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Dear friends in law enforcement:

In 1981 my wife Revé and I had our world torn apart when our 6-year-old son, Adam, was
abducted. We were horrified when we realized there wasn’t a coordinated effort to find missing
children. We had nowhere to turn.

Devastated, angry and frustrated only begin to describe what we felt in those early days. We
knew no parent should ever feel as alone as we did. Revé started answering hundreds of letters
from parents and families of missing kids, and the idea of the National Center for Missing &
Exploited Children was born out of our garage in 1981.

Adam was never a long-term missing child. He was found murdered two weeks after his
abduction. While I don’t believe in closure, I can’t imagine the pain of being a parent of a long-
term missing child, living each day without answers.

And for law enforcement, searching for a long-term missing child may be the biggest challenge
of your career, and families will depend on you to really help.

These cases are particularly hard because, typically, investigators have already followed up on
all their leads and gone down every investigative avenue they can see, but the child still has not
been recovered. And months, or even years, have passed — but families won’t ever lose hope.

That’s why, in April 2014, NCMEC held the first ever long-term missing children’s summit, “Time
to Bring Them Home.” This four-day summit had one main goal — to get some of the most
experienced people in missing child cases to roll up their sleeves and figure out a set of best
practices law enforcement could use when searching for a long-term missing child. This guide is
the culmination of that summit and years of investigative experience from law enforcement and
specialists in finding missing kids.

If there’s one thing we know for sure, it’s that these kids can be found; whether they’ve been
missing six months or 20 years. Throughout your career in law enforcement, you may never be
faced with the disappearance of a child. But if you are, I hope the following pages will help in
your mission to finally bring that missing child home. Families will expect no less.

Sincerely,

John Walsh
NCMEC co-founder and host of CNN’s, “The Hunt with John Walsh”
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Foreword

I have not seen my son since 1989, when he was taken at gunpoint. He was only 11. Wherever
you are, Jacob, I will always love you. I will never stop looking for you.

There are many searching families.

We have good days, such as when three women in Cleveland escaped their abductor after a
decade in chains — giving us hope that, somewhere, our loved ones are alive and waiting for us.

We have dark days, when human remains are found and we wait, wondering if they will be those
of our children.

Through it all, we could not live without the hard work of law enforcement. We at the National
Center for Missing & Exploited Children thank you from the bottom of our hearts. We need you,
we trust you and you hear us when we call. In 2014, you answered, by assembling at our
headquarters in Alexandria, Virginia, for the first-ever long-term missing children summit. We
called it “Time to Bring Them Home.”

The summit was inspired by the recoveries of long-term missing children whom doubters didn’t
believe were even alive. But as the months and years went by, these brave young people were
tighting for their lives against captivity and torture. Today Elizabeth Smart, Shawn Hornbeck,
Jaycee Dugard, Amanda Berry, Gina DeJesus and Michelle Knight are free. They have their whole
lives in front of them. They can dream, plan, build and go after their aspirations. They give us
hope others who have been taken will soon be with us again. They are living proof even in the
worst of situations, when all leads are dry and it feels like all hope is lost, we must never, never
give up looking for our missing children.

Survivors like Elizabeth, Alicia Kozakiewicz and Katie Beers came to our summit to share the
insights they paid for so dearly. It was monumental to be in the room with these amazing people
and their families, along with experts including detectives, forensic psychologists, medical
examiners — all committed to the ongoing search for the missing. It was magical to see law
enforcement sharing stories about what went right and what went wrong in their searches for
missing children and what has to happen to rescue those still out there.

Your role as rescuers cannot be overstated. These children may not be able to rescue themselves,
even if their captors look the other way, forget to lock the door, or appear incapacitated by drugs
or alcohol. They’ve been traumatized, terrified, and often threatened with punishment or death
— even told their loved ones will be killed — if they try to escape.

LONG-TERM MISSING CHILD GUIDE FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT - 16|



Some of the most heart-wrenching missing children cases involve runaways who've tried to
escape difficult homes only to find themselves trapped as slaves in the sex trade. They are sold
repeatedly to rapists who commit unspeakable acts upon them. They look to you to understand
the issue is not why they went missing, but how much danger they are in now. Our summit
attendees developed risk assessment guidelines included in this guide to help you gauge the
extent of response needed in each case.

We know we are asking a lot of you. We know your job is not easy and you don’t always have
the resources you need. We take heart you have an ally in technology. The past quarter-
century has brought us cellphones, AMBER Alerts, social media, surveillance cameras and
more. Widespread use of these innovations has led to a downward trend in the number of
missing children.

Sadly, such progress doesn’t mean children are no longer at risk. Those who would harm children
are changing their behavior and using the anonymity of the Internet to entrap, hurt and exploit
them. They are skilled manipulators. We cannot let down our guard.

This guide, born from the energy and hope of the summit, is our written declaration we will not.
It is a huge opportunity to share that energy, that hope, and our promise to Jacob and thousands
of other missing children that we will never give up.

It is time to bring them home.

Patty Wetterling
Minnesota Department of Health and
Previous chair, Board of Directors, National Center for Missing & Exploited Children
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Chapter 1: Introduction

by Robert G. Lowery, Jr.

Quick reference
We are finding more long-term missing children now.....19

Are we doing enough?.....21

Figure 1-1

High-profile case recoveries ‘

Cleveland, Ohio

Late on the afternoon of May 6, 2013, neighbors and passers-by heard screams from behind the locked
screen door at 2207 Seymour Ave. in the Tremont neighborhood of Cleveland. A neighbor went to the door
and was joined a moment later by another neighbor. Inside was 27-year-old Amanda Berry, clutching a 6-
year-old child. The two men helped her break the door open and flee to a house across the street, where
she called 911. Her first words to the operator were, “Hello, police. Help me. I'm Amanda Berry.” The
operator asked what was going on. Berry answered, “I've been kidnapped, and I've been missing for 10
years, and I'm here. I'm free now.""

Salt Lake City, Utah

In 2003 Alvin Dickerson thought something looked familiar about the homeless man he saw walking with
two females along a street in Sandy, Utah. When he happened to pass the man a second time, it suddenly
came to him why he thought he remembered the man’s face. It looked like the face on a sketch artist's
drawing of the man thought to have kidnapped 14-year-old Elizabeth Smart nine months earlier from her
family’s home in Salt Lake City, 16 or so miles to the north.

Dickerson and his wife, Anita, called law enforcement. So did another couple, Rudy and Nancy Montoya,
who also thought they recognized the man. A few minutes later four Sandy police officers approached the
man and the two females. The younger female was wearing sunglasses and a wig. One of the officers asked
her name, but she remained silent, paralyzed by the memory of the kidnapper’s threats to kill her family if
she ever told anyone who she was. The officer asked again, and again she didn’t answer. One of the other
officers quietly said, “She’s scared.... She's too scared to even answer. You've got to get her by herself.”

The first officer gently put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, guided her away from the man and the older
female, and said in a soft voice, “Are you Elizabeth Smart? Because if you are, your family has missed you

so much since you were gone! They want you back. They love you. They want you to come home. "2 Finally
the girl answered, “I am Elizabeth.”

Officers responding to Amanda Berry’s 911 call stepped through the broken screen door at 2207
Seymour Ave. and cautiously climbed the stairs to the second floor. The bedroom door was

! The information about this case is summarized from Erin Donaghue, “The Cleveland kidnapping case: A timeline
of events,” CBS/AP, May 6, 2014, accessed Feb. 1, 2016, www.cbsnews.com/news/timeline-of-events-the-cleveland-
kidnapping-case.

2 Elizabeth Smart and Chris Stewart, My Story (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2013), 275. The other case information
noted in this summary and chapter was compiled from this same source.
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slightly ajar and officers saw a frightened young woman staring back at them. Then the door
opened wider and Michelle Knight rushed out into the hallway, falling into the arms of one of
the officers and repeating over and over, “You saved me.” A minute later Gina DeJesus came
into the hallway from another room. On the day of their escape and rescue Michelle Knight had
been in captivity for 10 years, nine months and 13 days. Berry had been held for 10 years and 15
days. DeJesus had been held for nine years, one month and four days. Their captor, a former
school bus driver named Ariel Castro, was away from the house when the women were freed
but was arrested the same day. Avoiding the death penalty, Castro pleaded guilty and was
sentenced to life imprisonment. A month after beginning to serve his term, he committed suicide
in his prison cell.

Elizabeth Smart’s kidnapper, Brian David Mitchell, was also sentenced to life imprisonment in
2010. Mitchell’s wife, Wanda Barzee, received a 15-year sentence for her role in the kidnapping.
In the years since she was rescued on that street in Sandy, Smart has become a highly visible
advocate for survivors of abduction and sexual abuse.

Smart, Berry, DeJesus and Knight are not the only names we remember as abduction victims freed
after months or years in captivity. Others include Jaycee Dugard who had been missing for 18
years, Shawn Hornbeck who had been missing for four years, Amelia Garcia who had been
missing 16 years and Carlina White who had been missing for 23 years. Together these stories are
reminders there is always hope for missing children, no matter how long they have been missing.
They show why, when a child is missing and not found quickly, we should keep searching for
the long term. And they raise the compelling question, “Are we doing enough to find other long-
term missing children?”

We are finding more long-term missing children now

Today it is no longer unusual to find children missing after what is considered to be a long period
of time, although their recovery circumstances vary and not all recoveries will be high-profile
events receiving national media attention. Case records at the National Center for Missing &
Exploited Children® or NCMEC indicate recoveries in long-term cases may be more common
than many people think. According to missing children reports received by NCMEC between Jan.
1, 2011, and Dec. 31, 2015, 4,821 children were recovered/located after being missing for six
months or longer. The majority of these cases involved children who were considered to be
runaways when reported missing. This total includes 23 cases of young adults who were older
than 18 but younger than 21, known as “5779 cases,” after the Section of U.S. law addressing that
age group.® Remarkably 444 of those children were found and recovered/located more than five
years after they went missing. Almost half of that number — 204 children — had been missing for
more than 10 years. Of the 4,821 who were recovered/located, 80 were found deceased. See details
in the tables below.

3 Suzanne’s Law, a provision in the PROTECT Act of 2003 and codified at 42 U.S.C. § 5779(a), extended the same
reporting and investigative procedures already provided for children younger than 18 to individuals younger
than 21.
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To put those statistics in context, as of February 2016 the FBI's National Crime and Information
Center or NCIC database had 16,679 entries of missing children who went missing at age 17 and
younger who have been missing longer than six months. The vast majority of those cases are from
the 1980s through the present. For many reasons, such as record-keeping issues, possible
duplicate entries and record cancellations, NCIC data cannot be considered definitive and are not
intended for research or statistical purposes. However, they do provide some insight into the
scope of the issue.

Note: The statistics noted above are presented for illustrative purposes only to indicate the extent
of long-term abductions in the U.S. However, the statistics are not intended to indicate six
months, or any arbitrary measure of time, should be the standard for classifying a case as a long-
term abduction, since this is a fact-specific determination. In this guide a missing child case is
described as “long-term” when all substantive leads have been pursued and all potential search
sites have been searched but a child has still not been found.

Figure 1-2

Children reported to NCMEC and missing six months or longer
recovered/located between 2011 and 2015

Missing duration Number of recovered/ Percent of total
located children

6 to 11 months 2,170 45%

1 to 2 years* 1,278 27%

Between 2 and 5 years 929 19%

Between 6 and 10 years 240 5%

Between 11 and 20 years 148 3%

More than 20 years 56 1%

Total 100%

*The lower boundary is inclusive while the upper boundary is exclusive. Therefore, children recovered
during this period of time were recovered from the 12" month through the 23 month.
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Figure 1-3

Children reported to NCMEC and missing six months or longer

Case type

organized by case type

Number of recovered/
located children

recovered/located between 2011 and 2015

Number of children
located deceased

Endangered runaway

2,891

29

Family abduction

1,820

Lost, injured or otherwise missing

67

Nonfamily abduction

20

Section 5779

23

Total

The longest intervals between missing date and recovery/location in each category were:
endangered runaway = 47 years; family abduction = 43 years;
lost, injured or otherwise missing = 45 years; nonfamily abduction = 28 years;

Are we doing enough?

section 5779 = 32 years

The answer to the question — are we doing enough to find other long-term missing children? —is
complex. The response to these cases varies among the estimated nearly 18,000 state and local
law enforcement agencies in the U.S.* While investigative procedures are generally similar, the
levels of priority and the dedicated resources depend on practices, circumstances and decisions
in each agency and can differ from one agency to the next. Presently there are no national

standards or policies for investigating cases of long-term missing children. With this said it is
interesting to point out in the cases mentioned at the start of this chapter, not one of those children
was recovered as a direct result of law enforcement investigations specifically assigned to their

cases. In those recoveries:

B Amanda Berry, Gina DeJesus and Michelle Knight escaped captivity with the help of
bystanders and as a result of their own actions.
B Jaycee Dugard was found after two alert law enforcement officers became suspicious about

unrelated actions of her abductor. Their inquiries led to Jaycee’s recovery after she had been
held in the backyard of the offender’s home.

B Elizabeth Smart was found after a composite of the suspected abductor was shown on
national TV without the consent of the investigating agency. The release of the image resulted
in the arrest of the abductor and his accomplice and Elizabeth’s recovery.

B Shawn Hornbeck was found and recovered by investigators who were pursuing a different
child abduction committed by the same offender.

4 Brian A. Reaves, Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies, 2008 (Washington, D.C.: Bureau of Justice
Statistics, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice, NCJ 233982, July 2011), 2.
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B  Amelia Garcia escaped captivity and thought no one was looking for her since so many years
had passed. She was recovered after an NCIC data error was corrected and a new search
commenced. Through a public record database, analysts found her living in another state.

B Carlina White, having doubts about her true identity, discovered she had been abducted as
an infant after finding herself on a missing child poster on NCMEC’s website.

These recoveries in recent years demonstrated the need for a summit to discuss ideas and share
experiences to encourage rethinking the issue of long-term missing children and the current
investigative and search protocols for those cases. The stories of Berry, Knight and DeJesus and
other survivors of long periods of captivity tell us that children do in fact survive these traumatic
events. Investigators should not immediately conclude the child has passed just because a child
has been missing for many months or years. Other possibilities may exist, including the child is
being held captive by an abductor or is alive and well in other circumstances. NCMEC’s long-
term missing children summit titled “Time to Bring Them Home,” addressed those questions and
many others. The materials contained in this guide reflect those discussions and are presented as
best-practice recommendations for agencies to follow when investigating a case of a long-term
missing child.

The conventional rule in missing child investigations is — a case should never be closed and the
missing person entry should not be canceled from the NCIC database until the child has been
physically recovered or located. In principle this rule applies regardless of the circumstances or
how long a child has been missing. It is unfortunately true the longer the children are gone, the
less likely they will be found and safely returned home. However, in nearly every open missing
child case there remain unanswered questions and gaps in information about the child’s fate.
Until these questions are thoroughly answered, or until there is convincing evidence the child
is deceased, investigations and searches must continue on the assumption the child may still
be alive.

On the positive side, missing children are being found and recovered faster today than any other
time in our nation’s history. Rapid and immediate response by law enforcement, combined with
tougher laws, better law enforcement training, AMBER Alerts and Endangered Missing
Advisories, and resources such as the FBI's Child Abduction Rapid Deployment or CARD, local
and state Child Abduction Response Teams or CARTs, missing child clearinghouses, and
NCMEC have changed the landscape. The change also reflects today’s technologies, which have
revolutionized the distribution and exchange of information. The Internet, 24-hour news stations,
social media and devices such as smartphones can engage the public as the eyes and ears of law
enforcement. They have greatly enhanced law enforcement’s ability to find missing children. The
growing prevalence of video cameras on street corners, buildings and retail stores in nearly every
city in the U.S. is another important, if sometimes controversial, change helping investigators
quickly find children, identify abductors and in some cases may even deter or prevent abductions.
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Most adolescents® and many preadolescents now have cellphones making it easier for parents or
caregivers to contact them® in the event they become delayed, become lost or are missing. Some
cellphones have GPS capabilities, which can prove invaluable when searching for a missing child.

The advent of the Internet, social networking sites, instant messaging and certain websites, while
very helpful in finding missing children, has also provided new avenues and tools for offenders
to victimize children.” In other words, even though we are much more able to protect children
from abduction and sexual victimization today than we were in the past, the threat still exists. In
this new era some offenders are simply changing the way they select and victimize children.
Luring, enticement and coercion on social media or the Internet are sometimes taking the place
of the stereotypical abductions from public places more prevalently used decades ago. But, even
if stereotypical abductions appear to be trending downward, we cannot let our guard down. They
still occur, and our children still face these risks.

The partnership among law enforcement, the media and the public created by the AMBER
Alert program has played a tremendous role in finding missing children, often at a critical
time. The ability of an AMBER Alert to immediately engage the public when a child has been
abducted has saved countless lives. As well as being timely, this engagement promotes a
healthy understanding within the community that bringing children safely home is
everyone’s responsibility.

Because of today’s more effective law enforcement response to reports of missing children, we
presently experience fewer cases of long-term missing children than was experienced in years
past. This may reflect better public awareness, training, laws and technology. With more children
being found more quickly and returned to safe environments, there are fewer who will remain
missing for longer periods. However, there are still children who are missing and remain missing
over the long term. These new cases continue to join the thousands of others still remaining
unresolved over the past years and decades.

This guide recognizes an underlying paradox, because no long-term case started out as a long-
term case, an effective strategy does not start out as a plan for investigating a case which becomes
long term. Instead a strategy begins with the initial response to a case before anyone knows it
will fall into the long-term category. Accordingly our recommendations do not only suggest best
practices for investigating long-term cases, but include best practices for new cases as well. This
emphasizes the need to be thorough and not miss any opportunities to recover a child so, to the
extent possible, new cases will not become long-term cases. Thus we will highlight the

5 According to the Pew Research Center, 88 percent of teens in the U.S. ages 13 to 17 have or have access to a mobile
telephone of some kind (Amanda Lenhart, “Teens, social media & technology overview 2015,” Pew Research Center
Internet, Science & Tech, April 9, 2015, accessed Feb. 1, 2016, www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/teens-social-media-
technology-2015.

¢ TeenSafe, “The concerned parent’s guide to tween cell phone monitoring,” Teenology News, Nov. 7, 2014, accessed
Feb. 1, 2016, www.teensafe.com/blog/concerned-parents-guide-tween-cell-phone-monitoring.

7 For more information about this trend see “A parent’s guide to Internet safety,” accessed Feb. 1, 2016,
www.fbi.gov/stats-services/publications/parent-guide.
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importance of the initial law enforcement practices and procedures having the best chance of
achieving the rapid and safe recovery of missing children. For additional information about the
initial response to missing and abducted children cases please refer to NCMEC’s
“Investigator’s Package” found at www.missingkids.org/publications/NC13.

The actions of the first responders, especially how quickly and accurately they assess the risk to
the child and the scale of effort and resources employed in the early hours, can often make a
difference in whether the child is found quickly or not. What happens in the early stages also
builds the foundation for the prolonged search and investigation if a case is not solved quickly.
Locating and properly interviewing witnesses while information is fresh in their memory,
identifying and securing evidence, and preparing thorough and detailed reports are all vitally
important for the effectiveness of a sustained investigation and search. Because the actual risk to
a child is not always apparent during the initial stages, it is almost always best to proceed with
the worst-case scenario in mind until the facts prove otherwise.

While this guide will focus primarily on long-term investigative tactics and strategies, it will cover
the investigative/search process from the very beginning, starting with the initial response and
continuing throughout the course of the investigation. This guide is intended to be a compilation
of best practices for properly assessing risks to the child, avoiding missed opportunities,
identifying and eliminating suspects, employing the best search methods and resources available
to agencies at the start of and throughout the investigative process.
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Chapter 2: Overview of missing children cases
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Children go missing each day in the U.S. for a myriad of reasons and many are never reported
missing. Each investigation will have its own unique set of circumstances and challenges. Cases
range from a child who was simply late coming home from school to a child who was taken by a
noncustodial parent, a runaway, a child lured by a trafficker or a child who was abducted by a
sexually motivated offender. Many child abductions are not witnessed, and there are also
children who went missing under unknown circumstances. In some of those cases the missing
children are later determined to be victims of abduction; in others the nature of the missing
episode remains unknown. With no witnesses, no identified crime scene and little or no physical
evidence, these cases can be the most challenging and difficult to investigate.

Time is the enemy in missing child cases. Responding immediately with appropriate resources
can be crucial in preventing evidence and key information from being overlooked or lost. The
critical importance of an effective initial response was made clear in findings from a key study
conducted for the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention by the Washington State Attorney General’s office. In the 735 child homicide cases
analyzed in the study,® nearly half, 46.8 percent, of the murdered children were killed within an
hour of their abduction, and more than three-quarters, 76.2 percent, were killed within three
hours.” While those percentages sound gruesome, they pertain only to the very small minority of
abducted children who are killed by their abductors. The number of missing children who are
recovered and safely returned home is far larger than those who are abducted and murdered.

8 Katherine M. Brown, Robert D. Keppel, Joseph G. Weis and Marvin E. Skeen, Investigative Case Management for
Missing Children Homicides: Report II (Olympia, Washington: Office of the Attorney General, State of Washington,
and Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice,
May 2006), 8.

° Brown et al., Investigative Case Management for Missing Children Homicides, 13.
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From the minute a child is reported missing, every step and everyone involved in the process is
important from the handling of the 911 call to the actions of first responders to the initiation and
conduct of the investigation to the deployment of search teams and volunteers. No matter what
their role, all involved in a missing child case must be cognizant of potential opportunities, such
as facts and key information that may help find the victim quickly enough to spare the child and
his or her family the enormous pain and suffering of prolonged victimization and an extended
search and investigation.

Defining long term
What constitutes a long-term missing child case? The long-term missing children summit
held at the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children® or NCMEC in April 2014 used
this definition:

A missing child case is considered to be long-term, not necessarily by the

duration of the missing episode, but instead when all the substantive

leads have been thoroughly followed and all the likely places to look for

the child have been searched.

The length of time a child is missing should not be the sole deciding factor. Rather the totality of
the circumstances surrounding the missing episode, such as time, risk factors, substantive leads
and viable search locations, should determine the level of response and resources necessary to
find the child. The response must be carried out along with a continuing evaluation process,
assessing and reassessing the risk to the child at every stage of the investigation and constantly
evaluating and re-evaluating the manner in which the search and investigation are conducted. It
is important for the facts, or sometimes the lack thereof, to drive the case activity — not theories
or assumptions.

Missing child classifications

When a child is reported missing the responding officer taking the initial report will typically
classify the case in broad categories. The categories NCMEC uses, based upon the information
available at the time it is reported, are nonfamily abduction; family abduction; endangered
runaway; or a lost, injured or otherwise missing child when there is an unexplained missing
episode. Endangered runaways may also include subcategories of “children missing from care”
and “thrownaway children” who generally face heightened risk because of their increased
vulnerability for sexual exploitation as well as physical and emotional victimization.

Definitions used by NCMEC

While these categories may serve as indicators of risk, they can also be misleading as to how much

danger a child is actually facing. Therefore, properly assessing the dangers a child is potentially

facing is far more important when determining the proper investigative response and resources

to allocate.

B Nonfamily abduction: The unauthorized taking, retention, luring, confinement or
concealment of a child by someone other than a family member.
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B Family abduction: The taking, retention or concealment of a child by a parent, other person
with a family relationship to the child, or his or her agent, in violation of the custody rights,
including visitation rights, of another parent or legal guardian. Also referred to as parental
kidnapping and custodial interference.

B Endangered runaway: A child aged 17 or younger, most commonly a teenager, who is
missing of his or her own accord and whose whereabouts are unknown to his or her legal
guardian. Endangered runaways include two subcategories of children who may be at
increased risk of exploitation, sexual victimization and physical victimization:
¢ Child missing from care: Although most often reported as endangered runaways, this

includes a child who is missing under any circumstances while in foster care, under the
legal custody or supervision of a child protective service or social service agency or
otherwise a dependent or ward of the state. Because many of these children are at high
risk for child sex trafficking and other endangerments, these cases should be treated as
critical and given a high priority.

e Thrownaway child: A child whose caregiver makes no effort to recover him or her after
the child has run away or failed to return home, who has been abandoned, or who has
been asked to leave his or her home and is not permitted to return by a parent or guardian.
While not necessarily reported to authorities as missing, children in this category may
come to the attention of law enforcement for other reasons.

B Lost, injured or otherwise missing: A child who is missing under unknown circumstances,
a situation where there are insufficient facts to determine the cause, or a child missing of his
or her own accord whose young age or special needs puts the child at increased risk of harm.
In these cases the possibilities cover a wide range, from a child who inadvertently wandered
away and became lost to a child who was abducted without anyone witnessing the act. These
cases sometimes involve “foul play” and deception, or when those reporting the incident are
attempting to cover up a crime involving the child.

B Section 5779: Missing person cases reported to NCMEC by a law enforcement agency or
sworn law enforcement officer when the individual is 18 years of age or older but younger
than the age of 21.1°

Often when a child is missing there is limited information and evidence to follow up; sometimes,
none at all. When an abduction is not witnessed, the case may be mislabeled as a runaway,
perhaps based on family conflicts or the child’s age and past history. Or investigators may believe
it is a runaway case simply because without evidence to suggest otherwise, they assume the
situation falls into the large majority of missing children who run away. Public or internal
pressure for a rapid evaluation and response can lead to a quick decision a particular child was a
runaway unless there is information to the contrary. Sympathy for child victims is often inversely
proportional to their age and sexual development; and when older children are involved, it is
much easier to imagine they left home on their own. For all these reasons history shows many
cases have been mislabeled. The lesson is, in classifying a missing child case, investigators must

10 Suzanne’s Law, a provision in the PROTECT Act of 2003 and codified at 42 U.S.C. § 5779(a), extended the same
reporting and investigative procedures already provided for children younger than 18 to individuals younger
than 21.
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be guided by evidence, training and a comprehensive evaluation of the risks to the child not by
assumptions or preconceived ideas about the case they are investigating.

Runaway children

In the missing child reports received by NCMEC in 2015, a large majority — approximately 86
percent — of the children were reported missing as runaways. Even when children leave
voluntarily, it does not mean they are safe, and the situation should not be treated lightly.
Frequently they may find themselves in dangerous environments, and at times even life-
threatening situations. What starts out as one situation could potentially turn into something
different and more dangerous. For example a voluntary missing episode can turn into an
abduction if a runaway or lured away child falls into the hands of someone who then prevents
the child from leaving.

Law enforcement should take into account the heightened risks many of these children will face.
For instance 1 in 5 endangered runaways reported to NCMEC in 2015 were likely child sex
trafficking victims.

Some have the perception runaway children tend to return home quickly. However, some
children who run away remain missing for days, weeks, months and even years. “[B]eing on their
own for even a short period of time may exacerbate the problems that caused the youth to run
away in the first place as well as increase their likelihood of engaging in high-risk behavior, being
exploited or victimized by others, and resorting to illicit activities in order to secure basic
necessities such as food and a place to stay while away from home.”!! As a reminder, long-term
missing child cases are the focus of this guide and these incidents can be initially reported as any
case type, including endangered runaway.

Risk assessment

Regardless of the reasons why a child is missing or how the incident is described in the
missing person report, a top priority for law enforcement must be to make the best possible
assessment of the danger the child is facing. Risk must be immediately evaluated and then
continually re-evaluated as long as the child remains missing, because any piece of new
information can change the risk assessment at a moment’s notice. The good news is most
missing children return home safely in a relatively short period of time. However, law
enforcement must not simply assume a child is safe unless there is verifiable, convincing
information to support this conclusion. Incorrectly assuming the child is in little or no danger

1 Joan S. Tucker, Maria Orlando Edelen, Phyllis L. Ellickson and David J. Klein, “Running away from home: A
longitudinal study of adolescent risk factors and young adult outcomes,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence, May 2011,
40(5), 507, accessed Feb. 1, 2016, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3021590, citing X. Chen, L. Thrane, L.B.
Whitbeck, K.D. Johnson and D.R. Hoyt, “Onset of conduct disorder, use of delinquent subsistence strategies, and
street victimization among homeless and runaway adolescents in the Midwest,”. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 2007,
22,1156-1183; M.D. Kipke, T.R. Simon, S.B. Montgomery, ].B. Unger and E.F. Iversen, “Homeless youth and their
exposure to and involvement in violence while living on the streets,” Journal of Adolescent Health, 1997, 20, 360-367;
and L.S. Wagner, L. Carlin, A.M. Cauce and A. Tenner, “A snapshot of homeless youth in Seattle: Their charac-
teristics, behaviors and beliefs about HIV protective strategies,” Journal of Community Health, 2001, 26, 219-231.
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may lead investigators to overlook or dismiss facts, information or evidence that might have
led to the quick recovery of the missing child.

Assessing the risk to the child is the most important initial step in responding to a missing child
report. This assessment is the key factor in determining the level and type of response. Depending
on the child’s age and other factors, this process can sometimes be the most difficult and complex
for everyone involved in the investigation. Law enforcement may also encounter cases involving
missing children from chaotic and dysfunctional home environments, which add additional
difficult and complex problems.

Properly assessing the degree and immediacy of risk depends on a variety of factors that may be
ambiguous or not always evident. Everything must be considered. When a 5-year-old goes
missing from the back yard of his or her home or is seen being pulled into an automobile by an
unknown person, it is clearly a highly critical incident requiring a robust law enforcement
response. But in other circumstances risk assessment can get complicated or difficult. This is
especially so in cases involving older children, a child with a history of running away or behavior
problems, or a child who may be emotionally troubled. With incomplete information about the
missing episode, it is easy to assume a child in any of these circumstances is probably a runaway
who left of his or her own volition and is in little or no danger. This may be true in many instances,
but it is a dangerous assumption because there are also some cases when children were in fact
abducted or lured by an offender and are at a very high risk of harm.

Even when abduction is not involved, running away places children in an environment leaving
them highly vulnerable to victimization by others. Classifying a case as a runaway or family
abduction can be misleading if the classification leads investigators to assume too easily the
children are probably safe. These children in fact may face great risk of sexual victimization,
serious injury, abuse or even death. In other words, decisions about response to a missing child
report should not depend solely on how the case is classified. Report classifications should
not minimize the degree of risk to the child. Instead investigators should consider the totality
of the circumstances — how long a child has been missing, whom they possibly came into
contact with and the overall assessment of risk based on all available information on the case
including victimology. Decisions about what actions to take should be made on a continuum,
based on an ongoing, careful and comprehensive evaluation of the facts and circumstances of
each case. This approach is the best way to help ensure the appropriate level of response and
resources are employed in a timely manner. New information leading to changes in the risk
assessment will obviously determine whether additional or fewer resources are necessary for the
investigation and search.

Examples of questions investigators should immediately consider when a child is reported

missing include:

B Did the child deviate from his or her expected or normal behavior?

B  Was there a planned event the missing child was looking forward to and then did not show
up for?

LONG-TERM MISSING CHILD GUIDE FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT - 29,



B Did the child fail to appear at a regularly scheduled activity or simply not arrive at a place
where he or she was expected?

B Does the child have physical, mental or emotional conditions exacerbating his or her
risk level?

When investigating the case of a possible runaway child, law enforcement needs to seek to
determine if the child made any preparations for sustaining him- or herself for a period of time
away from home such as taking money, clothing, cellphone, food or medication. Lack of such
precautions may indicate a higher level of risk.

The table below lists other factors in a variety of categories possibly impacting the degree of risk
to a child who is missing.

Figure 2-1

| Factors and categories possibly impacting criticality
Physical

B Age of the child.

Stature and size of the child such as tall, short, slim, husky.

Disabilities or abnormalities such as:

e Physical.

e Mental.

e Emotional.

e Sensory.

Health:
lliness, afflictions or injuries, either long- or short-term.
Surgeries from recent to pending to routine to serious to life-threatening.
Pregnancy.
Medications required and likely side effects or results of missed doses.

B Depression.
Attempts at suicide, past or present.
Medications for mental health treatment:
Type of medication being taken.
Medication side effects on child.
Knowledge of when medication was last taken.
Knowledge of when next doses are required.
Understanding about child’s knowledge of medications taken.
Any other conditions related to mental health.
Emotional or behavioral issues such as:
¢ Violence or aggressiveness.
e Passivity.
e Mood swings.
e Withdrawal.
Behavior considered to be high risk including:
e Behavior considered anti-social.
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e Involvement in criminal activities including:
— Violence.
— Gang activity.
— Nonviolent crime such as petty theft, burglary, motor vehicle theft or vandalism.
Drug or alcohol abuse.
History of physical or sexual abuse.
History or indicators of possible child sex trafficking:
e Survival sex or sex acts committed to obtain items to survive.
e Tattoos or markings related to trafficking.
Stress caused by:
Bereavement from recent loss of family member, friend or pet.
Relationship change considered to be abrupt or recent.
Divorce or breakup of parents considered to be recent in nature.
Action recently taken in school of a disciplinary nature such as suspension, expulsion or discussion
about poor grades.
School situations including bullying. If bullying was experienced by the child, was it in person or
online through the Internet and social media. And was/were:
— School not responsive?
— Parents not involved or supportive?
— Trauma experienced from bullying?
e Education as in is the child’s grade level consistent with his or her age?
o Level of intelligence.
Disabilities impeding learning or of a medical, mental or emotional nature:
e Capabilities diminished in any way.
e Loss of memory.
e Autism, and if so:
— s the child drawn to water?
— Does the child have a diminished sense of fear?
Orientation on the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning or LGBTQ spectrum.
Availability of food and nourishment.
Clothing adequate for the situation being worn by or in possession of the child.
Transportation used including a check for stolen vehicles in the surrounding area where the child was
last seen.
Availability of funds.
Source of any money being obtained.
¢ Did the child have money with him or her when last seen?
e Does the child have access to money through sources such as ATMs, checks, credit cards, gift cards
or bitcoins?

Situational

Language barriers from nonverbal to language(s) spoken.

Socioeconomic status.

Exposure to other high-risk situations such as:

e Use, manufacture, sale or abuse of drugs.

e Sex trafficking in the home, in the neighborhood, among friends, online or elsewhere.

e Contact with sex offenders.

Exposure to nonfamily members living in the home such as the boy- or girlfriend of a parent:
Who is involved with the child on a regular basis?
What was going on within the home at the time the child was last seen?
What relationships are occurring in the home among the parents, mother, father, children and
siblings?
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Exposure to crimes within or outside the home such as:
Was the child a victim of sexual, physical or emotional abuse?
Was the child a victim of violence, such as assault, robbery or rape, outside of the home?
Was the child a victim of harassment, stalking, bullying or threats?
Was the child a witness to criminal activity?
e Was foster care or child protective services involved with the family?
Activity of a criminal nature reported near the home or last known location.

Activity by gangs reported in the area.
Reports of crime in the area of any other nature.

Environmental

B Weather conditions.
B Terrain and nearby landscapes such as woods, lakes, streams and rivers.
W Population density.

Social media and text messaging:

Aids to assist in assessing risk

Today a majority of teenagers and many younger children rely on social media and text
messaging as a primary means of communication with family members and friends. Social
media activity or its absence can yield valuable insight about the circumstances and degree of
danger a child may be facing. Social media activity, while the child is missing or before, may
provide information about why the child may have gone missing, whom he or she may be with,
and possibly even where the child may be found. An account remaining active after the child
is discovered missing can give significant information about his or her welfare; an account
going inactive right after becoming missing can be a warning sign the child may be in
immediate danger.

Social media and its use is constantly changing. In addition to such widely known sites as
Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, there is an ever-growing number of special interest sites that
should be checked for activity, including many which are more familiar to young people. Some
agencies have investigators with extensive knowledge about social media who can be consulted
for assistance in attempting to locate and examine accounts that might lead to clues about a
missing child. The Internet Crimes Against Children or ICAC Regional Task Forces — a national
network of more than 60 task forces covering every state in the country — are also a great resource
for assistance in this area. To locate the task force in your area and learn how to contact it visit
www.icactaskforce.org.

Child sex trafficking and children missing from care

Of the endangered runaways reported to NCMEC in 2015, 1 of every 5 were likely victims of
child sex trafficking. Among those likely child sex trafficking victims, 74 percent were in the care
of social services or foster care when they went missing. This percentage highlights the fact child
sex traffickers may tend to target children with a history of childhood abuse, disconnected
families and running away.
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According to the Child Welfare League of America a child is considered missing from care if
“he or she is not in the physical custody of the child welfare agency or the person or institution
with whom the agency placed the child.”'? This umbrella category includes children who have
run away, are abducted from care or are lost in care. Children in this category are typically
already vulnerable due to their history of abuse and/or neglect. As soon as they go missing
from care, they may be at higher risk for a myriad of significant and life-threatening dangers.
In response child welfare agencies should prioritize such cases, make every possible effort and
use every available resource to recover and return the child to a safer environment as quickly
as possible.

Figure 2-2

| Multiple dangers faced by children missing from care

Physical violence Sexual violence Sex trafficking

Disconnection Untreated medical issues Untreated mental health issues
from education

Unwanted Drug or alcohol abuse STD/HIV
pregnancy

Malnutrition Engagement in illegal activity Gangs

It was already the established policy of many juvenile justice and child welfare agencies that any
child who went missing from care should be reported to law enforcement. More recently it has
now become a legal requirement to report these children to both law enforcement and NCMEC.
Enacted in September 2014, the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act
requires the states to report each missing or abducted foster child to law enforcement and the
National Center for Missing & Exploited Children.'® The Bringing Missing Children Home Act, a
portion of the larger Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act of 2015, was enacted in May 2015.
Among other improvements related to record-keeping, this legislation amended federal law to
require law enforcement agencies notity NCMEC of each report they receive relating to a child
missing from foster care.'

12 Caren Kaplan, CWLA Best Practice Guidelines: Children Missing from Care (Washington, D.C.: Child Welfare League
of America, 2005), 1.

1342 U.S.C. § 671(a)(35)(B).

1442 U.S.C. § 5780.
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Child homicides

Initial missing child classifications

In the previously cited analysis of 735 child abduction homicides across the nation, in the majority
of those cases the murdered child was initially reported to law enforcement as a missing child.'®
The study authors also concluded, “Often there was no initial indication of foul play.'® Under
these circumstances such cases may be treated as investigations of a missing or runaway child.”

In [an] ... analysis of 735
child abduction homicides
across the nation, in the
majority of those cases the
murdered child was initially
reported to law enforcement
as a missing child.

Experience shows when investigators have no explanation for a child being missing, the child is
often more likely to be at risk, not less. Therefore, rather than putting less effort and fewer
resources into cases where they do not know why a child is missing, law enforcement agencies
should instead increase the scale and urgency of their response. The length of time a child is
missing without contact or verifiable sightings can itself be a reason for greater urgency in
investigating the case.

This is yet another reason why, instead of relying on case classifications to decide how an
investigation will be conducted, law enforcement should use the continuing risk assessment
approach described earlier in this guide beginning on Page 28. This risk assessment approach
recommends continually re-evaluating the level of risk to the child and using this evaluation on
an ongoing basis as the principal factor in determining the level of law enforcement resources to
be employed. A basic rule of thumb is the longer a child remains missing, the greater the range
of risks the child faces.

Child homicide prosecutions without a body

At times when there has been overwhelming evidence a child was murdered, offenders have been
prosecuted even though the remains of the child have not been found, the so-called no-body
prosecution. In many of these cases, after a successful prosecution, the missing child entries have
been removed from the FBI's NCIC and the National Missing and Unidentified Persons System
or NamUs databases, on the grounds the law enforcement agency has closed the case. This
procedure has a major flaw because canceling the database listing shuts off a key path to
identifying deceased children whose remains have been located but not yet identified. Some

15 Brown et al., Investigative Case Management for Missing Children Homicides, 12.
16 Brown et al., Investigative Case Management for Missing Children Homicides, 81.
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unidentified bodies could be victims of murderers who were convicted in no-body cases — bodies
discovered before a trial but never connected to the case or discovered after the trial was over.
Without a missing person entry in NCIC or NamUs, it is impossible to compare the remains
against those databases for a possible match between the unidentified body and a named missing
child. For this reason the missing child’s entry should always remain in NCIC and NamUs listings
until they have been physically recovered/located, whether or not the criminal case has been
concluded. Agencies should consider adopting written policies preventing removal of
information about a child from NCIC and NamUs as long as the child remains missing. For a
more extensive discussion of issues involving unidentified children, see “Chapter 7: The
identification of unknown children” beginning on Page 143.
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Chapter 3: Investigative practices, policies and principles
by Robert G. Lowery, Jr.; Robert Hoever; and Richard Leonard
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All too often in older cases, as the parents age or pass on, siblings and extended family members
disperse, witnesses move on and memories fade, the investigation suffers the same fate. Over
time the intensity of investigative activity will diminish and become less visible. Leads taper off,
available information has been followed up and places to search for the child have all been
thoroughly searched. Suspects have been investigated to either a point of impasse or eliminated
from consideration. The reality is even when law enforcement agency leaders are committed to
continuing an investigation and finding the missing child, they have other priorities and other
demands on their resources. In many cases it takes the resolve and persistence of families to keep
the memory of their missing children alive and law enforcement and the public involved. But this
should not be the sole reason for continuing the investigation. Lasting persistence and never
giving up hope may bring some of these children home or determine what happened to them
even many years after they went missing. Below is an example of a case solved more than half a
century after the crime was committed.

Figure 3-1

| Case summary: Case resolution after 55 years"

A woman, distressed by her mother’'s deathbed confession, tried to contact investigators on several
occasions with information pertaining to the murder of an abducted 8-year-old child more than 50 years

earlier. Unfortunately her attempts did not result in a successful review of the case. She decided to send the
information one last time; this time to a state law enforcement agency. She advised it was the last time she
would try because it was bringing up painful and disturbing memories as the offender was her brother. As

17 This case summary was provided by Illinois State Police Investigations Deputy Director Brion Hanley June 9, 2015.
He was the lead investigator in this case.
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a result of the investigation being reopened by state police investigators, new evidence was gathered and
the offender was arrested and convicted more than 55 years later. Below is a summary of how this crime
and the resulting investigation unfolded.

Two girls, 7- and 8-years-old, were playing outside when approached by a young adult male. The man
gave the 7-year-old a piggy back ride telling the 8-year-old she was next. The 8-year-old said she had to
go home to get her mittens but would be right back. A short time later the 8-year-old girl returned and
discovered her friend and the man were gone. The community, and later the entire nation, searched for
the missing 7-year-old and mysterious man who was last seen with the little girl.

Within days law enforcement received a couple of tips regarding a man who lived a block and a half from
the victim and was regarded as being creepy. The suspect had an alibi. He said on the date the child went
missing he was aboard a train en route to take a military enlistment physical and was miles away from the
site where the child was last seen. The suspect’s mother corroborated his story. The missing child’s body
was found four months later about 70 miles away. The little girl’s death was ruled a homicide. Thirty-six
years later the offender’s dying mother told her daughter her brother, and the mother’s son, was responsible
for the crime. The mother’s deathbed confession no longer supported the offender’s alibi.

As a result of the daughter’s insistence, the case was reopened. State police investigators interviewed the
suspect’s former high school girlfriend. During this interview they asked whether she had photos of the
suspect while he was in high school. The former girlfriend retrieved an old photo of herself and the suspect
taken when they were dating. While removing the old photo from its frame an unused train ticket hidden
behind the picture frame fell to the floor. The former girlfriend had completely forgotten the suspect gave
her the train ticket as a memento as she had placed it behind the photo years before. The recovered train
ticket proved the suspect was not traveling by train on the date the child was abducted thus discrediting his
original alibi.

Investigators later displayed the suspect’s photo, among a group of similar looking men in aged
photographs, to the victim’s 8-year-old friend who now was an adult. The witness selected the suspect’s
photo out of the array of photos 53 years later and said he was the same man who had approached them
and offered piggy back rides. Another person also come forward and identified the offender as giving her
a piggy back ride when she was 8 years old around the same time frame. When he refused to release the
child, she started crying hysterically. A neighbor noticed and notified the child’'s father. The father then
rescued his daughter. That child, now an adult, was also able to testify. Investigators were able to secure
enough evidence for a conviction, closing a case more than 55 years old.

Lesson learned

As stated by the case’s lead investigator, Deputy Director Brion Hanley of the lllinois State Police, “No matter

how long time passes the subject responsible for the murder of a child can still be brought to justice. We
have to keep in mind, during the investigation, the victims' families live with this unsolved crime daily, which

n 18

takes a toll on their lives.

Whether a long-term missing child investigation remains active or inactive depends on several

factors including the agency’s case load and other responsibilities, available resources, and

sometimes the availability or lack of new information or leads. Over time the management of the

case may follow one of several scenarios. The case could:

B Become dormant not being actively investigated over some period of time and not being
assigned to any one particular investigator.

18 Tllinois State Police Investigations Deputy Director Brion Hanley, interview by author, June 9, 2015.
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B Be assigned to an investigator but, through a formal or informal process, is passed along to
several successive lead detectives over the years.

B Have been assigned to one lead detective continuously.

B Have been transferred to an investigator within the department’s long-term unit if the
department has such an entity.

A common obstacle to sustaining long-term investigations is a lack of resources and personnel,
especially in smaller agencies. However, assistance is available from many other sources.
Departments whose own resources and/or expertise are stretched thin should consider seeking
assistance from other local, state, tribal or federal agencies able to support the investigation by
providing personnel and resources for a joint task force or similar investigative initiative. In
addition the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children® or NCMEC can provide technical
assistance in areas such as data management, case review and investigative strategy
development, search recommendations and assistance, and case and link analysis.

Local CARTSs, FBI's CARD, FBI's BAU 3 and additional resources

Units specializing in missing and abducted child cases providing assistance to local agencies
include regional or state Child Abduction Response Teams or CARTs; the FBI's Child Abduction
Rapid Deployment or CARD Teams, the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit or BAU 3, and NCMEC.

CART is a multidisciplinary team of federal, state, county and local law enforcement who train
together to respond to cases involving critical missing and abducted children. For assistance from
a CARD Team, local agencies can contact their local FBI field office. If there are no CART teams
in the area, an agency can obtain free CART training for law enforcement through the National
Criminal Justice Training Center at Fox Valley Technical College. For more information about
these training opportunities visit www.ncjtc.org/AmberAlert/Courses.

FBI-CARD Teams are comprised of experienced personnel providing on-the-ground
investigative, technical and resource assistance to state and local law enforcement. FBI-CARD
Teams are primarily involved in the response to nonfamily child abductions, child abductions
involving ransom and mysterious disappearances of children. For more information about FBI-
CARD teams visit www.fbi.gov/about-us/investigate/vc_majorthefts/cac/card/card.”

BAU 3 provides operational assistance to requesting law enforcement agencies investigating
cases of missing children, child abductions, sexual exploitation of children and other violent
crimes committed against children. As well as providing additional resources for child abduction
cases, these teams can also assist with long-term missing child investigations. Assistance may be
requested through the local FBI office.

19 “Child Abduction Rapid Deployment (CARD) Teams,” accessed Feb. 1, 2016, www.fbi.gov/about-
us/investigate/vc_majorthefts/cac/card/card.
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To strengthen law enforcement’s response to cases of missing children and clarify the obligations

of agencies receiving a missing child report, Congress passed the National Child Search

Assistance Act or NCSAA in 1990, and amended it in the years since. Among other provisions,

42 U.S.C. §§ 5779 and 5780 currently mandates the following specific actions:

B Federal, state or local law enforcement agencies will not establish or observe a waiting period
before accepting a missing child case.

B All agencies will enter, without delay, reports of missing children younger than 18 into the
NCIC Missing Person File.

B All agencies will update identifying information about each case in NCIC within 30 days,
including medical and dental records and a recent photograph.

B Each case will receive proper investigative action.

B All agencies shall notify NCMEC of each report received relating to a child reported
missing from foster care.

B All agencies shall maintain a close liaison with NCMEC about appropriate cases.

NCMEC will provide assistance to requesting law enforcement agencies for missing children who
were younger than 21 at the time they went missing.?

Management challenges

Keeping the investigation active

One of the many challenges agency managers face in undertaking a long-term investigation is
selecting a lead investigator, with primary responsibility for all case activity and the continuing
search for the missing child. Ideally the lead investigator will have experience in investigating
child abductions and missing child cases, strong communications and interpersonal skills, a talent
for investigative research, and an ability to analyze and connect large amounts of data. The
assignment also requires someone who is organized, is detail oriented, and has an ability to
handle stressful cases and effectively address highly emotional issues. An effective lead
investigator must be a creative thinker and calculated risk-taker who is willing to try new ideas
even when failure may be a possibility. And perhaps most importantly this person needs to have
great tenacity and an exceptionally strong motivation to work the case to its resolution.

Figure 3-2

Factors management should consider when selecting
the lead investigator or case manager

Have a high level of experience and training about child abduction and missing children investigations.

Use of a subject matter expert or well-rounded accomplished investigator as preference is determined
by the agency.

Have management and organizational skills.

Have communications and interpersonal skills.

20 NCMEC intakes reports of young adults ages 18, 19 and 20 pursuant to Suzanne’s Law, a provision in the
PROTECT Act of 2003 and codified at 42 U.S.C. § 5779(a), which extended the same reporting and investigative
procedures already provided for children younger than 18 to individuals younger than 21.
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Be a creative thinker.

Be open to new ideas or taking on creative and innovative ideas and strategies with the possibility
they may fail.

Be focused on advancing the investigation without crossing legal and ethical boundaries.

Be motivated and have the ability to work well with others.

Be tenacious while exhibiting strong investigative and research skills.

Have a strong work ethic.

Have organizational and analytical skills.

Be able to manage high volumes of data and information.

Have an ability to manage stressful cases and positively address highly emotional issues.

Transition of the investigative team

As a case ages, institutional knowledge about the circumstances and investigation may fade.
Many of the original investigators may have retired; passed away; or been reassigned,
transferred, promoted or moved to other agencies. When investigators leave a case they often
take with them critical information not necessarily found in the case reports, especially
information gathered in the early and most critical stages when the investigation was most
intense and flow of information may have been chaotic, overwhelming, or mentally and
emotionally draining.

Another management consideration is potential burnout or fatigue among the investigative team
members especially the lead investigator. A prolonged investigation can bring on a range of
emotions including low morale, high fatigue or possibly even feelings of inadequacy from the
lack of success. In cases drawing heavy media attention there may be a frustrated and sometimes
publicly critical reaction from community leaders and residents demanding a solution. Such
reactions reflect anger and outrage at the crime. They also arise from a feeling of vulnerability, a
tear if such a crime happened once it could happen again, possibly to one’s own child or the child
of a relative or acquaintance. This dynamic continues as the case ages.

Media coverage can be another source of pressure on investigators assigned to a highly
publicized missing child case, especially when new leads develop with an older case. Self-
proclaimed law enforcement experts not assigned to the case, or working with the investigative
agency, are often interviewed about their opinions and awareness of investigative strategies, but
usually can only offer speculation or guesswork about the particular case since they do not have
access to the facts and details of the investigation. Consequently their speculative conclusions or
opinions can be, and often are, inaccurate. This may raise unrealistic expectations or leave the
public with incorrect or distorted assumptions about the case and investigation. This can cause
problems for the investigation itself because media coverage will often influence the nature of
leads or tips called in by the public. Management and new investigators transitioning into a case
must be aware of these challenges. While engaging the public as the eyes and ears of law
enforcement is often vital in finding the child, tips inspired or influenced by faulty information
from the media can draw investigators in the wrong direction and divert efforts and resources
from more useful leads. A strong partnership between the lead investigating agency and media
is the best way to increase the benefit from public involvement and reduce the harm from
inaccurate or distracting news reports. Law enforcement officials should remember the time to
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establish mutual trust is before a headline case occurs, not in the midst of a high-profile and high-
pressure investigation. The better the ongoing relationship with local media, the easier it is for a
department to head off incorrect or damaging media coverage.

Another source of distraction in a high-profile case comes from the retired law enforcement
officers, private detectives, self-proclaimed psychics and self-appointed volunteers who often
approach families, without the benefit of working with the investigative agency, with their
theories, beliefs and opinions about the case. These volunteers sometimes raise false hope of a
quick solution or an easy recovery of the missing child creating an emotional roller coaster for the
family. Even when the source is questionable, investigators should follow up on all leads received
to determine their validity, especially when a lead purports to give information about sightings
of or places to look for the child.

All of these components — the passage of time, public impatience, the media spotlight, emotional
strain, the intrusion of opportunistic individuals and groups — collectively place tremendous
pressure on investigators to solve a case and find the missing child. However, the reality is some
cases may take years to solve despite the best efforts of the investigative team. This can sometimes
unfairly reflect negatively on the image of the agency and upon the investigators thus adding to
the potential for burnout, fatigue and lowered morale. Investigators and managers cannot let
these pressures and challenges prevent them from keeping their efforts focused and prioritizing
facts and information to make the best use of available personnel and resources.

Assumption: Everything that can be done on the case has been done

It is not uncommon for investigators who have worked on a case for many years to be reluctant
to accept additional help or turn over the investigation, in part or fully, to a new lead detective or
team of investigators. It is common for an investigator to feel a sense of ownership of a case and
a strong desire to be the one, or a member of the team, ultimately solving it. Investigators may
also feel asking for help could be interpreted as an acknowledgment they are unable to
appropriately investigate or even resolve the case. This sense of personal investment and
ownership can be a powerful motivator for keeping an investigation alive. However, it can also
lead investigators to believe everything that can be done on the case has been done and
suggestions arising from a case review by a fresh set of eyes will have little or no value because
every possibility has already been considered and ruled out. Such misplaced beliefs, while also
not uncommon, can unwittingly impede the course of an effective investigation. This attitude can
lead to an active or passive rejection of new ideas. When investigators feel sure everything has
already been tried they are likely to dismiss creative or innovative strategies as a waste of time
and may even passively or actively resist supervisory direction.

In many major cases investigators follow false leads to countless dead ends or will find a theory
they had formed is flawed or incorrect. At times an investigative team may focus too closely on a
particular suspect or scenario without fully considering or examining other possibilities. This
phenomenon is commonly called tunnel vision. Such occurrences are frequently inherent in the
investigative process, perhaps especially in cases when investigators are working with more than
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usual intensity and tenacity because they are determined to find the child and successfully close
the case. In prolonged investigations investigators could develop an emotional attachment to a
victim’s family so the level of intensity and commitment to the case may tend to increase, rather
than decrease, over time.

Regardless of the circumstances, case investigators will sometimes leave and be replaced by
others. During the transition process it is always beneficial for the new lead investigator
and/or team to take the time to review the entire case file and understand the previous
investigators’ thoughts and views. At the same time new investigators must approach the
case with an open mind. They must start out as objective fact finders considering all
alternatives, scenarios and possible suspects. The evidence and facts should guide the
investigation and not be overly influenced by a theory or any assumptions about suspects or
speculation about what may or may not have happened, especially when it comes to the fate
of the child. But the transition process, like a comprehensive case review, should not turn into
a critique of the investigation or an evaluation of the performance of the previous
investigators. This will almost always be counterproductive. Instead the transition must be
conceived and conducted as an opportunity to gather information; learn everything already
known about the case; evaluate case facts and evidence; and, when possible, collectively
formulate a strategy for the continued investigative effort.

Management should convey that any and all positive developments are a success for the team
and not attributed to any one individual. This will help counter a feeling of exclusive case
ownership by a single person, which can be detrimental to the progress of the investigation.

There is no one-size-fits-all solution for managing a large-scale and long-term investigation.
Management may wish to consider rotation of the lead detective after a period of time to avoid
some of the problems outlined in this Section. A rotation process may open the investigation to a
fresh direction and new ideas. It may also help renew any lagging enthusiasm after years of
frustration and disappointment because the case was not solved. However, others believe
rotating the lead investigator can hurt morale, lose unreplaceable institutional knowledge or
hinder the investigation. For example U.S. Rep. Dave Reichert of the state of Washington, former
King County Sheriff and former member of the Green River Task Force, was assigned to
investigate a homicide in 1984. This homicide would later be linked to other homicides. The first
five victims were found in the Green River resulting in the creation of the Green River Task Force.
The long-term investigation resulted in collecting and reviewing more than 10,000 pieces of
evidence and following up on more than 40,000 tips and leads. Then 17 years later, in 2001, DNA
samples made a match. Management ultimately decided it was best to keep the original
investigators because of their institutional knowledge. Gary Leon Ridgeway was ultimately
convicted of 49 murders, though he is believed to have killed as many as 65 or more women.
According to Reichert the institutional knowledge and dedication of the original investigators
was vital to this successful prosecution.?!

21 The Honorable Dave Reichert, interview by author, Dec. 10, 2014.
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After giving consideration to the benefits and challenges of rotation, if management determines
rotation is best, consideration should be given to keeping the original investigators as part of the
investigative team. Their experience and knowledge about the case can continue to be of great
value and should remain available to the new team.

Going back to the beginning

A new lead investigator assigned to an old case must be conscious that the most vital information
in a case is often gathered earliest — collected in the first days and weeks of an abduction
investigation when key information first came to law enforcement’s attention. And this concept
has been documented in a key child abduction homicide study.?? Those may even include the
abductor’s name, often appearing as one entry on a long list of possible suspects or in one of many
leads identified in the initial stage of the investigation. Because of the urgent need to find a child
who may still be alive, the initial phases of the investigation are typically rapid-paced and require
rigorously demanding long hours as investigators try to simultaneously follow multiple leads
and avenues of inquiry. Sometimes mistakes occur and a suspect’s alibi is not fully checked or an
alibi witness lies. Under these circumstances documentation can easily fall short. The intense
pressure on their time can compel investigators to postpone preparing reports, especially those
on leads or potential suspects they feel can be eliminated fairly quickly. Meanwhile when a lead
appears to have headed nowhere, enormous pressure is placed on the investigative team to put
it aside and move on to the next promising lead as quickly as possible, thus leaving the reports
on previous leads to be written days or weeks later. Sometimes the information gathered to clear
a suspect was quite extensive, but if a report was not prepared right away, and then was written
in haste because the investigator had already moved on to other leads, much of the detail can be
left out. This may not be as troublesome in the early stages when investigators” memories are still
fresh and the number of leads is manageable. But partial or missing documentation is a major
challenge when a new team joins the investigation years later and seeks to assess why certain
leads or suspects were never investigated or were eliminated. Inadequate documentation,
especially concerning the elimination of suspects, is often a key weakness in a long-term
investigation, requiring countless hours to be spent reinvestigating the same leads in order to
re-evaluate a report and reconsider the priority to be put on the information it contains.

Just as investigating an old case requires going back to the beginning, it also requires taking full
advantage of resources available in the present that were unavailable to the original investigators.
Innovative investigative techniques, evolving technologies, advances in digital communications,
new laboratory and forensic capabilities, case management and analytical databases, and fusion
centers as well as other tools that did not exist years ago now make helpful contributions to the
efforts in recovering and locating missing children. Examples include:

B Video surveillance systems.

Facial recognition systems.

License plate readers.

Advances in DNA.

The FBI's Next Generation Identification system or NGI.

22 Brown et al., Investigative Case Management for Missing Children Homicides, 49-50.
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Law enforcement National Data Exchange Program or N-DEx.

The FBI's Violent Criminal Apprehension Program or ViCAP.

Automated live scan fingerprint systems.

Sex offender tracking services and attempted abduction databases provided through NCMEC.
The U.S. Department of Justice’s National Sex Offender Public Website.

Public and restricted databases with search capabilities such as NamUs and the FBI's
Combined DNA Index System, or CODIS, and National DNA Index System or NDIS.

The FBI Biometric Center of Excellence or BCOE, which strives to deliver state-of-the-art
biometric tools and technologies to law enforcement.?

When going back to the beginning of the case, carefully consider the case management system
used in the early stages of and subsequently during the investigation. It is ideal to use a case
management database system at the start of an investigation. Particularly when there is public
outreach or an appeal for information resulting in an influx of new leads, this type of system
makes it possible to assign all incoming leads for investigation and track investigators’
activity, check the current investigative status, and document the final disposition of each
lead. When properly used the system helps ensure no lead is missed and no information is
overlooked helping to ensure no stone was left unturned in the effort to solve a case and find
the missing child.

There are many software programs available today designed to manage complex cases. Some are
sophisticated, comprehensive and can be of tremendous benefit in managing a major
investigation, but these may require a significant monetary investment as well as extensive
training and experience for investigators or analysts to use them proficiently and fully realize
their potential. There are also less costly and complex systems requiring little training or
familiarization. These versions may be adequate even for major investigations. NCMEC offers
the Simple Leads Management system. It is distributed to law enforcement agencies free of charge
and may be obtained by contacting simpleleads@ncmec.org or 1-800-THE-LOST®/1-800-843-5678.
It may also be downloaded from www.missingkids.org/Training/Additional. The FBI has crisis
management software available, Operational Response and Investigative Online Network or
Orion, which an agency may obtain from their local FBI field office.

These new technologies and capabilities combined with traditional investigative techniques can
lead to successful resolution of long unsolved cases and may help bring some long-term missing
children home.

Even with new capabilities, the reality is as time passes while a missing child case remains
unsolved the resources devoted to the case tend to decrease. Leads are exhausted, evidence and
documents may be missing or are misplaced, witnesses and families relocate, and memories fade.
In some cases rumors or erroneous and embellished stories evolve over time making it harder to
separate investigative fact from community folklore. All of these can become serious distractions

2 “Welcome to the Biometric Center of Excellence,” accessed Feb. 1, 2016, www.fbi.gov/about-
us/cjis/fingerprints_biometrics/biometric-center-of-excellence.
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for investigators. Careful and thorough documentation from the beginning of an investigation
can be an invaluable aid in avoiding these problems.

Figure 3-3
| Common challenges to resolving long-term cases

Weaknesses in initial response/investigation

Failure to accurately assess risk to the child such as by dismissing the report as simply a runaway case in
the belief the child is in no danger and will return in a short period of time.

Failure to preserve the child’s home, bedroom or last known location as a potential crime scene.
Failure to conduct and document a thorough neighborhood canvass and searches for the child.

Failure to request additional assistance from other agencies and organizations early in the investigation.
Failure to thoroughly document follow-up investigation on information and leads especially those of
suspects and how they were eliminated.

Failure to document searches performed including areas searched; who searched those areas; what
resources were used such as helicopter, specific types of canines used with documented training of
each, ATVs, horses; and search chronology. Or investigator and search team use of well-intentioned
volunteers, who were not vetted, in a haphazard, unorganized and uninformed manner.

Treatment of a case involving a child missing from care as a simple runaway episode and failing to
recognize the child’s higher risk of victimization, exploitation and/or abuse due to this status.

Failure to consider or recognize child sex trafficking as a possibility in the case.

Failure to collect biometrics, such as DNA, dentals, medical records, photographs and fingerprints, and,
if collected, finding not all information was accurately recorded into NCIC and NamUs.

Failure to promptly secure and preserve all video surveillance footage in potential crime scene locations.
Failure to promptly secure and preserve all cellphone and social networking activity.

Lack or loss of institutional knowledge about the case due to investigator retirements, re-assignments,
promotions or new employment.

Lack of cooperation or communication between law enforcement agencies and NCMEC.

Lack of communication and cooperation among other governmental entities, such as child protective
services, social services, schools, and nongovernmental agencies such as nonprofit organizations.

Lack of updated and complete criminal background checks on all parties involved in missing child cases
such as immediate and extended family members, neighbors, witnesses, associates, suspects and
volunteer searchers.

Nonavailability of witnesses due to death, mental deterioration or relocation without proper
contact information.

Lack of computer forensics and cellphone tracking.

Failure to digitize old case files and reports into a computerized case management system with
search capabilities.

Failure to digitize other relevant archival files as early as possible in order to preserve data before
destruction occurs or before items such as original photographs and reports are inadvertently separated
from case files.
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Counterproductive agency policies

Policies within an agency regarding the destruction of evidence in unresolved cases to preserve storage
space. Evidence in long-term cases must be preserved.

Lack of departmental policies mandating periodic reopening and review of long-term cases.

Lack of written departmental missing child response policies and a child abduction response plan,
including those for 911 telecommunicators, first responders and investigative personnel.

Cases being closed or inactivated due to the child becoming 18 years of age or when child protective
services closes their case on the child.

Removal of the missing child’s entry in NCIC when neither the child nor remains have been found.

Shortcomings in long-term investigations

B Failure to contact and seek assistance from outside agencies involved in the initial investigation, or when
a case is reopened for review, which may have retained work-copy files or evidence.
B Failure to provide adequate resources or personnel to investigate long-term missing child cases.

Many of these challenges can be simply avoided through proper preparation and planning for
the agency’s response to missing children. A report of a critically missing child is like no other
major criminal event to strike a community. It typically requires every available resource and the
highest level of expertise and talent a law enforcement agency has to offer. When a child is
abducted, or a child disappears with no investigative explanation why, the agency will face
enormous internal and external pressures for a quick resolution and recovery of the child.
Stereotypical nonfamily child abductions may be some of the most difficult types of cases to
investigate. Often there are few or no witnesses, no identifiable crime scene, and little or no
physical or trace evidence, so finding the abducted child may feel like the proverbial search for a
needle in a haystack. Quite commonly an agency will start a search with no more than a
description of the child and possibly what he or she was wearing. Those difficulties are only
multiplied when an agency fails to prepare for such incidents and then tries to figure out how to
react after a child is reported to be missing. Though stereotypical nonfamily child abduction cases
may be relatively rare, the seriousness of the offense and the difficulty in solving abduction cases
are urgent reasons for thinking ahead and planning in advance the most appropriate and effective
responses. To help with this planning NCMEC provides extensive training about the response to
child abduction, which is available to law enforcement agencies free of charge. For information
about these training opportunities visit www.missingkids.org/Training.

Documentation: Case reports and related materials

When a case transitions to new investigators, comprehensive, organized and quickly retrievable
documentation is vital for the new team to conduct an efficient and effective investigation. The
quality of reports in the case file, how well they are organized, and investigators” ability to find
and retrieve necessary information, in combination, can be one of the most important aspects for
a long-term investigation. The availability of thorough, detailed documentation accomplishes
two things. First it helps establish all leads and information were properly followed up and
nothing was overlooked. Second, in a prolonged investigation, it spares the new team from
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having to redo work already done, especially in matters involving suspects, and thus can save
countless hours of investigators” time and needless expenses.

Documentary records in long-term cases will fit one of three patterns:

B Vast information. This consists of an overabundance of information, more than any new
investigator can possibly expect to read and thoroughly comprehend. Many old cases have
generated thousands of reports, leads, evidence and laboratory reports, witness and suspect
statements, correspondence, media clippings, and other records, and in many investigations
dating back 20 or more years, files are kept in paper form.

B Incomplete documentation. Gaps in a case record can occur for a variety of reasons if, for
instance, previous investigators did not complete reports in the first place, reports or
documents were filed but then removed from the case file and not returned, documents were
lost or misplaced, or files are in a state of disarray or scattered in various locations often with
multiple agencies.

B Little or no documentation. Historically this would happen because of the practice in some
agencies to purge files and destroy reports and evidence after a certain number of years.

In cases beginning before the advent of computers and automated databases, agencies
documented and organized leads and other information in many different ways. Some used 3x5
index cards; others kept records in handwritten notebooks or ledgers with indexes referencing
supplemental and investigative reports. Some intensive investigations generated overwhelming
numbers of leads in the initial stage and investigators resorted to listing calls and incoming leads
on loose scraps of paper or even on the backs of used envelopes. Such fragmentary notations may
or may not have relevance to the investigation, but can be a distraction for investigators trying to
determine their relevance to the investigation. Some cases may have been managed, at least in
the early phase, without any system of numbering leads or reports. In other long-lasting cases,
numbering and organizing systems changed, sometimes several times, over the life of the
investigation. The changes may have represented well-intentioned efforts by new case managers
to organize information more efficiently, but in some cases had the opposite effect serving only
to further complicate locating and retrieving the data. When an investigation becomes
multijurisdictional, separate jurisdictions may have conducted parallel investigations gathering
valuable information that may not have been shared with the lead investigative agency. Thus
it is important for all information gathered by all agencies to be shared and contained in a
master file. The lesson is clear. Gathering information during an investigation, at any stage,
is of little or no value if that information is not organized, well documented, shared and
easily retrievable.

Any of these situations poses a significant dilemma for the team assigned to continue the
investigation. Surrendering to the circumstances and walking away is not an option. The
“Technology” Section later in this Chapter, beginning on Page 84, contains recommendations and
suggestions to overcome the various problems outlined above.
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Legacy information: Thoughts about recreating lost,

misplaced or destroyed case files

When hunters discovered the remains of a child who had been missing for 20 years, investigators
who set out to review the case discovered the original case file had been destroyed. However, the
medical examiner’s office had copies of the police reports and photos in addition to their own
reports. A person of interest had been given a polygraph examination, and the polygraph
examiner retained microfilmed copies of test results and reports. A check with crime scene
personnel revealed negatives for the photos taken at the crime scene. Local newspapers had
archived media reports containing bits of information. One of the original investigating officers,
who had retired, was located and recalled many details as well.

This example, although a child homicide, illustrates the same principles about why lost or
incomplete case files are not necessarily a dead end for newly assigned investigators on a long-
term missing child case. It also shows why it is imperative for the new team to confer with
investigators who were previously assigned to the case and obtain their thoughts and
perspective about all aspects of the investigation. This is especially helpful when old case records
may have been misplaced, reports were not completed, or documents were purged and
destroyed by the agency. It is not unusual to find former or retired investigators have retained
their own personal files about high-profile cases including duplicate reports, notes of interviews
with witnesses and suspects, photographs, news clippings, and any information not
documented in the original case file.

In addition to the original investigative files, many other sources of historical information may
be useful in reviewing an old case such as newspapers, magazine articles, books, movies or other
literary publications and archived video from local news stations. Even if a newspaper has not
preserved original copies, investigators can frequently find copies of old stories through local
newspaper publishing companies, if still in business; in local libraries, at colleges and universities;
at research facilities; at historical societies; and in state archives or repositories.

Figure 3-4
| Resource: Old newspaper articles

Old newspaper articles can be an excellent source of information including:

Case details

Information about the victim including date and place of birth, age, address, schools attended,

employment, marital status, activities and accomplishments.

Accounting of the weather, circumstances and site when and where the body was located.
Name of the person who discovered the child missing.

Name of the reporting person.

Manner or cause of death, and name of the person who found the body.

Location and description of wounds or type of weapon used.

Description/photos of the crime scene.

Information about the date and time the crime was reported to law enforcement.
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Names and addresses of witnesses and friends or associates of the victim.
Names and addresses of teachers, classmates, co-workers or employer.
Information about victim’s past or current relationships.

Identity of those who may have last seen the victim.

Names of law enforcement officers and investigators.

Names of coroners or medical examiners.

Location where the remains were transported.

Accounting of victim’s activities before his or her being missing.
Details of other similar crimes in the area.

Identities of people of interest in the case.

Statements made by friends, associates and others.

Name of the article’s author.

Description of evidence or property seized by law enforcement.

Details of a coroner’s or medical examiner’s findings.

Accurate photographs and graphics, such as crime scene diagrams, showing:

Images of people connected with the victim or crime often identified by name, occupation or address.
Weapons.

Depictions of the crime scene.

People present at the crime scene.

Images of potential witnesses or potential suspects in a crowd.

Scenes relating to similar crimes or attempts in the area.

Investigators should seek to find out who took the photographs because freelance photographers
or members of the public often provide photographs to newspapers.

Film and video segments may be available in raw footage from news organizations. In some
circumstances, involving confidential sources for instance, a news organization may withhold
unaired footage unless compelled by a court order or subpoena. However, media organizations
are often willing to cooperate with investigators” requests. For example, in one case of which the
author is aware, a father reported his daughter was abducted and the media voluntarily provided
law enforcement with the raw footage because they suspected the father was not being forthright.
Images and other available material may include film or videotape of events connected with a
case or transcripts of reports from news crews at the scene of an event and broadcast scripts used
by an anchor in the studio. Public information officers or PIOs within law enforcement agencies
may have a relationship with certain news agencies or reporters and could provide assistance to
the investigator when making such requests to media organizations. If available those videos
should be carefully reviewed in search of clues such as an off-the-cuff remark that, in retrospect,
could be a direct or tacit admission or contradictory or inconsistent quotes from the same person
or other material pointing to a possible need for further investigation.

Depending on the media coverage of the case, it is worth searching to see if any articles or stories
have appeared in a magazine, book or documentary. When portions of the case are missing or
destroyed, such accounts, typically longer and more detailed than a news report, often have
useful information about names, events and other facts about the crime. Or they can be
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accompanied by photographs that may be helpful for investigators. In addition investigators
should find out if someone involved in the original case or subsequent investigation has authored
his or her own account or has collected published material or unpublished manuscripts. Any such
material should be compared to known facts or information regarding the case.

Verifying information from sources such as cyber sleuths,

bloggers and questionable witnesses

Everyone is aware there may be posts on websites, social networking sites, blogs or other Internet
sites regarding law enforcement investigations. From time to time an older high-profile case will
attract the attention of amateur cyber sleuths and bloggers who collect and post more detailed
information about the case from various sources. Investigators should not automatically dismiss
information simply because it originates from an amateur or untested source. Rather the
investigator should take the time to review such postings and possibly make use of them as
pointer information, typically names of potential witnesses or informants who might have valid
and relevant information. This information should be followed up and evaluated by law
enforcement professionals. There have been cases when information from cyber sleuths has
proven helpful in a long-term investigation. Interestingly some offenders may access such sites
to gain information about the investigation or satisfy their curiosity.

Rather than quickly dismissing information when there are doubts about a source’s credibility or
apparent inconsistencies in statements or factual detail, investigators should take the time to
verify information before drawing any conclusions. Sometimes reports initially seeming
questionable turn out to be accurate. This is illustrated by a case known to the author in which a
child was reportedly abducted from a mall, sexually abused and then brought back to the same
area where she had been seized. Video surveillance tapes from the location and the time the girl
described did not show her abduction, so her account of the crime was not believed and the case
was closed as unfounded. However, the child’s parents, believing their daughter was telling the
truth, contacted mall security again and eventually found the time was set incorrectly on their
surveillance camera video. Once this discrepancy was identified, the family showed investigators
where to find the correct portion of the tape. The images on the tape did show the abduction and
corroborated their daughter’s account of the incident.

In another case know by the author a mother reported her 11-year-old son had been sexually
victimized by a man who was a carpet installer at a local mall. The offender took the child on a
number of occasions to various locations where he performed sex acts on the child, took photos
of the child and then returned the victim to the original location. Even though the mother said
the offender admitted his acts to her, investigators did not believe the account of the crime stating
the mother lacked credibility. As such they refused to further investigate the case. Because of the
mother’s persistence, however, the information was finally sent to the missing child
clearinghouse in that state. A newly assigned investigator found the offender had previously
been convicted of five counts of sexual assault on boys approximately the same age. The new
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investigator arranged for the mother to make a pretext telephone call to the offender.? On the
telephone the offender apologized for taking photos of her child when nude and told her the
photos were no longer available as he had destroyed them. He also described the sex acts he
performed on the child. The call was recorded as a consensual interception, which is related to
one-party consent. When confronted with his taped admissions, the offender confessed to law
enforcement and told the investigator where he had hidden the photos, which he had not actually
destroyed. The photos were subsequently recovered. In this case the extra effort to verify
information initially thought to come from a questionable source led to concrete evidence and the
offender’s full confession.

While some examples provided here do not apply to missing children, when they are allowed by
law, pretext telephone calls or other means to surreptitiously record conversations can be a
valuable tool to help investigators obtain confessions or verify alibis, witness statements and
other relevant information. However, laws governing such practices differ from one jurisdiction
to another. Some states allow one-party consent, which permits electronic recording of
conversations as long as one party involved in the conversation consents to be recorded.
However, in other states, unless all parties give consent, recording their conversation is a
violation of their wiretap laws. Before using any such tactic, investigators should always seek
legal advice and guidance from their prosecutors to help ensure all applicable laws are followed.

Investigative methodology

Investigators must locate and organize all reports; evidence; witness statements; photographs;
logs related to evidence, search, crime scene and radio communications if applicable; maps;
composite sketches; media reports; and any other records pertaining to a case. When becoming
involved in an existing, long-term missing child case for the first time, before approaching
family members, witnesses or possible suspects, investigators must familiarize themselves with
all facts and circumstances surrounding the case and develop an investigative strategy. This
can be especially important when investigators are working with a missing child’s family.
Family members have an understandable expectation law enforcement will be well versed and
familiar with every detail of their child’s case. The family of a missing child will be emotionally
drained no matter what the circumstance, but if an investigator calls the child by the wrong
name or is clearly unfamiliar with the case or the family make-up, it unnecessarily adds to the
emotional burden the family is already carrying. And of course, if someone in the family is a
possible suspect, investigators must take precautions when discussing the investigation with
family members.

2 For more information about pretext telephone calls see “Pretext phone calls in sexual assault
investigations,” Trai