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The Network’s Field Support package is highly effective at helping law enforcement build 
stronger cases against Illicit Massage Industry (IMI) leaders because of its unique two-pronged 
approach. First, our cultural ambassadors’ ability to engage victim workers in culturally sensitive, 
language-fluent ways builds rapport and helps them feel safe telling their stories, including 
information that can help law enforcement bring their traffickers to justice. Second, our expertise 
on the IMI’s business model and vulnerabilities, including best practices for evidence searches, 
can boost our partners’ seizure of material and financial evidence, which also helps strengthen 
cases. In Ventura County, information translated by our team for detectives helped law 
enforcement build a single arrest into an IMI organized crime case that resulted in five arrests 
with multiple charges each, hundreds of thousands of dollars seized, and overwhelming 
evidence of commercial sexual activity and other crimes.   

SUPPORTING PARTNERS WITH CULTURAL EXPERTISE AND 
LANGUAGE FLUENCY 
In June 2019, The Network assisted the Ventura County Sheriff’s Office during an arrest operation 
against a human trafficker. While engaging with and interpreting for witnesses, we received 
information about several other IMI bosses, additional business and residential locations, and 
intra-group communications.  

• Based on this information, law enforcement got warrants for additional evidence from 
financial institutions and communications providers.  

• Our team continued to develop relationships with witnesses that allowed law 
enforcement to go back and ask follow-up questions to keep building the case.   

• We were able to access social media that included people at multiple levels of the IMI 
network to gain additional information about the group’s activities.  

• Our organization’s cultural ambassador provided reassurance to victim workers on 
premises that they were not under arrest and worked to create an environment of 
physical and psychological safety while telling them about available social services.     

COOPERATION YIELDED LEADS, EVIDENCE, AND TESTIMONY 
Information that The Network helped obtain resulted in increased police seizures of material 
evidence, victim worker testimony, and additional leads about the IMI organization and its assets. 

• Information shared by witnesses was submitted as evidence in the case, including an 8-
page victim statement that was translated and read to the judge during trial proceedings.   

• Our team’s assistance in identifying additional IMI-affiliated properties resulted in seizures 
that included a supply of 35,000 condoms, large amounts of lingerie, mattresses, and the 
passports of multiple victim workers. The presence of passports offsite is often an 
indicator of trafficker control over victim workers to prevent them from moving freely.   
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• After the arrest of one IMI boss, communications about the arrest were sent to affiliated 
social media groups, inviting people to cooperate with law enforcement. Additional 
witnesses reached out and provided still more information about other locations and 
individuals, and how IMI bosses hid money.     

LASTING RESULTS 
While human trafficking cases are often difficult to prosecute, charges thus far indicate that the 
leaders of this criminal organization will be held accountable for multiple crimes. The sentencing 
of the original person of interest supports our view that the most successful cases against IMI 
networks take a broad approach that includes the many types of crimes they commit—including 
financial crimes—for maximum impact.  

• The initial arrestee’s bail was set at $1M, and the judge implemented bail review—which 
means a defendant must prove that bail money is from legitimate sources of income—
which proved an insurmountable hurdle. The defendant was sentenced to 11 years on 
charges of money laundering, tax evasion, and human trafficking and remains in jail.   

• Another defendant’s efforts to plea bargain were rejected by the prosecutor due to the 
amount of evidence.  

• The organization’s manager for the state of Washington was charged with human 
trafficking and is awaiting trial.  

• Our cultural ambassadors followed up with welfare checks on victim workers after the 
arrests, and 4 accepted emergency services; one of these also accepted long-term 
services and was granted continuing presence status while applying for a T-visa. An 
additional victim worker was persuaded to leave the IMI and return to her home country.   

LESSONS LEARNED/RECOMMENDATIONS  

We assess that the following would strengthen similar future cases even more:   
• While the original defendant was kept in jail thanks to the implementation of bail review, 

another defendant was allowed out on $25,000 bail by a different judge while awaiting 
trial despite being charged with five distinct felonies. While this was in part because of 
COVID-era efforts to lessen jail crowding for non-violent crimes, we assess that more 
prosecutors and judges need to be aware of the utility of bail review for IMI cases. IMI 
bosses often have access to large amounts of cash that are illegally earned.   

• Underscoring this is the need to better inform law enforcement officers and those in the 
justice system about how lucrative the IMI is, how large IMI criminal networks can be, and 
how many associated crimes they commit beyond trafficking and prostitution—some 
have been successfully prosecuted under state RICO statutes— particularly regarding 
financial crimes such as money laundering and tax evasion.   

• IMI criminal connections are almost never limited to a specific geographic area.  It is 
essential to build out larger national counter-trafficking partnerships so that law 
enforcement and other partners can be easily reached for follow-up action when 
investigations exceed one partner’s area of responsibility. 

• The inclusion of culturally sensitive, trauma-informed advocates in anti-IMI operations is 
essential to engaging victim workers in a way that builds trust, lessens fear, and helps 
increase the likelihood that they will accept essential services to meet their immediate 
needs, help them leave the IMI, or both. 


