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June 21, 2010

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Human Trafficking forum set July 14

If you think human trafficking is limited to third-world countries, think again. According to law enforcement agencies, it is right here in Oregon, including on the coast.

On Wednesday, July 14, a public forum on the topic of “Human Trafficking” will be held in Tillamook featuring two Oregon experts on the subject. 

The forum, sponsored by Tillamook County Women’s Resource Center, will be offered twice during the day, from 2 to 4 p.m. and from 6 to 8 p.m. at the Oregon Department of Human Resources offices, 4670 3rd St., in Tillamook. There is no charge to attend.

Featured speakers will be Keith Bickford, a Multnomah County deputy sheriff and director of the Oregon Human Trafficking Task Force; and Chris Killmer, program coordinator for the Catholic Charities Outreach and Support to Special Immigrant Populations (OSSIP) Human Trafficking Program.

According to Bickford, the two major forms of human trafficking found in Oregon involve labor trafficking and the sex trafficking of individuals under age 18.

“There is a lot of labor trafficking, bringing in illegal immigrants who think they are coming here to find a better life. But, instead, they are held in virtual slavery and forced to work,” he explained.

He said his task force, which involves nearly two dozen law enforcement and social services agencies all over the state, has identified more than 50 victims so far, but he believes that is the tip of the iceberg.

“Because these people are isolated, they are difficult to find and they don’t understand that there are laws to protect them,” he said.

Bickford said the state will launch a radio campaign on Hispanic stations in July, hoping to reach some of the victims who listen to radio while they work.

He said sex trafficking of minors is another large area of concern.

“Portland Police Department, alone, has identified 83 prostitutes under the age of 18 who are being controlled by traffickers,” he noted.

Killmer, whose work is primarily among immigrant populations, agreed that the problem of labor trafficking is likely grossly underestimated.

“There is a misconception that human trafficking is not happening in rural areas or on the coast. It is. In the past 18 months, I have found it all over the state,” he said.

He said labor trafficking takes two primary forms: people brought in to work in agriculture, timber and other industries and people brought in for domestic servitude.

Killmer pointed to an informational website on the topic – oregonoath.org – which states the following:

“Each year an estimated 17,500 men, women, and children are trafficked into the U.S. for purposes of sexual and labor exploitation throughout our states, including Oregon. In a recent nationwide FBI sting operation to rescue this population, Oregon ranked second in victims recovered – seven victims in a single eight-hour shift.”

Killmer and Bickford said the July 14 forum will provide information about the nature and extent of human trafficking in Oregon, the law and how to identify victims. Bickford will discuss the work of his task force and the partnership between law enforcement and social service providers.  

The forum is open free of charge to the public and refreshments will be served. For information or to sign up to attend, contact Romy Carver at Tillamook County Women’s Resource Center, (503) 842-8294.

The Tillamook County Women's Resource Center is a nonprofit organization of both paid staff and volunteers working to create a community free from domestic and sexual violence. To contact the center, phone (503) 842-9486 or 1-800-922-1679 or go online to www.tcwrc.net.
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