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Hidden in Plain Sight
http://apps.urban.org/features/us-labor-trafficking/index.html

“It ought to concern every person, because it is a debasement of 
our common humanity. It ought to concern every community, 
because it tears at our social fabric. It ought to concern every 
business, because it distorts markets. It ought to concern every 
nation, because it endangers public health and fuels violence and 
organized crime. I’m talking about the injustice, the outrage, of 
human trafficking, which must be called by its true name - - modern 
slavery.”- President Barack Obama, September 25, 2012



Presentation Objectives
 Understand the definition of Human Trafficking (esp. Labor Trafficking) and the 
intersections between human trafficking, exploitation, and immigrant 
populations

 Understand the risk factors, vulnerabilities and indicators of trafficking

 Awareness of resources to respond to human trafficking and provide support 
to survivors



What is Human 
Trafficking?



Key Statistics

The International Labour Organization estimates that there 
are 40.3 million victims of human trafficking globally.

◦ 81% of them are trapped in forced labor.

◦ 25% of them are children.

◦ 75% are women and girls.

The International Labor Organization estimates that forced 
labor and human trafficking is a $150 billion industry 
worldwide.

The U.S. Department of Labor has identified 148 goods from 
75 countries made by forced and child labor.

In 2017, an estimated 1 out of 7 endangered runaways 
reported to the National Center for Missing and Exploited 
Children were likely child sex trafficking victims.

◦ Of those, 88% were in the care of social services or foster care 
when they ran.

Source: Polaris Institute, https://polarisproject.org/human-trafficking/facts

http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_243201/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/reports/child-labor/list-of-goods/
http://www.missingkids.org/1in6


National 
Statistics

 Over 40,000 cases identified and responded to by Human 
Trafficking National Hotline since 2007

 From July 2011 – June 2017, the providers funded by the 
Office of Victims of Crime (OVC) served 8,214 foreign national 
victims who experiences labor or both sex and labor 
trafficking. 

 Of the labor trafficking cases reported to the National 
Hotline who provided information about their immigration 
status, 49.2% were foreign nationals holding VALID visas or 
with asylee or refugee status. 

 5,147 cases reported in 2018
 2,900 adults; 1,399 minors

 4,233 Female; 629 Male; 38 Gender Minorities

 845 US Citizen/LPR; 735 Foreign National

There is no official estimate of the 
total number of human trafficking 
victims in the U.S. Polaris estimates 
that the total number of victims 
nationally reaches into the hundreds 
of thousands when estimates of both 
adults and minors and sex trafficking 
and labor trafficking are aggregated.

Sources: Human Trafficking National Hotline, Human Trafficking 
Institute 2017 Federal Human Trafficking Report, Polaris-The Typology 
of Modern Slavery



North Dakota

Since the inception of the task 
force the NDHTTF…
 Served 322 victims of human 
trafficking: 251 adults, and 71 
children

"The North Dakota Human Trafficking 
Task Force is a statewide, 
multidisciplinary collaboration of law 
enforcement, service providers, and 
prosecution established to work in a 
victim-centered manner to prevent, 
detect, disrupt, and dismantle human 
trafficking through coordinated, 
comprehensive services and efficient 
investigation and prosecution.”

Source: North Dakota Human Trafficking Task Force



Who can be trafficked?  



Who is a trafficker?
https://www.nydailynews.com/news/crime/massive-human-trafficking-sting-texas-leads-61-arrests-article-1.2691718



Typologies of Human Trafficking



Human Trafficking Defined – 22 USC § 7102(9)

SEX TRAFFICKING

(A) sex trafficking in which a commercial sex 
act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or 
in which the person induced to perform such 
act has not attained 18 years of age; or

LABOR TRAFFICKING

(B) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, 
provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or 
services, through the use of force, fraud, or 
coercion for the purpose of subjection to 
involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, 
or slavery.

THE TERM “SEVERE FORM OF TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS” MEANS: 



3 Elements of Trafficking

Purpose Means



Labor Trafficking



Labor Trafficking

 Tara (19, USA) freed herself by running away after she was 
forced to work for no pay selling magazine subscriptions. 
When she was asked to leave, her traffickers smashed her cell 
phone and threatened her. She ran away to a local police 
station.

 Arnold (32, Philippines) was promised a good job in the US 
by a recruitment agency and secured a lawful visa to come to 
the US. He went into about $5000 of debt to pay the 
placement fee. He and the other workers were told they 
would be arrested by the police and deported if they left. 
When one worker ran away, the employer posted a Wanted 
Sign in the house that said the runaway was wanted by the 
police.

 Maya (15, USA) was kidnapped by two men who kept her in 
a locked box. They sexually assaulted her and physically 
harmed her. When she was not forced inside the locked box, 
the men forced her to cultivate marijuana without pay.

From CASTLA Social Service Training



Labor Trafficking

The most common industries in which victims were 
trafficked were agriculture, hospitality, domestic service in 
private residences, construction, and restaurants. 

 Labor trafficking victims had diverse educational 
backgrounds. 

 Unlike sex trafficking victims, who researches suggest are 
quite young, victims of labor trafficking averaged 33 years of 
age at the time of receiving services. 

 A majority of victims (71 percent) entered the United States 
on a lawful visa, but most victims (69 percent) were 
unauthorized by the time they escaped labor trafficking and 
sought services. 

 Top 4 countries of birth for labor trafficking victims were 
Mexico, the Philippines, India, and Thailand. 

 64% of victims studied had children.

• Characteristics of 
Labor Trafficking 
Victims

• Recruitment

• Movement

• Victimization and Exploitation 
Experiences

• Escape from Trafficking

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/33821/413249-Understanding-the-
Organization-Operation-and-Victimization-Process-of-Labor-Trafficking-in-the-United-
States.PDF

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/33821/413249-Understanding-the-Organization-Operation-and-Victimization-Process-of-Labor-Trafficking-in-the-United-States.PDF


No, in Mexico everything was—my aunt 
tried to convince the girls to come, telling 
them wonderful things about what they 
were going to earn over here, about what 
they were going to do, how they were 
going to help their families and all of that. 
She would take them out to eat and would 
try to win them over one way or another. 
And the problem was when we crossed the 
border.  
(site 3, survivor 5, female, restaurants)

And what and I have to stress is that that they 
really have to realize what the coercion can look 
like and how deep it can run between the 
contractors and the workers. So in this particular 
situation where the workers were going back to 
Peru every year, they were brought back with the 
sort of implicit understanding that if they didn’t 
come back every year, they wouldn’t find their 
families in their home country because the 
traffickers had connections in the military in their 
home country. So the threat was very credible. 
But it can get a little confusing when you see the 
victims of labor trafficking doing what might 
seem like freely moving from country to country 
when they . . . they are doing it under a threat. 
(site 4, victim service providers 2 and 4)



Labor Trafficking

 Victims usually entered the United States with legal 
visas. Few victims in our sample used fraudulent 
documents, but approximately 29 percent of individuals 
entered the United States without authorization. 
Individuals entering without legal documents were most 
often smuggled into the United States. 

 The most common transportation forms during the 
movement process involved flight (71 percent), the use 
of a car or van (52 percent), and walking (22 percent). 

• Characteristics of Labor Trafficking 
Victims

• Recruitment

• Movement

• Victimization and Exploitation 
Experiences

• Escape from Trafficking



Labor Trafficking

 Victims of labor trafficking often endure a number of 
different types of victimization at a given time. 
 Wage theft

 Poor working conditions

 Labor law violations

 Violence or threats of violence, including sexual violence

 Intimidation or control

 Deception concerning non-cooperation. 

 Distinction between Labor Trafficking and Labor Exploitation 
is complex and ambiguous. 
Labor Exploitation applies when employers deny workers their 

rights under labor law. 

Labor Trafficking may include all elements of labor exploitation 
but must be coupled with force, fraud or coercion.  

• Characteristics of Labor Trafficking 
Victims

• Recruitment

• Movement

• Victimization and 
Exploitation 
Experiences

• Escape from Trafficking



They came on the B1/B2 legal work visas, but 
it was a very exploitative situation. So, today I 
don’t have money or you are my favorite, so 
I’m paying you but not paying you. There was a 
lot of that going on. The young men weren’t 
getting enough food. They were made to sleep 
in the hay after they knocked down these big 
state fairs and doing a lot of physical labor. 
That’s one way of controlling people. If you are 
so hungry and beat down, you are not going to 
fight for your rights because you are just 
exhausted. (site 1, Department of Homeland 
Security Victim Assistance Program)

Honestly, at this point, because I lived in such hell, I 
honestly believed my life was going to be that way 
forever and ever, cause I never reached out to anyone. 
I just basically lived me life and no teacher ever saw 
everything that was different about me . . . um, I’ve 
gone back and talked to some of those teachers and 
they said they never really noticed anything, I was just 
normal to them, which I don’t see how they could see 
that. I think sometimes we just choose to ignore 
certain things about people. Um, they just, I just 
really, honestly just wanted to die. If I could be honest, 
and I just felt like this is what my life is going to be like 
so I just need to settle into it because this is what it’s 
always going to be, so I stopped reaching out to 
people. Um, I think my only attempt was that time 
when I went to [name’s] house when I was in [state], 
when I ran to her house but of course if a pastor and a 
nurse can’t help me then I felt like nobody could. 
(site 2, survivor 7, female, domestic servitude) 



Survivors Needs
 Shelter & Security

 Immigration Assistance, Repatriation, and Legal Services

 Specialized service providers that work to help them access: Immigration Relief and Tvisa
Benefits and Services

Employment Opportunities

 Civil Justice Defense

 Mental Health 

 Education: Language Learning and Employment Ready

 Coordination with Law Enforcement

 Reunification and/or assistance with family 



Identifying Potential Victims



COMMON WORK AND LIVING CONDITIONS:

 Is not free to leave or come and go as he/she 
wishes

 Is in the commercial sex industry and has a 
pimp / manager

 Is unpaid, paid very little, or paid only through 
tips

 Works excessively long and/or unusual hours

 Is not allowed breaks or suffers under unusual 
restrictions at work

 Owes a large debt and is unable to pay it off

 Was recruited through false promises concerning 
the nature and conditions of his/her work 

 High security measures exist in the work and/or 
living locations (e.g. opaque windows, boarded up 
windows, bars on windows, barbed wire, security 
cameras, etc.)

 Is living and working on site 

 Experiences verbal or physical abuse by their 
supervisor 

 Is not given proper safety equipment

 Is not paid directly

 Is forced to meet daily quotas



POOR MENTAL HEALTH OR ABNORMAL 
BEHAVIOR

 Is fearful, anxious, depressed, 
submissive, tense, or 
nervous/paranoid

 Exhibits unusually fearful or 
anxious behavior after bringing up 
law enforcement

 Avoids eye contact

POOR PHYSICAL HEALTH

 Lacks medical care and/or is denied 
medical services by employer

 Appears malnourished or shows 
signs of repeated exposure to 
harmful chemicals

 Shows signs of physical and/or 
sexual abuse, physical restraint, 
confinement, or torture



LACK OF CONTROL:

 Has few or no personal possessions

 Is not in control of his/her own money, 
no financial records, or bank account

 Is not in control of his/her own 
identification documents (ID or passport)

 Is not allowed or able to speak for 
themselves (a third party may insist on 
being present and/or translating)

OTHER INDICATORS

 Claims of just visiting and inability to 
clarify where he/she is staying/address

 Lack of knowledge of whereabouts 
and/or of what city he/she is in

 Loss of sense of time

 Has numerous inconsistencies in his/her 
story



Myth or Reality?

 Trafficked persons can only be foreign nationals 
or are only immigrants from other countries. 
 Myth

 Reality: The federal definition of human 
trafficking includes both U.S. citizens and 
foreign nationals. Both are protected under the 
federal trafficking statutes and have been since 
the TVPA of 2000. Human trafficking within the 
United States affects victims who are U.S. 
citizens, lawful permanent residents, visa 
holders, and undocumented workers.



Myth or Reality?

 Trafficking does not require transportation. 
 Reality: Although transportation may be 

involved as a control mechanism to keep 
victims in unfamiliar places, it is not a 
required element of the trafficking definition. 
Human trafficking is not synonymous with 
forced migration or smuggling, which involve 
border crossing. 

 Myth: Human trafficking is essentially a 
crime that must involve some form of travel, 
transportation, or movement across state or 
national borders.



Myth or Reality?

Human trafficking is another term for 
human smuggling.
 Myth
 Reality: Smuggling is a crime against a 

country’s borders: human trafficking is a 
crime against a person. Each are distinct 
federal crimes in the United States. While 
smuggling requires illegal border crossing, 
human trafficking involves commercial sex 
acts or labor or services that are induced 
through force, fraud, or coercion, 
regardless of whether or not 
transportation occurs.



Myth or Reality?

 There must be elements of physical restraint, 
physical force, or physical bondage when 
identifying a human trafficking situation.
 Myth
 Reality: Trafficking does not require physical 

restraint, bodily harm, or physical force. 
Psychological means of control, such as 
threats, fraud, or abuse of the legal process, 
are sufficient elements of the crime. Unlike 
the previous federal involuntary servitude 
statutes (U.S.C. 1584), the new federal crimes 
created by the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Act (TVPA) of 2000 were intended to address 
“subtler” forms of coercion and to broaden 
previous standards that only considered 
bodily harm. 



Myth or Reality?

 Victims of human trafficking often do not 
immediately seek help or self-identify as 
victims of a crime due to a variety of factors, 
including lack of trust, self-blame, or 
specific instructions by the traffickers 
regarding how to behave when talking to 
law enforcement or social services. 
 Reality: It is important to avoid making a snap 

judgment about who is or who is not a trafficking 
victim based on first encounters. Trust often 
takes time to develop. Continued trust-building 
and patient interviewing is often required to get 
to the whole story and uncover the full 
experience of what a victim has gone through.

 Myth: Victims of human trafficking will 
immediately ask for help or assistance and will 
self-identify as a victim of a crime.



Myth or Reality?

Human trafficking victims always 
come from situations of poverty or 
from small rural villages.
 Myth
 Reality: Although poverty can be a factor 

in human trafficking because it is often an 
indicator of vulnerability, poverty alone is 
not a single causal factor or universal 
indicator of a human trafficking victim. 
Trafficking victims can come from a range 
of income levels, and many may come 
from families with higher socioeconomic 
status.



Myth or Reality?

 Initial consent to commercial sex or a 
labor setting prior to acts of force, fraud, 
or coercion (or if the victim is a minor in 
a sex trafficking situation) is not relevant 
to the crime, nor is payment.
 Reality

 Myth: If the trafficked person consented to 
be in their initial situation or was informed 
about what type of labor they would be 
doing or that commercial sex would be 
involved, then it cannot be human trafficking 
or against their will because they “knew 
better.”



Myth or Reality?

 Foreign national trafficking victims 
are always undocumented immigrants 
or here in this country illegally.
 Myth

 Reality: Not all foreign national victims 
are undocumented. Foreign national 
trafficked persons can be in the United 
States through either legal or illegal 
means. Although some foreign national 
victims are undocumented, a significant 
percentage may have legitimate visas for 
various purposes.



Resources

 North Dakota Human Trafficking Task Force
NDHTTF.org

Hotline: 701.526.4863

 National Human Trafficking Hotline (through Polaris)
 humantraffickinghotline.org (live chat available)

 Text INFO or HELP to 233733

 1.800.373.7888

Urban Institute: Hidden in Plain Sight

 OTIP—Office on Trafficking in Persons, 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip

 USCRI: https://refugees.org/explore-the-issues/our-work-
with-survivors-of-human-trafficking/

 Trafficked in America: Frontline, PBS 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/trafficked-in-
america/transcript/

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip
https://refugees.org/explore-the-issues/our-work-with-survivors-of-human-trafficking/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/trafficked-in-america/transcript/


Questions
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip/resource/labor-trafficking-poster

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip/resource/labor-trafficking-poster

