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Why Public Transportation Staff?

● You know your communities

● You see patterns of behavior 
on the street and on the bus

● Populations vulnerable to 
traffickers might use public 
transportation

● Traffickers might move victims 
via public transportation



Definition of Human Trafficking

Human trafficking is defined as using 
force, fraud, or coercion to manipulate 
someone into performing labor or sex acts 
for profit.

Any commercial sex act with minors is 
legally considered trafficking.



Types of Human Trafficking

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1j0VQZ3Kqgo



The A-M-P Model



Myths about *TRAFFICKING* 

Trafficking involves bringing someone 
from one place to another. 

Most trafficking occurs between strangers.  

Most trafficking involves the use of force, 
such as abduction or physical violence.

It doesn’t happen here.

I would know it if I saw it.  

It only happens to “them.”



Smuggling          versus         Trafficking

● a mutually agreed upon 

transaction where the smuggler 

helps the smuggled cross an 

international border without 

proper legal documentation.

● a crime against the state

● likely to involve private bus lines 

or vehicles to avoid detection. 

● the exploitation of a victim 
against their will.

● a crime against the person--a 
human rights violation.

● can involve public 
transportation, including bus 
transportation.
○ “Chinatown buses”



Trafficking happens in North Carolina
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NC is consistently ranked 
within the top 10 states in the 

country for calls to the 
National Human Trafficking 

Hotline

Calls do not encompass all 
cases in North Carolina.

Heat map, 2019, Source.NHTRC https://polarisproject.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/10/heat-map.jpeg



Possible reasons why
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● Interstates and highway system

● Agricultural need for seasonal labor

● Tourism

● Military bases and nearby 

businesses 

● High number of universities

● Many sports venues

● Opioid epidemic



Human trafficking is 
big business, and it 
intersects with 
legitimate businesses 
in  the public and 
private sectors. 

“When traffickers count on ignorance or 

apathy – whether within the general 

population or a market sector -- to exploit a 

human being, an opportunity exists for a ... 

trained and vigilant individual... to recognize 

what is actually happening and take action.

“Every person, working within their sphere of 

influence, can play a critical role in fighting 

this crime.”

The transportation industry was one of the 

first in the US to address this crime.

A-Roadmap-for-Systems-and-Industries-to-Prevent-and-

Disrupt-Human-Trafficking-Transportation-Industry.pdf 

https://polarisproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A-Roadmap-for-Systems-and-Industries-to-Prevent-and-Disrupt-Human-Trafficking-Transportation-Industry.pdf


The role of the busing 
industry: 

While human trafficking 
does not REQUIRE
transportation or 
movement, transportation 
is often involved.

.



National Human Trafficking Hotline Data

A-Roadmap-for-Systems-and-Industries-to-Prevent-and-Disrupt-Human-Trafficking-Transportation-Industry.pdf, 2018, p.12



Vulnerabilities:

Traffickers prey on 
vulnerabilities and take 
advantage of others for 
their own gain.

Who may be especially vulnerable?

Youth: Especially runaway, foster and 

homeless youth

People with histories of trauma

Those with family conflict and/or loss of 

social supports

People with substance use disorders or any 

addiction

Immigrants or people new to the area

People experiencing financial instability or 

loss of income

People displaced through natural disasters

College students 

Victims can look like 
any of us, but certain 
people are most 
vulnerable.



Trafficking can be hard to recognize:
A caution about red flags or indicators

Seeing one or two indicators does not guarantee trafficking is happening, but it 
does mean you should pay attention.

Pay attention to behaviors such as :

➢ Signs of subservience, distress, hunger, extreme fatigue, disorientation
➢ Signs of physical or mental abuse
➢ Person who does not know where they are, the time of day, or destination
➢ One person controls another and limits movement; holds ID, tickets, phone
➢ Clothing inappropriate for the weather



A caution about visual cues, red flags, or indicators

Arizona dad says Southwest Airlines 

reported him for trafficking daughter
Our society is multi-ethnic and multi-racial, as are many families and 

friend relationships.

➢ Is the passenger (especially in the case of children) 
accompanied by someone claiming to be a parent or 
guardian who is in fact not related to him/her?

➢ Is the passenger exhibiting distress, fear or hesitation?



Phase one of 
Trafficking: 

Recruitment

Bus stations or transit hubs may be places 
where traffickers encounter and recruit 
potential victims.

Traffickers may recruit victims online and 
transport them by bus to their location.

Victims may be asked to purchase a ticket in 
their own name, with reimbursement 
promised upon arrival. Oftentimes that 
reimbursement never comes.

Traffickers may purchase the ticket online or 
via gift card for the victim to download or 
collect.

Victims may arrive indebted to the trafficker, 
and be told that they must work off the debt

Buses offer comparative anonymity to airline 
transportation.



Recruitment

Cristina left home without telling anyone in order to get away from an abusive 

relative; she took a local bus to downtown Raleigh.

Not certain where to go or what to do, she wandered to the bus station and hung 

out there, figuring it was a safe place to be. A cute older guy approached and 

began to chat with her, asking if she had plans. When she said she wasn’t sure, 

he offered to wait with her while she decided her next move.

They hit it off, and he told her that he was heading out to a new job in another 

town. Maybe Cristina could come with him and look for a job where her family 

couldn’t find her? He’d buy the ticket. He seemed nice, and Cristina had no other 

option, so she agreed.



During Exploitation:

Transporting victims

Site of trafficking

Safe Shelter

42% of survivors 
surveyed by the Polaris 
Project in 2018 reported 
that they or their 
traffickers used local or 
long distance buses 
during their exploitation.

https://polarisproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A-
Roadmap-for-Systems-and-Industries-to-Prevent-and-
Disrupt-Human-Trafficking.pdf



Possible Scenarios

● Teenagers talking excitedly about sneaking off to travel to 
the Big City to go start their modeling/singing/acting 
career.

● A group of young men appear uncomfortable with and 
controlled by a traveling companion who holds their tickets 
and ID.  They seem uncertain about their current location or 
destination, and do not appear to speak or read English.

● A minor traveling alone without proper ID.

● A person who offers to trade sex for a ticket or meal.



Exiting a trafficking 
situation: 

Often by bus

26% of survivors said that public 

transport was used in at least one 

attempt to leave their situation. 

Polaris, “On-Ramps, Intersect ions, and Exit Routes: A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to 

Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking," available at https://polarisproject .org/on-ramps-

intersect ions-and-exit -routes, pg. 25 (July 2018). 2

Buses were the most 

frequently used method of 

public transportation.



Public Transportation Staff: Making a difference

You know your community well

You recognize regular riders and their routines

You are known and trusted by community members

You are the eyes and ears of the road



What can you do?

Report to a supervisor

Call the National Human 
Trafficking Hotline

1-888-3737-888

Text 233733



Truckers Against 
Trafficking:

Busing on the Lookout

and

Online Training for CDL 
drivers

In order to complete the BOTL certification program, you must register, watch 



1

1

1



The North Carolina Human Trafficking Commission

In 2017, S.L. 201-57 required certain businesses, hospitals, public transportation 
facilities, and employment offices to post a human trafficking public awareness sign. 



Demand reduction:

Using the power of 
business to prevent 
human trafficking

Develop an employee anti-trafficking 
and demand reduction policy

Such a policy should prohibit employees 
from using the company’s services, work 
time, or vehicles to facilitate or aide in 
human trafficking or to procure 
commercial sex.

Such a policy should involve immediate 

termination and possible law enforcement 

action if an employee is in violation

https://www.bestalliance.org/
https://engagetogether.com/business/#why-
business

https://www.bestalliance.org/
https://engagetogether.com/business/#why-business


Recommendations

1. Post prevention and reporting based materials at transit hubs.
2. Train staff on what to look for and how to respond.
3. Develop survivor-centered and trauma informed response protocols
4. Display and promote the National Human Trafficking Hotline number. 
5. Create and use travel vouchers or points donation programs.

https://polarisproject.org/transportation-industry-recommendations/



Remember...

1. Safety first. 
2. Do no additional harm.
3. Do not try to intervene or investigate.
4. Pay attention to details.
5. Record descriptions and details if it’s safe to do so.
6. One indicator does not prove trafficking.
7. If you witness a dangerous or violent situation, call 911.



For more information:

The Polaris Project: polarisproject.org
https://polarisproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A-Roadmap-for-
Systems-and-Industries-to-Prevent-and-Disrupt-Human-Trafficking.pdf

Truckers Against Trafficking--Busing on the Lookout:
https://truckersagainsttrafficking.org/bus-training/

UNC School of Government: sog.unc.edu -> search for “trafficking”

The North Carolina Human Trafficking Commission: 
https://www.nccourts.gov/commissions/human-trafficking-
commission
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