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 Trafficking is an important issue in the United States that most people believe to exist 

in third world countries. This paper is going to focus on how an individual gets involved in 

trafficking as the trafficker or trafficked, and the aftermath of an individual’s time after 

having been trafficked. Citizens of the United States need to be aware that this crime can 

happen anywhere and is happening in our country. This paper will identify the conditions that 

people face in order to become trafficked, and the importation and exportation of women in 

the United States.   

  Before we can explore the lives of those trafficked, we must define what is human 

trafficking. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes says in order for an act to be 

classified as human trafficking, three distinct elements must be present: The Act, The Means, 

and The Purpose. The Act consists of recruitment, transport, transfer, harboring, and receipts 

of persons. The Means are threat or use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse 

of power or vulnerability, giving payments or benefits. The Purpose includes exploitation 

including prostitution of others, sexual exploitation, forced labor, slavery or similar practices, 

removal of organs, and other types of exploitations. Victims of trafficking are mainly women 

and children (1). 

 Trafficking has become a lucrative field for organized crime syndicates. It is ranked 

third behind drugs and arms in criminal earnings. The network to bring people illegally for 

the purpose of trafficking is similar to the methods migrant smugglers use. A person is passed 

through Canada or Mexico through points where there is no immigration control. Other 

methods include using fraudulent documents, student or visitor visas, or marriage to US 



military personnel. Commonly, for example, women from Korea are forced into labor in 

massage parlors. In order to keep the women “fresh,” they are rotated to different parlors. 

This makes it nearly impossible to track someone down. 

 Children are often targeted since they are gullible and vulnerable leading to high 

market demand. They are lured through Internet chat rooms, malls, or other children “recruit” 

them. Some signs that a child is a victim of trafficking are appearances of substance abuse 

issues, a boyfriend noticeably 10+ years older than themselves, labeled as being “fast” by 

peers, exhibit bruises or signs of depression, hungry or malnourished, and inappropriately 

dressed. The average age of recruitment is twelve years old (2). 

 Theresa Flores was 15 years old when she was held captive in a suburb of Detroit, 

Michigan. She attended school regularly and participated on the track team. After school, she 

would be picked up by a black Trans Am and brought to a basement where she would be 

brutally raped and tortured. She and her family were threatened if she ever told anyone. 

Flores was captive for two years before being discovered. At a recent event she warned, “It 

happens here to white middle-class teens that live in the suburbs. It’s easy to think that 

because you live in a nice neighborhood, you’re safe. Well, you’re not. We’ve let our guard 

down.”  

 Debbie is another story where a 15 year old, straight A student from Arizona 

describes her previous experience. She mentions how teenagers are affected psychologically 

during the trafficking process. Trafficking incidents can happen to anyone, not just those who 

come from poor backgrounds. ABC Primetime asked Debbie to share her story with them. 

She says that she received a phone call from a casual friend who asked to stop by and chat. 

The friend pulled up in a car with two older men, stepped out, and chatted with Debbie for a 

few minutes. As the friend was leaving, she gave Debbie a hug and at that moment the two 

men shoved her into the back of the car. The friend was given specific directions to tie 



Debbie up and tape her mouth or else she would be shot on the spot. Frightening the 

teenagers like this is a very common tactic the heads of the trafficking organizations use. 

 Debbie was driven around for hours until finally they stopped, and took her into an 

apartment in a location unfamiliar to her. For forty days she was captive under the men. 

Debbie wanted to leave constantly. She was drugged, gang raped, and then was forced to 

provide “services” to her “customers.” At the age of fifteen, this is not only physically 

straining but also psychologically. Debbie says the most disgusting part of the entire situation 

was asking men whether they were married and had children, and not getting a response from 

the men, simply silence. For girls like her who come from family-oriented backgrounds, this 

concept is unbelievable and shocking. One may ask why these girls just comply for such long 

periods. They are told that their lives and their families’ lives are at stake. In Debbie’s 

situation, she was told if she tried to refuse a customer or tried to escape, her siblings would 

be aimed at gunpoint and battery acid would be sprayed onto her 19-month old niece. Debbie 

says that it was for her family’s safety that she complied with the cruel treatment. At such a 

young age, these children are put through tremendous amounts of physical and emotional 

strain resulting in a very different perspective on life (3). 

 There are a few ways to help victims of sex trafficking, such as education and victim 

support. The Human Trafficking Clinic (HTC) provides outreach to raise awareness for 

human trafficking in the United States, particularly in Michigan (4). One of the best ways for 

prevention is to raise awareness by spotting the early signs of a victim of sex trafficking. 

There are many ways anti-human trafficking organizations offer ways to help victims of 

human trafficking. The Polaris Project, for example, offers a crisis “hotline” that provides 

services such as emergency housing coordination, social support services, transportation, 

crisis intervention, and emotional support for victims (5). These organizations also provide 

material assistance, child-related assistance, food assistance, government benefits, and 



housing assistance for survivors to slowly get back to living a normal life. They can also refer 

the victims to other organizations to help them through other means, such as mental health 

services (4,5). 
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