Fox Valley

A Look at the Amber Alert Program


Thank you for participating in OJJDP's missing and exploited children's program third Wednesdays at 2:00 p.m. webinar series. Today's event will give you a look at the amber alert program, its history, and some of the resources made available to law enforcement to assist in their investigations as a part of the amber alert training and technical assistance program. Today I am joined by Mr. Paul Murphy, the Director of Communications and Policy at the Utah Attorney General's office. Paul is also the amber alert coordinator. Thank you for joining us today, Paul. Thank you. On January 13, 1996, nine-year-old Amber Hagerman was murdered after she was kidnapped while riding her bike near her grandparents' home in Arlington, Texas. Her tragic death sparked a public outcry and a simple suggestion to start using broadcasters to immediately notify the public when a child has been abducted. It's called the Amber Alert, America's Missing Broadcast Emergency Response. 

Now, January 13th has been designated as National Amber Alert Awareness Day. This day has been set aside by citizens, law enforcement, child protection officials, state missing children clearinghouses, and the U.S. Department of Justice, and many others to memorialize and honor Amber Hagerman and recognize the amazing efforts that have taken place since the U.S. Department of Justice created a national amber alert program. I'm the Utah Amber Alert coordinator, and on National Amber Alert Awareness Day amber alert partners in my state tested our amber alert plan to make sure it was working quickly and effectively. The test helps us make sure the system is ready if a child is actually abducted. Last year we discovered during our test that two computer servers had gone down which severely delayed the alert. The test prompted us to find new technology to notify the media and the public. 

Many amber alert coordinators also use the day to educate the public about how important it is to take action when an amber alert is activated. We have found over and over again that we only need one person with the right information and in the right place to help bring the child home safely. Each year the U.S. Department of Justice asks coordinators to provide a summary of any of their activities to observe this day, so state, regional, local and tribal agencies can learn from each other about new ways to improve their amber alert plan. This information is shared on the National Criminal Justice Training Center portal at ncjtc.org. That's ncjtc.org. This website is a sharing network and a document repository for all amber alert plans and amber alert information. It's a great place to network with other partners, learn additional information about the amber alert program, and develop appropriate collaborative responses for missing and abducted children cases. 

So I'm going to share with you some of the Department of Justice Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention milestones. Since April 2003, the Department of Justice amber alert program has made remarkable and unprecedented progress including all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands have amber alert plans creating a coordinated network of plans nationwide to aid in the recovery of abducted children. Also, the Department of Justice amber alert program has assisted the development of more than 70 local, tribal and regional amber alert programs to augment the efforts of the 50 states. 98% of the 602 amber alert recoveries have occurred since amber alert became a nationally-coordinated effort. Anecdotal evidence demonstrates that perpetrators are well aware of the power of the amber alert and in many cases the suspects have released an abducted child upon hearing the alert. 

One example happened actually last November in Washington state. A two-year-old girl was taken by her non-custodial father from the child's home. The non-custodial father was believed to be highly intoxicated and an amber alert was issued. The abductor became aware of the amber alert online and subsequently contacted police to turn himself in and the child was safely rescued. The Department of Justice has also conducted eight trauma-based victim roundtables and created a guide on how to conduct roundtables to improve responses and services to families and survivors affected by child abduction. These roundtables have been invaluable to help us understand how we can help families during the worst crisis possible. Over all, communities and law enforcement now respond better and have improved the recovery rate of missing, endangered, abducted and exploited children. 

So those are the big milestones, but major improvements have also occurred during just this past year. To protect children from being transported across international borders, the Department of Justice collaborated with Canadian provinces to expand amber alert in Canada and assisted Mexico in 2012 to create a national child abduction response plan called Alerta Amber Mexico Protocol. The recent success in Mexico and the continued support of Canadian provinces has created a child recovery network throughout the northern hemisphere and is influencing decisions to replicate a model in Latin and South American countries. Here's a great example of two countries working together last November. An amber alert was issued in British Columbia, Canada for a three-year-old abducted by his non-custodial father. Law enforcement believed the abductor would travel to the United States and an amber alert was extended to the states of Washington and Montana. The abductor met a man at a Montana bowling alley and asked for money and to use his cell phone. The abductor slept in his car outside the man's home. Citizens subsequently saw the amber alert and notified law enforcement. The child was rescued safely and the abductor taken into custody. 

Also, the Department of Justice has assisted Ecuador, Brazil, Guatemala, and more than nine other countries to develop a child recovery or abduction alert plan based on the U.S. amber alert program. The Department of Justice is also coordinating training and communications between Canada, Mexico and U.S. state, tribal, and local law enforcement officials for cross-border abductions. In recent weeks, preliminary agreements have been reached to create specific protocols between U.S. and Mexican states. Also, a national center for abducted children is being created in Mexico to protect and recover missing, endangered and abducted children. 

More than 50 tribal nations have created or adopted amber alert plans tailored to their specific needs for children in Indian country. The Department of Justice is also helping tribal communities respond to children exposed to violence, domestic violence, as well as alcohol and other drug abuse concerns. The Department of Justice has also been doing a lot of training this past year to help improve our ability to respond to child abductions. In 2012, more than 2,000 law enforcement and child protection professionals were training at onsite training deliveries and 3,700 people received training in distance learning programs for telecommunicators and patrol officers. Overall the Department of Justice has trained more than 25,000 law enforcement and child protection officials on how to appropriately respond and recover endangered and abducted children. This training is critical because of turnovers and economic challenges facing law enforcement. 

For instance, the Training Academy program is bringing training directly to places where it is needed. I've heard from many law enforcement officers who say they really like the Training Academy approach because it cuts time away from their jobs, lowers the cost for travel, and training can be tailored specifically to their needs. The host agency is responsible to provide the facility, training, transportation for the instructors, and they must recruit 75 participants. The program takes care of the registration site and the instructors. The Academy allows many professionals from neighboring agencies and organizations to attend the same training instead of having only one or two people per agency attend a regional program. Also, a new guide on endangered missing advisory protocols and best practices has been published and already more than 40 states have adopted programs to recover endangered missing persons without compromising the amber alert system. These advisories are used in cases that do not meet the amber alert criteria. 

Here's one example. On January 8, 2007, Missouri law enforcement authorities issued its first advisory for 13-year-old Ben Ownby. The boy didn't return home from school but police had no evidence he had been abducted. A student saw the advisory and told police he saw Ownby being pushed into a white pickup. The police found the pickup and then found Ownby. They also found a 15-year-old, Shawn Hombeck, who had been abducted by the same man nearly five years earlier. The Department of Justice is also responding to the link between child abductions and commercial sexual exploitation of children. A human trafficking symposium was held last year to gain the best practices, identify gaps in services and responses, and learn from more than 125 subject matter experts. The findings from the symposium are being utilized to develop specialized training programs on advanced human trafficking investigations, interviewing high-risk victims, search and recovery strategies, as well as providing crisis communications training. 

At a symposium, Phoenix police shared a chilling account of a young girl who was abducted from a mall and then repeatedly raped, threatened with death, until authorities found her locked in a dog cage. Several trafficking survivors also offered advice on how law enforcement officers can help and find trafficking victims. As you can tell, much has happened since Amber Hagerman was taken. What began as a tragedy has been turned into an important tool that has prevented countless other tragedies. 
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