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SEX TRAFFICKING IN THE UNITED STATES 

Sex trafficking is the most common form of modern-day slavery. 

Estimates place the number of its domestic and international victims in 

the millions, mostly females and children enslaved in the commercial sex 

industry for little or no money [4]. The terms human trafficking and sex 
slavery usually conjure up images of young girls beaten and abused in 

faraway places, like Eastern Europe, Asia, or Africa. Actually, sex 

trafficking and sex slavery happen locally in cities and towns, both large 

and small, throughout the United States, right in citizens’ backyards. 
Investigation of sex trafficking 

ICE aggressively targets the global criminal infrastructure, 

including the people, money, and materials that support human 

trafficking networks. The agency strives to prevent human trafficking in 

the United States by prosecuting the traffickers and rescuing and 

protecting the victims. However, most human trafficking cases start at the 

local level. 
Strategies 

Local and state law enforcement officers may unknowingly 

encounter sex trafficking when they deal with homeless and runaway 

juveniles; criminal gang activity; crimes involving immigrant children 

who have no guardians; domestic violence calls; and investigations at 

truck stops, motels, massage parlors, spas, and strip clubs. To this end, 

the authors offer various suggestions and 
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indicators to help patrol officers identify victims of sex trafficking, as 

well as tips for detectives who investigate these crimes [2]. 

Patrol Officers 

Document suspicious calls and complaints on a police information 

report, even if the details seem trivial. 

Be aware of trafficking when responding to certain call types, 

such as reports of foot traffic in and out of a house. Consider situations 

that seem similar to drug complaints. 

Look closely at calls for assaults, domestic situations, verbal 

disputes, or thefts. These could involve a trafficking victim being abused 

and disciplined by a trafficker, a customer having a dispute with a victim, 

or a client who had money taken during a sex act. 

Locations, such as truck stops, strip clubs, massage parlors, and 

cheap motels, are havens for prostitutes forced into sex trafficking. Many 

massage parlors and strip clubs that engage in sex trafficking will have 

cramped living quarters where the victims are forced to stay. 

When encountering prostitutes and other victims of trafficking, do 

not display judgment or talk down to them. Understand the violent nature 

in how they are forced into trafficking, which explains their lack of 

cooperation. Speak with them in a location completely safe and away 

from other people, including potential victims. 

Check for identification. Traffickers take the victims’ 

identification and, in cases of foreign nationals, their travel information. 

The lack of either item should raise concern [1]. 
Dete ctives/Investigators 

Monitor Web sites that advertise for dating and hooking up. Most 

vice units are familiar with the common sites used by sex traffickers as a 

means of advertisement. 

Conduct surveillance at motels, truck stops, strip clubs, and 

massage parlors. Look to see if the girls arrive alone or with someone 

else. Girls being transported to these locations should raise concerns of 

trafficking. 
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Upon an arrest, check cell phone records, motel receipts, 

computer printouts of advertisements, and tollbooth receipts. Look for 

phone calls from the jailed prostitute to the pimp. Check surveillance 

cameras at motels and toll facilities as evidence to indicate the trafficking 

of the victim. 

Obtain written statements from the customers; get them to work 

for you. 

Seek assistance from nongovernmental organizations involved in 

fighting sex trafficking. Many of these entities have workers who will 

interview these victims on behalf of the police. 

After executing a search warrant, photograph everything. 

Remember that in court, a picture may be worth a thousand words: 

nothing else can more effectively describe a cramped living quarter a 

victim is forced to reside in. 

Look for advertisements in local newspapers, specifically the 

sports sections, which advertise massage parlors. These businesses 

should be checked out to ensure they are legitimate and not fronts for 

trafficking. 

Contact your local U.S. Attorney’s Office, FBI field office, or 

ICE for assistance. Explore what federal resources exist to help address 

this problem [3]. 
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