
Police News Releasces 
ANALYSIS & RECOMMENDATIONS

These misleading news releases result in stories that uncritically parrot police talking points,
spread moral panic and position law enforcement as the sole source and expert on what
appears to be a human trafficking investigation. 

Police News Releases
About Human Trafficking 

CLUES IN MISLEADING NEWS RELEASES
No human trafficking charges: This seems obvious, but many newsrooms don’t catch it.
News releases announce the results of a “human trafficking investigation” or say a human
trafficking unit is investigating but trafficking charges have not been laid. In cases of
trafficking, you’ll often see a charge of: 

 trafficking in persons (279.01) 
or trafficking in persons under 18 (279.011)

Prostitution charges: The Criminal Code has
prostitution laws under the Protection of
Communities and Exploited Persons Act that are
distinct from anti-trafficking laws. Offences including
obtaining sexual services, advertising sexual services
and procuring sexual services are not trafficking
charges. However, police have described these
charges as “trafficking-related” in news releases,
even when no trafficking charges were laid.  

Police across Canada are presenting cases as human
trafficking in their news releases, when it’s often just a
crackdown on sex workers and their clients. In some cases,
police framed child exploitation, drug trafficking, property
crimes and firearms offences as human trafficking.  

This police public relations tactic diverts journalists away
from sex work advocates who would talk about the harms of
raids on indoor venues, the effects of criminalization, labour 

protections and harm reduction. Law enforcement is also masking its activities by framing
undercover operations where they pose as clients as rescue missions that save victims. 

1 Statistics Canada includes a “trafficking-related” category in police-reported data on human trafficking, which can include crimes such
as assault, theft, fraud, prostitution-related offences or any other conduct deemed to related to a trafficking case. Some police
communications does not follow this criteria and the term “trafficking-related” has been used despite no trafficking charges being laid.  
Anti Trafficking Review. (2017). A Formidable Task: Reflections on obtaining legal empirical evidence on human trafficking in Canada. 
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https://swanvancouver.ca/resource/anti-trafficking-laws/
https://swanvancouver.ca/resource/protection-of-communities-and-exploited-persons-act-pcepa/
https://swanvancouver.ca/resource/protection-of-communities-and-exploited-persons-act-pcepa/
https://antitraffickingreview.org/index.php/atrjournal/article/view/225/210#:~:text=The%20Canadian%20government%20has%20enacted,this%20form%20of%20exploitative%20conduct
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Alleged victims: Phrases including “suspected victims,” and “potential victims” may appear,
or police may state they’re still looking for victims. News releases may say officers gave
victims resources or referred them to social services, but giving someone harm reduction
supplies or information does not mean they are victims. Many police forces assume all sex
workers are victims.  

Canada Border Services Agency: CBSA involvement likely means officers were called to
enforce the immigration ban on sex work, which prohibits temporary residents from
working in the industry under the Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations.

Burying the lede: Read past the flashy, back-to-back quotes about police and official’s
commitments to stopping traffickers and you’ll find the so-called human trafficking
operation was actually a $600,000 drug bust  or that police posted fake online ads  to
arrest clients trying to buy sexual services. In both these cases, these details were included
near the end of news releases.

Child exploitation or other crimes: Police
departments may also present child
exploitation as trafficking. There are specific
trafficking charges that can be applied when
a trafficking victim is a minor: 

trafficking of a person under the age of
eighteen years (S.279.011)
material benefit — trafficking of person
under 18 years (279.02(2))
withholding or destroying documents —
trafficking of person under 18 years
(279.03(2)).

These crimes are distinct from child
exploitation crimes. Police news releases
have also presented drug trafficking, firearms
offences, property crime and other activities
as human trafficking, simply because sex
workers were present at some point during
their investigation.  
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https://swanvancouver.ca/resource/immigration-and-refugee-protection-regulations-sex-work-prohibtion-backgrounder/
https://www.drps.ca/news/project-martini-results-in-92-arrests-and-113-criminal-charges/#:~:text=Police%20have%20concluded%20a%20five,and%2011%20search%20warrants%20executed.
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-rob-bonta-san-diego-human-trafficking-task-force-target-human


The Pitch: SWAN pitched follow-up stories to reporters, noting it regularly supports
women in Calgary and SWAN staff recently visited two of the locations that were raided.
SWAN has also done years of critical anti-trafficking work and offered an expert
spokesperson for an interview. The pitch also noted that two local organizations (one that
supports sex workers and one that helps trafficking victims) did not have anyone referred
to their support services from these raids. Journalists did not respond to SWAN’s pitch and
headlines including “Three Calgary massage parlours closed, tied to human trafficking”
remain. Newsrooms did not clarify that the accused was not charged with trafficking
offences and never asked police why those charges weren’t laid. 

Alberta Courts later confirmed with SWAN that the woman was charged with the
following offences: 

three counts of possession of a controlled substance 
careless use/storage of a firearm 
advertising sexual services
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A 48-year-old woman was arrested after the Alberta Law Enforcement Response Team
(ALERT), working with the Calgary Police Services (CPS), RCMP and others, shut down
several massage parlours in Calgary. The news release claimed the businesses and their
owner were linked to human trafficking. ALERT noted that a woman was charged with
advertising sexual services and “drug offences and firearms offences.” Police say they
identified “four suspected victims” who were given resources by ALERT staff. A police
officer is quoted in the news release saying “we believe that these were immigrants being
exploited into the sex trade. This has been a common trend that takes advantage of their
unfamiliarity and vulnerability.” The Canada Border Services Agency was also involved in
the investigation.  

HOW MANY CLUES CAN YOU SPOT?

Analysis: This case does not include any trafficking charges, nor does it include any
significant or newsworthy charges. What’s newsworthy is police cracking down on sex
work, shutting down a safer place to work, cutting off an income source for im/migrant
women and calling the CBSA to likely use the IRPR to deport them. However, coverage of
the story mimicked the police news release and relied on ALERT as the sole expert 
and authority.
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CASE REVIEW #2:  
Case Review #1

https://alert-ab.ca/three-calgary-massage-parlours-linked-to-human-trafficking-investigation/#:~:text=A%20year%2Dlong%20investigation%20has,drug%20offences%20and%20firearms%20offences.


CASE REVIEW #2:  

News coverage was based on the police news release and interviews with an officer who
said victims were employees who had been offered support services. In response, SWAP
Hamilton Executive Director, Jelena Vermilion, spoke out on X, (formerly Twitter). She
challenged the police story and explained that her friend was working at the spa but is now
out of a job after officers shut down the business. She offered media interviews by tagging
them in posts. Vermilion regularly provides story pitches and expert commentary to
newsrooms and has appeared on CBC’s prime time news program Canada Tonight, for a
live interview about the Ontario Supreme Court’s dismissal of a constitutional challenge of
Canada’s prostitution laws. With a large following and influence on X, this is one of the few
ways she connects with journalists. Vermilion was ignored.   
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Waterloo Regional Police (WRP) charged two people in Cambridge, Ontario, "in connection
to a human trafficking investigation,” according to a news release. 

HOW MANY CLUES CAN YOU SPOT?

Analysis: This alleged human trafficking case did not result in human trafficking charges
and police made contradicting claims about whether they’ve identified victims. One news
story noted that two people “face numerous charges” while others do not explain that
prostitution charges are not human trafficking charges. A TV station interviewed an anti-
trafficking advocate who incorrectly interpreted prostitution laws and, instead of providing
a labour rights perspective, painted sex workers as vulnerable women. The organization did
not indicate if it supported or had been in contact with spa employees. Vermilion aired her
frustrations about the coverage, saying reporters weren’t interested in talking. She accused
the media of being complicit in spreading a false narrative about human trafficking “when
literally, it’s just sex workers working.” Other journalists continue to request Vermilion for
interviews as an expert and advocate for sex worker rights.  

A 45-year-old woman was charged with:  
communicating for the purpose of
sexual services 
obtaining material benefit from sexual
services 
two counts of procurement 
uttering forged documents
possession of property obtained by
crime over $5,000.  

A 58-year-old Cambridge man was 
charged with: 

obtaining material benefit from sexual services 
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Case Review #2

The WRP news releases said a spa was shut down after a year-long human trafficking
investigation and police were still looking for victims.  

https://www.cp24.com/entertainment-news/film-festival-honouring-sex-workers-described-as-canadian-first-opens-in-hamilton-1.6986349
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xp2hlGUUVtY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AC9SwtkFQr4
https://swanvancouver.ca/resource/canadian-alliance-for-sex-work-law-reform-caswlr-v-attorney-general/
https://www.wrps.on.ca/en/news/waterloo-regional-police-charge-two-in-connection-to-human-trafficking-investigation-in-cambridge.aspx
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Recommendations 

Question police news releases claiming human trafficking is occurring,
when there are no actual human trafficking charges.  

Ask police what charges were laid or confirm what charges were laid
using the court system. Do the actual charges match the police story?  

Ask police why they’re presenting cases as human trafficking. What’s
their motive? Why don’t they have the evidence to lay human
trafficking charges when they’re so confident it’s occurring?  

Learn about Canada’s trafficking laws and prostitution laws.  

Speak with a sex work advocate or support organization about the
police news release. Ask if they know any workers impacted by raids
and discuss sex worker rights, safety and criminalization.  

Ask police about victims. If there are no human trafficking charges,
have police explain exactly how these individuals were victimized and
if that’s reflected in the charges.   

And finally, decide if this story is really about human trafficking and if
it’s worth mentioning at all. If there are no human trafficking charges,
will your story still mention “human trafficking investigations,” “links to
human trafficking,” human trafficking units and “human trafficking-
related" charges? 

Special acknowledgement:  
Thank you to Jelena Vermilion for sharing your experience and perspective on pitching
media regarding the Cambridge spa charges. Vermilion is the Executive Director of Sex
Workers Action Program Hamilton (SWAP Hamilton), an organization that provides
education, outreach, advocacy and harm reduction to support sex workers and advance
their rights.  
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Appendix
DURHAM REGIONAL POLICE NEWS RELEASE (1) 
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ATTORNEY GENERAL ROB BONTA NEWS RELEASE (2)
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ALBERTA LAW ENFORCEMENT RESPONSE TEAM NEWS RELEASE (3)
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WATERLOO REGIONAL POLICE NEWS RELEASE (4) 
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