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MISSING CHILDREN

In recent years, because of
the growth in the number

of children going missing, many
supermarket chains and other
large companies have become
involved in an attempt to help.
Milk cartons and lorries are used
to display the faces of missing
children, keeping their image
fresh in the public consciousness
and aiding the police to track
them down. 

Statistics from various law
enforcement and privately run
agencies in America show just
how serious the problem is, with
the United States showing enor-
mous numbers of children going
missing each year. The latest avail-
able figures from the offices of the
National Centre for Missing and
Exploited Children (NCMEC),
reveals that in the USA around
800,000 young people go missing
from home each year.

Of this huge number almost
60,000 were abducted by non-
family members while 204,000

less than half a percent of the
total number of murders commit-
ted in the States each year.
However, the study pointed out
“74 percent of abducted children
who are murdered are dead with-
in three hours of the abduction.”

It is this time factor that is
seen as so vitally important by
law-enforcement agencies, with
police and FBI officials stressing
time and again that the first three
hours is the most important in the
investigation of a missing or
abducted child.

Milk cartons as a police tool 
In the States, and in more recent
years in Britain too, children have
had their photographs featured on
the side of milk cartons in the
hope that this would inspire iden-
tification of missing children, but
in the past year or so the number
of pictures featured has dropped
in many states because it was

children were taken by members
of their family.

According to the Centre: ‘The
largest number of missing chil-
dren is runaways; followed by
family abductions; then lost,
injured, or otherwise missing chil-
dren; and finally, the smallest cat-
egory, non-family abductions.

‘Many times the question,
“Aren’t most missing kids a result
of custodial disagreements?” is
asked under the assumption that
family abductions are not a seri-
ous matter; however this is not
true. In most cases children are
told the left behind parent does
not want or love them. These chil-
dren may live the life of a fugitive,
always on the run with the non-
custodial parent and stripped
away from their home, friends
and family.’

According to a 1997 study by
the office of the Attorney General
for Washington State there is an
estimated 100 murders a year in
the USA of abducted children, or
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Supermarket Iceland milk cartons featuring National
Missing Persons Helpline appeals
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considered too upsetting to read
about at breakfast time.

According to the National
Centre for Missing and Exploited
Children, more than 8,000 pictures
have been released on milk car-
tons, postcards, posters and by
other means, including postage
stamps since the programme
started in 1985, with almost 1,500
children being found as a result.

It is an impressive percent-
age, but exploitation of young
people, particularly on the inter-
net, continues to grow worldwide,
with sexual exploitation the basis
for many such crimes. According
to a US Department of Justice pub-
lication Highlights of the Youth
Internet Safety Survey: “One in
five children 10 to 17 years old,
receive unwanted sexual solicita-
tions online.”

The report is backed by a
statement from NCMEC who
reports: ‘The sexual victimisation
of children is overwhelming in
magnitude, yet largely unrecog-
nised and under reported.
Statistics show that one in five
girls, and one in 10 boys are sex-
ually exploited before they reach
adulthood, yet less than 35 per
cent of those child sexual assaults
are reported to authorities.’

Many parents will be sur-
prised to find that NCMEC, whose
statistics are forwarded to the US
Justice Department, does not go
along with the age old adage to
‘stay away from strangers’.

A survey carried out by the
group reports: “The National
Centre for Missing and Exploited
Children does not subscribe to the
‘stranger-danger’ message. We
have learned that children do not
have the same understanding of
who a stranger is as an adult
might; therefore, it is a difficult
concept for the child to grasp.

“It is much more beneficial to
children to help them build the
confidence and self-esteem they
need to stay as safe as possible in
any potentially dangerous situa-
tion they encounter rather than
teaching them to be ‘on the look-
out’ for a particular type of person.
The ‘stranger-danger’ message is
not effective and, based on what
we know about those who harm
children; danger to children is
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higher than the 1,400 reported to
them, and add: ‘Similarly, the
annual figure of 25,000 reported
cases of rape and sexual assault of
children is undoubtedly underesti-
mated. Child protection services
estimate that in South Africa, one
in three girls and one in five boys
suffer sexual exploitation in one
form or another. Furthermore,
over 2,000 children are murdered
each year in South Africa.’

These astonishing figures con-
trast sharply with British figures. In
Scotland, for example, around
9,000 children go missing each
year, with approximately 77,000
going missing throughout the
whole of the United Kingdom,
though the number of children
murdered in the UK is estimated
by the World Health Organisation
to be around 50 a year, with the
majority of them being killed by
their parents or relatives. It is only
in such tragic cases as that of
Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman
in 2002, where they were mur-
dered by their own school care-
taker, which hit the headlines.

In Britain, too, the establish-
ment a decade ago of the Police
National Missing Persons Bureau
based at Scotland Yard has had an
effect, with the Bureau linking its
expertise and resources to all UK
police forces and Interpol.

In Scotland the launch of the
UK version of the Missing Kids
Website, originally established in
the US, last summer was met with
applause from all quarters, as the
world wide web it is seen as a
major tool in the recovery of miss-
ing and abducted children.

Richard Grey, assistant chief
constable of Strathclyde Police,
said: ‘The trauma which families
suffer when children go missing is
something which no parent wish-
es to experience. The police are
acutely aware of the effects this
type of incident can have and
therefore the search for and inves-
tigation of missing children is
given the highest priority.’

He added: ‘Extending the
Missing Kids Website to Scotland
will greatly assist the police serv-
ice in locating some of the most
vulnerable young people in our
communities and returning
them home safely.’

greater from someone they or
their family knows than from a
‘stranger’.”

Unusual methods
The current scheme being given a
public airing in Pennsylvania, USA,
is called ‘Missing Fat Kids’ and
centres around featuring the pho-
tographs of overweight children
on the side of packets of
‘Whoppers’, a well known
American sweet product manu-
factured by the huge Hershey
company, underneath the caption
‘How Could You Not Have Seen
Me?’

In a statement that would be
regarded in many other nations as
definitely not politically correct,
Hershey spokesperson Stephanie
Moritz told a recent press confer-
ence: ‘Hershey is proud to lend a
hand in helping reunite parents
with their obese sons and daugh-
ters, many of whom had been
amongst our most loyal customers
before they went missing.’

‘For these parents, the sight
of that empty chair at the dinner
table every night brings a pain
that can not be comforted – even
by eating all of the extra food
that’s now up for grabs every
night. Hershey is committed to
doing everything it can to help
these folks find their fat little
babies.’

She told journalists that the

‘Whoppers’ campaign follows the
same concept as the ‘Have You
Seen Me’ campaign on the side of
milk cartons.

Experiences worldwide
Meanwhile across the Canadian
border the problem is far less than
that in the USA but Royal Canadian
Police statistics show it is a grow-
ing problem, with just over 62,000
children being reported missing
each year, and growing by about
2,000, or four per cent a year. The
majority, around 78 per cent, of
the missing kids are runaways
between the ages of 12 and 17,
with one in seven being recog-
nised from poster campaigns
across the various provinces.

The Canadian police also
report that less than one percent
of those missing have been
abducted by strangers, with fig-
ures for 1998, the latest figures
released, showing 42 youngsters
being abducted in that year.

In South Africa around 1,400
children are reported missing each
year and this led in April last year
to the launch of the South African
Centre for Missing and Exploited
Children, a non-profit making
organisation that works closely
with the Bureau for Missing
Persons of the South Africa Police.

Officials there acknowledge
that the actual number of missing
children is probably considerably
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A missing person’s appeal featuring 14-year-old Lucy Sefton’s
image on the back of a lorry
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