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HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND DISASTER RESPONSE 

CONVENING 
Office of Trafficking in Persons (OTIP) and Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties 
(CRLC) Convening 

September 10–11, 2018 

OUTCOMES 

 Establish a baseline understanding of the two fields of human trafficking and natural disasters, 
including the four stages of emergency management.  

 Discuss increased risk of trafficking associated with disaster situations and understand the unique 
aspects of trafficking after a natural disaster.  

 Identify gaps in tools and resources on trafficking and disaster response and determine tools for 
the field to prepare for and respond to potential trafficking during natural disasters in a trauma-
informed way.  

 Identify opportunities to create practical tools and resources to improve anti-trafficking responses 
in the context of disasters. 

 

Day—September 10

Attendees

Jenna Novak, Deputy Director, NHTTAC 

Ashley Garrett, Director, NHTTAC 

Shawn MacDonald, CEO, Verite 

Kaitlin Seale, Program Manager, Department of 
Homeland Security, Blue Campaign  

Corina Sole Brito, Senior Technical Specialist, ICF 

April Naturale, Senior Technical Specialist/Disaster 
SME, ICF 

Kimberly Bandy, Senior Policy Advisor, Department 
of Homeland Security Office of Civil Rights and Civil 
Liberties 

Anita Laffey, Disaster Mental Health Lead/Texas 
Gulf Coast Region, American Red Cross 

Lauralee Koziol, Children's Advisor, FEMA 

Elicia McIntyre, Public Health Advisor, SAMHSA 

Captain Wyatt Martin, Intelligence Commander, 
Houston Police Department 

Minal Davis, Special Advisor to the Mayor on 
Human Trafficking, City of Houston 

Christie Rodgers, Senior Associate/Disaster Mental 
Health, American Red Cross 

Flavia Keenan-Guerra, Program Specialist, 
HHS/ACF/OTIP 

Beth Pfenning, Program Specialist, HHS/ACF/OTIP 

Katherine Chon, Director, HHS/ACF/OTIP
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Opening Remarks  

Office of Trafficking in Persons (OTIP) Director Katherine Chon welcomed the convening participants 
and provided an overview of the purpose of the convening. OTIP and the Department of Homeland 
Security’s (DHS) Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties (CRCL) have an interest in developing tools 
and resources for communities to assess their vulnerability to sex and labor trafficking after a natural 
disaster and to support disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. The objective of the 
convening is to pull together a variety of human trafficking experts and disaster response experts in 
order to learn about the intersection between the two, share best practices, identify gaps, leverage 
existing resources, and develop an outline for a multisector tool, which will focus on holistically 
protecting individuals from postdisaster trafficking. 

Group Activity 

Summary 

To ensure a baseline understanding of human trafficking and natural disaster response (including the 
four stages of emergency management), meeting participants formed into two groups that included 
equal numbers of (1) disaster responders and (2) human trafficking experts. Both groups discussed 
the following topics: 

 Discussion Topic 1: For the disaster responders: Describe to your human trafficking experts the 
four stages of emergency disaster response and what it looks like. 

 Discussion Topic 2: For the human trafficking experts: Connect risks of trafficking to what you 
heard from your disaster responders and explain how human trafficking may be connected to 
disasters. 

After the group discussions, the disaster experts gave an overview of trafficking and vice versa.  

 Disaster responder’s overview of human trafficking: In law enforcement, a major shift in 
awareness has occurred, and labor and sex trafficking have become forefront issues. There are 
multiple populations to consider (e.g., youth, runaways, drug users, people with abusive pasts, 
etc.), and we now do a lot of training on this to be more aware. Hopefully, we can help more 
people. From a law enforcement perspective, we always want more information, but we are now 
aware that people shut down and may not be able to provide that. Knowing the signs is key to 
combatting trafficking. All of the services after trafficking took place and the support of that 
person moves to other stakeholders. No one can provide an individual with all of the services 
needed. Therefore, much more collaboration is needed. 

 Human trafficking’s overview of disaster response: The four key stages of emergency 
management do not occur linearly; they are concurrent. For the federal response, FEMA handles 
infrastructure and HHS handles the “people” aspect. All responses run concurrently: health, 
public health, behavioral health, law enforcement. The importance of leveraging local actors can 
make those connections for those in need. Critical touchpoints include sheltering, housing 
inspection, trauma and triage in the health care field, and taking what we know from a PFA 
(psychological first aid) approach and applying it to human trafficking.  

The overall consensus was that these are huge issues with tons of moving parts, so flexibility is very 
important. Education and awareness are important, but flexibility is critical. 
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Literature Review: Findings and Discussion  

Summary 

To understand the unique aspects of trafficking after a natural disaster, the group discussed the 
increased risk of trafficking associated with disaster situations. The discussion centered on 
“Trafficking Prevention and Disaster Response,” a literature review document written by NHTTAC 
that was sent to the group prior to the convening (See Appendix D).  
 

Discussion Questions 

1. According to the literature review, what are some of the issues that increase the risk of 
trafficking on a larger scale in the aftermath of a natural disaster?  

a. Competition for employment, economic recovery, immigration and work status, loss of 
home and community leading to displacement and little to no social protections 
resulting in social and economic instabilities, and erosion of rule of law.  

2. How else do human trafficking and disaster response intersect?  
a. At-risk populations for trafficking and disasters are similar, including homeless, 

youth/transition-age youth, system-involved (foster care), LGBTQI, people with past 
abuse, undocumented individuals, people with mental illness, limited English 
proficiency/ESL, people with disabilities. Conditions that make people at risk include 
poverty, substance use (e.g., if it stops individuals from functioning and if methadone 
clinics are closed or individuals are unable to access drugs), lost employment, and 
low level of education.  

b. A disaster expert shared that there is research demonstrating that populations with 
lower levels of education are more resilient populations in natural disasters and 
therefore may actually be more resilient to some of the damaging individual and 
interpersonal consequences of disasters.   

c. In disasters, the most impacted and vulnerable are first, those in the disaster and who 
lost someone/something; secondly, those in the disaster but who didn’t lose anything; 
and finally the larger the community. Traffickers prey on socioeconomic vulnerabilities 
and those vulnerabilities increase during a disaster.  

3. Disaster conditions/recruitment: in what ways may traffickers recruit? 
a. Locations: in the very immediate response, shelters, perimeter of disasters (proximity 

to shelters and to location of actual disaster), food distribution centers, (everyone is 
helping or doing something unusual or going out of their way to help; people accept 
help without checking credentials); online (people are job hunting—could be people in 
other countries saying that they can get someone a good job in America after a 
disaster; “a great job in construction”; trickling down to…migrant labor looking for work 
to respond to jobs and the wraparound infrastructure of where people need to live and 
eat and sleep; recruitment brokers. 

4. Recruitment brokers may take advantage of the conditions and exploit people for work. 
Who’s most at risk when it comes to rebuilding?  

a. Migrant workers, contractors, unskilled labor. 
5. How does city and county procurement contracting lead to risk of trafficking? 

a. After a disaster, the federal government awards contracts to proposals that are least 
expensive. That in turn means completing a large amount of work for little money, 
which often leads to underpaying and overworking laborers. It also results in hiring 
laborers who will accept little money. In addition, there may be several levels of 
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subcontractors. That information is not stored in a centralized location, making it 
nearly impossible to track down subcontractors connected to contracts. This is 
particularly prevalent in the construction industry as well as in demolish and clean-up 
efforts. 

Hurricane Katrina Discussion 

Katrina facts highlighted from the literature review:  

 As of 2012, 3,750 cases of human trafficking were reported after Katrina (mostly labor 
trafficking). Conditions that led to exploitation include massive displacement, insufficient income 
due to loss of jobs, 128,000 jobs lost resulting in workers seeking fast employment, relaxation of 
labor and immigration laws. There was an estimated $96 billion in damages paid out to rebuild 
the entire community, and 250,000 homes were destroyed or damaged. 

 Most cases that came out of Katrina were about labor trafficking or labor exploitation. No cases 
of sex trafficking were confirmed through the courts to be directly to the disaster, but many 
women and children were believed to be brought in to perform sexual acts for some of the male 
workers during the recovery phase. 

 Needs of rebuilding/skills needed: welding, construction, plumbing, pipefitters, electricians, and 
debris removal (human and animal decay). Most people were unwilling to take debris removal 
jobs, and those who did only accepted due to lack of alternatives. 

Of the post-Katrina civil cases brought, one-fourth were undocumented workers with half of these 
were Latinos. Violations of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act and/or the Fair Labor Standards Act 
were found in the cases discussed: 

 Daniel Castellanos-Contreras, et al. vs. Decatur Hotels, LLC et al.—labor trafficking and debt 
bondage; people recruited from Bolivia, Peru, and Dominican Republic to work in hotels but were 
misled about income and living conditions. This was a violation of the Fair Labor Standards Act. 

 David v. Signal International, LLC—labor trafficking of 590 Indian men through the H-2B visa 
program. They were made to pay between $11,000 and $25,000 in recruitment fees, were 
threatened with violence and deportation, and were isolated and guarded in man camps. This 
was a violation of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) and Racketeering Influenced and 
Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO). The workers later won a civil case through the Equal 
Employment Opportunities Commission.  

 Fredi Garcia, et al. vs. Audubon Communities Management, LLC et al.—labor trafficking case 
where workers were coerced by living conditions being different than what they were told and 
were threatened with deportation. This was a violation of the TVPA and Fair Labor Standards 
Act. 

 Muangmol Asanok, et al. vs. Million Express Manpower Inc., et al.—labor trafficking case where 
workers were in the country on H-2A visas for agriculture and after the hurricane were brought to 
New Orleans to demolish ruined motels and restaurants. They were held hostage by armed 
guards. This was a violation of the Fair Labor Standards Act. 
 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why was it easy to exploit all of these people? 
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a. These vulnerabilities already are in place, so a disaster exacerbates the circumstances. 
The goal is to understand how this could happen in your community before, during, and/or 
after a disaster and plan for this. If a lack of response to trafficking in your area already 
exists, a disaster is going to make it worse.  

b. Risk mitigation is important here. What happened on a federal level is “rapid response” to 
disasters, which makes it easier to expedite recovery. Some federal rules were 
suspended, OSHA suspends some health and safety laws around this time, and contracts 
had multiple layers making it difficult to track who does the work and slowly diminishes 
the amount of money available. Rapid response was done because of these laws and 
regulations being relaxed or suspended—resulting in UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES.  

2. What makes it difficult to report exploitation?  

Fear of deportation, fear of law enforcement, violence, shame, stigma, and lack of places to 
report. 

Case Study: Hurricane Harvey 

Minal Davis, Special Advisor to the Mayor on Human Trafficking, Mayor Sylvester 
Turner's Office–City of Houston 

Summary 

After Hurricane Harvey, the City of Houston devised a strategic plan that includes the following 
objectives: (1) institutionalize the City of Houston’s Response and Implement Trainings at Scale; (2) 
raise awareness and change public perception; (3) coordinate victim services and engage in direct 
outreach; (4) implement joint initiatives of the Houston Area Council on Human Trafficking; and 
establish Houston as the national municipal model for anti-trafficking efforts. (See Appendix A for the 
PowerPoint presentation about the City of Houston’s Strategic Plan.) 

Key Takeaways and Lessons Learned 

 Outreach to at-risk populations is critical. Prepare outreach materials and identify at-risk 
populations and locations prior to the disaster. 

 Coordinate with city and country shelter command centers to gain access and provide 
outreach to the displaced population. 

 Access shelters for mass communication opportunities in order to provide information on 
trafficking. 

 Conduct an awareness campaign during the rebuilding and recovery phases. 

 Educate the corporate community on labor trafficking, ethical practices in vetting recruiters, 
liability, and oversight of contracts through a risk mitigation lens. 

 Engage consular offices to protect noncitizens against exploitation after a disaster. 

 Engage with the private sector with labor industries impacted by the disaster. 

The City of Houston’s Mayor’s Office created an Emergency Disaster Response Toolkit, which is 
available online for free. There are several resources included. They have communicated that any of 
the tools included may be modified and replicated. 

http://humantraffickinghouston.org/toolkits/emergency-disaster-response-toolkit/
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Stages of Emergency Management  

Lauralee Koziol, Children's Advisor, FEMA 

Summary 

The four phases of emergency management were defined: 

 Prepare: exercises, training, all-hazards plan, plan for disabilities, seniors, etc.; FEMA works 
closely with stakeholders to ensure what they’re doing is realistic in truly addressing population 
needs. 

 Respond: have response centers set up; deployed management assessment teams (first people 
on the scene who pull in resources, commodities, urban search and rescue teams).  

 Recovery: sheltering, feeding, housing, reunification immediately on site after disaster (happens 
same time as response). 

 Mitigation: national flood insurance lives here; grant dollars to help mitigate cost raising 
home/structure. 

Small Group Activity  

Summary 

The group participated in a brainstorming session by thinking through each of the four stages of 
emergency management—prepare, respond, recover, mitigate—to identify specific interventions 
in trafficking at each stage. For a list of suggestions, see Appendix B. 

Throughout the brainstorming, the group identified and discussed the following common themes:   

 Training—Tiered training of first responders, federal partners, different community-based 
organizations already on the ground. Provide training for first responders to identify; the more 
aware they are and the more training they have, the more likely they will be able to identify 
victims of trafficking. Another tier is more long term. Case managers or longer-term responders 
need different skill sets depending on their duration of care. There are already so many trainings 
disaster responders need to take. HT training should be integrated into existing training.  

 Policy/Local Emergency Plans—Examples of disaster response emergency plans that could be 
adapted to include HT: Red Cross plans, which happen at the lowest level (county); sheltering 
plans, evacuation plans. FEMA and ASPR have model emergency response plans. Embed 
awareness raising efforts; send insert to every emergency manager to add to their current 
response plans.  

 Information/Communication/Outreach—Assess shelter space and go cot to cot to provide 
information through shelter signage. Make sure communication/messaging happens all the time 
and is reinforced at all times—not just when there is a disaster. Get the word out directly to 
homeless population, undocumented population, and other hard-to-reach populations to inform 
them about risks, recruitment tactics, and resources. Identify local call center or reporting function 
to be included beyond the National Hotline (since their protocol is usually to direct incoming calls 
to local law enforcement who will be deployed to public safety, search and rescue efforts). 
Conduct corporate outreach on mitigating risk of trafficking happening in their supply chains and 
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contracts. Conduct consular outreach to information about potential for trafficking of their citizens 
and how to inform and protect noncitizens.  

 Risk Assessments—For communities and businesses, on the ground: 

o Community: Use mapping to identify those most at-risk of trafficking during disasters. During 
Hurricane Harvey, the Houston Mayor’s Office created map of at-risk areas by taking the 
Harvey Structural Damage Map and overlaid it on Median Household Income, Female Led 
Households, No High School Diploma, Race/Ethnicity, and Unemployment maps produced 
by their planning department in order to identify 17 areas most at risk of trafficking. This is 
where they focused their initial outreach. Create community risk assessments for specific 
locations. But not all populations are equally vulnerable to disasters, therefore, how do we 
classify/tier who to create a risk assessment for? Red Cross responded they can do that 
generally, but the rest of the country is local/state government and would need their buy-in. 
Red Cross says to divide the country based on population and vulnerability. If it’s never going 
to be a reality, there must be a way we can help create that risk assessment for communities 
and the prioritize the needs. It was suggested that maybe FEMA can provide this information. 

o Business: Assess industries that could be impacted based on type of natural disaster, as well 
as other sectors that will need to increase efforts for the recovery (e.g. hospitality, 
construction, cleanup, etc. Reach out proactively to businesses to help them understand their 
risks. Spur private sector to be worried about this and do some preventive things on their 
own. 

 Service Responses—During the emergency, provide temporary shelter and crisis counseling. If 
trafficking is identified, the role is to ensure safety and report, if the survivor chooses. In longer-
term recovery phase, help people seek safe jobs properly online and through community groups 
and in shelters; leverage workforce development councils. ASPR Recovery has some excellent 
resources for this. If trafficking is identified during this phase, the role is to offer a reporting 
mechanism and connect to a trafficking organization for housing, case management, and support 
services. The Red Cross provides services during the emergency but also works with disaster 
survivors months to years after the disaster until fully settled. Those providers should be 
continuing to monitor risk of trafficking.  

 Procurement: There are state and federal procurement offices and they do not work in tandem. 
These vary from state to state. How can we create law to prevent trafficking during procurement? 
Consider using the National Defense Authorization Act to create a Uniform State Law to prevent 
trafficking in procurement contracts. Create a risk assessment tool for county or city officials 
involved in procurement. Similarly, create a risk assessment tool for businesses. Identify the 
most impacted industries and start outreach to those: construction, hospitality, health care. 
Include information on how to monitor and maintain clean supply chains. Create a grievance and 
reporting mechanism for employees. Train workforce development, employment centers, and job 
seekers and laborers on risky job offers.  

After reviewing the list, it was decided that mitigation is not a stage appropriate to incorporate into 
integrating a human trafficking response with a community disaster response. The group decided on 
diving deeper into the following two groupings and to present recommendations for HHS and FEMA 
on these topics the following day: policy and emergency plans and procurement. To guide the 
discussion and brainstorming in both – the following questions were used in small breakouts to be 
considered.  
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1. We need to decide where we need to put our efforts into creating resources. What experts 
should be pulled in? We will decide where to do the deeper dives.  

 

2. What resources are already available and need adjustments (See Appendix C for the 
resource list)? Dive deep into one or two of these themes? Or is it all integral and will be used 
for an overarching toolkit?  

 
3. Can we cover this? Where can we have the most impact? What can we do on a continual 

basis that will allow us to better perform? A framework has to already exist.  
 

 

Day 2—September 11 

Attendees 

Jenna Novak, Deputy Director, NHTTAC 

Ashley Garrett, Director, NHTTAC 

Shawn MacDonald, CEO, Verite 

Captain Wyatt Martin, Intelligence Commander, 
Houston Police Department 

Minal Davis, Special Advisor to the Mayor on 
Human Trafficking, City of Houston Christie  

April Naturale, Senior Technical 
Specialist/Disaster SME, ICF  

 

 

Kimberly Bandy, Senior Policy Advisor, 
Department of Homeland Security Office of Civil 
Rights and Civil Liberties  

Anita Laffey, Disaster Mental Health Lead/Texas 
Gulf Coast Region, American Red Cross  

Christie Rodgers, Senior Associate/Disaster 
Mental Health, American Red Cross 

Flavia Keenan-Guerra, Program Specialist, 
HHS/ACF/OTIP 

Beth Pfenning, Program Specialist, 
HHS/ACF/OTIP  

 

HHS and FEMA Strategic Plans 

 
To start the day, an overview was given of the strategic plans for HHS and FEMA to identify areas of 
alignment and to ensure any recommendations out of the convening would meet the needs of both 
agencies. The group determined that any next steps developed out of this convening would need to 
support the implementation of these larger strategic plans. HHS Strategic Objective 2.4: Prepare for 
and Respond to Public Health Emergencies and FEMA’s Strategic Plan are available online. 

Summary 

Two areas in which HHS’s and FEMA’s priorities intersect are to (1) prepare for emergencies and (2) 
meet the needs of those most at risk during and after emergencies. Both of the recommendations 
contribute to the combined priorities of HHS and FEMA.  

 

https://www.hhs.gov/about/budget/fy2019/performance/performance-plan-goal-2-objective-4/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/about/budget/fy2019/performance/performance-plan-goal-2-objective-4/index.html
https://www.fema.gov/strategic-plan
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Group 1 Breakout Recommendations: Policy/Emergency Plans  

Integrate human trafficking into already existing emergency management plans: 

1. Create a mandatory training for emergency managers and disaster responders. This can be 
made mandatory by executive leadership in government (i.e., governors or mayors).  

 How to incentivize? What is the motivation?  

o Lauralee with FEMA to talk to the Emergency Management Institute  about getting a 
FEMA/OTIP required training 

o Talk with the National Compendium of State Human Trafficking Leadership for state-
specific incentives 

 Potential training content and placement ideas  

o Create SOAR for Disaster Responders  

o Co-branded update to the Blue Campaign’s 15-minute training video of disaster 
responders. The current training only discusses sex trafficking, and Blue Campaign 
staff at the convening expressed buy-in 

o Crisis Counseling Assistance and Training Program (CCP): April Naturale (convening 
participant and contributor to CCP curriculum development), will add human trafficking 
information. This training is required by state emergency health coordinators. 

2. Create a policy template insert for incorporating human trafficking response.  

 Utilize Houston Disaster Response Toolkit as a guide  

 Include the suggestion for mapping using the Houston’s Mayor’s Office model (referenced 
in the risk assessments brainstorming sessions) but updated to include alternative at-risk 
populations—no need to re-create the wheel as at-risk populations are the same for 
disaster and human trafficking 

 Handouts to include:  

o “What Disaster Responders Need to Do” 

o Cot notes/wallet card (front and back for each language) 8 ½ x 11 with information 
for those at risk to include local contact information 

3. Emergency managers in state/county levels are in charge, so they are used in a lot of different 
ways (i.e., they determine who needs training, who can participate, who can be involved, how we 
vet, etc.). We can gain a wider audience by having templates available to smaller jurisdictions. 
The goal is to add trafficking related to emergency management training that already exists.  
Repurpose already existing toolkits to include in any policy templates or tools for emergency 
responders. Emergency Support Functions (ESFs) is the organization of governmental and 
private sector used to coordinate operations during a disaster. There are 15 total ESFs, 
therefore, the group recommends prioritizing the following three:  

 ESF 6: Sheltering and Mass Care:  

o FEMA and the Red Cross are the lead agencies  

o Insert human trafficking information in the Multi-Agency Sheltering Plan Template – 
especially page 14 and 50 (include resources and cot notes); make it an editable PDF  

http://www.nationalmasscarestrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Multi-Agency-Shelterin-Plan-Template-Final_100114.pdf
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 ESF 8: Health  

o HHS is the lead agency 

o ASPR has several resources available that may be easily modified to include human 
trafficking.  

o Corina Sole Brito with ASPR TRACIE has agreed to identify the best resources 

o Create Look Beneath the Surface materials specific to disaster responders   

 ESF 13: Law Enforcement DOJ – DOJ toolkit  

o DOJ is the lead agency  

o DOJ has a toolkit on disaster response. It is either under BJA or FBI. The law 
enforcement attending the convening committed to identifying which office under DOJ.  

o Push out training by state through POST Training  

4. City/Countywide Executive Order on Labor Trafficking and Responsible Workforce 

Use Houston’s Executive Order as a guide; however, lawyers are needed to help craft the language 
so that it is generic. Points to include: 

 Encourage contractors to ethically recruit and labor practices  

 Do not deregulate OSHA and labor standards (minimum wages, overtime, etc.) during 
disaster 

 Pay attention to contracting and procurement so they are not contributing to trafficking  

Group 2 Breakout Recommendations: Procurement 

Building resiliency/labor displacement/surge/human trafficking risk after disasters:  

1. Identify scenarios of risk and industries affected using Katrina, Harvey, and Sandy (Bloomberg 
conducted research on this topic) as examples — where did the labor come from? Conduct a 
literature review or other forms of research. Suggestions include:  

 Surgeon General call for research 

 Assess risk of community, types of labor, industries in the community already and those that 
would get tapped to respond and recover—tie in DOL and DHS 

o Regional insurance company models: What's the extrapolation of impact tied to specific 
disaster risk? What kind of industry and scale to forecast potential labor needs? Who's 
doing the work? 

 Regional insurance company models: What's the extrapolation of impact tied to 
specific disaster risk? What kind of industry and scale to forecast potential labor 
needs? Who's doing the work? 

2. Federal Action: Track the flow of money. Where do the funds come from and how do they go out 
(public and private)/points of procurement for workforce? 

 FOAs to look at how human trafficking can be addressed, mitigated  

 Contractor language (NDAA) 
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 Provide funding for risk assessment/planning of a workforce displacement/surge 

3. Municipal (city/county) model (mayors, city managers, city attorneys, procurement, county 
commissioners, department of public works, permitting). Houston provided an example, do the 
above see themselves as part of their planning (looking in the past at workforce, impact at 
disaster) 

 Proactive planning: laws to be aware of for procurement; supply chain/examples of 
procurement language/policies (e.g., Executive Order); Unintended consequences for lifting 
of federal regulations (e.g., Davis Bacon Act)  

 Identify vulnerabilities to labor trafficking; prioritize most common industries impacted: 
construction, hospitality, education, health systems 

 Specific touch points to be prioritized:  

o Inspection/monitoring clean up: integrate for everyone who does inspection—home, 
permit, public works—whatever is the touchpoint for oversight 

o Identify where to report—identify your local protocol /if they are first responders? 
Consider wage and hour/tipline, etc? Who is the right place to collect and then send to 
criminal investigation? 

o Monitoring workers: labor, worksite, public work inspection, whatever is the touchpoint 

 Develop an outreach/messaging plan with local stakeholders for safe workforce 
environment—social media, public affairs briefings  to be deployed during and after a disaster 

4. Private business: labor recruiters, procurement 

 Prioritize most common industries impacted: construction, hospitality, education, health 
systems 

 Identify legal risks for business sector – and where along the supply chain they are most 
vulnerable; align with current momentum to work on human trafficking efforts internationally 

 Labor recruitment/recruiters: Framework for Cross Border Recruitment (covers domestic and 
international); Resources for Responsible Recruitment, Responsible Sourcing (slide 27 of 
Appendix A); no fees for jobs 

 Supply chain monitoring with subs and more subs; insert clauses on all context (slide 23 of 
Appendix A); audit/spot checks 

 Create internal grievance mechanisms; identify where do you report to? 

5. Workforce development/employment centers/homeowners/small business owners/Better 
Business Bureau, Chamber of Commerce as places for safe recruitment. Training businesses on 
how to find good workers, what to look out for, labor recruiters, to report to the National Hotline. 

6. Provide jobseekers with information to keep them safe: rights, labor recruiters, where to go for 
work, National Hotline number. 

7. Establish a National Hotline's disaster response when their protocol for referral is otherwise 
occupied in emergency response.  
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Who Is Missing? 

The group agreed that the convening was a great first step. In order to move forward, we need to 
ensure the appropriate entities are in the room. Below is the brainstorm of additional groups to 
include in next steps:  

 United Way 

 DOL  

 NCMEC (Karen Tandy—Human Trafficking; Sharon Haway, Red Cross POC) 

 DOS Diplomatic Security Section 

 National Emergency Management Association—Wendy Smith Reeve  

 National VOAG—chair is a Red Cross employee  

 National Disaster Interfaith Network—Peter Gudidas  

 National Human Trafficking Hotline 

 National Governor’s Association—pushes emergency templates through Homeland Security 
Advisory in governor’s office  

 Global Business Coalition Against Trafficking—Secretary of Business for Social Responsibility is 
coordinating  

 Businesses Ending Slavery and Trafficking (BEST) 

 Neighborhood and Faith-based Partnerships—Nicole Wood, FEMA  

 Next Steps 
 

 Disseminate the meeting report to federal partners for direction on which recommendations they 
have resources to move forward on. (NHTTAC) Federal partners review respective strategic 
action plans, funding, etc. to identify next steps (OTIP, ASPER, FEMA, Blue Campaign, 
SAMSHA) in development of new or adaption of current resources 

 Publish the meeting report on the OTIP and or NHTTAC websites for public dissemination (OTIP 
and NHTTAC)  

 Convene a monthly working group to meet and discuss virtually, made up of participants from 
this convening as well as those identified as missing from the table above, to move forward on 
the recommendations as prioritized through the federal partners and their resources. Some 
participants like the Red Cross expressed their ability to contribute, but not to lead on a particular 
activity. (NHTTAC)  

 Connect with Alliance to End Slavery and Trafficking for the federal budget and federal policy 
recommendations. Hopefully, they will be able to insert certain recommendations into their work. 
(Verite) 

 Discuss development of a disaster response protocol for the National Human Trafficking Hotline. 
(OTIP) 
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 Update the Human Trafficking: What Disaster Responders Need to Do handout based on 
feedback from the group and disseminate to the working group, respective list serves, posting on 
websites, etc. (NHTTAC to update, all to support dissemination) 

 Identify the office in DOJ responsible for the Disaster Response Toolkit. 

 Include information on human trafficking in the Crisis Counseling Assistance and Training 
Program (CCP) after SAMSHA updates the tool.  
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APPENDIX A—PRESENTATION SLIDES  
CITY OF HOUSTON: POST-HARVEY STRATEGIC PLAN  
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APPENDIX B—SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY  
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INTERVENTIONS IN TRAFFICKING 

PREPARE 

 Adapt family reunification plans and safety assessments for anti-trafficking response 

 Assess whether and how foreign guest workers live in your area and determine housing, 
evacuation, and other interventions for them, including prevention 

 Assess current and likely labor shortages you will encounter after a disaster (e.g., health, 
plumbing, construction, cleaning) 

 Bring consular/state department representatives into preparedness/planning phase; specify their 
roles under Emergency Support Functions (ESFs) 

 Form coalitions; clearly define roles of each partner 

 Collect data; review trends on local human trafficking patterns 

 Train shelter workers how to recognize possible trafficking and how to respond 

 Post signs around shelters about recognizing trafficking and responding 

 Provide supplies before the disaster in key locations 

 Assess shelter for communication options 

 Prepare communication slides/newsletter/cot to cot at check in 

 Constant publication communication 

 Create disaster response protocol with National Human Trafficking Hotline 

 Prepare public announcements, get TV/radio stations to air messages at high-listening times—
not 3 a.m. 

 Make a place at the Emergency Operations Center table for a representative from anti-trafficking 

 Include human trafficking professionals in planning, exercising, steering committees, and all 
aspects of emergency operations management and placement in the incident command structure 
locally/statewide 

 Incorporate state labor laws into emergency management plans 

 Have social media plan ready to deploy in human trafficking (for both labor and sex trafficking) 

 Engage with National Emergency Management Association, National Governors Association, 
National Integration Center Technical Assistance Program in drafting emergency management 
plans that include human trafficking 

 Develop human trafficking activation checklist to highlight immediate steps, timeframes, and 
models during a disaster 

 Introduce Red Cross regional staff to Department of Homeland Security counterparts ahead of a 
disaster 

 Provide outreach materials in accessible formats to educate about assistance/resources 
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 Train Red Cross volunteers to identify trafficking signs and what to do next 

 Establish coordinated response with state/local government and nongovernmental organizations 

 Provide training of disaster responders based on role: registration, mental health/medical, etc. 

 Make it a requirement to incorporate human trafficking identification and response into disaster 
health care plans 

 
RESPOND 

 Collect and distribute information at check in; cot to cot, if needed; distribute to human trafficking 
shelter; execute messaging in all other possible ways 

 Develop technical assistance for disaster responders to use for staff and volunteer on human 
trafficking 

 Assess vulnerability for human trafficking, domestic violence, child abuse—then flag for follow up 

 Ensure nonemergency (and 911) call takers are able to refer callers to the appropriate services 

 Communicate to displaced persons as soon as possible 

 Monitor and surveil in acute/intermediate phase 

 Outreach/connect to direct survivors and those at high risk 

 Maintain awareness messaging through disaster (as much as possible) 

 Coordination with shelters outside of disaster location on the same prevention communication as 
inside the city 

 See how state or local anti-trafficking task force addresses human trafficking during/after 
disasters 

 Include communication/prevention language on social media where traffickers are recruiting (i.e., 
Facebook, Twitter) 

 Activate local and state Occupational Safety and Health Administration and labor officials to be 
more active in finding trafficking in clean-up 

 Make trafficking awareness part of pre-deployment training package for federal staff and 
volunteers 

 Arrange for shelters to use overhead projectors to display information about trafficking 

 Design shelter registration forms to screen for possible trafficking 

 

RECOVER 

 Add human trafficking standards to the National Incident Management System for future 
disasters 

 Follow up with disaster survivors that have made connection to services 

 Ensure access to disaster behavioral health services 
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 Train more mental health workers in trauma counseling 

 Provide more money to hire more trauma counselors 

 Train post-disaster staff working with displaced populations  

 Navigate transfer of identified trafficking victim from disaster shelter to shelter that provides 
services for human trafficking; challenge with shelter policies related to recent drug use 

 

MITIGATE 

 Include trafficking in disaster plans 

 Target vulnerable populations and geographic areas with education during blue sky 

 Create a screening process to assess those at risk or some way to identify 

 Public education to alert people to the problem of trafficking in general and in the post-disaster 
situation specifically 

 Identify processes for following victims of disaster to ensure connectedness to family/caregivers 
and services 

 Create collaborations across state, local, and federal agencies to share information on vulnerable 
populations 

 Step up regulations after a disaster 

 Create a central location for all contractors with violations 

 Integrate trafficking response in Emergency Operations Center/Office of Emergency 
Management 

 Integrate human trafficking into violence prevention efforts 

 Create city-to-city coordination plan when at-risk individuals are displaced 

 Integrate human trafficking response in Department of Labor  

 Have “red flags” segments on local news for public to watch out for scams 

 Provide more job training (e.g., Dress for Success) 

 Assess typical insurance policies and payouts and how contractors respond in order to know 
likely risks 
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APPENDIX C—TRAFFICKING PREVENTION AND DISASTER  

 DISASTER MANAGEMENT RESOURCES OVERVIEW 

Human Trafficking and Disasters 
 The Role of Healthcare Providers in Combating Human Trafficking During Disasters 

o U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office of Assistant 

Secretary for Preparedness and Response (ASPR), Public Health Emergency 

(PHE), At Risk, Behavioral Health and Community Resilience (ABC) 

 Human Trafficking: What Do Disaster Responders Need to Know? 

o HHS, ASPR, PHE, ABC 

 Human Trafficking and Disasters: What You Need to Know and What You Can Do 

o Federal Emergency Management Association (FEMA) and the Blue Campaign 

 Adult Human Trafficking Screening Tool and Guide 

o HHS, Office of Trafficking in Persons (OTIP) 

Preparedness Tools 
 Health Care Coalition Preparedness Plan 

o ASPR, Technical Resources, Assistance Center, Information Exchange (TRACIE) 

 Collaborating with Community Health Centers for Preparedness 

o National Association of County & City Health Officials 
o National Association of Community Health Centers 

 Health Center Emergency Preparedness Guide: Working With Your Community Preparing 

for Emergency Response 

o Community Health Care Association of New York State 

 Disaster Behavioral Health Coalition Guide 

o HHS, ASPR, PHE, ABC 

 American Indian and Alaskan Native Disaster Preparedness Resource 

o HHS, ASPR, PHE, ABC 

 Ready for Anything: A Disaster Planning Manual for Runaway and Homeless Youth 
Programs 

o HHS, Family and Youth Services Bureau (FYSB) 

 Disaster Recovery and Emergency Preparedness Toolkit 

o U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

 Developing Cultural Competence in Disaster Mental Health Programs: Guiding Principles 

and Recommendation 

o HHS, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 

Response Tools 
 Guidance for Establishing Crisis Standards of Care for Use in Disaster Situations: A 

Letter Report 

 First Responder, Emergency Medical Services (EMS), Rescue 

http://www.phe.gov/Preparedness/planning/abc/Pages/human-trafficking.aspx
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/Human%20Trafficking%20What%20Disaster%20Responders%20Need%20To%20Know.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip/news/dhswebinar
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/otip/adult_human_trafficking_screening_tool_and_guide.pdf
https://asprtracie.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/aspr-tracie-hcc-preparedness-plan-508.pdf
http://www.astho.org/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=312
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mpca.net/resource/resmgr/emergency_management/chcanysep_workingwithyourcommunity.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mpca.net/resource/resmgr/emergency_management/chcanysep_workingwithyourcommunity.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mpca.net/resource/resmgr/emergency_management/chcanysep_workingwithyourcommunity.pdf
https://www.phe.gov/Preparedness/planning/abc/Documents/dbh_coalition_guidance.pdf
https://www.phe.gov/Preparedness/planning/abc/Pages/tribal-preparedness.aspx
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb/resource/ready-for-anything
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb/resource/ready-for-anything
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/housing-counseling/topics/#disaster-recovery-toolkit
https://store.samhsa.gov/shin/content/SMA03-3828/SMA03-3828.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/shin/content/SMA03-3828/SMA03-3828.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/shin/content/SMA03-3828/SMA03-3828.pdf
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/12749/guidance-for-establishing-crisis-standards-of-care-for-use-in-disaster-situations
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/12749/guidance-for-establishing-crisis-standards-of-care-for-use-in-disaster-situations
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/12749/guidance-for-establishing-crisis-standards-of-care-for-use-in-disaster-situations
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o Guidance, plans, tools, templates, triage information 
o ASPR, TRACIE 

 Health Care Coalition Response Plan 

o ASPR, TRACIE 
 

  SAMHSA’s Disaster Distress Helpline 

o Free and confidential crisis counseling and support 24/7 to people experiencing 

stress, anxiety, and other depression-like symptoms and after tornadoes, severe 

storms, hurricanes and tropical storms, floods, wildfires, earthquakes, drought, 

mass violence, community unrest, and infectious disease outbreaks 

 SAMHSA Online Accredited Trainings for First Responders 

  SAMHSA’s Behavioral Health Disaster Response Mobile App 

 

Recovery Tools 
 Community Recovery Management Toolkit 

o FEMA 

 Tips for Survivors of a Disaster: Managing Stress 

o SAMHSA 

  Disaster Kit: SAMHSA’s Emergency Mental Health and Traumatic Stress Services Toolkit 

o SAMHSA 

 HUD Housing Counseling Disaster Recovery Toolkit 

o Preparing for a Disaster 
o Operating Post Disaster 

 Responsible Resource Tool 

o Verite 

 Practical Guide to Implementing Responsible Business Conduct Due Diligence in 
Supply Chains 

o Responsible Business Alliance, Responsible Labor Initiative 

 

https://asprtracie.hhs.gov/technical-resources/54/pre-hospital-emncy-medical-services-ems-rescue-first-responder-mass-gathering/47
https://asprtracie.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/aspr-tracie-hcc-response-plan-508.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/disaster-distress-helpline
https://www.samhsa.gov/dtac/education-training
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/SAMHSA-Behavioral-Health-Disaster-Response-Mobile-App/PEP13-DKAPP-1
https://www.fema.gov/national-disaster-recovery-framework/community-recovery-management-toolkit
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Tips-for-Survivors-of-a-Disaster-or-Other-Traumatic-Event-Managing-Stress/SMA13-4776
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/SMA11-DISASTER
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/housing-counseling/housing-counseling-disaster-recovery-toolkit/?utm_source=HUD%2BExchange%2BMailing%2BList&amp;utm_campaign=59efaf1000-OHC%2BDr%2BToolkit%2B8.1.18&amp;utm_medium=email&amp;utm_term=0_f32b935a5f-59efaf1000-19301689
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/housing-counseling/housing-counseling-disaster-recovery-toolkit/preparing/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/housing-counseling/housing-counseling-disaster-recovery-toolkit/operating/
https://www.responsiblesourcingtool.org/
http://www.responsiblebusiness.org/media/docs/RBAPracticalGuide.pdf
http://www.responsiblebusiness.org/media/docs/RBAPracticalGuide.pdf
http://www.responsiblebusiness.org/media/docs/RBAPracticalGuide.pdf
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 INTRODUCTION  
 

Every country is affected by extreme weather and the subsequent risk of trafficking. As natural 
disasters throughout the world increase in severity and number, understanding the nexus between 
trafficking and natural disasters has become more imperative than ever. Destruction of homes and 
communities following a disaster can increase an individual’s risk of trafficking as locals and residents 
are displaced and as reconstruction efforts lure at-risk populations to assist in the recovery effort. 
Understanding the push and pull factors of trafficking after a disaster is useful in helping governments 
mitigate the trafficking risk of local residents and responding labor forces. Efforts to prevent trafficking in 
disaster areas requires the collaboration of governments, private businesses, and social service 
providers by implementing laws, guidelines, and policies to assist in the recognition of trafficking after a 
crisis and how to respond effectively. 

 
  Organization of This Report  

 

This report is organized to include: 
• An introduction to trafficking and natural disasters 
• A discussion on the nexus of trafficking and natural disasters 
• An examination of the effect of Hurricane Katrina on trafficking in the region 
• A summary of existing federal laws and regulations 
• Recommendations for factsheets 
• A conclusion 

 
  Summary of Literature Review Approach  

 

This literature review includes research on trafficking, natural disasters, and trafficking following 
Hurricane Katrina. Searches included journal articles, laws and regulations, and news articles. 

 
Searches included the following key terms: 
• Natural disasters and trafficking 
• Hurricane Katrina and trafficking 
• Trafficking risk factors 
• Labor needs and natural disasters 

Research and information was used to address the following key questions: 

1. What are the skills needed (in addition to construction and welding) during the recovery and 
rebuilding phases after a disaster? For example, what skills were needed after Katrina? 

2. In the trafficking cases identified in relation to Katrina, what were the source countries and what 
visas did the trafficked individuals use? How did language impact their work environment? 

3. What are the federal regulations on contractor/subcontractor oversight for government procurement 
that we can apply to training and technical assistance (T/TA) targeting disaster response 
procurement personnel? 

4. Does the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) currently provide training on trafficking 
to personnel? Which ones? Is training on trafficking mandated for FEMA 
contractors/subcontractors? 

5. What information would need to be included in a resource on disaster response trafficking risk 
management for labor trafficking (businesses/private sector as primary audience)? 
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6. What would a resource to support a trafficking risk assessment for communities post disaster need 
to include? 

7. What are the model guidelines to prevent/identify trafficking in supply chains or other procurement 
of goods and services, including contract compliance plans and certification models? 

8. Is there a public database of H-2B visa applicants? 
 
 TRAFFICKING AND NATURAL DISASTERS  
  Trafficking  

 

Trafficking, as defined by the U.S. Department of State, is the “act of recruiting, harboring, transporting, 
providing, or obtaining a person for compelled labor or commercial sex through the use of force, fraud, 
or coercion” (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2017). The International Labor Organization (ILO) 
estimated in 2012 that 20.9 million individuals were trafficked globally, of which 14.2 million faced 
forced labor exploitation in activities such as agriculture, construction, domestic work, and 
manufacturing, and 4.5 million faced situations of sexual exploitation (ILO, 2012). In the private 
economy, forced labor generates an estimated $150 billion in illegal profits every year (Deloitte, 2016). 
In the United States, the U.S. National Human Trafficking Hotline has identified trafficked individuals in 
cities, suburbs, and rural areas in all 50 states and Washington, D.C. (National Human Trafficking 
Hotline, 2017). 

 
The United States is a known “source, transit and destination country” of trafficking. Trafficked 
individuals can be U.S. citizens or foreign nationals with or without legal status and represent all 
genders and range from children to adults. They have been forced to work in both legal and illegal 
industries, including in “commercial sex, hospitality, traveling sales crews, agriculture, seafood, 
manufacturing, janitorial services, construction, restaurants, health care, care for persons with 
disabilities, salon services, fairs and carnivals, peddling and begging, drug smuggling and distribution, 
and child care and domestic work” (U.S. Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2017). 

 
Trafficked persons frequently come from backgrounds with high rates of illiteracy, little social mobility, 
and constrained economic opportunities. Traffickers prey on the social and economic instabilities of 
individuals who may later face difficulties in communicating with traffickers and understanding their 
rights in the workplace. Women and children may face additional difficulties for their “relative lack of 
power, social marginalization, and overall status as compared to men” (Office on Trafficking in Persons, 
2012). In general, factors that increase the risk of labor trafficking include competition for employment, 
closures of plants or facilities, an individual’s immigration and work status, and the presen International 
Organization of Migration, 2016ce of workplace discrimination (Blecker & Sexias, 2007). Factors that 
increase the risk of sex trafficking include increased social and economic pressures. Women in 
economically stressed communities experience increased risk in the presence of poverty, 
unemployment and ignorance as traffickers take advantage of these susceptibilities (Okech et al., 
2012). For example, promises of well-paying jobs, coupled with force, fraud and coercion can lead 
some individuals into sex trafficking (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2016). Populations at risk 
of trafficking include migrant workers, immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, runaway and homeless 
youth and unaccompanied children, racial/ethnic minorities, gender minorities in regard to commercial 
sex trafficking, and other at-risk populations (International Organization for Migration, 2015; U.S. 
Department of State, 2015). 
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  Natural Disasters  
 

A natural disaster is an event such as extreme weather and climate, including droughts, wildfires, hail 
storms, severe weather, hurricanes, tornados, freezes, and flooding (NOAA National Centers for 
Environmental Information, 2017) that result in significant damages or loss of life. From 1980 to 2017, 
the United States experienced more than 218 weather and climate disasters with damages and costs 
reaching or exceeding $1 billion each and resulting in overall damages exceeding $1.2 trillion, not 
including Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria (NOAA National Centers for Environmental Information 
(NCEI), 2017). Additionally, from its inception in 1979 until November 2007, FEMA has provided federal 
assistance to more than 2,7000 “presidentially declared disasters” (FEMA, 2008), available only to 
states that require federal assistance and meet requirements as outlined in the Robert T. Stafford 
Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 5121-5206 (FEMA, 2014). This is 
significant because, according to the U.S. Global Change Research Program, since the 1980s there 
has been a noticeable increase in the intensity, frequency, duration, and strength of Atlantic hurricanes 
(Walsh et al., 2014). The United States Geologic Service has also documented a dramatic increase in 
seismic activity: Earthquakes with a magnitude of 3.0 and above averaged 24 from 1973–2008; from 
2009–2015, the average number of earthquakes of the same magnitude was 318 (Fitzpatrick & 
Petersen, 2016). From 1980–2015, 9 out of the 10 largest wildfires per acreage have occurred since 
2000, peaking in 2015 (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2016). As the number of severe weather 
and natural disasters increase in severity and number, the resources required to recover will increase in 
response. 

 
  The Nexus of Trafficking and Natural Disasters  

 

Trafficked individuals are not a homogenous population. Some are U.S. citizens, other have entered the 
country with work visas, and others obtained entry through illicit means. While there is no single 
identifying criteria, typical trafficking techniques include fraudulent recruitment, violence, or imposing 
debt bondage. Traffickers can make fraudulent statements about the job, including working conditions, 
wage expectations, or an individual’s legal status (U.S. Department of State, 2015). In situations with 
immigration and work status issues, trafficked individuals may be concerned about deportation, which 
can result in supervisors and employers having a “certain means of control that can sustain 
exploitation” and intimidate “desperately poor workers into accepting many forms of abuse” (Blecker & 
Sexias, 2007). Consequently, because of trafficked individuals’ immigration status, threats and 
blackmail are effective tools traffickers use to maintain control (Office on Trafficking in Persons, 2012). 

 
Reconstruction efforts following a natural disaster can vary based on the degree of damage and 
previous infrastructure. The damage caused by Hurricane Katrina was estimated at $96 billion and 
included 250,000 damaged or destroyed houses and more than 60 million cubic yards of debris that 
needed to be removed (Fletcher et al., 2006). A study on construction workers following Hurricane 
Katrina found that nearly one-fourth of construction workers in New Orleans were undocumented, and 
54 percent of Latino construction workers (45 percent of the total number of construction workers) were 
undocumented. Researchers found that 77 percent of undocumented workers came to the area post 
Katrina (i.e., they did not live in the area before the natural disaster), and 87 percent came primarily 
from other parts of the United States, including Texas and Florida. Undocumented workers tended to be 
younger and less educated, performed riskier work such as roofing, and were at higher risk for 
exploitation than documented workers. Undocumented workers had less access to amenities, lower 
income, were more likely to report being paid less than expected, and had problems obtaining wages. 
They were less likely to be trained for their position, were ill-equipped, and had decreased access to 
health care. Ultimately, the researchers found that their study replicated others and minorities and 
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undocumented workers have an increased likelihood for their rights to be infringed upon following a 
natural disaster (Fletcher et al., 2006). 

 
Natural disasters are unique and will effect regions/countries differently according to their infrastructure 
and capabilities. In the event of a natural disaster, various events may occur, but in general an 
individual’s risk of trafficking increases. Traffickers may attempt to take advantage of people receiving 
assistance or aid and often target those who have been displaced. The impact of trafficking can be felt 
by those in the affected area as well as those seeking to migrate away from disaster regions 
(International Organization for Migration, 2015). A disaster may necessitate displacement, and any 
subsequent destabilization can increase an individual’s risk of trafficking (Bales, 2007). Individuals who 
move away from disaster-stricken areas leave behind their homes, resources, and belongings and may 
have difficulty finding work. If a natural disaster does not necessitate displacement, damages to the 
region can increase this likelihood. For example, in 2007 and 2009, cyclones in Bangladesh damaged 
millions of homes, acres of cropland, and thousands of kilometers of roads and embankments 
(UNICEF, n.d.a and UNICEF, n.d.b). Damages to homes require financial and physical resources to 
repair, and cropland represents a means of income for many in the region. Furthermore, unrepaired 
roads may prevent or limit mobility, thereby stifling trade, transportation, and travel, and damaged 
embankments still allow regular flooding (UNICEF, n.d.b). Following Katrina, nearly 128,000 jobs were 
lost due to damages from flooding, winds, and storm surges (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). As 
such, following natural disasters’ increased economic demands may constitute a “push factor” and 
increase an individual’s likelihood of being approached by or approaching a trafficker. In addition, 
destabilization or corruption of the government can increase trafficking when protective laws and 
regulations are weakened and/or if a government and its officials are willing to take bribes and turn a 
blind eye to trafficking in their country (Bales, 2007). 

 
In general, an individual’s trafficking probability is likely to increase when there is a competition for 
resources and employment and an unstable or corrupt government. “Push factors” are augmented by 
“pull factors” that may entice individuals into entering seemingly legal situations in the prospect of 
increased wages or better jobs (Bales, 2007). Common “pull factors” are fraudulent recruitment 
practices used by traffickers to gain initial cooperation before using other means to maintain control 
(U.S. Department of State, 2015). Community-based organizations have reported that in times of 
economic insecurity, such as insecurity caused by a drought, trafficking attempts can increase in 
response to economic pressures (International Organization of Migration, 2016). For example, laborers 
may face increased economic pressure following a drought because their employer does not require 
labor when fields are dry and barren. Therefore, the laborers (facing no wages) may be more likely to 
approach a trafficker who is using fraudulent recruitment practices and advertising a job overseas with 
attractive wages and the ability to obtain a visa. After starting work, the laborers may find themselves in 
a situation of trafficking if they are not payed their expected wages, the job was not as described, or 
their freedom of movement is restricted. Economic pressures vary on a case-by-case basis but 
increase an individual’s susceptibility to trafficking recruitment practices. This is also the case for sex 
trafficking, especially in communities facing displacement and increased economic pressures 
(International Organization of Migration, 2016) and as seen following Hurricane Katrina (Bayhi- 
Gennaro, 2008). Following displacement, job loss and/or economic insecurity the promise of well- 
paying jobs can be a front for traffickers to deceive individuals into instances of sex trafficking (U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, 2016). 

 
These examples illustrate how severe natural disasters can have a devastating effect on the region, 
which can increase trafficking in the region. As previously mentioned, increased competition for 
resources, displacement, and unstable or corrupt government systems create a ripe environment for 
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trafficking. Individuals already living in poverty face additional hardships following natural disasters and 
become ideal targets for traffickers to prey on. 

 
 THE CASE OF KATRINA  

 

Lawsuits alleging violations of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) and/or the Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act (TVPA) document numerous cases of trafficking in the United States following natural 
disasters for the purpose of rebuilding and recovery. Exploitation can take various forms, but trafficking 
for day laborers increased significantly following Hurricane Katrina. As of 2012, at least 3,750 cases of 
trafficking in the Gulf Coast region were reported after Katrina (Hepburn, 2012). As previously 
discussed, poverty and economic competition in addition to lax regulations and government systems 
can increases the risk of trafficking. In the case of Hurricane Katrina, massive displacement, lack of 
sufficient income, and the relaxing of labor and immigration regulations may have contributed 
significantly to trafficking in the region. 

 
The following sections include a review of the literature and explore the nexus of trafficking and 
Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf Coast region, while answering the following key questions: 

 
• In the trafficking cases identified in relation to Katrina, what were the source countries, and what 

visas did the trafficked individuals use and where did the visas come from? What languages did the 
trafficked individuals speak? 

• What are the skills typically needed (in addition to construction and welding) during the recovery 
and rebuilding phases after a disaster? For example, what skills were needed after Katrina? 

 
  Trafficking After Hurricane Katrina  

 

In the United States, the effects of Hurricane Katrina were devastating to the region. Hundreds of 
thousands of residents were displaced by the storm and major flooding, broken power lines, and 
destroyed buildings left the region in disrepair (Fletcher et al., 2006). Rebuilding efforts began 
immediately after Katrina, requiring a large population of laborers. Labor regulations were temporarily 
relaxed and encouraged many laborers from outside the area to find work in the recently devastated 
region. The relaxation of these regulations unintentionally increased the risk of trafficking in the region 
and is a prime example of how a natural disaster can increase trafficking (Fussell, 2009). 

 
Labor needs in the aftermath of disasters typically include a need for engineers, medical personnel, 
emergency responders, environmental/historic preservation specialists, roadway maintenance, 
construction workers, welders, painters, and debris removal workers (Hepburn, 2012). Following 
Katrina, the demolition and construction industries specifically experienced rapid growth in the region 
(Redwood, 2008). Therefore, laborers during recovery and rebuilding were mostly employed to assist in 
construction and debris clean-up efforts. Construction efforts included framing, welding, drywall 
installation, painting, and demolition, and debris clean-up efforts included cleaning pollutants, 
chemicals, oil, mold, and asbestos (Redwood, 2008). Unique to Katrina, debris clean-up efforts also 
involved “raw sewage, rotting human and animal bodies, medical waste, and chemicals such as 
gasoline, oil, corrosives, lead and other heavy metals” (Olam & Stamper, 2006). 

 
However, labor needs and subsequent exploitation post Katrina were not limited to construction and 
debris cleanup. Some laborers were hired to work in the hospitality and maid service industries due to a 
need to maintain hotels for displaced residents. In Castellanos-Contreras, et al. v. Decatur Hotels, 
workers travelled from Bolivia, Peru, and the Dominican Republic to assist with guest services, 



 
 

Literature Review 

9 

 

 

 

housekeeping, and maintenance. The plaintiffs paid large sums of money for travel, immigration, and 
recruitment fees for which Decatur Hotels failed to reimburse. In addition, workers were misled about 
expected income and living conditions. Ultimately, the courts ruled that the defendants violated FLSA in 
regard to the workers’ complaints of debt bondage and labor exploitation (Hepburn, 2012). (For more 
information about this case, see Appendix A.) 

 
In addition to labor trafficking, an increase in social and economic distress can contribute to an increase 
in sex trafficking following disasters (Okech et al., 2012). Researchers speculate that women and 
children may have been trafficked to help service the influx of laborers during reconstruction post 
Katrina (Bayhi-Gennaro, 2008). Minors seeking shelter and basic needs may have borne the brunt of 
sex trafficking; in Baton Rouge, LA, service providers estimated they served more than 100 minors who 
had experienced domestic sex trafficking. In one Baton Rouge center, 57 percent of youth qualified as 
domestic minor sex trafficking (DMST) survivors. Trafficking and DMST are relatively new concepts to 
the Baton Rouge/New Orleans area, therefore little has been done to educate and train organizations, 
agencies, or the public at large to understand this new population (Bayhi-Gennaro, 2008). Houston 
officials have also observed that the number of commercial sex traffickers and online sex ads have 
increased since Hurricane Harvey (City of Houston Mayor’s Office, 2017). 

 
The working conditions and low salaries in the 
region after Hurricane Katrina were unattractive 
for regular laborers in the construction and 
demolition/debris removal industries. In 
general, recovery work was unattractive to local 
residents because the income was not enough 
to offset the costs of displacement caused by 
the hurricane (Fussell, 2009). Furthermore, the 
working conditions during Katrina were 
hazardous (Redwood, 2008), and laborers 
often worked long hours and in poor working 
and living conditions (Hepburn, 2012). 

 
Thus, recruitment began for a migrant and 
temporary labor force from Mexico, Central 
America, and immigrant-rich regions of the 
United States (Olam & Stamper, 2006; 
Redwood, 2008). Studies have found that 
immigrants are especially suited for these 
efforts because of their high mobility and 
willingness to accept low wages for difficult and 
low-skilled labor and poor living conditions 
(Fussell, 2009). As a result, construction and 
debris removal jobs—such as framing, welding, 
drywall installation, mold remediation, and 
demolition—were attractive to immigrant 
populations following Katrina. 

 
In a study conducted by the University of California–Berkley, researchers found that in post-Katrina 
New Orleans, 25 percent of construction workers were undocumented, and an additional 5 percent of 
workers were foreign nationals with a work visa. All of the work visa holders were Latino; among the 
undocumented workers, the main countries of origin were Mexico, Honduras, and Nicaragua. In total, 

U.S. CIVIL CASES OF 
EXPLOITATION AND 

TRAFFICKING 
• Daniel Castellanos-Contreras, et al., v. 

Decatur Hotels 
o Plaintiffs accused defendant of debt 

bondage and labor exploitations after being 
recruited to work in luxury hotels following 
Hurricane Katrina. 

o Status: Won, 2007 
• David v. Signal International, LLC 

o Plaintiff accused defendant of labor 
trafficking 590 Indian shipyard workers 
through the H-2B guest worker program. 

o Status: Won, 2015 
• Fredi Garcia, et al., v. Audubon Communities 

Management, LLC, et al. 
o Plaintiffs accused defendants of labor 

trafficking of manual laborers repairing 
residential properties. 

o Status: Settled, 2009 
For more information on these and other cases, see 
Appendix A. 
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Latino workers made up nearly half of the post-Katrina reconstruction workforce in New Orleans, and 
54 percent were undocumented (Fletcher et al., 2006). Prior to Katrina, Latinos comprised 4.4 percent 
of the population of New Orleans. However, due to an estimated 30,000 Latino workers that came to 
the Gulf Coast region after Katrina, Latinos comprised 6.8 percent of the population (Hepburn, 2012).1 

A study in New Orleans found that of the interviewed labor force that arrived immediately after the 
storm, 45.5 percent were Mexican nationals, and the remaining consisted of Brazilian (20.5 percent), 
Honduran (13.6 percent), Guatemalan (13.3 percent), and Salvadoran nationals (6.8 percent) (Fussel, 
2009). Researchers posit that nearly half of the workforce involved in recovery and rebuilding efforts 
post Katrina and Rita spoke Spanish or Portuguese (with little to no English-speaking capabilities) and 
were male Latino immigrants from Mexico, Central or South America, and other U.S. regions such as 
Florida, Texas, North Carolina, and California. Of these, Mexican nationals seemed to respond most to 
recruitment (Fussel, 2009; Hepburn, 2012; Redwood, 2008). Furthermore, recruitment in New Orleans 
frequently occurred through preexisting networks (i.e., by word-of-mouth between friends and family), 
and work was typically performed by subcontractors of subcontractors who were not based in New 
Orleans; in some cases, subcontractors took advantage of the lax labor and immigration regulations 
following Katrina (Fussel, 2007; Fussel, 2009; Fletcher et al., 2006). 

 
Laborers often were forced to take out loans for 
immigration fees, only to not receive wages after 
beginning work—ultimately leading to instances 
of forced debt bondage to their employers (U.S. 
Department of State, 2015). The Mississippi 
Immigrant Rights Association estimates that 
primary contractors received $24 per cubic yard 
for debris cleanup from federal funding, with 
subcontractors receiving $4 per cubic yard, 
subsequently little to no pay remained for 
workers (Chandler & Susman, 2005). In David v. 
Signal International, LLC, approximately 590 
Indian men were trafficked into the United States through the H-2B guest worker program. Plaintiffs and 
others paid defendants $11,000–$25,000 for recruitment fees, travel fees, and immigration processing. 
In return for labor and services, plaintiffs were threatened with violence or deportation if they did not 
comply, experienced lack of pay, and were isolated in guarded and crowded camps (David v. Signal 
International, LLC). Other notable cases involving labor exploitation and trafficking post Katrina featured 
complaints of unpaid overtime wages, debt bondage, and labor trafficking. The chief languages of the 
plaintiffs were Spanish, Portuguese, and, for exploited Asian workers, Thai and Mulayam. The most 
common types of visas that workers carried were H2-B visas, as part of the guest worker program, or 
H2-A visas, though these were more likely to have been held by workers who had been rerouted from 
agricultural jobs on the West Coast to reconstruction efforts post Katrina. These cases and others have 
been tried under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA), though cases may also be tried under 
FLSA rather than or in conjuncture with TVPA. Additionally, trying cases under FLSA or TVPA does not 
preclude the case from being tried under the other claim, nor do the results of one case guarantee the 
results of the other (Hepburn, 2012). 

 
Although efforts to address trafficking are increasing exponentially and studies on the relationship 
between labor trafficking and natural disasters are limited, most generally argue that the displacing 
effects of natural disasters heighten the risk of trafficking (International Organization for Migration, 
2015). Institutional breakdown, displacement of neighborhoods and communities, erosion of law, 

 

1 The U.S. Census Bureau cannot confirm whether this percentage is completely accurate because the migrant worker 
population is difficult to count. 

iCERT Visa Portal System 
 

The Employment and Training Administration has 
made publicly available the iCERT Visa Portal 
System. The iCERT system allows members of the 
public access to redacted copies of H-1B, H-1B1, E- 
3, H-2A, H-2B, and permanent labor certification 
documents. The system includes numerous features 
such as interactive maps, a “quick search” function, 
performance reports, and the ability to access 
datasets for statistical research and analysis (Federal 
Register, 2013). 
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systemwide corruption, and enhanced reliance on negative coping mechanisms can all occur in post- 
disaster environments (International Organization for Migration, 2015). For example, following Katrina, 
massive displacement and substantial damage necessitated the temporary suspension of the Davis- 
Bacon Act and demonstrated how a temporary suspension of the law may have had negative impacts 
on labor trafficking in the region (Olam & Stamper, 2006). 

 
Evidence suggests that temporary changes in labor standards may have abetted recruitment and 
exploitation of a migrant labor force post Katrina. During the aftermath of the hurricane, the federal 
government temporarily suspended the Davis-Bacon Act exclusively in hurricane-damaged regions. 
This act requires construction contractors to pay “locally prevailing wages” to employees on projects 
exceeding $2,000 (Olam & Stamper, 2006). Additionally, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) temporarily suspended rules that required employers to provide proof that their employees were 
permitted to work in the United States (i.e., U.S. citizens or those who possessed legal work 
documentation) (Olam & Stamper, 2006). The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
of the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) relaxed requirements on employers concerning health and 
safety laws and regulations (Redwood, 2008). Lastly, provisions to the 2005 H2-B Visa Guest Worker 
Program enabled employers and agents to bring foreign nationals to fill temporary, nonagricultural jobs. 
Meanwhile, labor contract awards were subcontracted multiple times without a central registry, making 
post-Katrina labor contracts ambiguous and difficult to trace (Redwood, 2008). These changes in labor 
regulations created an environment ripe for exploitation and trafficking because temporary visa and 
migrant workers can be leveraged to meet the labor demands for recovery and rebuilding efforts. 

 
While laborers are entitled to federal protections, many face barriers in reporting detrimental work 
environments such as concern over their immigration status, economic constraints, the short-term 
nature of work, language barriers, or a lack of understanding of the legal system and their rights 
(Blecker & Sexias, 2007). Traffickers may exploit at-risk populations following natural disasters and take 
advantage of relaxed regulations, such as the suspension of the Davis-Bacon Act that would ordinarily 
protect worker’s rights. Suspension of regulations, including requirements for paying prevailing wages 
and/or inspections ensuring workers, were authorized to create a “rapid-response labor force” following 
Katrina (Fussel, 2009). Nearly one-fourth of the reconstruction workforce was undocumented and at a 
higher risk for exploitation and trafficking (Fletcher et al., 2006). Protective factors and safeguards 
present in well-functioning governing systems, including legal mechanisms or resources, serve to 
insulate an individual’s risk from criminal activity and exploitation (International Organization for 
Migration, 2015). Fraudulent recruitment practices, including misrepresenting terms of employment, 
imposing fees, and confiscating identity documents (U.S. Department of State, 2015), would otherwise 
be impermissible. However, following Katrina and the suspension of the labor regulations, such 
regulations were not administered as stringently (Fletcher et al., 2006). 

 
Hurricane Katrina is a significant and well-known case of a natural disaster exacerbating trafficking in 
the United States. The relationship between natural disasters and trafficking has been found elsewhere, 
and it is likely that future events may unfold in similar patterns. Information on Hurricane Maria’s effects 
on Puerto Rico are limited. A week after the hurricane, initial estimates indicated damages of $95 
billion. Nearly 90 percent of Puerto Rico’s homes were damaged, 100 percent of electricity systems 
were damaged, and widespread power outages affected 3.3 million residents who had limited access to 
drinking water (44 percent) (Ahmed & Krupa, 2017). According to preliminary reports, as of December 
2017, 30 percent of Puerto Rico still has no access to electricity, while 230,000 homes were destroyed 
and 400,000 damaged (Reuters, 2017). While the government of Puerto Rico lists the death count as 
64, independent investigations estimate the death toll to exceed 1,000, and the governor has since 
ordered an official recount of deaths related to Hurricane Maria (Hernández, 2017). In addition, 500 
Puerto Ricans remain in shelters (Reuters, 2017), and more than 259,000 Puerto Ricans evacuated to 
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Florida and enrolled 10,000 children in the Florida public school systems (Cordeiro, 2017). Before 
Hurricane Maria made landfall in Puerto Rico, the island territory had been experiencing significant 
migration to the U.S. mainland in part due to the economic opportunity on the mainland as the island 
faces a 43.5 percent poverty rate. In 2016, approximately 5.4 million Puerto Ricans lived on the 
mainland, compared to 3.3 million still living on the island. Following the hurricane, migration to the 
mainland is expected to increase significantly because of the economic hardships brought by the 
hurricane. This may have an impact on rebuilding and recovery, as such migration reduces the tax base 
and decreases the number of potential local laborers (Matthews, 2017). 

 

 

This section reviews model guidelines to prevent and identify trafficking in supply chains, including 
contractor compliance plans and certification model requirements, while answering the following key 
questions: 

• What are the federal regulations on contractor/subcontractor oversight for government procurement 
that we can apply to T/TA provided to disaster response procurement personnel? 

• Does FEMA currently provide training on trafficking to personnel? Which ones? Is training on 
trafficking mandated for FEMA contractors/subcontractors? 

• What information should be included in a resource on disaster response trafficking risk 
management for labor trafficking (businesses/private sector as primary audience)? 

• What information should be included in a resource on trafficking risk assessment (day laborers as 
primary audience)? 

 
  Model Guidelines  

 

Trafficking has become an important issue for governments and companies. Research by the Ashridge 
Centre for Business and Sustainability and the Ethical Trading Initiative found that more than 70 
percent of companies they studied believed trafficking may have occurred in their supply chains. The 
range of companies included “retailers and suppliers in the apparel, grocery, department store, home 
and garden, beverage, fresh produce, and health and personal care sectors” (Deloitte, 2016). 
Additionally, governments are some of the largest purchasers of goods and services and frequently pay 
the lowest possible price; as a result, goods and services may be produced or provided by trafficked 
populations (Cucos, 2016), and implementation of policies mitigating the impact of public procurement 
on trafficking has increased. 

 
The government has put into place several laws, initiatives, and regulations to help mitigate labor 
trafficking. There are few official certification programs to prevent/identify trafficking, but requirements to 
provide compliance plans and training do exist. In 2012, President Obama signed Strengthening 
Protections Against Trafficking in Persons in Federal Contracts, an executive order that creates a zero 
tolerance policy for the federal government and any associated contractors or subcontractors in relation 
to trafficking. The order was wide-ranging and included activity using force, fraud, or coercion for the 
purpose of forced labor or sexual exploitation. It included the requirements of adhering to a basic code 
of conduct and for contractors and subcontractors to submit a compliance plan with annual renewals 
(Farhat et al., 2013). DOL and OSHA have set standards for safe and healthful working environments 
and provide training, outreach, education, and assistance to further those goals (OSHA, n.d.). 

PROTECTION AND PREVENTION: EXISTING FEDERAL LAWS, 
REGULATIONS, AND TRAININGS 
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Various agencies and organizations offer 
training programs at different levels, 
depending on the audience. DHS offers 
trafficking training programs through its 
Blue Campaign efforts (U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security, 2017). Some 
trainings have restrictions, such as the 
Blue Campaign’s law enforcement 
sensitive training offered through the 
Federal Law Enforcement Training Center 
(Federal Law Enforcement Training 
Center, 2017). Other agencies and 
departments require staff and 
contractors/subcontractor to undergo 
different training. FEMA requires all 
employees to take DHS Human Trafficking 
Course, a 1-hour mandatory course that 
coordinates and enhances FEMA’s anti- 
trafficking efforts (FEMA, 2016). More on 
FEMA’s contractor and subcontractor 
efforts are discussed next. 

 
There are various ways for businesses to 
craft a policy that will mitigate risk of 
trafficking in their supply chains. The U.S. 
Department of State recommends 
providing fair compensation, training staff 
on trafficking, and, in the event of 
trafficking, having structures in place to 
correct any wrong doing (U.S. Department 
of State, 2015). The Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and 
Development’s Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises furthers efforts 
by recommending standards in labor and employment. International efforts include the United Nation’s 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights that stipulate a state’s duty to protect human rights, 
including abuses committed by business entities (Bureau of International Labor Affairs, 2012). The 
United Nations Global Compact is a corporate sustainability initiative that helps facilitate companies to 
align their strategies and operations with universal principles on human rights, labor, the environment, 
and anticorruption (United Nations Global Compact, 2015). 

ADDITIONAL MEASURES TO 
PREVENT TRAFFICKING 

Measures regarding federal contracts: 
• Federal Acquisition Regulation: Ending 

Trafficking in Persons 
o Amended the Federal Acquisition Regulation 

in order to strengthen anti-trafficking 
protections in federal contracts (Federal 
Register, 2015). 

• Trafficking Prevention in Foreign Affairs 
Contracting Act 
o Prohibits federal contractors/subcontractors 

and their employees from engaging in 
trafficking-related activities (Cucos, 2016) 

Measures regarding businesses: 
• Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 

Protection Act (2010) 
• California Transparency in Supply Chains Act 

(2010) 
o These acts were created following concern 

over human rights abuses and require 
transparency of supply chains of certain 
companies including their efforts to prevent 
trafficking in their business. By doing so it 
would “provide consumers with information 
regarding [companies’] efforts to eradicate 
slavery and trafficking from their supply 
chains” and to “educate consumers on how 
to purchase goods produced by companies 
that responsibly manage their supply chains.” 
(Farhat, Shepherd, and Tenerelli, 2013). 
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  Federal Regulations on Contractors and Subcontractors  
 

One of the primary federal regulations on contractors and subcontractors is the Federal Acquisition 
Regulation (FAR). According to the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO), while some 
departments and agencies have developed their own rules and regulations pertaining to federal 
contractors and subcontractors, they do so in different ways. Without explicitly stating specific 
components or expectations, oversight capabilities and compliance can change between contracts and 
limits how contractors can implement government procedures pertaining to trafficking. Moreover, 
contractor monitoring policies on trafficking are not clear. In 2014, GAO found that 7 out of 11 contracts 
evaluated had specific policies in place in relation to trafficking, but 4 contracts lacked mention of 
specific policies, and contracting officials were unclear on their monitoring responsibilities or how to 
combat trafficking (GAO, 2014). 
In response, amendments have been made to FAR intended to eliminate insufficient labor standards in 
federal contractor supply chains (Lalik & Fearn, 2015). The 2015 FAR amendments on contractor and 
subcontractor regulations include: 

 
• Minimum disclosures. In a language that employees can understand, contractors/subcontractors 

must not mislead employees about the nature and conditions of employment, including wages, work 
hazards, housing/living conditions, etc. 

• Limitations on recruiters. Recruiters cannot charge recruiting fees and must comply with local 
regulations. 

• Return transportation. Contractors and subcontractors are responsible for reimbursing or 
providing transportation home to employees who moved to the United States for employment on the 
contract. 

• Housing standards. Housing supplied by contractors and subcontractors must meet housing and 
safety standards. 

• Written agreements. Written agreements must be provided in a language employees can 
understand. 

RECOMMENDED BUSINESS POLICIES TO PREVENT TRAFFICKING IN 
SUPPLY CHAINS 

The U.S. Department of State Publication Office of the Under Secretary for Civilian Security, 
Democracy, and Human Rights (2015) articulates an effective policy as one that: 
• Prohibits trafficking and those activities that facilitate it, including contract fraud, document 

retention, and charging workers recruitment fees 
• Responds to industry or region-specific risks 
• Requires freedom of movement for workers 
• Pays all employees at least the minimum wage in all countries of operation, preferably a 

living wage 
• Includes a grievance mechanism and whistleblower protections 
• Applies to direct employees as well as subcontractors, labor recruiters, and other business 

partners 

(U.S. Department of State, 2015) 
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In addition, if contracts meet or exceed $500,000, contractors and subcontractors are required to 
submit compliance plans. To obtain compliance, contractors are required to inform their employees of 
the government’s anti-trafficking policy and resulting penalties if they do not comply. Such penalties 
include ending the contract, reduced benefits, or job loss. Additionally, if the contractor suspects 
trafficking, they are required to report and comply with any and all investigations pertaining to trafficking 
(Lalik & Fearn, 2015). While the U.S. Department of Justice has continued to investigate trafficking- 
related instances such as debt bondage or recruitment fees regarding U.S. government contracts for 
foreign workers, no federal criminal prosecutions of employers or labor contractors have resulted from 
these investigations (U.S. Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2016). Following a 
natural disaster, it is imperative that disaster response procurement personnel are aware of such 
regulations and the associated problems listed above. Following Hurricane Katrina, some FEMA 
officials expressed difficulty in implementing components of federal regulations, therefore any future 
personnel should be knowledgeable about regulations and potential difficulties associated with their 
implementation (Woods, 2006). 

 
  FEMA Trainings and Requirements  

 

In general, response strategies to national disasters tend to rely on the federal government for 
assistance. In identifying trafficking during emergency responses, FEMA employees are required to 
complete IS:1150 DHS Human Trafficking Awareness for FEMA Employees, a training course that 
assists with providing information on identifying trafficked individuals, providing information on 
immigration relief, and identifying actions employees can take if they witness suspicious activity. This is 
a one-time, 30-minute training styled as an interactive, web-based course with a final exam (FEMA, 
2017). FEMA, under the DHS’s Blue Campaign, has created an optional video-based training for first 
responders. These trainings promote general awareness, provide specific scenarios concerning labor 
trafficking and sex trafficking, and provide information on signs of trafficking. Trainings from DHS are 
also available for law enforcement. The law enforcement training is 30–40 minutes and video-based 
(U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2017; Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2017). 
Moreover, as previously stated, for contracts valued above $500,000, FEMA contractors/subcontractors 
are required to inform employees of government policies regarding trafficking, including trainings and 
information on how to report labor violations. The mechanism is up to them to determine as part of their 
compliance plan. It is unclear whether stipulations for contracts valued under $500,000 address 
implementing trainings or awareness for employees regarding trafficking concerns or whether FEMA 
contractors/subcontractors are mandated to take specific anti-trafficking trainings (Lalik & Fearn, 2015). 

 
 

  Local and State Responses  
 

Although not mandated, individual states and cities are also in the process of making action plans and 
toolkits to address trafficking during disasters. City officials in Houston recognized the risk of trafficking 
that became prevalent during Katrina’s recovery stages. Therefore, following Hurricane Harvey, the city 
developed an Emergency Disaster Response Toolkit that was released in September 2017 with direct 
outreach materials, policies, and phone numbers to contact for assistance. The city included a range of 
items in the toolkit, including presentation slides, information on displacement and vulnerability, 
examples of trafficking following Hurricane Katrina, “cot notes” (information palm cards) available in 11 
languages, signage for taxis and outdoor spaces, and premade messages for users to put on social 
media. Houston’s approach combines measures to prevent trafficking and long-term outreach and 
support to the area (City of Houston Mayor’s Office, 2017). 
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  Recommendations for Factsheets  
 

To address issues related to trafficking and natural disasters, the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) believes that communities can lead the effort in creating partnerships and campaigns to 
protect citizens. IOM recommends that governments partner with nongovernmental organizations or 
civil society organizations, cooperate with national law enforcement, and, depending on the situation, 
utilize services of their military (International Organization for Migration, 2015). 

 
Communities should have proactive awareness-raising campaigns and referral pathways prior to a 
disaster to bring together identified at-risk populations, government workers, and social service 
workers. Communities should also look more carefully at men in crisis, as they may be more 
susceptible to labor trafficking during reconstruction efforts, and baseline studies should be conducted 
to gain a better understanding of trafficking needs before and after disasters. In the event of a natural 
disaster, communities should already have procedures in place to help protect trafficked persons during 
a crisis and to identify safe places. To do so, prior trainings on identifying and providing assistance to 
trafficked individuals can be delivered to stakeholders and staff in key geographic areas such as 
medical areas, evacuation shelters, and so on. By doing so, service providers and government workers 
can provide assistance and help identify legal supports for trafficked persons (International 
Organization for Migration, 2015). 

 
The donor community and wider public should also be made aware of the relationship between 
trafficking and natural disasters. Some may be unaware of the trafficking that occurred post Katrina or 
of any connections between trafficking and natural disasters, as these issues are often not emphasized 
as being linked. Donor communities are generous in providing funds for relief efforts and should be 
informed that their efforts could prevent at-risk populations from being trafficked post disaster. Funding 
from donor communities could help referral networks protect individuals who are at risk of trafficking, 
increase resources at shelters, and help provide other means of safeguarding residents. 

 
Moreover, existing crisis tools can be adapted to include trafficking content. FEMA has recommended 
various resources and toolkits on business continuity following a natural disaster; however, none of 
these resources and toolkits address potential labor and trafficking that could befall employees after a 
crisis. These toolkits can be adapted to include information on FAR amendments, compliance planning 
for businesses, and means of reporting suspicious activity pertaining to trafficking. FEMA has published 
Ready Business Mentoring Guide for small businesses to prepare an emergency plan during natural 
disasters, noting that OSHA requires most businesses with 10 or more employees to have a written 
emergency plan. It recommends resources and toolkits on business continuity; however, none of these 
resources and toolkits address potential trafficking that could befall employees after a crisis (FEMA, 
2006). Other crisis response tools that could be adapted include the American Red Cross Ready Rating 
Program for businesses, schools, and organizations (American Red Cross, 2018) and the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s Disaster Quick Guides for local chambers of commerce and small 
businesses (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2018). 

 
A new resource could be developed targeting the business sector to address the risk of trafficking 
employees may face following a crisis. At a minimum, businesses must ensure they are adhering to 
minimum disclosures, limiting recruiter practices, providing return transportation, maintaining housing 
standards, and providing written agreements outlined in FAR amendments. A general outline could 
include statistics on trafficking, populations at risk of trafficking, case examples emphasizing the 
exploitative conduct of businesses post Katrina, and compliance planning to ensure businesses have 
plans to address trafficking in their contracts and subcontracts. Additional resources could include links 
to trainings for general information on trafficking and means of reporting suspicious activity. 
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A new resource could also include a labor trafficking risk assessment that communities could use in 
outreach to at risk individuals. The Blue Campaign identifies various indicators of concern, including an 
individual’s behavioral or physical state, their social behavior, and work conditions or immigration status 
(U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2016). Such indicators can be used to identify individuals at 
risk for trafficking and who could benefit from community outreach. Additionally, inclusion of case 
examples from Katrina may help provide a clear example of how labor trafficking in the United States 
may look. 

 
 CONCLUSION  

 

Governments, businesses, aid workers, and the general public all have a role to play in protecting 
individuals from trafficking following natural disasters. As resources on this topic are developed and 
become more widespread, the issue will hopefully receive its merited attention, and the risk will lessen 
for the future. As natural disasters continue to increase in severity and number, their effects on 
trafficking in the United States will continue to be a pressing issue. Continued regulation and education 
on the relationship of trafficking and natural disasters should prove an effective tool to reduce trafficking 
in the United States. 
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Rodrigues et al., v. Belfor USA Group Inc. 
“Plaintiffs seek redress on behalf of themselves and others similarly situated for Defendant’s violation of 
their rights under the Fair Labor Standards Act, 29 U.S.C. 201, et seq. (“FLSA”). Plaintiffs bring this 
action on behalf of a class of over one thousand workers, predominantly immigrants, who engaged in 
manual labor restoring court, hospital, and Tulane University buildings for Defendant in the aftermath of 
hurricane Katrina…Defendant employed Plaintiffs and other class members as unskilled manual 
laborers by using a subcontractor system. Defendant attempted to manipulate this system to evade its 
legal responsibility under the Fair Labor Standards Act to pay overtime wages.” 

Chief Complaint: Unpaid overtime wages, labor exploitation 
Visa Type: N/A, migrant workers 
Source Country: Not specified 
Primary Language of Plaintiffs: Portuguese, limited English proficiency 
Violation: Fair Labor Standards Act 
Status: Settled, 2006 

 

Daniel Castellanos-Contreras, et al. v. Decatur Hotels, LLC et al. 
“This action is brought by H-2B guest workers recruited by Defendants from foreign countries since 
Hurricane Katrina to work in the Defendants’ luxury hotel operations in New Orleans. The workers 
traveled to the United States from their home countries of Bolivia, Peru, and the Dominican Republic to 
perform guest services, housekeeping, maintenance, and other essential support functions in the hotel 
operations of the Defendants.” 

Chief Complaint: Debt bondage, labor exploitation 
Visa Type: H-2B 
Source Country: Bolivia, Dominican Republic, Peru 
Primary Language of Plaintiffs: Spanish (English proficiency unknown) 
Violation: Fair Labor Standards Act 
Status: Won, 2007 

 
 

Fredi Garcia, et al., v. Audubon Communities Management, LLC, et al. 
“This lawsuit arises from the Defendants’ imposition of forced labor, human trafficking and unlawful 
underpayments on the Plaintiff immigrant reconstruction workers, who worked to restore and maintain 
Defendants’ New Orleans residential properties in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina…At all time 
relevant to this action, Defendants employed the Plaintiffs as manual laborers whose job duties were to 
paint, clean, replace molding, change windows, and/or install sheetrock, doors, toilets, cabinets, wiring 
and carpets.” 

Chief Complaint: Labor trafficking 
Visa Type: Not specified (undocumented migrant workers) 
Source Country: Not specified 
Primary Language of Plaintiffs: Not specified 
Violation: Fair Labor Standards Act, Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
Status: Settled, 2009 

 
David v. Signal International, LLC (also EEOC v. Signal International, LLC) 
“In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Plaintiffs and similarly situated workers, approximately 590 
Indian men, were trafficked into the United States through the federal government’s H-2B guest worker 

APPENDIX A: CASES OF LABOR EXPLOITATION AND TRAFFICKING 
IN KATRINA 

https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/d6_legacy_files/Belfor_Settlement.pdf
https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/d6_legacy_files/Decatur_decision.pdf
https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/d6_legacy_files/Audubon_Complaint.pdf
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program to provide labor and services to Defendants Signal International L.L.C…Recruited to perform 
welding, pipefitting, and other marine fabrication work, Plaintiffs were subjected to forced labor and 
other serious abuses at Signal operations in Pascagoula, Mississippi and Orange, Texas.” 

Chief Complaint: Labor trafficking 
Visa Type: H-2B 
Source Country: India 
Primary Language of Plaintiffs: Not specified (possible Malayalam) 
Violation: Fair Labor Standards Act, Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
Status: Won, 2015 

 
Muangmol Asanok, et al., v. Million Express Manpower Inc., et al. 
“Plaintiffs came to the United States from Thailand as temporary foreign agricultural workers on H-2A 
visas…After Hurricane Katrina, defendants moved plaintiffs to New Orleans, Louisiana…to work 
demolishing interiors of ruined motels and restaurants in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.” 

Chief Complaint: Labor trafficking 
Visa Type: H-2A 
Source Country: Thailand 
Primary Language of Plaintiffs: Not specified (possible Thai) 
Violation: Trafficking Victims Protection Act, RICO 
Status: Won, 2008 

https://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt%3DA86.J79GTQNa1zoAe9InnIlQ%3B_ylu%3DX3oDMTEyNzVoczU1BGNvbG8DZ3ExBHBvcwMxBHZ0aWQDQjQ3NzNfMQRzZWMDc3I-/RV%3D2/RE%3D1510194630/RO%3D10/RU%3Dhttps%3a%2f%2fwww.aclu.org%2ffiles%2fassets%2f3rd_amended_complaint.pdf/RK%3D1/RS%3D..DsH_MuEowNl.1axhzUWQTqq2E-
https://www.plainsite.org/dockets/lz285n6a/north-carolina-eastern-district-court/asanok-et-al-v-million-express-manpower-inc-et-al/
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