes-
sionals at DFCS, schools,
medical centers and adwo-
cacy groups. Participants in
the survey rated the state's
overall handling of the needs
of sexually abused children
a5 “tair or poor”

Chandler  said  head-
way has been made through
inereased collaboration

between agencies, but there
is stll room for improve-
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“There's a lot of gray
amrea in mandated report-
ing " Brown said, especially
when sexmal activity oceurs
in individuals who are close
inage. “There's confusionas
to how people should clas-
sify the circumstances sur-
munding the pregnancies of
teenagers”

(f 325 live hirths toyoung
girlsin 2006, 78 percent {252 )
of mothers did not report the
ages of the men who tathered
their bahies, according to
the Geomrgia Department of
Human Fesources (DHRL Of
those who did (73 total), 27
percent of the fathers were
over the age of 20, The ages
of allreported tathers mnged
from13to 26

Despite the information
available on birth mcords,
cases of statubtory mpe are
not investigated or pros-
ecuted  unless  they  are
reported assuch.

From 2004 to 2006 in
(eordia, thers were SO7T legal
abortions for girls ages 10
to 14 years old, according to
DHE. The agency does not
track whether those abor-
tions are related o sexual
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ams=e. Late-term sbortions
(16 to 26 weeks) accounted
for 14.6 percent of these
abortions, compared with
45 percent of abortions in
all age groups.

At the Atlanta SurgiCen-
ter, about 1 m 10 abartions
performed in girls younger
than 15 at the facility am
from known cases of sexunal
abuse, a spokeswoman said.
In these cases, the center
works  closely  with  law
enforcement  and  govern-
ment agencies, shesaid.

“Toprevent sexmal abuse,
we need to teach young
people about healthy rela-
tionships =0 they don't
become abuser or aren't as
vulnerble to being abused
said Dr. Elizabeth Saswye,
associate professor at Uni-
versity of British Columbia’s
School of Mursing,

Saswye mthored a paper
that found that young
people of both sexes with a
history of abuse were tero to
four times more likely to be
later involved in pregnancy

betore age 19 — just one of
many long-term  conse-
quences,



This clip is memorable to me for a number of reasons. It was my fourth Sunday front
page story for the AJC and my last story of the summer. | worked exclusively on this
story for almost three weeks, and it was one of the most difficult issues I've had to write
about as a reporter. The story began from a tip by a newsroom staffer who handles the
paper's birth certificate database, which showed that there were girls as young as ten
giving birth in the state. The story was put on hold for a number of weeks due to its
potentially controversial nature, and before | began reporting, a meeting was held with
several editors to discuss what we hoped to accomplish with a story of this nature. The
final piece ended up being fairly representative of what we set out to do -- give a fair,
accurate report on the issues surrounding these births to young mothers. We decided early
on that we wanted to respect the privacy of victims and not pursue names on the records.
While first-person accounts are the gold standard in journalism, | feel that the story did a
fair job of presenting this issue without the perspective of a young teen mother given the
sensitive nature of the topic. A challenge | faced when writing this piece was that | had
covered a very extensive range of related subjects in my reporting -- from teen pregnancy
in general to contraceptives to late-term abortions. In the end, | feel that good editorial
advice helped me to focus on the crux of the story without adding details from my
reporting that were interesting and informative but did not fit as well with the theme of
the story and may have been distracting to the reader.



