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FORWARD

A century and a half after the Emancipation Proclamation, Americans should not have to be
dealing with forced labor. But the responsibility of doing so rests on all of us. As this report
makes clear, there are thousands of people laboring within our borders in shocking conditions,
usually hidden from sight.

Globalization and the ease of international air travel and communications have opened
up great opportunities for millions of Americans. But they have also opened up great oppor-
tunities for the exploiters of forced labor to bring people here from other parts of the world
and, by means of fear, threats against their families, and sometimes actual physical constraint,
to force them to work in ill-paid jobs as prostitutes, domestic servants, and sweatshop laborers.

As one of the half dozen largest economies in the world, California has a special
responsibility to take a leadership role in eradicating forced labor. The federal government has
made some important moves against forced labor, but the problem cannot be solved by feder-
al legislation alone. States must also do their part, none of them more so than the nation’s most
populous, with hundreds of forced laborers in its midst.

California is a cornucopia, both for its people and for the world, but the goods that are
produced here—from clothes to food to manufactured items—should be produced by men and
women enjoying full human rights, not by people living in fear, with the fruits of their labor
taken from them. This report lays out the problem of forced labor in California and calls on
lawmakers in Sacramento to adopt legislation that will increase prosecution of perpetrators of
human trafficking and forced labor, provide adequate protections and services to victims and
their families, and establish a statewide coordinating agency to generate policies and pro-
grams aimed at eradicating this illicit trade.

— Adam Hochschild, author of Bury the Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free an
Empire’s Slaves
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Forced labor—defined as “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the
menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily”1—
is not something that happens somewhere ‘over there’ in the developing world. It is a signif-
icant and often overlooked problem right here in the United States. Our research suggests that
at any given time, ten thousand or more men, women and children are laboring against their
will as prostitutes, farm and sweatshop laborers, and domestic workers in the United States.
The U.S. Congress has recognized the scope of the problem and, in 2000, adopted the
Trafficking Victim Protection Act. But the federal government understands that more needs to
be done, and it has urged states to close gaps in the law by passing their own laws to combat
human trafficking and forced labor.

California is hardly a stranger to the issue—especially because forced labor flourish-
es in states with large immigrant populations. In recent years, the practice has spread to sev-
eral areas of the state. Over eighty percent of the cases have been documented in the urban
centers of Los Angles, San Diego, San Francisco, and San Jose. The majority of those forced
to work as modern-day slaves come to California from abroad—with or without valid travel
documents. Others are U.S. citizens that have fallen into the clutches of traffickers. Whether
foreigners or not, they are terrified of their captors and face uncertain futures should they
manage to escape.

Our research identified 57 forced labor operations in almost a dozen cities in
California between 1998 and 2003, involving more than 500 individuals from 18 countries.
Thailand was the home country of 136 forced labor victims, with 104 and 53 arriving from,
respectively, Mexico and Russia. American citizens comprise 5.4 percent of the total. Victims
labored in several economic sectors including prostitution and sex services (47.4%), domes-
tic service (33.3%), mail order brides (5.3 %), sweatshops (5.3%), and agriculture (1.8%).

Victims of forced labor often suffer severe hardships and deprivations. Their captors
often subject them to beatings, threats, and other forms of physical and psychological abuse.
They live in conditions of deprivation and despair. Their captors may threaten their families.
Perpetrators exert near total control over victims, creating a situation of dependency. Victims
come to believe they cannot leave. They are terrified of their captors but also fear law
enforcement, a fear often based on bad experiences with police and other government officials
in their countries of origin. Once victims escape captivity they confront a host of new prob-
lems. Obtaining safe shelter and legal employment are immediate concerns. Because so
many survivors are strangers in a strange land, provision of comprehensive social services is
needed to help them navigate from servitude to independent living.

In recent years, thanks to the new trafficking act, federal prosecutors have taken the
lead in bringing perpetrators of forced labor to justice. But much more needs to be done at
the state level to end this practice. California criminal law, in particular, needs to be reformed
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to sanction modern traffickers and to train law enforcement to identify forced labor cases and
to work appropriately with victims to gain their trust and cooperation in investigations and
prosecutions. State law enforcement needs to coordinate their efforts with federal authorities
to ensure that survivors promptly can access federal immigration benefits. In addition, pros-
ecutors must act to protect witnesses and their families who reside overseas.

To eradicate forced labor in California, we recommend that the following measures be
taken:

1. The state should enact new criminal laws against forced labor. California’s criminal laws
are not tailored to combat the practice of forced labor. The U.S. Department of Justice has
proposed model state legislation which reflects the experience of law enforcement personnel
who have investigated and prosecuted perpetrators under federal criminal law. California
should review and adapt the model law so that state law enforcement can amplify federal
efforts and bring greater numbers of offenders to justice.

2. The state should train law enforcement and other first responders to identify and address
forced labor. Law enforcement personnel, health care providers, health and labor inspectors,
and other first responders likely to encounter victims of forced labor should be trained to rec-
ognize the indicators of forced labor and how to intercede to liberate victims so that well-
intentioned interventions do not jeopardize victims and their families.

3. The state should create civil remedies for forced labor survivors. Survivors of forced labor
have been robbed of their earnings and their dignity. They should have access to courts to hold
their perpetrators liable for the damages they inflicted upon survivors. The ability to file a
private suit will allow survivors to control decisions about whether to pursue legal action and
may help restore to them a sense of control over their lives.

4. The state should increase access to social services for survivors of forced labor. Safe
housing and access to legal counsel must be made available to survivors. The state should pro-
vide funds to expand shelters dedicated to serving forced labor survivors. While only the fed-
eral government can provide immigration benefits to survivors, state law enforcement
promptly should issue the appropriate certifications so that survivors can apply for federal
relief. The state should fund medical care, legal assistance, job training and placement to sup-
port the recovery of survivors.

5. The state should create a task force to develop policy to address human trafficking and
forced labor. A comprehensive response to forced labor involves many state and federal agen-
cies, social service providers, legal advocates, researchers, and policy makers. The state
should convene a task force to bring together stakeholders to identify gaps in the response to
forced labor, develop guidelines to promote a consistent and survivor-centered approach to
cases, and recommend policy to strengthen the state’s response.
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2. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this report is to provide state legislators and policy-makers with information
about the practice of forced labor in California. It describes what is known about the scope of
the problem, examines the gaps that remain in efforts to combat it, and highlights aspects that
should be addressed by additional state legislation. It addresses the need to strengthen crim-
inal sanctions, improve training of law enforcement on how to identify trafficking and forced
labor cases, and clarify procedures through which victims can receive appropriate social ser-
vices and other benefits.

Definition and Scope of the Problem

Human trafficking and forced labor are problems associated in most people’s minds with
regions of the world far from the United States—notably Africa, Southeast Asia, Latin
America, and parts of Eastern Europe. Because these modern versions of slavery are, by def-
inition, underground activities, much remains unknown about the extent of the problem on the
domestic level.

Hidden Slaves: Forced Labor in the United States, a report issued by the Human
Rights Center at the University of California, Berkeley, and Free the Slaves, a nongovern-
mental organization, in September 2004 (hereafter the “U.S. Study”), noted that at any given
time there are at least ten thousand individuals in the United States, most of them foreign
nationals, who have been subjected to forced labor, the majority for periods between two and
five years.2 The U.S. Study found that between 1998 and 2003 incidents of forced labor had
been reported in at least 90 American cities.3 The largest group of victims were Chinese
(approximately 10,000); Mexican (approximately 1,500); and Vietnamese (approximately
250). Seventy-one victims were U.S. citizens.+

The terms “forced labor” and “trafficking,” while often used interchangeably, are relat-
ed but somewhat different concepts. According to the International Labor Organization,
forced labor is “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any
penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily.”s Trafficking, in
contrast, refers to the movement of individuals, most often across national borders but some-
times within a country, a state, or even a local jurisdiction, for purposes of forced labor, sex-
ual exploitation or other forms of indentured servitude. Individuals who are trafficked have
been coerced into leaving their homes or deceived about the nature and conditions of their
employment.

Forced labor is most prominent in sectors of the U.S. economy that experience a large
demand for cheap labor and an absence of rigorous monitoring of working conditions. Our
research indicates that the largest number of documented cases in the United States were in
prostitution (46.4 percent), followed by domestic service (27.2 percent), agriculture (10.4 per-
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cent), sweatshop or factory work (4.8 percent), and restaurant or hotel work (3.8 percent).6
Forced labor operations were shown to flourish particularly in states with large immigrant
populations, specifically Florida, New York, Texas and California.?

The U.S. Study found that victims of forced labor are often treated brutally—beaten,
raped, even murdered—Dby their captors. They work in horrendous conditions and frequently
suffer psychological as well as physical abuse. Their passports and other identification are fre-
quently taken from them to increase their captors’ control over their movements, and they are
often told that they will be arrested or deported, or their family members harmed or even mur-
dered, if they contact the authorities or anyone outside the trafficking circle.

“[TThey wouldn’t let us make any noise whatsoever,” recounted “Lucita,” a young
Mexican woman who was trafficked into the United States in September 1998 to work as a
prostitute in Los Angeles. “[W]e weren’t even allowed to look out the window. They threat-
ened us. We were under constant threats that if we stepped outside, the police would pick us
up, they would beat us up and throw us in jail.”’s

After California law enforcement officials rescued Lucita, her traffickers warned her
family in Mexico that she would be in danger if she cooperated in the investigation. “The
woman who hired me in Mexico threatened my mother and told her that if I said anything up
here she was going to make me disappear, that she would have me taken care of,” said Lucita.
“She told my mother that if I said anything I would be sorry. It scared my mother very much.
I was between a rock and a hard place.”

International and National Law

After early efforts by the League of Nations and the International Labor Organization to abol-
ish slavery in the early part of the 20th century, the first international agreement to specifi-
cally address human trafficking was the United Nations’ 1949 Convention for the Suppression
of Trafficking in Persons and the Exploitation of Others.!o But the convention’s definition of
trafficking includes only forced prostitution, making the agreement of little value in efforts to
fight against non-sexual forms of labor exploitation.

In 2000, UN. member states established a milestone agreement, the Protocol to
Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children.!! The
document incorporated into the definition of trafficking the elements of movement of indi-
viduals, physical or psychological coercion, and exploitation, including not just prostitution
but “forced labor or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or removal of
organs.”12 The protocol also recommended that countries tighten sanctions on trafficking,
take steps to reduce it, and provide support to victims.
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The United States also took a major step forward in 2000 when it enacted the Victims
of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act.13 The legislation strengthened criminal laws
against forced labor and mandated that victims receive social and legal support as well as the
right to remain in the United States if they cooperated with law enforcement. The law also
included funding for both victim-protection programs and efforts to monitor trafficking activ-
ities overseas. The law explicitly differentiated between undocumented migrants, who cross
the border of their own free will and are often deported quickly, and trafficked individuals,
who are coerced or tricked into entering the country. Under the statute, the latter are to be
viewed—and treated—not as criminals themselves but as the victims of a crime who must be
accorded appropriate legal protections.

The law broke new ground in many ways. Its criminal provisions broadened the def-
inition of trafficking-related coercion to include psychological duress and manipulation, and
it outlawed the confiscation or destruction of the victim’s passport or identity papers.'4 Those
and other changes have strengthened law enforcement’s hand in building better cases against
traffickers. The Act also created a formal process through which victims who agree to work
with law enforcement in prosecuting perpetrators can receive T visas granting them tempo-
rary immigration status, allowing them to access social services, including housing and psy-
chological counseling, even if they entered the country illegally. In 2003, the law was amend-
ed to allow state and local authorities to issue an endorsement, known as an LEA, of a coop-
erating victim’s T visa application.

Still, gaps in the law remain. For one thing, it is up to the discretion of law enforce-
ment officials to decide whether the victims have cooperated sufficiently to be certified for
purposes of eligibility for immigration relief. Yet, in many cases, survivors are too terrified of
their captors to collaborate with the authorities, especially soon after they escape or are res-
cued. In the case of a prostitution ring in San Diego broken up by federal authorities in
January of 2001, all but one of 26 women and girls trafficked in from Mexico were arrested
and deported because they felt too frightened to cooperate, said an attorney involved with the
case.!s

Even when victims do cooperate, obtaining that determination can be a bureaucratic,
time-consuming and frustrating process, one that frequently leaves forced labor victims and
their family members open to retaliation and revenge from gangs associated with their former
captors. Thus it is imperative to train law enforcement to recognize and identify victims, as
well as to encourage greater cooperation and information-sharing between local, state and fed-
eral agencies grappling with this problem.

The Need for State-Level Remedies

Notwithstanding the passage of the 2000 Trafficking Act, the U.S. government recognizes the
need for state action to complement federal efforts. To that end, the Department of Justice has
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proposed model legislation that can be adapted as needed to fit a state’s circumstances.!¢ The
U.S. Senate has approved a resolution encouraging states to enact such statutes.!” Local law
enforcement personnel are even less familiar with the concept of trafficking and forced labor
than federal authorities and are frequently far more likely to treat the victims as criminals who
should be quickly deported to their countries of origin.!® California’s effort to craft a legisla-
tive remedy would not only improve the legal situation for survivors of forced labor but would
also help cast much-needed attention on the problem.

Many states already have laws on the books aimed at addressing trafficking-related
crimes.!* Many of them, however, fail to respond to the realities of modern-day slavery. Local
police and prosecutors in some states have no knowledge or understanding of the existing
statutes and how they might be applied. California, for example, already has an involuntary
servitude law, but it is under-used and in need of reform.

Study Methodology

This study is based on data about trafficking and forced labor in California gathered between
November 2004 and January 2005. It also relies on the data collected during the course of the
U.S. Study. These data sources include:

* a survey of newspaper articles reporting incidents of forced labor between January
1998 and December 2003;

* a telephone survey of 49 service providers involved in this arena;

* areview of reports published by the U.S. government regarding the number of forced
labor cases it has investigated and prosecuted;

* a review of the United States and international laws regarding forced labor;

* open-ended interviews with key informants, including government officials; advo-
cates, and service providers;

« four case studies of incidents of forced labor in California.

The California case studies are drawn from different economic sectors and geograph-
ic regions. Two cases come from the Los Angeles area and involve forced prostitution and
domestic servitude. The third case involves sexual exploitation and forced labor in the San
Francisco Bay Area. The fourth involves the debt bondage of agricultural workers from the
Central Valley.

The Case against Lakireddy Bali Reddy: Sexual Exploitation in California

Lakireddy Bali Reddy, a California businessman, sexually exploited several young
girls from his native village in India. Uncovered in January 2000, his sex and labor
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exploitation ring spanned fifteen years and operated in India and California. He repeatedly
raped and sexually abused his victims and forced them to work in his businesses in
Berkeley, California, including a well-established Indian restaurant. Reddy pleaded guilty
to criminal charges related to immigration fraud and illegal sexual activity and agreed to pay
$2 million in restitution to several of his victims.

The Case against Victoria Island Farms/JB Farm Labor Contractor: Exploitative
Farm Labor in California

California asparagus harvesters, numbering in the hundreds, were forced to harvest
the high-priced vegetable in substandard conditions for virtually no pay on the property of
Victoria Islands, an internationally known asparagus grower, during the 2000 growing sea-
son. Hired by JB Farm Labor Contractor, the workers, recruited mostly from Mexico, were
powerless to stop the huge deductions for transportation and other “debts” the employer
deducted from their weekly paychecks. Some escaped during the season. Some of the
workers filed a civil case against JB Farm Labor Contractor and Victoria Island Farms that
resulted in the defendants paying the workers the wages owed them.

The Case against Supawan Veerapool: Enslavement of a Domestic Service Worker in
California

In 1989, a Thai woman by the name of Supawan Veerapool, the common law wife of
Thailand’s ambassador to Sweden, brought a domestic worker to Los Angeles to provide
household support in her home. On arrival in the United States, Veerapool confiscated the
domestic worker’s passport and then forced her to work twenty-hour days, six days a week
until the victim escaped in 1998. Convicted on criminal charges in 1999, Veerapool was
sentenced to eight years in prison.

The Case against Sammy Cheung: Forced Prostitution in Long Beach.

Beginning in September 1998, a Long Beach criminal ring recruited several women
and girls from Mexico to work as prostitutes. The victims ranged in age from fourteen to twen-
ty-two years old. The operators of the Long Beach brothel kept the victims under guard and
forced them to work for free until Belize police freed the captives after raiding the brothel. In
June 1999, based on the testimony of one of the survivors, the head of the operation, Sammy
Cheung, pled guilty to charges of conspiracy and harboring illegal aliens. In June 2000, a
court sentenced Cheung to 12.3 years in prison. With the help of extensive social and legal
support, the survivor who identified Cheung as the ringleader later became part of a cooper-
ative house-cleaning business.
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3. FORCED LABOR IN CALIFORNIA

Demographics

Our research in California suggests
that between 1998 and 2003 more than
500 people from 18 countries were
ensnared in 57 forced labor operations
in almost a dozen cities throughout the
state. These cases of forced labor rep-
resent the only publicized incidents; we
suspect the actual number is consider-
ably higher. The largest number of for-
eign  victims—136—came  from
Thailand, followed by 104 from
Mexico, and 53 from Russia. Thirty
forced labor victims, or 5.4 percent,
were American citizens. Nationally,
the U.S. Study data indicated that most
victims came from China, followed by
Mexico and Vietnam.20

The
California reporting the largest number

economic sector in
of cases was prostitution, which
accounted for 47.4 percent of the cases.
Domestic service cases comprised 33.3
percent. Sweatshop work accounted
for only three cases (5.3 percent) but
involved 143 victims (25.8 percent of
the victims) (See Appendix A.). The
survey data for California included
only one case of agricultural labor
Our U.S.
Study reported a similar percentage of
forced prostitution cases (46.4 per-

involving two individuals.

cent), slightly lower percentages of
forced labor in domestic service (27.2
percent) and sweatshops (4.8 percent),
but a higher percentage of cases involv-
ing agricultural workers (10.4 per-
cent).2!

3. FORCED LABOR IN CALIFORNIA

Reported

Country of Origin

of Victims of Estimated
Forced Labor in Number Number of
California of Cases Individuals
Bangladesh 2 2
Cambodia 1 30
China’ 4 20
Czech Republic’ 1 0
India 4 12
Indonesia 3 5
Kenya 2 2
Korea® 3 11
Malaysia 3 8
Mexico® 7 104
Nepal 1 1
Philippines 3 14
Russia 2 53
Sri Lanka 1 1
Thailand® 8 136
Ukraine 1 29
United States” 5 30
Vietnam 1 20
Unknown 2 60
Specific

Nationality Not

Reported

Africa 1 1
Asia® 1 0
Southeast Asia 1 15
Total 57 554

a: one or more cases had no individuals reported.

Frequency
Economic and of Cases
Demographic Sectors in (not
California individuals) | Percent
Agriculture 1 1.8%
Domestic service 19 33.3%
Mail order bride 3 5.3%
Prostitution 27 47.4%
Sexual Abuse-children etc 1 1.8%
Sweatshop 3 5.3%
Other 3 5.3%
Total 57 100.0%




Incidents of forced labor are spread throughout
California, although over 80 percent of cases are concen-
trated in three urban centers: San Francisco Bay Area,
Los Angeles, and San Diego (See Appendix A).

Any research results on such a sensitive and hid-
den practice as forced labor will have inherent and
unavoidable limitations. We acknowledge that newspaper
survey data will inevitably reflect reporting errors and
biases. For example, if a particular case is described in
the media as smuggling instead of trafficking, or is not
accurately described as a forced labor case, such a case
will not have been picked up in the data set. Forced pros-
titution and other cases of sexual abuse may be over-rep-
resented because of extensive media interest in such
cases relative to other forms of labor exploitation, such
as occurs in the agricultural sector. And a lack of baseline
data makes it impossible to evaluate whether our data are

representative of the situation as a whole. Notwithstanding these complexities, the data present-
ed here clearly broadens our understanding of the overall patterns of forced labor in the state.

The true extent of forced labor in California is difficult to determine with great accu-
racy. Those involved in the field say that the numbers of reported incidents do not represent the
totality of the problem. “It’s definitely an underreported crime,” said Heidi Rummel, a Los
Angeles-based prosecutor with the U.S. Attorney’s Office.22 “It’s very hard to quantify because
many victims are not willing or able to come forward. They have to escape or at least have an
opportunity to make a phone call. And even if they have the chance to call, they rarely call the
police or the FBI, they call a friend or a family member or a neighbor who speaks their lan-
guage.”’23

Life-cycle of Forced Labor

The life-cycle of a forced labor case can usually be divided into five steps or phases: recruitment,

journey, forced labor, release, and post-release. Each phase presents its own set of issues, cir-

cumstances and health risks, depending upon the country of origin of the victim and perpetrators,

the sector of the economy, and the circumstances of the individual’s release from servitude.
Recruitment

Because California trafficking victims largely come from developing countries, they are

unusually vulnerable to the promises—of a better life, greater opportunities, higher earnings
and the chance to help their destitute families—that are offered by traffickers seeking to con-
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vince them to leave their homes. Perpetrators are often people from the same village or town
and may even be relatives or neighbors of the victims, and thus gaining their initial trust as the
deception proceeds may not be difficult. Not surprisingly, the higher the level of desperation
and need among the pool of potential recruits, the greater the impact persuasive strategies are
likely to have.

Lakireddy Bali Reddy, for example, brought over teenage girls from Velvadam, his
native village in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh, with promises of employment at his busi-
nesses in Berkeley. A successful entrepreneur who immigrated to the United States in 1960,
he eventually came to own more than 1,000 rental units in Berkeley, two Indian restaurants, a
high-tech firm, and was worth an estimated $40 to $60 million, according to court records and
key informants. He maintained a close connection with Velvadam and culled forced labor vic-
tims from among the destitute caste known as “the untouchables.” Some of the young girls he
brought over had already worked for Reddy at properties he owned in his village, and the sex-
ual exploitation he inflicted on them often began in India and continued once they arrived in
California.

Trafficked and smuggled migrants enter California by several different modes of
transportation, including aircraft, boat, overland vehicles, and on foot. Some enter with valid
travel documents and still become ensnared in a forced labor situation. Khai, a Thai domestic
service and restaurant worker, arrived in Los Angeles through legal channels in 1989. Her
sponsor and captor, Supawan Veerapol, a well-connected compatriot, had promised to provide
her with a job, transportation, and living costs. She promised to pay the young woman enough
so that she could send money home to support her mother and two young children. Once Khai
arrived, however, she soon discovered that Veerapol’s promises were lies. For the next nine
years, Khai toiled as a domestic worker in Veerapol’s home under extremely coercive and abu-
sive conditions.

Many forced labor victims arrive in California without travel papers or bearing fraud-
ulent documents. Even if they realize that they are bypassing legal channels to enter the coun-
try, many victims believe that they have agreed to honest work in legitimate places of
employment, not to virtual slavery in brutal conditions with no freedom to return home or to
contact their families. Similarly, parents who turn their children over to traffickers may gen-
uinely believe that they are giving their offspring the chance at a new life in the United States.

Journey

Depending upon the country of origin, the journey to California can take anywhere from a day
to weeks or even months, whether across the border from Mexico or across several frontiers. The
journey to this country can be dangerous, with dozens of people crammed into tightly confined
spaces alongside cargo shipments, often with little air, terrible sanitation, and insufficient food
and water. Death through suffocation, drowning, freezing, or starvation is not uncommon.2+
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Poor and unsanitary living conditions during the journey can facilitate the spread of
infectious diseases, including tuberculosis, malaria, and hepatitis, especially since such dis-
eases are endemic in many of the countries of origin. To make matters worse, the traffickers
often take away personal papers such as passports, travel documents, and letters of introduc-
tion as soon as the journey starts, rendering victims wholly dependent upon their captors and
making any chance of escape that much more difficult. At this stage the traffickers may also
start beating or sexually abusing the victims or threatening them or their family members back
home with injury or death. These tactics are particularly effective against children or adoles-
cents, who may already be terrified about being so far away from home.

Forced Labor

Victims of forced labor continue to depend on their traffickers for survival once they arrive in
California. Victims often remain completely at the mercy of their captors for food, housing,
money, and medical attention. They are usually kept in close confinement with other victims,
forced to work long hours with few or no breaks in dangerous or inhumane conditions, and
forbidden to contact anyone outside the trafficking circle. Dozens of victims may share filthy
sleeping quarters with extremely limited washing and toilet facilities and poor quality food
and water.

According to social service providers and law enforcement personnel, women and
girls forced to engage in prostitution or sexual servitude are at great risk of contracting sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, including HIV, and other gynecological infections.2s Pregnancy is
not uncommon, since condoms are often dispensed with, and women may be forced to under-
go—or may choose to have—abortions in unsafe and unsanitary conditions. Lucita, the
Mexican woman trapped in forced prostitution describes her working conditions: “We worked
12 hours a day, from 11 in the morning to 11 at night. We never had a day off. We were given
sponges to use during our menstruation. No matter if we were sick, we still had to work. We
had to sleep in the same place where we worked.”26

Forced labor victims are often treated as virtual slaves. Physical and sexual abuse,
threats of injury, denial of medical treatment or food, and other forms of severe mistreatment
are common. Poor nutrition and other physical deprivations often put victims at even greater
risk of becoming sick with infectious or other diseases.

Khai, the domestic indentured servant in Los Angeles, experienced severe gastroin-
testinal pain at one point but was not allowed to see a doctor. “Supawan would not give me
medications when I was sick,” she said. “She would not help me...I suffered from stomach
pain for three months. Supawan refused to take me to the doctor. Finally, after I couldn’t take
it anymore, Supawan brought me to a doctor. I had lost thirty pounds in three months.”2”
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An American Survivor of Forced Labor

American citizens have been victims of force labor. Consider the case of Jennifer Harris, a young woman from
Portland, Oregon. Four years ago, Jennifer was 16-years old and estranged from her family. She moved in with an
older man she had recently met. At first, her new boyfriend wooed her and treated her well. So when he proposed
that they go to San Francisco on vacation, Jennifer agreed.

While they were on the bus, she committed a serious error: I was going to the bathroom on the bus, and my
boyfriend said, ‘Let me hold your wallet" [which contained] my ID, my bank card, my Social Security card, driver's
license. He said, 'We don't want you to lose these to people on the bus.’ Then he continued to hold them for the
whole ride.”

Once they arrived in San Francisco, he refused to return her documents, informed her they had no money and
offered her a choice of how to earn some quick cash: either by selling drugs or by working the streets. Jennifer
had never imagined herself doing anything of the kind, but she could think of no other way out of the situation.
She could not call home because she had no home to call; she was completely cut off from her family.

“Everything from then on was like | was there but | wasn't there, | sort of disassociated,” Jennifer says. “There were
no other options. I had never been in San Francisco before. | had no idea where | was. There was no point in going
back to Portland. There was no money there, and | had no place to live."

The man promised Jennifer that she would have to earn money that way for just one night. But the following night
he forced to go out on the streets again, all the while telling her that it was the only way to pay for shelter and
food. On her third night in the city, she was kidnapped at gunpoint by two men, driven to Oakland, and held there
till the next day. By the time she managed to escape and find her way back to the hotel, her "boyfriend” had dis-
appeared.

With no identification, no money, and no friends, she became terrified. She met another man near the Greyhound
Station who took her in, wined and dined her for a couple of weeks, and promised her an easier life as an escort,
not a prostitute. He introduced her to a few other girls, with whom she quickly felt a strong familial bond; the
group shared an apartment and looked out for each other.

Within weeks, however, the man she was now with informed her she would have to start earning money by turning
tricks, just like the other girls. She also learned of his reputation as one of the city's major pimps. Once again, she
felt she had no alternatives, as there was no-one she could turn to for help. The pimp demanded that she earn at
least $1,000 a night; he would take it all and give her $20 a day for food. He threatened her when she did not want
to work. He hit her on occasion, and she heard from others about his brutal behavior toward girls who tried to
leave him. She also believed that he had powerful connections at City Hall and was protected by the authorities.

“I thought about escaping all the time and was always trying to figure out how to do it,” she recalls. “But | thought
he would just find me and beat me up. I'd seen other girls getting hit with baseball bats. You see that and you know
that could happen to you at anytime. And where was | going to go, anyway? The two times | tried, he found out
where | was."

Jennifer finally escaped, but only through being arrested and sent to a juvenile home. Even removed from the
streets, she remained frightened of the pimp. Through mutual acquaintances, he warned her not to tell police what
she knew. She believed that he would harm or even kill her if she cooperated. While that fear has eventually sub-
sided, she still runs into men and women she knew during her time on the streets.

“They still know who | am,” says Jennifer, who is now 20 and works in San Francisco as a case manager and peer

counselor a nonprofit group that provides support and assistance for survivors of forced prostitution. For Jennifer,
establishing a new life free of fear of her days of sexual servitude is still a work in progress.

Interview by David Tuller with Jennifer Harris (Feb. 2, 2005).
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Farm laborers may be exposed to pesticides and other toxic chemicals as well as seri-
ous physical injury. In the summer of 2000, asparagus workers for Victoria Island Farms in
the San Joaquin Valley were being housed at labor camps of around 50 workers each, but there
were no health professionals at the site. And even workers who became seriously ill with flu
and other ailments were not able to obtain proper medical care. One man suffered from a sex-
ually transmitted disease, another from a hernia. Others experienced back injuries. Without
medical guidance, one supervisor distributed packets of antibiotics to workers when a wave of
illness swept the camp.

A common question asked about forced labor is why many—if not, most—victims do
not try to escape. The answer is complex and multi-faceted. Those who work in groups are
often under constant surveillance. Armed guards, for instance, reportedly patrolled the living
premises at the asparagus workers’ labor camp near Stockton, California to prevent the labor-
ers from leaving. Since victims are often connected to the perpetrators through family or
social connections in their native countries, threats to harm their families back home are an
effective deterrent to escape. Juan, one of the asparagus farmers from Mexico, said that he
refused suggestions by others that he try to escape because the work foreman, who was from
the same town as him, knew how to find his family.

“I was afraid that he could probably attempt something against us, or against our fam-
ilies over there,” said Juan. When his brother-in-law managed to escape, the foreman told
Juan: “Anyway, I know where he lives. One day I’m going to see him again. He has to go back
to [his home town] and we’ll see each other over there.”28

Perpetrators of forced labor frequently tell their victims that they will be imprisoned
and beaten by U.S. authorities or summarily deported should they attempt to escape or con-
tact outsiders, including the police—an argument that frequently conforms to victims’ expe-
riences and understandings of law enforcement practices in their countries of origin. “The
traffickers tell them that they have connections with the police, or that the police will beat and
imprison or deport them,” said Heidi Rummel, a federal prosecutor of trafficking cases in
California.2? “And many of the victims believe that because that’s their experience with police
in their own countries. In addition, neighbors or others they encounter may know they’re work-
ing long hours or that they’re here illegally. But they don’t report the situation because they
often have no way of knowing about the threats and abuse that make it a forced labor case.” 30

Another reason victims do not report their abuse is that they may feel a sense of shame
about their circumstances or are unaware of services or benefits they could access upon their
release from bondage. Since they often have not been paid for their work, they may have no
money. Or they may recognize that, with their documents having been confiscated, it can be
difficult to prove their claims to the authorities. Khai, the Thai domestic worker in Los
Angeles, said Veerapol, the upper-class woman in whose house she worked, had warned her
not to call the Thai consulate as she had many friends there.3!
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Victims often become psychologically dependent on their captors merely to survive in
a strange land. By isolating victims and becoming their sole source of food, information, and
communication from the world outside, perpetrators can often damage the victim’s sense of
self-hood and autonomy and render him or her incapable of independent action or even thought.

“In situations of captivity,” writes psychiatrist Judith Herman, “the perpetrator
becomes the most powerful person in the life of the victim, and the psychology of the victim
is shaped by the actions and beliefs of the perpetrator.”’32 The methods of establishing control,
she adds, are based on “the organized techniques of disempowerment and disconnection . . .
[so as] to instill terror and helplessness and to destroy the victim’s sense of self in relationship
to others.”33 As victims become more isolated, they grow “increasingly dependent on the per-
petrator, not only for survival and basic bodily needs but also for information and even for
emotional sustenance.”34

Lakireddy Bali Reddy used techniques of disempowerment and disconnection to cre-
ate dependency among the teenage girls he trafficked into the United States. Because of their
age and low-caste status, the girls were already susceptible to the power and dominance of a
higher caste male who was older than most of their fathers. Reddy frequently rewarded the
younger girls with gifts and favorable treatment. If girls exhibited maturity, they would cease
to receive such favorable treatment. Since Reddy was constantly bringing younger girls into
his estate, it was to a survivor’s distinct advantage not to “grow up.” For this reason, accord-
ing to one of the attorneys in the case, one of the survivor’s psychological and emotional
development has been grossly stunted.3s

Over a period of time Reddy brought his favorite girls to Berkeley, California to pro-
vide him with sex and to work in his restaurants and apartment buildings. Once in the United
States, Reddy’s control over the girls intensified—they were now in a foreign land under
fraudulent circumstances where they did not speak the language or understand the customs.
Housed in Reddy’s apartments and fed at his restaurants, the girls were prevented from going
to school and having contact with people outside of the Reddy network. To reinforce his con-
trol Reddy frequently beat the girls or threatened to turn them in to the authorities. One of
Reddy’s victims, a girl who had been brought to Berkeley at a very young age, exhibited a
great loyalty to him. She, in fact, helped to hold down other girls while Reddy raped them.
This ultimately caused some confusion for police investigators who apparently mistook her
for a possible perpetrator and held her in jail for over a month.36 Court records show that some
of Reddy’s victims still bear psychological scars, including depression, reoccurring night-
mares, and panic attacks, as a result of their captivity, sexual abuse, and dependency.3”

Release

Despite their circumstances, some victims of forced labor do manage to escape on their own
or are rescued by others. Liberation from forced labor generally happens in one of two ways:
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the individual reaches out to someone who can help, or someone from the larger world stum-
bles upon the situation and informs the authorities or helps the victim escape.

When survivors finally contact the police or a social service agency, they usually do
so out of a sense of desperation at the harsh treatment they have received rather than through
an awareness that they have rights or have been victims of an illegal operation. The risk they
are taking is tremendous, for if their effort to reach out is rebuffed and their captors find out
what they have done, the consequences can be brutal, sometimes even fatal for themselves or
their family members back home. “These people are clearly traumatized and fearful,” said
Kathleen Kim, an attorney with the Lawyers’ Committee for Human Rights, who has worked
with dozens of victims of forced labor.38 “They are often extremely suspicious not only of the
world at large but also of the advocates who are trying to help them. We need to make it eas-
ier to break through that wall of distrust.”s

In some cases, a private citizen who suspects that something is amiss might contact
authorities or a social service agency, or else directly approaches the trafficked individual. In
the case of the Mexican agricultural workers trapped in indentured servitude in the asparagus
fields, it was a local community member who for years had visited labor camps to distribute
information to workers about healthcare, social service, and labor rights who assisted the
laborers to escape. Sometimes social service or non-profit organizations involved in efforts
to help migrant workers learn about a trafficking situation and convince those in servitude that
they do have other options. If they can gain their trust, these organizations can help the vic-
tims escape, assert their rights, access the benefits and services they are entitled to, and take
steps to punish the perpetrators.

Law enforcement are critical in the release phase. Khai, for instance has nothing but
praise for the federal authorities who helped her. “The U.S. Attorney gave me a new life,” she
said. “He delivered me, like a doctor delivering a baby, to a new life...Justice does exist. [ have
a different view now on law enforcement, the courts, immigration, and prosecutors.”0

Notwithstanding Khai’s positive experience, many police officers, sheriff’s deputies,
district attorneys, prosecutors and other government officials have little experience with traf-
ficking and forced labor cases and may treat victims as illegal immigrants and undocument-
ed workers rather than as survivors of a serious crime. Lucita describes her mixed experience
with law enforcement during the investigation after the police raid that liberated her from the
brothel: “The police sometimes made us more scared. Some of them told us that if we didn’t
talk that they were going to lock us up in jail. ... I was very humiliated when they put hose
handcuffs on me. I felt like I had killed somebody or like I robbed somebody. I did feel very
bad about that because I thought that I had fallen so low. But I’m also grateful to them
because they didn’t take us to jail.”’4t While the passage of the Trafficking Act in 2000 has
helped to change the climate and raise awareness of the problem, it is clear that much train-
ing is needed before law enforcement personnel, at both the local and federal levels, learn to
recognize forced labor situations and understand the rights of survivors.
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Post-Release

Protection and housing are the most pressing needs for survivors of forced labor in the post-
release phase. Immediate medical attention is sometimes necessary if the victim has suffered
serious injury, illness or some other type of physical trauma, but often it is possible to post-
pone medical care until the individual or individuals have been removed from the forced labor
situation and placed in an appropriate—and safe—setting.

However, as soon as the urgent concerns are dealt with, forced labor survivors need to
be examined by a healthcare professional who understands the medical issues faced by migrant
workers and the ailments that are common in the country of origin, said attorneys and service
providers involved in trafficking cases. The conditions under which a person was held, along
with the victim’s own medical history, can greatly influence any decision about what kinds of
health care services are required. Social and cultural factors can also significantly influence
how the person responds to such care and treatment.

Attending to the psychological and emotional state of forced labor survivors is espe-
cially important to ensure their long-term recovery. Undocumented migrants have been shown
to suffer from psychological disorders#> and the added impact of virtual enslavement is likely
in many cases to be severe. In particular, the possibility of post-traumatic stress disorder,
which may continue to plague victims for years and can manifest itself in a wide range of
symptoms, must always be a major concern. Symptoms can include depression, anxiety,
insomnia, nightmares, seemingly irrational outbursts, and problems with concentration.

The challenge is to provide treatment that takes into account the cultural differences,
since standard Western approaches may confuse, offend or even alienate those they are intend-
ed to help. Nancy Hormachea, an attorney in the Reddy case from Berkeley, noted: “All the
survivors had psychological issues, yet is has been nearly impossible to provide them with
good therapy. Western-style therapy is foreign to them and not culturally appropriate...You
have to understand that...[there] are derogatory sayings about people who seek [psychologi-
cal] help [in the village] where these girls are from...they are seen as being ‘crazy’ and
described as being like ‘a chained, rabid dog.””’43

Survivors of forced labor may face discrimination and rejection from members of their
own community in California. Khai, the Thai domestic worker, found that once she managed
to escape her indentured servitude, she was criticized by other local Thais as having betrayed
the woman they viewed as her benefactor. “I felt that 80 percent of the community was against
me,” recalled Khai. “They regarded Supawan as a ‘high soul’...I felt like I did the right thing.
But in Thai culture, I am seen as ungrateful.”+

Because victims must agree to cooperate with law enforcement in order to obtain the
right to stay in the United States, they face the possibility of experiencing renewed trauma if
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they participate in court proceedings. Seeing the perpetrators again, having to testify under
sometimes hostile cross-examination, being forced to relive details of their ordeal, and other
aspects of being involved with a criminal prosecution can trigger psychological distress. How
victims fare under such circumstances depends largely upon whether they currently feel they
are in a safe and secure environment, how removed in time and distance they are from their
period of enslavement, and whether their family members are safe from possible reprisal.

As a rule, forced labor survivors should not be placed in shelters for the homeless or
with victims of domestic violence. Survivors have reported feeling extremely uncomfortable
in homeless shelters, especially if fellow lodgers have substance abuse or mental health prob-
lems. Similarly, women liberated from forced prostitution have reported feeling shunned or
discriminated against in shelters for domestic violence victims4s Such facilities are often
poorly equipped to meet the needs of forced labor survivors.

Nalini Shekar, the director of a shelter in northern California which has housed both
victims of domestic violence and trafficking, said that programs designed for domestic vio-
lence victims, such as support groups, may not be appropriate for trafficking survivors who
have been socially isolated and under the control of a trafficker for a significant amount of
time. Such shelters, she added, often lack adequate security measures to protect trafficking
survivors from perpetrators, particularly if they are part of a highly organized, extensive, and
well-financed trafficking network.46 Many of Shekar’s concerns were borne out in the Reddy
case by the attempt of an intruder to break into the shelter and find two of the survivors. When
Lakireddy Bali Reddy was arrested in January 2000 in Berkeley, for example, two men dis-
guised as police officers, at least one of them armed, tried to enter the domestic violence shel-
ter where two forced labor victims had been taken for protection.

The safety needs of survivors and their families extend beyond the state. It was also
reported that relatives of some of the Reddy victims, who had remained behind in India,
feared being targeted for revenge attacks. A few months later, a long-time adversary of Reddy
in India was attacked with acid while he and his family were asleep at home. The man died of
wounds sustained in the attack, and a five-year-old and a woman were also badly burned.
When the Indian authorities began investigating the incident, a major witness was murdered.4”
Law enforcement in California will need to work with federal authorities to assist and perhaps
relocate family members living abroad to protect them from retribution at the hands of traf-
fickers and their associates.

On a long-term basis, survivors require services such as job training, counseling, and
legal guidance. Some survivors need help locating family members in the United States or
their country of origin or finding a stable living or housing situation. Some will require con-
tinued therapeutic interventions to help them cope with their trauma. Lucita, the Mexican
mother forced to work as a prostitute, gained legal status with the help of s