Houston Regional Amber Plan Marks Fifth Anniversary

Wednesday, December 7, 2005 marks the fifth anniversary of the implementation of the 13-county Houston Regional Amber Plan.

This important child recovery tool has been activated by law enforcement agencies 48 times for cases involving 50 children, of whom 46 were safely recovered, two remain missing and two were recovered deceased.

During the last five years we have made tremendous progress on behalf of missing children. All fifty states have statewide plans. We have been working together to build an effective, nationwide network so that the Amber Alert can follow, state-to-state if necessary, the abductor and child.

The White House has emphasized child safety by holding the first ever White House conference on missing children and by enacting the Child Protect Act of 2003 creating harsher penalties for those who prey on our children and funding initiatives to increase both child safety and prosecution of child predators.

In the Houston area, missing children’s organizations like Gabriel’s Gifts, search and rescue volunteers like those of the Southeast Texas Search and Rescue Alliance, and law enforcement agencies like the Houston Police Department and Harris County Sheriff’s Office, have joined forces to bring children to safety.

The media has embraced not only the newsworthiness of endangered missing children and vulnerable elderly, but the importance of their own role as harbingers of the details needed to enlist the public’s help in locating the child.
These partnerships make our community safer, and our critical response faster and more effective.

Still, there is much left to do.

Convicted sexual predators have always roamed our streets, but we received more than 300 new ones from Louisiana in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and more than half are not registered. Their whereabouts remain unknown to law enforcement.

The Internet poses an unprecedented threat to the safety and innocence of our children in myriad ways. Thousands of tech-savvy adults, right this minute, are seeking innovative ways to breach the safe guards we put into place to protect our kids. Over-worked, under-funded law enforcement agencies are out-gunned by predators using the most sophisticated, state-of-the-art equipment and methods of reaching out to children and hiding from those who would stop them.
Local, State and Federal budgets are strained, and agencies struggle to meet their citizens’ most basic needs. They are trying to do more, with less – to service a broader mandate with fewer staff, fewer dollars and often, out-dated technologies.

We have never needed more a coordinated, consistent response to the threat against our children.

In Houston, we have amazing people and amazing teamwork. I’m proud of what we’ve accomplished in the last five years, but recognize that it’s only the beginning. Each year in our region almost 12,000 children are reported missing.
As we accomplish some of our goals and move toward new frontiers, it’s important that everyone – our entire “village” – works together to protect our children, and to support those on the front lines responsible for that critical first response to an endangered missing child or adult.

January 10, 2006 will mark the tenth anniversary of Amber Hagerman’s abduction and murder in Arlington, Texas. This little girl’s legacy, the Amber Alert, has proven to be an a mighty tool in the arsenal we use to recover our abducted children quickly and safely. We honor her memory every time the Amber Alert goes out and the community takes notice and gets involved.
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