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Traffickers are likely to continue recruiting and exploiting vulnerable populations during times of disaster—
including hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, and fires in multiple dwellings—in order to profit from victims’ 
displacement and lack of resources. According to Polaris, a nonprofit that tracks and combats human trafficking, 
traffickers often target and recruit victims at shelters and aid centers intended for disaster relief. Polaris notes that 
homelessness, poverty, unemployment, delayed income, and lack of resources make disaster survivors vulnerable 
to trafficking recruitment.  

• According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, the largest 
labor trafficking case in US history occurred following 
Hurricane Katrina. A marine services company hired nearly 
500 Indian men to rebuild damaged oil rigs on the Gulf Coast, 
charging them $10,000 to $20,000 in recruitment fees, while 
promising permanent US residency in exchange. In reality, the 
workers never received green cards and the company charged 
them more than $1,000 per month to live in guarded labor 
camps. 
 

• According to Children at Risk (C@R), a Texas research and 
advocacy nonprofit, online sex ads doubled from an average 
150 ads per day to 350 per day following Hurricane Harvey, 
which hit Texas and Louisiana in 2017. Many ads were 
featured on the classified advertisement site Backpage.com 
and implied sex in exchange for shelter. According to C@R’s 
Staff Attorney, the nonprofit posted its own ads on 
Backpage.com to increase awareness and deter potential 
buyers on the website. 
 

• Following Hurricane Harvey, the City of Houston Mayor’s 
Office launched an anti-human trafficking effort to raise 
public awareness about the nexus between disasters and the 
increase in sex and labor trafficking. The initiative provided 
residents information on recruitment tactics at shelters and 
via social media, warning citizens about false promises of 
jobs and money.  

To build personal and community resilience, the NTIC encourages the public to engage in emergency planning 
and preparedness and to increase their awareness about human trafficking indicators and red flags. The chart 
below contains factors that contribute to increased vulnerability to trafficking in a post-disaster situation. The list 
of preparedness tips below are designed to help community members combat human trafficking and increase 
personal resilience. 

Online Craigslist advertisements following 
Hurricane Harvey 

(Source: Public Radio International) 

https://polarisproject.org/blog/2017/09/natural-disasters-and-the-increased-risk-for-human-trafficking/
https://www.splcenter.org/news/2015/02/18/federal-jury-splc-case-awards-14-million-indian-guest-workers-victimized-labor-trafficking
https://childrenatrisk.org/
https://humantraffickinghouston.org/
https://humantraffickinghouston.org/
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For additional resources, visit FEMA – Preparing for Disaster, DHS – Prepare My Family for a Disaster, Red 
Cross – How to Prepare for Emergencies, and UNICEF USA. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What makes 
us and our 

communities 
vulnerable 

during times 
of disaster? 

 
 

Pre-Existing 
and 

Compounded 
Vulnerabilities 

 

 
Natural disasters amplify the susceptibilities and poor conditions already 
existing in communities. Disaster survivors face multiple levels of vulnerability, 
including pre-existing and disaster related. Families can lose their homes, jobs, 
and transportation overnight leaving them vulnerable to exploitation because of 
their limited options to meet immediate basic needs.  
 

 
 

Orphans and 
Separated 
Children 

 
Minors who are separated from their families or caregivers are even more 
vulnerable due to their likely inability to distinguish between an adult who 
genuinely wants to help and those looking to exploit them. Orphaned and 
separated children tend to be more trusting of adults following trauma, such as 
natural disasters. Additionally, schools and childcare centers often close during 
a disaster, eliminating the usual child protection systems in place.  
 

 
 
 

Displacement 
and 

Homelessness 

 
Post-disaster, families are often forced to relocate. Those unable to stay with 
friends or family are often housed in shelters or migrate to neighboring cities 
and counties. When previous social and civic safety networks—such as 
friends, neighbors, faith communities, and public infrastructure—disappear, 
displaced families may have a difficult time recovering, leading to desperation. 
Traffickers often recruit people from shelters, offering basic supplies, money, 
and “jobs.” If documentation—such as medical other records—are lost in the 
disaster, it may be difficult to track displaced disaster survivors. 
 

 
Limited Rescue 

Resources 

 
With resources focused primarily on initial rescue efforts, attention to longer 
term recovery may be neglected. This increases the risk of human trafficking 
especially of residents in rural, remote areas. 
 

 

 

How Can We Build Up Our Personal and Community Resiliency 
• Increase family and friends’ awareness of the risk of human trafficking—both sex and labor—by talking about 

the issue.  
• If you want to help, only donate to and volunteer with organizations serving vulnerable populations that have 

been properly vetted by reputable institutions, such as local government agencies.  
• Prepare yourself, family, friends, pets, and your community for disasters. Go to Ready.DC.gov and 

Smart911.com.   
• Have a “Go-Bag” packed and ready to go that includes important documents, water, non-perishable food, 

medication, and cash. 
• Assist vulnerable populations in your community with disaster planning and post-disaster relief. Low-income 

families and other disenfranchised communities are often disproportionately affected when disasters occur.  
• Talk to your family about trusted partners/locations—the people or places to seek assistance or refuge if 

family members are separated. 

https://www.fema.gov/pdf/library/pfd.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/how-do-i/prepare-my-family-disaster
https://www.redcross.org/get-help/how-to-prepare-for-emergencies.html
https://www.redcross.org/get-help/how-to-prepare-for-emergencies.html
https://www.unicefusa.org/mission/starts-with-u/relief-for-children?utm_campaign=20200109_PillarPages&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=google&utm_content=relief5&ms=cpc_dig_2020_PillarPages_20200109_google_relief5_delve_none&initialms=cpc_dig_2020_PillarPages_20200109_google_relief5_delve_none&gclid=CjwKCAiAyeTxBRBvEiwAuM8dndqrBosvtLcW0Z1WLYF92tz5UTy5Fy49ZpgHTc62IwxILbRpzCAYchoChdkQAvD_BwE
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0074-giving-charity
https://ready.dc.gov/
https://www.smart911.com/
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