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Executive summary

Indigenous relatives are disproportionately likely to experience violence, be murdered, or go missing
compared to other demographic groups. In Utah, although they make up just 1.5% of the population,
American Indian and Alaska Native relatives account for over 5% of all murder victims (Utah
Department of Health and Human Services, 2023).

In 2020, the Utah Legislature created the Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls Task
Force (renamed the Murdered and Missing Indigenous Relatives Task Force in 2023; MMIR; Utah
H.B. 116, 2020; Utah H.B. 25, 2023). The Task Force’s responsibilities include conducting Tribal
consultation on issues related to the MMIR injustice, developing model protocols and procedures,
identifying best practices related to case investigation and prosecution, and conducting community
education and outreach.

This report addresses nine key topics of relevance to murdered and missing Indigenous relatives
which emerged throughout the research process:

1. Reporting and initial investigation of 5. Jurisdiction issues and government-to-
missing person cases government collaboration

2. Communication and alert systems 6. Data issues

3. Review and investigation of unresolved 7. Victim and family services
(“oold”) cases 8. Prevention

4. Death investigation 9. Media reporting

For each topic, the report presents major findings based on an analysis of the results from interviews
with key informants, and listening sessions with family members of MMIR victims and community
members in Utah; an inspection of existing federal and state legislation; and a review of relevant
research literature. Based on these findings, the report:

» Describes the policy context, identifying laws relevant to murdered and missing Indigenous
relatives

» Provides insight on best and emerging practices, including some protocols for effective
investigations

» Identifies issues which affect missing persons and homicide investigations related to Native
Americans in Utah

» Offers recommendations

This summary synthesizes the findings across topics and identifies common themes in the report.
The full report provides more detailed information, including extensive references.
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Overarching themes

This summary presents the overarching themes that define and perpetuate MMIR injustice in Utah.
These themes are based on a literature review, key informant interviews, and listening sessions
with family members of Indigenous relatives who are missing or died by murder or other suspicious
circumstances and other community members. Each section of the full report explores these issues
in more depth.

Gaps in established, trusting relationships

Gaps in trusting relationships, between both Indigenous communities and law enforcement, and
Tribal communities and the state of Utah, contribute to challenges in the reporting, investigation,
and response to cases of MMIR.

Some Indigenous community members distrust law enforcement and believe (in some cases, based
on prior negative experiences) that if they make a report to the police, it won’t be taken seriously
or acted upon. Distrustful community members may be less likely to report missing persons or
crimes to law enforcement in a timely manner, if at all.

There are also some gaps in relationships between Tribes, the counties with which they share
geography, and the state of Utah more broadly. These government-to-government relationships
may be impacted by past or current jurisdictional issues and conflicts, individual interpersonal
relationships or biases, or state- and national-level political events.

Economic and social vulnerabilities increase risk and impact system response

Indigenous relatives and others with economic and social vulnerabilities (including poverty,
homelessness, substance use, mental health concerns, cultural and community disconnection, and
generational trauma) are at increased risk of experiencing violence and exploitation, going missing,
and being murdered. When individuals without close family and friends go missing, a missing person
report may not be filed right away, or at all—which contributes to delays in their investigation.
Their cases may be deprioritized by law enforcement without the pressure and attention from family
and friends following up about their case.

Lack of access to investigative resources

There are gaps in access to investigative resources, expertise, personnel, and infrastructure in rural
Utah, including some Tribal lands. Some law enforcement agencies struggle with having adequate
staff capacity, or are stretched thin over vast geographic areas. This contributes to delays in response
time. Investigative technology and training can be cost-prohibitive for some law enforcement
agencies. Lack of cellphone infrastructure in rural areas of Utah, and Tribes’ lack of direct access,
inhibits the effectiveness of AMBER Alerts and other missing person alert systems in Utah.
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Gaps in communication

There is a need for more consistent and effective communication and information-sharing among
law enforcement, victims, and their families; among law enforcement agencies; and among victim
service providers. Some victims and families receive little or infrequent communication from law
enforcement and prosecutors throughout the investigation and prosecution process. Families’
needs and expectations may conflict with law enforcement’s priorities to protect the integrity of the
investigation.

There are gaps in communication and information-sharing across law enforcement jurisdictions
in Utah. Improved communication is especially needed right away when a person goes missing—
both to notify Tribal governments when a Tribal member or descendent goes missing off of Tribal
lands, and to notify local and county law enforcement agencies when a person goes missing from
Tribal lands. Increased communication may bolster the effectiveness of law enforcement’s
investigation, search, and recovery of missing persons.

Victims and their families may encounter multiple victim service providers and advocates throughout
the investigation and prosecution. There is a need for increased coordination and communication
across victim service providers to ensure victims and families are fully and continuously supported
throughout the process. These efforts may be inhibited by funding structures that encourage
competition rather than collaboration.
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Recommendations

This table summarizes recommendations from each report section. For detailed recommendations, please reference each individual report section.

Report section Recommendations

Reporting and .
initial investigation

of missing person .
cases

Communication .
and alert systems

Review and .
investigation of
unresolved .

(“cold”) cases

Death .
investigation

Assess Tribes’ interest and needs related to the potential development of Tribal Community Response Plans, and provide support
and resources for Tribes’ development of plans if of interest

Assess consistency and inclusion of best practices in law enforcement missing person response policies and procedures across
jurisdictions through the development of guidance and model protocols, and updating statutory requirements

Build or rebuild trust between law enforcement and the community to encourage timely missing person reports and participation
in investigation process

Increase education and communication with families about the steps that need to be taken in order to have a missing person
posted on the Utah Missing Person Clearinghouse

Collaborate with local, county, state, and Tribal law enforcement to determine barriers to full utilization of the AMBER Alert and
Endangered Missing Advisory systems to ensure the systems are comprehensive, accessible, and unbiased; barriers could include
gaps in infrastructure, the need for cross-jurisdictional processes, and lack of training

Consider expanding the Missing Persons Alert system to include cellphone and/or highway sign communication networks in
cases of missing and endangered adults

Expand cold case resources and increase utilization across Utah through expansion of the cold case review board or the
development of a statewide cold case unit

Increase access to shared investigative resources
Encourage consistent implementation of best practices pertaining to cold cases across jurisdictions

Encourage and support consistent communication with families among law enforcement and medical examiner staff throughout
the investigation process

Build and expand upon working relationships among Tribal nations, Tribal and federal police, and the Utah Office of the Medical
Examiner (OME) through the development of memorandums of understanding (MOUSs) for death investigation and providing training
to Tribal staff

Provide financial support to...

- Rural law enforcement jurisdictions to increase access to technology and training necessary to conduct death investigations
in line with best practices

- If of Tribal interest, Tribes to cover the $2,500 fee associated with Utah Office of the Medical Examiner death investigations
to increase routine utilization

Expand funding, resources, and staff capacity for the psychological autopsy examiner team at the Utah OME
Train law enforcement and medical examiner staff on cultural issues specific to Tribal nations in Utah
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Report section

Recommendations

Jurisdiction
issues and
government-to-
government
collaboration

Data issues

Victim and family
services

Improve communication, relationship-building, and mutual trust and consider the development of MOUs, cross-deputizations, and
other law enforcement agreements

Hold individual in-person meetings between Tribe’s leadership and the MMIR Task Force to tailor future planning and next steps to
reflect the unique needs and priorities of each Tribe

Increase funding for expansion of law enforcement services among Tribes without local, immediate support

Create and implement a Utah-specific Tribal-State Relations Training for Utah state employees about the Tribal consultation
process; the government-to-government relationship; and the Tribes in Utah’s governments, histories, and cultures to support
and improve the Tribal consultation process

Create a state-level position focused on the MMIR issue to coordinate efforts across state agencies and with the Tribes

Increase collaboration between the Utah Department of Public Safety Tribal liaison and federal, state, county, and local law
enforcement agencies

Ensure timely and consistent reporting to the National Crime Information Center (NCIC)

Develop and implement training for law enforcement on gathering accurate and complete information about race, ethnicity, and
Tribal affiliation for cases involving Indigenous victims

Increase cross-agency notification when a person goes missing, including when Tribal members go missing off of Tribal lands
Increase data sharing and communication across jurisdictions

Create a specialized state analyst position dedicated to collecting, analyzing, and reporting data back to Tribes on issues of
Tribal interest

Increase access to culturally responsive victim services and supports
Improve coordination of victim service providers across all stages of investigation and prosecution

Improve consistency and quality of communication with families, including the development of communication plans or guidance
for law enforcement

Ensure mandated trauma-informed law enforcement trainings on domestic violence and sexual assault are comprehensive and
informed by best practices

Identify and address barriers to utilization of the Crime Victims’ Reparations Program

Increase opportunities for victims to access flexible emergency funds
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Report section Recommendations

Prevention o

Media reporting

Provide financial support to Tribes and urban American Indian communities for cultural revitalization programming, violence
prevention, emergency support, and victim services

Support the expansion of community education and public awareness efforts
Create and provide comprehensive supports for victims of trafficking
Continue and increase collaboration to address the intersection of child protection, human trafficking, and the MMIR injustice

Improve identification and intervention among those at high risk of continued violence and victimization, including individuals
identified as survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, or trafficking

Identify and address gaps in data-sharing regarding protective orders issued across jurisdictions in Utah, including those issued
by Tribal courts

Examine and adjust duration of protection orders set in jail release agreements to address gaps in protection, and develop a
domestic violence-specific risk assessment protocol

Provide training or education to help facilitate self-examination of personal biases, which may impact which communities’ cases
receive more media coverage and attention than others

Adopt a survivor-centered approach when communicating with the media about missing persons or victims

Consistently and accurately report victims’ race and Tribal affiliation, and other information about their Tribal identity (e.g., clans
and lineage)

Provide contextual information about the MMIR injustice, its root causes, and government or community initiatives working to
address it

When reporting on the MMIR injustice, include references to culturally specific supports and resources, such as the Restoring
Ancestral Winds’ StrongHearts Native Helpline
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List of abbreviations

ACEs: adverse childhood experiences NCIC: National Crime Information Center
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IPV: intimate partner violence Servi
ervices

MMIP: missing and murdered Indigenous UPD (of Greater Salt Lake): Unified Police

persons Department of Greater Salt Lake
MMIR: murdered and missing Indigenous USAO: United States Attorney’s Office
relatives

o ] VAWA: Violence Against Women Act
MMIW: missing and murdered Indigenous
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) Program
MOU: memorandum of understanding
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NamUs: National Missing and Unidentified

Persons System VSP: victim service provider
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Introduction

Indigenous relatives are disproportionately likely to experience violence, be murdered, or
go missing compared to other demographic groups. More than four in five American Indian
and Alaska Native women and men report having experienced violence in their lifetime
(Rosay, 2016). In Utah, although they make up just 1.5% of the population, American Indian
and Alaska Native relatives account for over 5% of all murder victims (Utah Department

of Health and Human Services, 2023).

In this report, we use the terms “Indigenous,” “Native American,” “Native,” and “American Indian”
interchangeably to refer to peoples who were the original inhabitants of this geographic area, before
colonization. It includes people who are enrolled members of American Indian tribes and their
descendants. When we report data from state and federal data systems, we use the term that the
data system uses.

In some instances, we use the term “Indian” when referencing legal statutes in which this specific
term was used. We recognize that some may perceive this term as harmful and problematic and
that the term is rooted in European colonizer’s flawed and limited conceptualizations of communities
indigenous to the Americas.

Utah’s Murdered and Missing Indigenous Relatives
Task Force

In 2020, the Utah Legislature created the Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and
Girls Task Force (Utah H.B. 116, 2020). The Task Force includes two members of the Utah
Legislature and one representative each from the Utah Tribes, nonprofit and victim advocate
organizations serving Native American communities, the Division of Indian Affairs, the
Department of Human Services, the Utah Attorney General’s Office, and the Department
of Public Safety (DPS). The Task Force’s responsibilities include conducting Tribal
consultation on issues related to the murdered and missing Indigenous relatives (MMIR)
injustice, developing model protocols and procedures, identifying best practices related to
case investigation and prosecution, and conducting community education and outreach.
The Task Force was renamed the Murdered and Missing Indigenous Relatives Task Force
in 2023 (Utah H.B. 25, 2023).

In 2022, the Utah MMIR Task Force partnered with Wilder Research to examine the scope
and nature of the MMIR injustice and make recommendations for improvements to the
criminal justice and social service systems for preventing and addressing crimes involving
Indigenous relatives in Utah. This report provides an overview of the federal- and state-level
policy landscape, highlights best and emerging practices, summarizes current issues in Utah,
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and provides recommendations related to addressing the crisis of MMIR in Utah related
to nine major themes:

1. Reporting and initial investigation of 5. Jurisdiction issues and government
missing person cases to-government collaboration

2. Communication and alert systems 6. Data issues

3. Review and investigation of unresolved 7. Victim and family services
(old”) cases 8. Prevention

4. Death investigation 9. Media reporting

For each topic, the report presents major findings based on an analysis of the results from
interviews with key informants, stakeholder feedback, and listening sessions with family
members of MMIR victims and community members in Utah; an inspection of existing
federal and state legislation; and a review of relevant research literature. For this report,
we define best practices as those that have been well-researched and known by experts to
be effective (e.g., steps in death investigation) and emerging practices as new and seemingly
promising efforts to address the MMIR injustice (e.g., Tribal Community Response Plans).

At the time of this project, Wilder was working concurrently on a similar project with the
Minnesota Office of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Relatives. Each study, and report,
has been customized and tailored to each state using state-specific policies, protocols, and
findings from local key informants. However, the background research on federal policies
and best and emerging practices related to MMIR overlaps between the two projects, and
has been included in both reports, as applicable.

Additionally, over the course of the project, Wilder met with researchers from several states
with MMIR-related research efforts underway. Some of the recommendations included in
this report are partially informed by the shared learning from those meetings.

Data sources and methodology

This research includes three main sources of information: a literature review, key informant
interviews, and listening sessions with family members of MMIR victims and community
members.

The purpose of the literature review was to learn more about the existing federal- and
state-level policy landscape related to MMIR issues and best and emerging practices for
addressing the MMIR injustice in Utah. The literature review included a search of peer-
reviewed academic journal articles, reports published by governmental and advocacy
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organizations, media publications, and other sources. Wilder Research staff reviewed,
synthesized, and summarized sources as cited throughout this report.

Wilder worked with the Utah MMIR Task Force to develop interview questions and to
identify key informants who could provide insights to current issues in Utah related to the
MMIR injustice. This included law enforcement officers (from state, county, and local
agencies), Tribal leadership, Tribal liaisons, medical examiner staff, attorneys, advocates,
service providers, researchers, and other experts. Wilder completed interviews with 28 key
informants to ask about key issues and to identify potential recommendations that would
address the MMIR injustice. Wilder Research scheduled and conducted all interviews.
Respondents were experts in various aspects of missing persons and death investigations
and/or other parts of the system. They were asked to speak from their own experiences,
and their opinions and attitudes do not necessarily represent everyone from their field
or the agencies they work for. Each interview protocol was tailored to the key
informant and their particular area of expertise. Interview transcripts were thematically
analyzed using ATLAS.ti software to identify current strengths, challenges and gaps,
future opportunities, and recommendations.

In partnership with Restoring Ancestral Winds, Wilder held one listening session with 19
family members of missing and murdered Indigenous relatives (‘“family members”),
community members, and some people who work with this population from Utah and the
communities directly across Utah’s borders. The session was held in Bluff, Utah. We also
reviewed and analyzed the public comments that were made during each of the MMIR Task
Force’s meetings’ listening sessions held in Bluff (November 2021), Cedar City (June 2022),
and Salt Lake City (November 2020 and October 2022). Listening session and public
comment notes were thematically analyzed to identify challenges, gaps, and
recommendations.

Several experts who participated in interviews and Tribal leaders were asked to review and
provide feedback on an initial report draft. We also analyzed the testimony of Tribal
leaders on this topic and presented to the Tribal Leaders meeting facilitated by the Utah
Division of Indian Affairs in October 2023, where we received some feedback from Tribal
leaders which was incorporated. Wilder made updates to the report to increase
comprehensiveness and fix any inaccuracies.
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Limitations

This study is a point in time look at the current issues and best practices related to the
investigation of MMIR cases, and related topics. The key findings are based on a synthesis of
the published literature and feedback from key informants and family members/survivors.
One limitation of this study is that, although we made attempts to reach out to leaders from
across the Tribes in Utah, very few decided to participate in interviews, so the input of Tribes
is not fully reflected here. When we presented the draft recommendations to Tribal leaders
in October 2023, they suggested that the Task Force needs to visit and discuss the report
recommendations and next steps with each Tribe individually, as needs and interests may
be different across the Tribes. We strongly encourage the State of Utah, including the MMIR
Task Force, to follow-up with Tribes through formal consultation mechanisms and other
means to ensure the recommendations included here and the process for implementing those
recommendations aligns with the Tribes’ needs and expectations.

Another limitation of this study is that the primary focus was on investigation and related
topics about services and support that happen after someone has gone missing or been the
victim of violence. Additional research and work is needed to address the underlying factors
that contribute to Indigenous people being at much higher risk for going missing or being
the victim of violence.

Additionally, because Wilder Research is based outside of Utah, in Minnesota, it created
some limitations as well as benefits throughout the research process. The research team had
to learn as much as possible about the local social context of Utah in a short amount of time
through conversations with project partners and key informants. Being located out-of-state,
the research team had fewer opportunities for in-person engagement with key informants,
community members, and Tribal leaders. This may have impacted the amount and nature
of information gathered throughout the research process. However, participants may have
also felt more comfortable sharing their candid perspectives with the Wilder Research team
given our independent positionality and lack of interpersonal or political involvement within
the state of Utah. Additionally, the Wilder Research team brought a depth of expertise in
the MMIR issue and an understanding of broader issues and dynamics related to MMIR
occurring in other states, which were crucial to our research within Utah.
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Reporting and initial investigation of missing
person cases

Policy context

There are federal requirements related to the reporting of missing children

In 1990, Congress mandated that missing children reports be reported to the National Crime
Information Center’s (NCIC’s) Missing Persons File, and began to establish requirements
that prohibited law enforcement from requiring a waiting period before accepting reports
of a missing child under age 18 (National Child Search Assistance Act, 1990). Introduced
in 1999 and passed in 2003, Suzanne’s Law expanded this prohibition to reports of missing
youth, under age 21, who are physically or mentally disabled or whose circumstances
indicate they may be in physical danger or that their disappearance was involuntary
(PROTECT Act, 2003). Suzanne’s Law was named for Suzanne Lyall, a 19-year-old woman
who disappeared in 1998 on her way home from work, and who was never found (University
of the District of Columbia, 2023).

For children missing from foster care, the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening
Families Act of 2014 requires that state agencies develop and implement, “policies and
procedures (including relevant training for caseworkers) for identifying, documenting
in agency records, and determining appropriate services” for children who are missing
from foster care. Another recent federal law expanded response requirements, specifically
related to improving coordination and reporting to National Center for Missing & Exploited
Children (NCMEC) and law enforcement for youth who go missing from foster care
(Trafficking Victims Prevention and Protection Reauthorization Act of 2022, 2023).

There are no federal requirements for reporting or investigating cases of missing adults

In contrast, there are no federal requirements or mandates related to reporting or investigating
missing adults (Chakraborty, 2020). As a result, there is a lack of national standardization
in adult missing person investigations across jurisdictions in the United States, which are
governed by state, local, and Tribal laws and ordinances.

However, Congress has recently passed several pieces of legislation aimed at increasing
cross-agency coordination, collaboration, and communication. These laws also provide
guidance on best practices to address the MMIR injustice. In 2020, Savanna’s Act directed
the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) to review, revise, and develop law enforcement
protocols to respond to cases of MMIR. The Act was named after Savanna LaFontaine-
Greywind, a 22-year-old member of the Spirit Lake Nation of North Dakota who was
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murdered in Fargo, North Dakota, while eight months pregnant (National Indigenous
Women’s Resource Center, 2022a). The Act requires law enforcement protocols to include
guidelines on inter-jurisdictional cooperation at the Tribal, federal, state, and local levels;
search procedures on and off Tribal land; data collection and reporting standards (including
recording Tribal enrollment or affiliation information); standards for law enforcement
response and follow-up on cases of MMIR; and culturally appropriate victim services.

The same year, the Not Invisible Act of 2019 was signed into law, which mandated the
creation of a commission to provide recommendations on intergovernmental coordination
and establish best practices for state, Tribal, and federal law enforcement to address the
MMIR injustice.

Most recently, the Office of the Deputy Attorney General published a memorandum that
directed each U.S. Attorney with Indian Country jurisdiction to update and develop new
public safety plans for Indian Country in consultation with the Tribes that share geography
with their state (Office of the Deputy Attorney General, 2022). These plans must develop
guidelines on: 1) how federal, Tribal, state, and local law enforcement will work together
to respond to crime in Indian Country, including the establishment of an intergovernmental
relationship between U.S. Attorney Offices and Tribes; 2) how to work with victims and
families in a victim-centered, trauma-informed, and culturally responsive manner; and 3)
addressing active and unresolved cases of MMIR, including each United States Attorney’s
Office (USAO) developing a list of key contacts, law enforcement agencies, and resources
to support missing person cases. The memorandum also includes the development of a
mandatory annual cultural competency training for federal prosecutors and law enforcement
related to investigations and prosecutions in Indian Country.

There have been several federal initiatives to address the MMIR injustice

At the federal government level, Executive Order No. 13,898 (2019) created Operation
Lady Justice, the two-year Presidential Task Force on Missing and Murdered American
Indians and Alaska Natives, which developed significant guidance for improving the
response to MMIR cases.

Furthermore, in 2021, President Biden signed Executive Order No. 14,053, ordering federal
agencies to develop a “coordinated and comprehensive Federal law enforcement strategy
to prevent and respond to violence against Native Americans, including to address missing
or murdered indigenous people where the federal government has jurisdiction.”
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Utah has some missing person reporting requirements

According to Utah law, a “missing person” is someone who cannot be located and who either
“a) has a physical or mental disability, b) is missing under circumstances that indicate that the
person is endangered, missing involuntarily, or a victim of a catastrophe, or ¢) is a missing
child” (Utah Code 26B-8-130). In Utah, a “missing child” is someone younger than 18 years
old whose whereabouts cannot be determined by the person responsible for the child’s care.

In Utah, law enforcement must report missing persons to the state registrar of Vital Statistics
and the NCIC (Utah Code 53-10-203). Utah state law does not specify the timeliness with
which law enforcement must accept missing person reports, conduct a preliminary
investigation, or enter the report into NCIC.

Utah’s Missing Persons Clearinghouse (under the direction of the Utah Department of Public
Safety) is responsible for establishing a statewide missing persons registry, a 24-hour
communication network, and coordinating with NCMEC and other missing persons and
law enforcement agencies statewide (Utah Bureau of Criminal Identification, 2021a).
Unlike other states, the Utah Clearinghouse enters missing persons’ dental information
into the NCIC database.

In order for a missing person to be included on Utah’s Missing Persons Clearinghouse public
bulletin, a parent, spouse, or guardian must file a missing person report, sign a waiver, and
provide a current photograph (Utah Bureau of Criminal Identification, 2021a). Law
enforcement must approve the information upon receipt of the report.

In 2023, a bill was passed by the Utah Legislature that allows law enforcement to request
the use of data from genetic genealogy databases to support the identification of criminal
suspects, unidentified remains, or missing persons (Utah S.B. 156, 2023). Individuals
who seek genealogy services must be notified that their data may be requested by law
enforcement and must be able to opt out.

Best and emerging practices

Missing person investigations should follow standardized policies and procedures

Documentation needs to come with training, oversight, and accountability for the way
investigations are carried out that minimizes personal bias and definitions of what constitutes,
for example, ‘foul play,” [and] ‘missing,” ... Standardization would ensure a tiered approach
that clearly illustrates how cross-systems, jurisdictional collaborations would happen.
Investigators need to be highly trained to work collaboratively with social workers and Tribal
liaisons during an investigation, to recognize trafficking situations, and center prevention and
trauma informed responses to investigations. (New Mexico Indian Affairs Department,
2022, p. 42)
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Best practices in the literature emphasize the need to balance the standardization of policies
and procedures in missing person investigations with the flexibility to adapt the investigation
to the specific circumstances of the case (Fillmore et al., 2021; Moran, 2021; Weyand &
McPherson, 2021). While missing person investigations operate in different geographical,
social, cultural, political, and organizational contexts, and should be customized to the
specific case, there are some general investigative principles that should be appropriately
applied in all missing persons cases (Moran, 2021; Weyand & McPherson, 2021).

These principles include:

B Assume that the missing person needs assistance until the evidence indicates otherwise—
rather than waiting for evidence that their disappearance was suspicious or involuntary
before acting (Moran, 2021).

B Accept missing person reports and initiate an investigation without delay, without
requiring a specific amount of time to have passed (Moran, 2021).

® Create an effective command structure, and determine which law enforcement entity
is the lead agency (Weyand & McPherson, 2021).

® Conduct a preliminary investigation immediately to collect vital information and
determine whether the missing person is “high-risk,” and launch an appropriate search
and investigation (Moran, 2021; Weyand & McPherson, 2021). “High-risk” missing
persons are those whose whereabouts are “not known and whose circumstances indicate
that the person may be at risk of injury and death” (Moran, 2021, p. 138).

- These circumstances can include evidence of abduction; under suspicious,
unknown, or known dangerous circumstances; being missing for more than 30 days;
needing medical attention (including having dementia or needing prescription
medication); not having a history of running away or leaving without notice;
mental, developmental, or intellectual disability; under the age of 21; having
received past threats or been the victim of acts of violence; or any other factor
that, from the perspective of law enforcement, suggests the missing person may
be at risk.

®  Collect and document information (if applicable and available) that describes the missing
person’s physical appearance, last known location, vehicle, clothing, and known medical
problems and medication (National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center, 2020).
Law enforcement should also verify and document contextual information, such as
verifying that the missing person is not in a local hospital or jail; the name of the law
enforcement dispatcher who received the report; confirmation that the missing person’s
information was entered into the appropriate local, state, and NCIC database; and any
assistance from other law enforcement departments or specialized units.
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®  For missing children or youth under age 18, contact NCMEC and notify schools and
vital records agencies (Moran, 2021).

® Obtain information from the missing person’s phone, computer, and social media
accounts (Moran, 2021).

®  Quickly communicate information about missing children and other high-risk missing
persons with law enforcement and other relevant agencies through radio and computer
systems (Moran, 2021).

m Create a public alert policy for utilizing media outlets’ aid in locating high-risk missing
persons (Moran, 2021; Weyand & McPherson, 2021).

m Collect evidence (including fingerprints, dental, and DNA) and document data in
appropriate databases (Moran, 2021).

m  Utilize National Missing and Unidentified Persons System’s (NamUs’) investigative
support, training, and forensic services, which are provided at no cost to law
enforcement, medical examiners, coroners, forensic professionals, and family members
of missing persons (Moran, 2021).

®  Expand the missing person investigation to incorporate outside agencies and other
community-based resources, as appropriate (Weyand & McPherson, 2021).

®  Frequently and consistently communicate with the individual who made the missing
person report, particularly within the first 30 days of the initial investigation, and every
30 days after to obtain new or updated information (Moran, 2021).

® Introduce culturally appropriate, victim-centered, and trauma-informed victim services
to support family members and law enforcement’s investigation (Weyand & McPherson,
2021).

® Transition unresolved cases to long-term missing person investigations, as appropriate,
including determining staffing, allocated resources, communication strategies with the
family and community, and preservation of evidence (Weyand & McPherson, 2021).

B Only close a missing person case when the individual has returned or been located
(Moran, 2021).

Follow guidelines for caregivers, caseworkers, and supervisors when a child goes
missing from care

A 2018-2019 audit, conducted by the Office of Inspector General (2023), found that state
agencies did not always ensure that children missing from foster care were reported to
NCMEC as required by federal statute. As one example of a state’s response to these
concerns, the Minnesota Department of Human Services developed a guide for county and
Tribal child welfare agencies for how to respond when a youth runs away from foster care.
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The guide provides reporting requirements for caregivers, caseworkers, and supervisors;
steps to locate youth; and what a caseworker should do when a youth is located within the
state or another state and is returned. This resource also provides instruction for caseworkers
for considering whether the youth who ran away will return to their current placement or
go to a new or alternate placement. The guide includes the Runaway Debriefing Form,
which must be completed for every child that is located (Minnesota Department of
Human Services, 2020).

Additionally, the Minnesota Department of Human Services developed a best practice
guide for county and Tribal child welfare agencies responding to cases of human trafficking
and sexual exploitation of children and youth. The guide was updated in 2022 to expand
content related to the co-occurrence of trafficking and missing youth (Minnesota Department
of Human Services, 2022). As sovereign nations, Tribes are not obligated to adhere to state
guidelines; however, the state provides guidance that Tribes could choose to follow to the
extent that the guidance meets their needs.

Develop law enforcement policy and procedures for reports of missing children
based on best practice model policy

In order for law enforcement to have a swift and carefully planned response to instances of
missing children, a policy or procedure for reporting is necessary. NCMEC developed a
model for law enforcement policy and procedures for reports of missing children that can be
used by agencies to build their own policies for a planned and immediate strategic response
to cases of missing children. Incorporating steps specific to children and youth in out-of-
home placement (e.g., foster care) may increase the comprehensiveness of these policies.
According to NCMEC, “it is also critical that agencies implement these policies with
consistency and integrity to help ensure equality and inclusivity in practice, regardless of
the child or family’s race, gender, sexual orientation, or community” (NCMEC, 2021, p.
i1). The model policy states that law enforcement must assume the child is in danger “until
significant facts to the contrary are confirmed” (NCMEC, 2021, p. i). A policy like this is
intended to reduce bias in police response.

The model policy is meant to serve as a general reference for agencies developing their
own policy specific to their organization. Having a policy, however, does not replace the
need for pre-incident planning and resource development. These two factors, in addition
to the development of written policies and procedures, will result in the most effective
response when a child is missing. The model policy prompts agencies to: develop policy
statements, describing the purpose, goals, and intention of the policy; outline conditions
under which reports of missing children should be accepted (including defining “missing
child” and describing what factors contribute to elevated risk), and develop detailed protocols
and procedures for agencies responding, investigating, and communicating about cases of
missing children (NCMEC, 2021).
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Prepare to respond to missing person cases on Tribal lands by developing and
implementing Tribal Community Response Plans

A Tribal Community Response Plan (TCRP) is a voluntary missing person investigation
guidance document developed by a Tribe that is tailored to their own Tribal community’s
needs, resources, and culture (Bay Mills Indian Community, 2022; Fillmore et al., 2021;
George et al., 2022; U.S. Department of Justice, 2022a; U.S. Department of Justice & U.S.
Department of the Interior, 2022; Weyand & McPherson, 2021). A guide developed by
the U.S. DOJ through Operation Lady Justice provides direction for Tribal governments
and U.S. Attorney’s Offices to develop customized TCRPs, including guidelines for law
enforcement agency response, victim services, media and public communications, and
community outreach (U.S. Department of Justice, 2022a). Operation Lady Justice and the
attorney general’s MMIR Initiative received input on the model protocols and procedures
from Tribal leadership, Tribal law enforcement executives, and many others. Guides were
developed in concert with Tribal nations that provide a resource for Tribal communities
that wish to develop their own TCRPs for responding to emergent missing person cases.

Some Tribes have developed TCRPs since the emergence of these guidelines. Alaska,
Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, Oklahoma, and Oregon were the six pilot states where
efforts to develop TCRPs were supported by the U.S. attorney’s office. The first was
developed by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribe of Montana (U.S. Attorney’s
Office for the District of Montana, 2021). The Yurok Tribe developed a TCRP based on
U.S. DOJ recommendations (George et al., 2022). Their plan offers tools for other Tribes
and their law enforcement and justice system partners to design their own TCRP. Another
recent TCRP was developed by the Bay Mills Indian Community in Michigan and is publicly
available as a resource for other Tribes hoping to develop this type of guidance for their
community (Bay Mills Indian Community, 2022). There may be other TCRPs from other
Tribes, but these are the ones we were able to find when searching public websites.

Key steps to working closely with Tribal leaders, community members, and outside agencies
to create a TCRP include 1) inventory available resources from different investigative
agencies that could be utilized in a missing person investigation; 2) identify and understand
Tribal, federal, and state legal mandates and policies; 3) have a clearly defined purpose or
mission statement; 4) develop policy statements to provide guidance to law enforcement,
Tribal leaders, partner agencies and organizations, and volunteers; and 5) create a plan for
missing person responses and investigations (U.S. Department of Justice, 2022a).

Other coordinated Tribal response plans have been developed in other sectors that could
inform Tribal communities’ responses to MMIR cases. For example, a multidisciplinary
team approach from the Indian Child Protection Act is used for child abuse cases; practices
from this approach could be incorporated into MMIR cases, when appropriate (Connell et
al., 2021).
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Build trust in law enforcement to encourage timely reporting

In 2020, Operation Lady Justice held listening sessions with Tribal leaders, community
members, and law enforcement from across the United States (Weyand & McPherson,
2021). Tribal representatives emphasized that some of the most important components
that contribute to an effective missing person investigation in their communities were
timely reporting and community engagement.

Many factors may contribute to delays in family members or friends making a missing
person report, including distrust of law enforcement, concerns their report won’t be taken
seriously, fear of child protective system involvement, and misimpressions or misbeliefs
about 24- or 48-hour waiting periods before a person may be reported missing (Weyand
& McPherson, 2021). As more time passes once loved ones first become aware someone
is missing, the likelihood of success in locating and safely returning that missing person
diminishes.

Law enforcement needs to work to build, earn, and maintain community trust and confidence
in law enforcement’s missing person response, so that they are more likely to come forward
when they suspect a loved one is missing (Weyand & McPherson, 2021). This may be
achieved through consistent community outreach, engagement, community-based policing
methods, use of law enforcement victim advocate services, and partnering with trusted
community-based organizations in missing person case responses.

Bolster state-level resources and personnel focused on addressing the MMIR
injustice

Minnesota’s Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women (MMIW) Task Force
recommendations included offering more state resources and personnel to address the
MMIR injustice, including the American Indian Human Trafficking Child Welfare Liaison
and the Ombudsperson for American Indian Families (MartinRogers & Pendleton, 2020).
More recent research in partnership with the Minnesota Office of Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Relatives recommends greater cross-agency collaboration in response to youth
who go missing from out-of-home placement (Austin et al., 2023). The New Mexico
Legislature, in response to their task force’s report, unanimously passed a bill that created
a number of investments focused on MMIR (New Mexico Indian Affairs Department, 2022).
This included a new position with the New Mexico Office of the Attorney General as well as
Missing Indigenous Persons Specialist and liaison positions, each focused on improving
collaboration across law enforcement agencies, data collection, reporting, outreach, and
education.
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New Mexico’s task force recommended the creation of a specific criminal investigation unit
focused on MMIR incidents (New Mexico Indian Affairs Department, 2022). State-level
departments devoted to MMIR can coordinate with the U.S. Department of the Interior’s
recent efforts under the leadership of Secretary Deb Haaland in the creation of a Missing
and Murdered Unit within the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Office of Justice Services.

Current 1ssues 1n Utah

There is variation in law enforcement agencies’ approach and response to missing
person reports across Utah

Key informants and listening session participants reported variations and differences across
law enforcement agencies in their attitude and approach towards reports of missing adults.

Some law enforcement agencies approach missing person reports with the assumption that
the missing person may be in danger or need assistance until the evidence shows them
otherwise. These law enforcement representatives described conducting a rigorous
preliminary investigation, examining where the person was living, what they left behind,
where their vehicle is, and reviewing activity in their bank accounts, cellphone records,
and social media. They assess whether or not the circumstances around the person’s
disappearance are in line with the individual’s normal behavior. Notably, these law
enforcement personnel said how they consider the absence of any bank account, cellphone,
or social media activity to be a sign that the missing person’s disappearance may be
suspicious or involuntary. One law enforcement officer also reported that they have a
standard practice of verifying the location and well-being of all missing persons in person
rather than over the phone, so they can determine whether a person was the victim of any
crime and, if so, connect them with services.

We don’t assume people are fine unless the information or evidence shows us.
We don't just look at risk assessment, but where they 're living, what they left behind,

bank accounts, cellphones, [and] social media. When someone disappears and
there’s nothing, that’s a big red flag for us. — Law enforcement

Obviously just disappearing and not normal behavior, that is a red flag itself.
Then, nowadays, we get social media activity. You look at bank activity [and]
where their vehicle is. Did they bring stuff with them? So [we] really take in all
the information and the more red flags you have, the more you are going to have
to dig in to find out what is going on. Obviously, adults can choose to do whatever
they want, but usually there is something out there that will let us know that they
are still alive or out somewhere. It is hard to get off-grid nowadays. So when there’s
a welfare check called in, or a missing persons report is made, the officers would
conduct a preliminary investigation to look for those red flags and decide whether or
not further investigation was needed. — Law enforcement
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Other law enforcement personnel spoke to the challenge of investigating missing adults
and determining whether their disappearance is a criminal issue or if they left voluntarily
(as, unlike children, adults can decide to leave without telling anyone where they are going).
Some law enforcement agencies do not treat missing person reports as a criminal
investigation unless there are clear red flags or signs in their preliminary investigation that
a person went missing under suspicious or endangered circumstances (e.g., signs they were
being groomed or trafficked, that there was a physical struggle, or that they were having a
mental health crisis). One listening session participant reported that there is a need for law
enforcement training on how to approach the investigation of missing persons “if it’s not
a crime yet.”

The law enforcement response varies by agency. Some take it seriously and

others say, “It’s probably someone out drinking for a few days; call me when
they get back.” — Law enforcement

That’s the challenge,; an adult can leave. If [ want to leave the reservation or Tribal
land, pick up and don’t tell anyone, or am vague about what I'm doing, and I'm
an adult... If someone is concerned and hasn’t heard from someone in a while, if
there’s nothing else—social media posts, nothing concerning like information about
being groomed, nothing else that would prompt reasonable suspicion something else
is going on, then it’s an officer information report. — Law enforcement

Some listening session participants reported that when their loved one went missing, the
responding law enforcement agency did not conduct a thorough investigation in alignment
with best practices. Some families felt the need to conduct an investigation of their own
because they didn’t trust the official investigation.

Without social support networks, missing persons cases may be delayed or deprioritized

Key informants said missing persons reports and investigations may be delayed and
deprioritized if the missing person doesn’t have a strong social support network of close
family and friends. In particular, key informants emphasized that individuals experiencing
homelessness may be not only at increased risk for being a victim of a violent crime but
also less likely to have a social support network of family and friends to report them missing
and follow up on their case. Indigenous people in Utah are disproportionately likely to
experience homelessness, making up just 1% of the overall Utah population, but 6% of
the population experiencing homelessness (Utah Homelessness Council, 2022).

Key informants discussed how the presence or absence of a social support network may
impact missing person reporting and investigation in several ways. If a person who goes
missing has close family and friends, they are more likely to have a missing person report
submitted earlier. Their case will be “fresh,” and there may be more leads and opportunities
for police to investigate than for someone who isn’t reported missing for days, weeks, or
months. Cases where there is a delay in reporting may be more likely to go “cold” and be
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unresolved. One key informant noted that close family members are better able to identify
deviation in the person’s normal patterns of behavior than a more peripheral connection
(like a boss). Missing person reports made by others outside of a person’s close social
network may not be taken as seriously by law enforcement as a report made by a family
member or close friend.

Additionally, missing persons with close family and friends are more likely to have others
follow up with investigators about the status of their loved one’s case. Law enforcement
frequently have limited staff capacity, and cases that family members or the public are asking
questions about and putting pressure on law enforcement to solve are more likely to be
prioritized than cases no one is following up about.

My concern is for some, and I’'m specifically thinking about the unsheltered
population that are Indigenous, is that there’s no support network to report that
person missing or to follow up. And because of that, I see delayed reports of people
going missing, [and] no pressure on law enforcement to follow any potential leads.
... The sheer volume of cases that our office and the law enforcement agencies in
[jurisdiction] are dealing with as far as offenses, means that the squeaky wheel gets
the grease. ... If there’s nobody who’s following up, and there’s no clear leads to
go forward, that falls into a cold case status a lot more easily than when there is
a social support network to report properly and follow up to make sure that someone
in the agency is trying to follow all possible leads. — Attorney

You have the biases and racism that occurs in the rural areas equally as much, but
in urban areas, you still have the notion of the drunken Indians in the homeless
sector, it makes them extremely vulnerable. This is not my feeling, but one, who is
going to care if they 've gone missing and two, who'’s going to notice? Three, who's
going to put effort into finding someone who's perceived to not have a family?

Some of those things really do come into play, as sad as it is to have to say that.
1t’s a reality. — Service provider

Missing person reports from community members may be delayed due to lack of
trust in law enforcement

Key informants emphasized that Indigenous community members’ lack of trust in law
enforcement contributes to delays or complete lack of reporting of missing persons, and
lack of participation or engagement with law enforcement investigations. Key informants
and listening session participants reported that community members believe that if they
make a missing person report to law enforcement, it won’t be taken seriously and nothing
will happen. In some cases, these beliefs are informed by prior negative experiences of
contacting the police and receiving no response or follow up from the law enforcement
agency. For example, one listening session participant shared a past experience where they
found a woman screaming in a car, with her limbs zip-tied together. When they called the
police, the police just cut off the zip-ties and sent the woman home. Community members
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may also fear system involvement in their family life or other legal issues, or fear that
law enforcement themselves may be the perpetrator of the violence or abuse.

Do our people trust that if they report that something will be done? If that trust
and relationship isn’t there then people don’t report because they think nothing
will happen. —Service provider

Reporting issues have to do with trust. Certainly, there are trust issues between
law enforcement, the federal government, [and] the sovereign nations. That’s a
challenge. If you don’t trust, you don’t report. You get the anecdotal—there’s all
these missing people, but were like, where’s the reporting? That’s a challenge.

— Law enforcement

The challenges in the investigation are just getting folks to trust us to return our
phone calls, give us an interview, allow us to help with the investigation, and moving
it forward. There’s a lot of distrust in law enforcement, and it’s our obligation to
try to rebuild that. — Law enforcement

Key informants also spoke to the community perception that biases and prejudices among
law enforcement officers contribute to lack of response in their family members’ cases. In
particular, key informants discussed how if the missing person has a history of drug use, or
if the law enforcement officer perceives they have a “high-risk lifestyle,” they may be less
likely to take the case as seriously. One key informant observed that law enforcement has
a slower, less immediate response to missing American Indian girls and women compared to
their White counterparts.

My [missing family member] had a lifestyle that wasn’t pristine and upstanding.

There was drug abuse. ... They didn’t view her as a person, they viewed her off

what they thought she was from her rap sheet.
— Service provider and relative of MMIR victim

Key informants and listening session participants spoke to the need for increased community
connection, dialogue, and trust-building. One key informant spoke to the importance of
relationship-building, communication, and consistent follow-through with family members
and survivors to rebuild community trust in governmental systems and processes. One
listening session participant talked about the importance of law enforcement getting involved,
being present in the community, and talking to people.

1t’s up to government and law enforcement to build bridges with these communities.

You can increase trust and increase reporting. If your investigator doesn’t answer

all their emails or calls, that lack of belief in the process is huge. ... I answer my

cell anytime it rings. It is important for government to show we are listening and
doing what we can to create that trust. — Attorney
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Issues with missing person cases vary greatly in rural versus urban Utah

Key informants described important differences in issues related to missing person reporting
and investigations in rural versus urban areas of Utah. Key informants reported that there
is greater access to resources and specialized expertise (e.g., forensics laboratories) in urban
areas of Utah, like Salt Lake City, than in rural areas of Utah. It can be challenging to
get specialized investigative resources to rural locations to support missing persons
investigations. However, despite greater access to resources and expertise, key informants
noted disparities in whether and how Indigenous relatives benefit from these resources.
Key informants noted that in urban areas of Utah, law enforcement resources aren’t being
used to protect vulnerable populations (rather, they may be used to target or criminalize
these populations), and Indigenous relatives’ cases may be deprioritized.

Resources are focused toward other issues. We aren’t seeing law enforcement and

prosecutorial resources to protect those populations. Instead, we target these
populations. — Attorney

In rural Utah, key informants spoke to challenges law enforcement may encounter related
to location determination. In Salt Lake City, law enforcement may be able to identify a
specific address or known location of where someone was last seen, whereas in rural areas
or on Tribal lands, sometimes determining an exact location of where missing persons reside
or have been recently seen is a challenge (e.g., in areas where there aren’t formal street
addresses). This may be exacerbated if law enforcement officers responding to the report
are unfamiliar with the area and are unsure how to track someone down. One key informant
noted that this could be a potential gap in case investigation: if law enforcement officers are
(consciously or unconsciously) less willing to pursue cases they are uncomfortable with
versus cases in which they feel confident about what to do.

One challenge is also literally tracking folks down. [A community member I knew]
lived on a mesa that only had a Navajo name. You can’t send mail there. [ can drive
there, and you can call someone at the gas station. But most cops wouldn’t know
where to go and how to find people there. ... The detectives take the cases that fit

into their framework of “I know how to do this,” so if there is a case where they
don’t know what resource to draw on, there’s a gap. — Law enforcement

No Tribal Community Response Plans have been developed in Utah

As of November 2023, no Tribal nations that share geography with Utah have developed
TCRPs. Utah’s Missing and Murdered Indigenous Persons (MMIP) coordinator was in the
process of piloting development of TCRPs with Tribal communities in Utah when funding
for the coordinator position ended; no TCRPs were planned or executed. Key informants
emphasized the need for further communication and collaboration across law enforcement
and social service entities when a Tribal community member goes missing. More exploration
is needed to determine if or how TCRPs will be useful for Tribes.
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Recommendations

m  Assess Tribes’ interest and needs related to the potential development of TCRPs
- If desired, provide resources and support for Tribal communities to develop TCRPs

- Consider establishing multidisciplinary, collaborative response teams (involving
Tribal leadership, law enforcement, victim services, and media) for responding to
missing person cases

B Assess consistency and inclusion of best practices in law enforcement missing
person response policies and procedures across jurisdictions

- Create unified guidance or model protocols on law enforcement responses to missing
person cases

- Revise Utah state law (Utah Code 53-10-203) to:
* Prohibit waiting periods for missing person reports for adults over age 21

* Require immediate preliminary investigation in all missing person cases, except
when law enforcement knows the person’s location and well-being, to determine
if the individual is missing and whether they are endangered

* Require immediate entry of all individuals determined to be missing and
endangered into NCIC

- Development and implementation of further training for law enforcement on
evidence collection, documentation, and report writing

®  Build or rebuild trust between law enforcement and the community to encourage
timely missing person reports and participation in investigation process

B Increase education and communication with families about the steps that need to be
taken in order to have a missing person posted on the Utah Missing Person Clearinghouse
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Communication and alert systems

Policy context

Existing national communication and alert networks

In the 1980s, Congress passed several laws that authorized and created systems for the
collection and exchange of information to assist in the location of missing persons, including
national toll-free telephone lines and a national resource center and clearinghouse (Missing
Children Act, 1982; Missing Children’s Assistance Act, 1984). In the late 1990s, states began
to establish AMBER Alert Systems (early warning systems to locate abducted children), but
uptake and establishment was slow (U.S. Department of Justice, n.d.). In 2003, Congress
passed the PROTECT Act, which established a national coordinator role for the purpose
of supporting the development of state AMBER Alert plans, providing coordination and
guidance, and eliminating gaps in communication networks.

In 2018, Congress also passed the Ashanti Alert Act, which established a voluntary national
communications network to support search efforts for missing adults. The Ashanti Alert Act
was catalyzed by and named for Ashanti Billie, who was abducted from Hampton Roads,
Virginia, in 2017. Ashanti was found dead, 350 miles away in Charlotte, North Carolina,
two weeks later. At 19 years old, Ashanti’s disappearance did not qualify her for any of
the existing alert programs and highlighted a gap in notification system infrastructure for
missing and endangered adults (Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2021). Ashanti Alerts are
intended for cases of missing adults whose mental capacity, or the circumstances of their
disappearance (including history of domestic violence, sexual assault, child abuse, or human
trafficking) warrant an alert (Ashanti Alert Act, 2018). However, as with AMBER Alerts,
Ashanti Alerts are intended to be used on a limited basis, so that their effectiveness isn’t
reduced through overuse.

Efforts to expand communication and alert systems in Tribal nations

In 2018, Congress passed the Ashlynne Mike AMBER Alert in Indian Country Act, which
created a grant program to assist Tribes in developing and integrating Tribal AMBER
Alert Systems into state systems. The Act was named in memory of an 11-year-old girl,
Ashlynne, who was abducted in 2016 alongside her 9-year-old brother, Ian, on the Navajo
reservation after getting off their school bus (Monroe, 2018; Walters & Blasing, 2021).
Ian was found several hours later wandering alone in the desert. The next day, Ashlynne
was found sexually assaulted and murdered at a sacred volcanic rock formation. An AMBER
Alert hadn’t been issued until eight hours after the children’s father first reported them
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missing. The case exposed gaps in the AMBER Alert system in Indian Country (Harp,
2019b; Walters & Blasing, 2021).

A 2019 assessment of the Ashlynne Mike Act found that while 76 out of 100 Tribes surveyed
participated in their state’s AMBER Alert plan, some Tribes continued to experience
implementation challenges and resource gaps. These challenges include lack of training,
insufficient infrastructure (e.g., radio, broadcasting, road signs), lack of memorandums of
understanding (MOUs) or agreements with the state with which they share geography and
possibly jurisdiction to allow access to the AMBER Alert plan, staffing shortages, and lack
of technological resources (e.g., software, computers; Harp, 2019b).

In 2022, Washington, Colorado, and California each passed legislation that required the
expansion of their state’s missing person alert systems to include a specific alert for
missing Indigenous persons (Office of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Relatives, 2023).
However, these alert systems are voluntary, and so far there is low public awareness of the
new alerts, which may hamper community engagement and participation.

Utah has several communication and alert systems

Utah uses four different communication notification systems: AMBER Alerts (for abducted
children), the Endangered Missing Advisory (EMA; for missing persons of any age with
urgent needs), Silver Alerts (for endangered adults age 60 or older, or adults with
dementia), and Blue Alerts (which support the apprehension of criminals who kill or
seriously injure law enforcement officers).

Utah’s AMBER Alert system alerts the public about abducted children through activating
electronic roadway signs, cellphones, and emails. Utah does not require approval from a
designated overarching entity before law enforcement agencies are able to activate an
AMBER Alert. This may unintentionally contribute to overuse of the system, which could
reduce its efficacy.

In 2023, Utah’s AMBER Alert criteria were written into state statute (Utah H.B. 266, 2023).
Alerts may be issued if: 1) there is a confirmed child abduction, 2) there is a credible threat
of imminent danger of serious bodily injury or death, and 3) there is sufficient descriptive
information about the child, abductor, and circumstances so that the issuance of an AMBER
Alert could assist in the child’s recovery. The statute states that AMBER Alerts may not
be issued for a reported runaway or for parental abductions during a custody dispute, unless
there is a credible threat of imminent danger.

EMAs are used for missing persons of any age with urgent needs. It is a voluntary
communication system used by law enforcement and local broadcasters to disseminate
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information about missing persons to Utah law enforcement agencies, news media, and
the public. When the advisory is initiated, the media are alerted using an automated system,
and then the media decides what to do with the information. No highway signs or community
member cellphones or email addresses are activated. Law enforcement agencies initiate
EMASs when a person is missing under unexplained, involuntary, or suspicious
circumstances, and/or they are believed to be in danger due to age, health, mental disability,
environment, weather conditions, the company of a potentially dangerous person, or other
factors (Utah Bureau of Criminal Identification, 2020).

In 2023, a bill was passed by the Utah Legislature that amended Utah’s Communications
Authority Act to require the Radio Network Division to provide and maintain the public
safety communication network for all political subdivisions in the state within the authority
network (Utah S.B. 212, 2023). Previously, the network was provided for just state and
local government public safety agencies.

Best and emerging practices

State AMBER Alert systems should fit within a comprehensive child recovery
strategy

In 2019, the U.S. DOJ published updated best practice guidance on AMBER Alert systems
(Harp, 2019a). The report provides guidance on topics including AMBER Alert issuance
criteria, development of a comprehensive child recovery strategy, strategic inter-agency
partnerships, and training and public awareness campaigns.

The DOJ’s best practice guide emphasizes that alerts should not be issued if they do not
meet the plan’s criteria to avoid overuse of the system which may contribute to loss of
efficacy (Harp, 2019a). Generally, AMBER Alerts issuance criteria require: 1) confirmation
that the child has been abducted, 2) that the child is at risk of serious bodily injury or death,
3) that law enforcement has sufficient descriptive information about the child and suspected
abductor, so releasing information to the public would help the investigation, and 4) that
the child is below a certain age (generally, age 17 or younger). Law enforcement officers
who receive reports of missing children that potentially qualify for an AMBER Alert should
reach out to the state agency that activates the AMBER Alert System for support in assessing
the situation.

However, AMBER Alert issuance criteria vary across states and jurisdictions, depending
on legislative mandates and regional program design (Harp, 2019a). For example, one point
of variance across states may be whether AMBER Alerts are issued for cases of familial
abductions. While the AMBER Alert system was primarily designed to be implemented
in cases of stranger abductions, the best practice guide emphasizes that familial abductions
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should be taken equally seriously—particularly if there is a history of domestic violence
in the family.

The best practice guide also emphasizes that AMBER Alerts should ideally be one
component of a comprehensive child recovery strategy, which includes established policies
(such as interagency MOUSs), procedural guidance and resources, and training (Harp, 2019a).
As a part of this response, states should support and work to build partnerships among law
enforcement agencies, multi-disciplinary Child Abduction Response Teams, the State
Attorney General Office, the Missing Persons Clearinghouse, emergency management,
the Fusion Center, community advocate organizations, schools, the Department of
Transportation, and mass transit.

Cross-jurisdictional alert systems can expedite timing and increase the reach of an
emergency alert

In 2018, in response to the communication and jurisdictional challenges that were revealed
by the abduction, rape, and murder of Ashlynne Mike, the Navajo Nation created a new
emergency alert system for issuing AMBER Alerts and other emergency notifications
(Walters & Blasing, 2021). The Navajo Nation shares geography with 11 counties, spanning
three different states, and over 100 local government jurisdictions—which, in the past,
created additional steps and delays in sending out alerts across all three states. With the new
emergency alert system, the Navajo Division of Public Safety is able to send out alerts via
radio, television, and text messaging to all 11 counties within the geographic boundaries
of the reservation, including San Juan and Kane Counties in Utah.

The Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA) also created the Integrated
Public Alert and Warning System (IPAWS), which provides the capability to notify the
public of natural and human-made disasters and emergency and public safety information.
Through this initiative, FEMA will support Tribal governments in using the system,
including through supplementary funding for eligible public alert and warning activity
expenses, as well as providing training through FEMA’s Emergency Management Institute
(FEMA, 2022).

Trainings help build Tribes’ capacity to respond to abducted children cases

Starting in 2007, the U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention began to
offer training and technical assistance to Tribal communities through the AMBER Alert
in Indian Country Initiative (Walters & Blasing, 2021). The Initiative helps Tribes build
capacity and capabilities to respond to cases of missing and abducted children, and build
AMBER Alert systems within their community.
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Current 1ssues in Utah

Barriers to Tribes’ participation and utilization of the Utah AMBER Alert system

Key informants and listening session participants reported that Utah’s AMBER Alert system
is not adequately effective on Tribal lands due to several factors. First, key informants
reported that some Tribes may experience barriers to requesting an AMBER Alert from the
Utah Bureau of Criminal Identification (BCI). While the Navajo Nation Police Department
is able to request AMBER Alerts from the BCI directly, as a law enforcement agency, other
Tribes need to utilize the state highway patrol or local county sheriff’s office to activate the
alert. Key informants report that while federal law enforcement agencies, including the BIA
and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), technically have access to state alert systems
through designated originating agency identifiers (ORIs), AMBER Alerts are administered
and authorized by state agencies. Both state and federal polices require federal agencies
to coordinate with state agencies to request and issue AMBER Alerts. This process may
be hampered by law enforcement staffing challenges and communication gaps among
community members, federal agencies, and state agencies.

Key informants noted that, in some cases, there may be gaps in knowledge or insufficiently
established relationships between the Tribes and local or county law enforcement to support
this process. Key informants commented that they were unaware of any Tribe requesting
an AMBER Alert coming from the state of Utah, aside from the Navajo Nation who has
direct access to the system. Listening session participants reported a lack of understanding
about how to request an AMBER Alert on Tribal lands, and expressed interest in developing
protocols and receiving training to support implementation in their community.

Lack of cellphone infrastructure in rural areas of Utah impacts AMBER Alert system
effectiveness

Key informants and listening session participants reported that the effectiveness of AMBER
Alerts is inhibited by the remote nature of some Tribal communities. Some remote, rural
communities in Utah lack access to cell towers and don’t have consistent cell service.
Key informants and listening session participants reported that when AMBER Alerts are
pushed out to cellphones, community members on Tribal lands and other rural areas may
not receive the alert. This may compromise law enforcements’ investigative efforts to locate
missing abducted children.

The rural-ness of the reservations and the apathy from society in general about what

happens on the reservations are a huge challenge. There’s no AMBER Alert that

goes off when a child goes missing on a reservation. If there were, who’s going

to respond to it? There are huge issues. Where to start in breaking those down?

— Service provider
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Recommendations

m  Collaborate with local, county, state, and Tribal law enforcement to determine
barriers to full utilization of the AMBER Alert and EMA systems to ensure the
systems are comprehensive, accessible, and unbiased

- Assess, identify, and address gaps in infrastructure (e.g., radio broadcasting, road
signs, cellphone towers) inhibiting alert system effectiveness across Utah

- If of Tribal interest, build relationships and establish MOUs between Tribes and
local or county law enforcement agencies regarding requesting and activating
alert systems

- If of Tribal interest, offer training for Tribal and BIA law enforcement officers on
the Utah State AMBER Alert system criteria and procedures for activation

® Consider expanding the Missing Persons Alert system to include cellphone and/or
highway sign communication networks in cases of missing and endangered adults
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Review and investigation of unresolved (“cold”) cases

Resources for cold case investigations are extremely limited. ... Such limitations are
especially relevant for American Indian and Alaska Native communities, where a lack of law
enforcement resources, and particularly of victim and survivor services, already lead to these
communities being disproportionately affected by violent crime. (Budowle et al., 2022, p. 1)

Unresolved (“cold”) missing person and homicide cases, generally characterized by lack
of both resolution and further investigative leads, present numerous challenges to law
enforcement and significant emotional trauma to all those involved (Budowle et al., 2022;
Moran, 2021). Despite these impacts, unresolved missing person cases are frequently
deprioritized due to law enforcement’s limited time and resources (Adcock, 2021; Budowle
et al., 2022; Moran, 2021).

Policy context

There are some federal-level resources for unresolved case review and investigation

There is no existing federal policy related to the review, investigation, or reporting of
unresolved missing person cases. However, in 2020-21, Operation Lady Justice established
seven cold case teams throughout the country: in New Mexico, Arizona, South Dakota,
Montana, Minnesota, Tennessee, and Alaska (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021). The
units are staffed with law enforcement and special agents from the U.S. BIA’s Office of
Justice Services.

Additionally, in 2022, Congress passed the Homicide Victims’ Families” Rights Act of 2021.
Under this law, families of homicide victims whose cases have remained unresolved for at
least three years may request a federal review of the victim’s case file. Cases are eligible
if they were investigated by federal law enforcement, the investigators’ leads have been
exhausted, and no suspect has been identified. Assessments are intended to identify whether
any leads were missed during the preliminary investigation, whether to interview new
witnesses or re-interview original witnesses, and whether to follow up with forensic testing
and analysis (if the evidence is available). The act requires the National Institute of Justice to
publish annual statistics on unresolved homicides.

There are no Utah state laws related to the review or investigation of unresolved missing
persons or homicide cases. In 2018, Utah passed legislation that required the Utah DPS to
develop and maintain a database of unresolved cases (Utah S.B. 160, 2018). This database
is discussed in further detail in the “Data Issues” section of this report.
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Best and emerging practices

Form a cold case unit or team

Forming a cold case unit or team within a law enforcement agency or collective of agencies
can ensure appropriate funding and attention to unresolved cases (Moran, 2021). Based on
data from 2011, few U.S. law enforcement agencies (7%) have dedicated cold case units, and
only one out of five departments has formal protocols for initiating cold case investigations
(Davis et al., 2011).

Law enforcement agencies may work to establish an effective cold case unit or team by:

®m Systematically gathering and organizing data on existing unresolved cases, including
homicides, missing persons, unidentified persons, sexual assaults, and other violent
crimes to better understand the scope of the issue (Adcock, 2021; Barcus et al., 2019;
Moran, 2021)

®  Committing agency time and resources for the duration of unresolved investigations,
including minimizing the administrative burden on investigators so they have adequate
time to dedicate to cases (Adcock, 2021; Barcus et al., 2019; Moran, 2021)

® Dedicating staff with sufficient time to focus on unresolved cases (Adcock, 2021;
Barcus et al., 2019; Moran, 2021)

B Assembling a team with the right mix of varied skills and experience, and who are able to
make a long-term commitment (Adcock, 2021; Barcus et al., 2019; Moran, 2021)

m Tailoring the unit to their agency’s size or need, as large agencies may need and be
able to resource permanent full-time cold case units, while smaller agencies may choose
to incorporate cold case teams within other investigative units (Moran, 2021)

For further reference, the National Institute of Justice’s Cold Case Investigation Working
Group published detailed guidance on best practices for the creation of cold case

investigation units, including sample documents on standard operating procedures,
investigation checklists, sample investigative case files, MOUs, and nondisclosure
agreements (NDAs) (Barcus et al., 2019).

Prioritize cases based on solvability factors

The use of solvability matrices or checklists is a well-established best practice for prioritizing
which unresolved cases to dedicate investigative resources to (Adcock, 2021; Budowle et al.,
2022). For example, the National Institute of Justice’s Cold Case Investigation Working
Group suggests that unresolved cases should be prioritized based on whether: 1) the statute
of limitations on the crime has expired; 2) there is existing testable forensic evidence; 3)
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victims and other witnesses are available to be interviewed; and 4) the case already has a
suspect or person of interest (Barcus et al., 2019). See the Arizona Criminal Justice
Commission’s (n.d.) Cold Case Solvability Matrix for a sample tool.

Learn from and build off of existing effective unresolved case investigative protocols

Sample cold case investigation protocols are available through the National Institute of
Justice’s Cold Case Investigation Working Group, the Miami Police Department’s Cold
Case Team standard operating procedures, or through direct request to the U.S. BIA’s
Office of Justice Services and the FBI (Budowle et al., 2022).

Re-examine the case file to determine investigative gaps and opportunities

It is important to re-examine the original case file of unresolved missing persons cases
with fresh eyes—specifically, by new investigators or volunteers with no prior involvement
with the case (Adcock, 2021; Barcus et al., 2019; Budowle et al., 2022; Moran, 2021). It
is possible that investigative leads or clues were previously overlooked, mistakes were made,
or investigators had limited resources or training at their disposal (Budowle et al., 2022;
Moran, 2021). All unresolved case files should be reviewed periodically to ensure that the
investigation meets current standards and best practices (Barcus et al., 2019).

Submit evidence for forensic testing or retesting

Submitting viable DNA evidence for forensic testing or retesting may reveal new information
that can inform the case (Adcock, 2021; Barcus et al., 2019; Budowle et al., 2022; Moran,
2021). At the time of the initial investigation, forensic technology may not have been
available, may not have been advanced enough to detect DNA evidence or make
identification, may have been cost prohibitive, or DNA databases may have been incomplete
or unknown to investigators (Budowle et al., 2022). Forensic testing results that were
originally inconclusive or negative may now lead to new evidence or investigative leads
(Barcus et al., 2019).

Community trust and informed consent in forensic testing. Indigenous community members
may have concerns about sharing DNA samples with investigative agencies due to past violations
of trust (Budowle et al., 2022). For example, in 1989, members of the Havasupai Tribe provided
blood samples to contribute to a research study on diabetes. Without their consent, researchers
used their DNA for other research purposes. Investigators should develop and implement thorough
informed consent procedures that clearly articulate data collection processes, data sovereignty and
ownership, storage procedures for the sample and DNA profiles, privacy protections, and how the
data will be used. Investigators should provide open and regular communication to the family
members about the status of the case, the efforts that are being taken, and any other information
that can be provided in a way that doesn’t jeopardize the investigation.
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Re-interview witnesses who may be willing to share new information

Investigators should revisit witnesses who were interviewed in the original investigation
(Barcus et al., 2019; Budowle et al., 2022; Moran, 2021). With the passage of time, personal
circumstances or relationships may have changed, and witnesses may be willing to divulge
new information about the case they had not shared before. This may uncover new
investigative leads.

Time may be the perfect ally in a cold case investigation. People and situations change.

Those who were formerly unwilling to cooperate with an investigation may now cooperate.

Marriages, friendships, and other trust relationships may deteriorate with the passage of

years. Friends can become adversaries, business relationships may sour, and people

may mature or relocate. ... Other similar changes may lead to witnesses who are now
willing to cooperate with an investigation. (Barcus et al., 2019, pp. 17-18)

Current 1ssue in Utah

Utah’s cold case review board is a crucial resource for investigators across the
state, but there are opportunities for further partnership

Utah has found success in the establishment of a cold case review board, comprised of
approximately 30 multidisciplinary experts from across the state (including investigators,
prosecutors, and representatives from the crime lab and medical examiner’s office). Once
per month, Utah investigators can present their unresolved cases in front of the board.
While the onus is on individual agencies to do the “leg work™ and solve their own cases,
the board may be a source of direction, suggestions, and education about new investigative
techniques. One key informant reported that law enforcement agencies find the review
board’s assistance highly beneficial, and there is growing interest among investigators.
At the time of the interview, the cold case review board had not yet reviewed any cases
originating on Tribal lands, where Tribal police or the BIA have jurisdiction. However,
one key informant reported that the cold case review board was in the process of engaging
with the BIA to identify opportunities to work together in the future.

Some law enforcement agencies in Utah are prioritizing cold cases and maintaining
long-term relationships with families

The Unified Police Department (UPD) of Greater Salt Lake has adequate resources and
administrative support to staff a cold case unit and maintain long-term ongoing relationships
with the family members of long-term missing persons. Cases are reviewed on a quarterly
basis, or more frequently if tips or new leads come in. The administration of UPD of Greater
Salt Lake gives their investigators the time and resources they need to investigate cases,
as they trust their investigators to know what is necessary. Key informants emphasized
how important it is for law enforcement leadership to support and put resources behind
the investigation of unresolved cases.
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Additionally, key informants discussed how the UPD of Greater Salt Lake holds an annual
“Hope Conference” with the families of long-term unresolved missing persons and homicide
cases. They provide lunch, display photographs of the families’ missing and murdered loved
ones, and take voluntary DNA samples and fingerprints to potentially help support the
investigation. One key informant reported that this event provides opportunities for
connection among families who are sharing the same anguish, and provides reassurance
to families that UPD has not forgotten about their missing and murdered loved ones.

Limited resources and staff capacity create barriers to the investigation of long-term
unresolved cases

Key informants report that there are few financial and personnel resources dedicated to the
investigation of long-term unresolved cases in most law enforcement agencies across Utah.
There is no centralized cold case unit at the Utah DPS, and there are few cold case units
within individual law enforcement agenc