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Background:  The Winona County Sexual & Domestic Violence Primary Prevention Project is supporting the adoption of Clean Hotel Policy to implement primary prevention practices to reduce the instances of sexual and domestic violence.  One of the focuses of the project is to change the social norms that create an environment that condones and supports sexual and domestic violence.  The Minnesota Clean Hotel Initiative was developed by the MN Department of Health in conjunction with the MN Men’s Action Network.  The initiative supports the implementation of employee travel and other policies to prevent fiscal spending on hotels/facilities that offer adult pay-per-view pornography or similar such services.

The MN Department of Health July, 2007 Executive Summary “Costs of Sexual Violence in Minnesota”, notes a cost of $221 million, or $1,540 per capita, in Minnesota in 2006 for sexual violence including rape, sexual assault of a child, and sexual assault of adults.  [Correction: The actual cost is nearly 8 billion dollars. See MDH report for full details – MN Men’s Action Network] The figure did not include violence related to domestic assault, voyeurism, intentional exposure to exhibitionism or pornography, and other related actions.  The impact to the Winona County community to deal with sexual and domestic violence has not been fully quantified, but based on the report it would not be insignificant.  The Winona County departments of Community Health, Human Services, and the Sheriff’s Department including patrol, dispatch, records, and jail all respond to and deal with the immediate and long-term impacts of sexual and domestic violence.  County tax dollars are used to support these departments and their efforts.  It is logical to assume that prevention of certain criminal activities would reduce the costs of providing these services.  Prevention would also prevent the much greater social cost to the community.
Changing social norms can be a slow and arduous process.  The reduction of tobacco use in various public places is a recent example.  This was one step to help reduce the overall costs of tobacco use and, reduce the exposure of children and others to the effect and acceptability of tobacco use.  The recent successes in preventing tobacco use in many public areas are the result of many decades of work with big and small successes along the way.

Adoption of Clean Hotel travel policies related to in-room adult pay-per-view pornography is one step towards the goal of changing the social norm related to some of the causes of sexual and domestic violence.  Over thirty years of research has established distinct corollaries between pornography consumption and increased risk for sexual and domestic violence perpetration, as well as increased social acceptance of these crimes.  In and of itself, this policy is not a cure-all, but it is an important effort to help prevent a social disease and its related costs to the public.  The MN Department of Health – Sexual Violence Prevention Program has compiled a list of Minnesota hotels that do not offer in-room adult pay-per-view services.  The most recent list identifies over 480 hotels throughout the state.
Winona County Department Heads were asked to comment on the proposed policy.  Most of the comments were related to concerns about the difficulty to administer such a policy.  Hotel use by Winona County representatives runs the gamut from regularly scheduled trainings and conferences, to rotating locations throughout the region and state, to one-time or specialized training out of state, all the way to inmate transportation.  In some instances determining the availability of hotels with no in-room adult pay-per-view will be easily done by reviewing the MN Department of Health list.  In other instances employees may remember whether or not in-room adult pay-per-view was previously offered at a certain location in the event the hotel wasn’t added to the list.  Some hotels and establishments will need to be contacted directly.  There is the possibility of some additional administrative work the first year after adoption of such a policy, but the administrative effort would become easier as additional information is gathered from each establishment when county representatives stay there.

The proposed policy provides for exceptions.  In the event a law enforcement officer on a transport out of state stays at a hotel, it is doubtful that they would have time to identify which hotels would comply with the policy.  The employee need only document this and the reimbursement could occur.  A provision also is in place for “host” sites.  Many of the conferences and trainings attended by Winona County representatives are held at places large enough to handle such gatherings.  Association of Minnesota Counties (AMC) events and larger conferences can be held at only certain locations.  The AMC meetings at the Crowne Plaza in St. Paul, and conferences and trainings held at places like Craguns, Ruttgers, etc., may provide limited opportunity for other hotel options and/or provide significant inconvenience in attending the various events (it should be note that Cragun’s and Ruttger’s do not offer these services but are only used as an example of locations where many conferences and trainings are held).  The proposed Resolution includes a requirement to make a formal request of the organization arranging the event to hold future events in locations that would comply with this policy if adopted.  It has been noted that the MN Department of Health has requested this at locations where they have regularly held trainings, and the host site has complied.
Recommendation:  Administration supports the adoption of the Clean Hotels Policy along with direction to contact AMC and request that they also adopt a similar policy.  It is also recommended that the policy be for direct hotel payments and billing, not just employee reimbursements.

Winona County expends significant resources to deal with the negative impacts of sexual and domestic violence.  Winona County would be well served to shift some of those efforts towards prevention, including the policy under consideration.

