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For sixty years, the FBI has sought the public’s assistance in a special way through one of our most effective and longest running publicity programs— the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” list. In 1949, reporter James Donovan asked the FBI to identify the “toughest guys” we were investigating at the time. We provided him with photos of ten dangerous fugitives, which he then published on the front page of The Washington Daily News.


The “Top Ten” list was extremely popular at the time and several fugitives were captured as a result. During the following year, the FBI formalized its “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” publicity program, which, since 1950, has led to the location of more than 460 of our nation’s most dangerous criminals.


Through the publication of fugitive information in various outlets, beginning with newspapers and magazines, to now using the Internet, television, social media, and digital billboards across the country, the FBI continues to seek public assistance in locating wanted fugitives. We recognize the unique ability of the news media to cast a wider net within communities here and abroad. The FBI can send agents to visit a thousand homes to find a witness, but the media can visit a million homes in an instant.


The FBI tracks every possible lead in its search for dangerous fugitives, but we could not have been as successful without citizens reporting tips to us and to our law enforcement partners. The FBI’s “Top Ten” program celebrates not only an FBI success story, but emphasizes the need for citizen cooperation in the fight against crime.


The “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program tracks the evolution of the crime problem in America. While the list began with bank robbers and murder suspects ﬂeeing state jurisdiction, it has evolved into a search for major organized crime figures, serial killers, domestic and international terrorists, cyber criminals, and white collar criminals. During this last decade, the list has illustrated the international scope of crime, as well as the importance of strong global partnerships in the search for terrorists, sexual predators, human traffickers, and other violent criminals who pose a significant danger to all.


The landscape in which we operate and the technology we use will continue to change. The threats we face as citizens will become more diverse and dangerous. But what will not change is the hard work and integrity of dedicated FBI employees and our commitment to protecting U.S. citizens both at home and abroad.
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FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” Program:
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The Beginnings
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On February 7, 1949, an article entitled FBI’s Most Wanted Fugitives Named appeared in The Washington Daily News. A United Press International reporter contacted the Federal Bureau of Investigation and asked for the names and descriptions of the “toughest guys” the FBI wanted to capture. In hopes the publicity would lead to arrests, the FBI listed the names of ten fugitives it considered to be the most potentially dangerous. The story generated so much publicity and public appeal, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover permanently implemented the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program a year later on March 14, 1950.


This “Top Ten” program relied heavily on the nation’s news media. Recognizing the need for public assistance in locating fugitives, the “Top Ten” program was designed to publicize particularly dangerous fugitives who might not otherwise merit nationwide attention. And it worked! Citizen cooperation led to the arrest of nine of the first 20 “Top Tenners.” This included the very first “Top Tenner“, Thomas Holden, who was arrested after a citizen recognized his photograph in an Oregon newspaper.




Today
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Gone are the days when “Top Ten” posters could be found in post offices. Since 1996, “Top Ten” posters have appeared on the FBI’s Internet site, www.fbi.gov, allowing the FBI to extend its reach across domestic and international borders and obtain worldwide public assistance tracking these fugitives. Traditional media outlets, such as radio programs, television shows, and printed publications provide additional publicity for the fugitives on the list.


However, with the increased use of electronic and digital technology, the FBI has turned to some nontraditional and cutting-edge techniques to publicize the fugitives on the “Top Ten” list. Digital outdoor billboards appearing throughout the United States now feature images of these individuals. The FBI also has a Facebook page and a Twitter account where friends and followers can instantly receive information about the latest fugitives on the list. The weekly Wanted by the FBI podcast, FBI widgets, and a cell phone application all allow the public to download the latest fugitive information at the touch of a button.


As technology advances, the FBI intends to keep pace and continue using it as much as possible to profile fugitives and engage the public’s help in locating them.




The Program
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Since its inception, 494 fugitives have appeared on the “Top Ten” list and 463 have been located. Not all fugitives have been arrested; some have surrendered peacefully, others have been found deceased, had their federal process dismissed, or were removed from the list because they no longer fit “Top Ten” criteria. But just as the priorities of the FBI have changed, so has the makeup of the “Top Ten” list. Through the 1950s, the list was primarily comprised of bank robbers, burglars, and car thieves. During the turbulent 1960s, the list reflected the revolutionaries of the time. Destruction of government property, sabotage, and kidnapping dominated the list. In the 1970s, with the FBI’s concentration on organized crime and terrorism, the “Top Ten” included many fugitives with organized crime ties or links to terrorist groups. In

the 1980s and 1990s, the list included sexual predators, international terrorists, and drug traffickers. This emphasis, along with crimes against children, white collar crime, and gang violence, continues today.




Criteria for Placement on the List
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There are two primary criteria used to determine who should be placed on the list. First, the fugitive must be a particularly dangerous menace to society and/or have a lengthy record of committing serious crimes. Second, the FBI must believe nationwide publicity will assist in apprehending the fugitive.




The List
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Many FBI offices are involved in selecting the fugitives who will make the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” list. The Criminal Investigative Division (CID) at FBI Headquarters contacts all 56 field offices in an effort to solicit the most dangerous fugitives for consideration. CID Supervisory Special Agents and personnel from the Office of Public Affairs evaluate the nominees received from the field and select the “best” candidate. The candidate is then forwarded to the Assistant Director of the CID for his/her approval and then to the FBI’s Director for final selection.




Removal from the List
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Unless a “Top Tenner” is captured, found dead, or surrenders, “Top Tenners” are only removed from the list when they meet one of two conditions. First, the federal process pending against the individual is dismissed. Second, they no longer fit “Top Ten” criteria. When a fugitive is removed from the list, another candidate is added.




How the FBI Gets Its Men and Women:
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A 20-Year Study of the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” Program 1989-2009
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The theory behind the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program is simple: the more people that know your face, the harder it is to hide. Engaging the public in the hunt for the nation’s most dangerous criminals by adding thousands of eyes to the search can be a valuable tool to investigators. With Agents following their trail, and a vigilant public awaiting them at every gas station and grocery store, the fugitive feels squeezed from every angle. Nine of the first 20 “Top Tenners” were arrested due to citizen cooperation. As the program has grown and matured, its success has continued. Nearly 94 percent of the fugitives that have been placed on the “Top Ten” list have been apprehended or located (463 of 494); approximately one-third of them a result of citizen cooperation.


When the program was born, fighting crime was the FBI’s primary business, and the weight of the organization was dedicated to solving crimes and arresting criminals; finding fugitives played a vital part. But things have changed. Counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and cyber crimes have taken on more prominence and a greater share of FBI resources. Our criminal investigative responsibilities have changed as well, with higher priorities placed on public corruption, white collar crimes, civil rights, and gangs.


In response to this organizational shift in priorities, the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program has evolved as well. With fewer resources devoted to capturing fugitives, the role of the public has become even more important. To expand the public’s exposure to the fugitives, the FBI has turned to technology and unique media partnerships. “Top Ten Fugitive” posters moved from the post office to the Internet, where they are viewed by up to three million people a month. A variety of new media platforms, including television programs and digital billboards, are now used to keep fugitive faces in the public spotlight. Plus, in the last couple years the FBI has gone viral, publicizing “Top Tenners” through widgets, Facebook, Twitter, podcasts, and on YouTube.




The following study takes a look at the last 20 years of the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” list. How has the program changed since its inception? What crimes are featured on the list? How long do the fugitives remain on the run before being arrested? How has the program survived despite the organization’s shift from being primarily a law enforcement organization to becoming a hybrid law enforcement and intelligence agency? Has “new media” contributed to the apprehension of these dangerous criminals? To answer these questions, this study looks at the 72 fugitives that have been placed on the list since 1989.




Today’s “Top Ten” List More Likely to Include Terrorist, Organized Crime Figures and Child Predators
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The standard candidate for addition to the “Top Ten” list has changed as the FBI’s priorities have changed. The original “Top Ten” list was comprised entirely of murderers, bank robbers, and escaped prisoners. The current list, while its till includes several murderers, an escaped convict and a bank robber, also includes organized crime leaders and an international terrorist. A review of crimes for which the previous 20 years’ worth of “Top Ten Fugitives” have been wanted illustrates the expanded scope of FBI responsibility.




Figure 1.1 shows that, not unexpectedly, the predominant crime category remains murder. The act of murder alone is rarely justification enough to be placed on the list. Other factors come into play, including the number of victims, their relationship to the killer, and the motive for the attack. To better understand which types of murders have resulted in placement on the “Top Ten” list over the past 20 years.
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Figure 1.1







Figure 1.2 breaks the murder category into

a handful of distinct sub-categories. The

two most common types of murderers to

appear on the list involve family-member

or domestic victims and killings with

multiple victims. Other common crimes

landing someone on the list include the

killing of law enforcement officers,

and other violent criminal acts, such

as kid napping or armed robbery, that

escalate into murder.
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Figure 1.2







“Top Tenners” Cannot Hide for Long
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In the last 20 years, a total of 72 fugitives have been added to the list. This compares with 422 fugitives during the first 39 years of the program. However, a review of the overall “Top Ten” statistics reveals that the yearly “located” numbers have been roughly consistent since 1970. The majority of “Top Ten” captures appears to have occurred within a couple short time spans. In a five-year span between 1951 and 1955, a total of 76 fugitives were apprehended or killed; a total of 105 were located during a similar five-year span between 1964 and 1968.




A “Top Tenner’s” odds of a long life on the run are not promising. Figure 2.1 breaks down the amount of time fugitives (other than current Top Tenners) have spent on the list. Nearly 60 percent of “Top Tenners” were caught within a year of being placed on the list, with more than half of those fugitives being apprehended within a month of being placed on the list.
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Figure 2.1







Many Fugitives Found far from Home
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Another interesting way of viewing the “Top Ten” list is by looking at where the fugitives were found. Did the fugitives attempt to use local knowledge and support structures to evade arrest, or did they try to establish a new life and a new identity far from the scene of the crime? Figure 3.1 shows where the fugitives were located in comparison to where the crime was committed.
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Figure 3.1







While many “Top Tenners” apparently chose to stay close (one-in-six fugitives never left the city), two-thirds were eventually apprehended far from the location of their crime. In fact, more than 40 percent of “Top Ten” fugitives over the past 20 years have been apprehended outside of the United States.




Figure 3.2 reveals the destinations of choice for fugitives that have opted to flee the country in a failed attempt to avoid the FBI’s grasp. The vast majority fled south, mostly to Mexico, but several went further south to South America. Three international terrorists and a Pakistani murder fugitive all sought refuge near their home countries in the Middle East.





[image: ]


Figure 3.2









“Top Ten” Fugitives Increasingly Caught Through Publicity 
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Finally, perhaps the most important aspect of this analysis

is how the fugitives were caught. As explained previously,

the rationale for the “Top Ten” list is that increased publicity engages the public, and with it thousands of additional eyes, in the search for a dangerous fugitive. The publicity is not intended to replace law enforcement investigative activity, but to support and complement their investigative efforts: combining a vigilant public with determined investigators. Accordingly, the success of the program can best be measured through an analysis of how

a fugitive is captured.






Figure 4.1, provides this information for the past 20 years’ worth of captures. Historically, almost one-third of “Top Ten Fugitive” cases have been solved as a result of citizen cooperation (152 out of 463). In the past 20 years, however, that ratio has increased significantly. As the chart

demonstrates, nearly 40 percent of the fugitive apprehensions came as a direct result of investigative publicity, with most of the rest coming through law enforcement efforts. With FBI resources being diverted away from fugitive apprehension, it becomes more important for publicity to fill in the gaps.





[image: ]


Figure 4.1









Furthermore, it should be noted that a fully accurate number is difficult to determine.  Many successful captures do not fit neatly into a single category; often those that are chronicled as law enforcement efforts owe a significant debt to publicity as well. Consider the example of Rafael Resendez-Ramirez, the railway serial killer. Resendez-Ramirez was identified as the killer through solid investigative work, and surrendered after negotiation with a family member; but most investigators credit intense publicity for forcing Resendez-Ramirez to end his killing spree and go into deep hiding in Mexico. Resendez-Ramirez is classified in the chart above as a “surrender,” but clearly law enforcement and publicity each played a vital role. Similar stories could be told of many of the other arrests. Accordingly, investigative publicity indirectly contributes to a far greater share of apprehensions than is captured statistically.
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The “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program uses a wide variety of media avenues to put fugitive faces in front of the public. In addition to traditional outlets such as television news, newspapers, and wanted posters, investigative publicity targets unconventional avenues as well, including digital billboards, foreign language outlets, and television crime shows. Even the Internet, probably conventional by current standards, would have been considered unconventional during much of this study’s timeframe.  Figure 4.2 identifies the 

Ten Fugitive.”




As you can see from the graph, the Fox TV show America’s Most Wanted is responsible for the most fugitive apprehensions. Two fugitives were located after being profiled on the television program Unsolved Mysteries, before it left network television in 1999.
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Figure 4.2







Two more “Top Ten” fugitives were apprehended after citizens viewed them on the FBI webpage. Another fugitive was arrested after being profiled on a Spanish-language program airing on Azteca America TV.




Conclusion
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The purpose of this brief analysis was to examine the past 20 years of the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program, and how it has evolved at a time when the Bureau’s organizational priorities have grown and shifted to a larger national security focus, with less resources devoted to catching fugitives. Specifically, the analysis looked at the types of crimes for which “Top Ten” fugitives are wanted, how far from the scene of the crime they were when they were located, and the major factors that led to their capture.


The pool of eligible crimes for inclusion on the list has evolved as the FBI’s investigative responsibilities have broadened. What was once an exclusive list of bank robbers, escaped convicts, and murderers now includes additional crime categories such as terrorism, crimes against children, and organized crime.


During this study’s range, 1989 - 2009, more than 60 percent of fugitives on the list were apprehended within the first year. The vast majority of fugitives were eventually arrested far from the location where their crime was committed. In fact, more than 40 percent of “Top Ten Fugitives” in the past 20 years have been located outside of the United States. Most of these international arrests have occurred in Mexico.


The goal of the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program is to leverage increased publicity as a complement to law enforcement investigation. At a time when organizational priorities are pulling resources away from fugitive apprehension, the role of publicity becomes even more critical. Fortunately, according to this standard, the “Top Ten” program is succeeding. Over the past 20 years, the percentage of “Top Tenners” captured as a direct result of citizen cooperation has increased from an historical average of 30 percent to nearly 40 percent. This increase is likely attributable to the use of previously unconventional media outlets, including the Internet, television crime shows, and foreign language outlets.




The “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives” program is the standard bearer in the hunt for fugitives. To continue the success of the program, investigative publicity must continue to play a heightened role in putting fugitives’ faces in front of the public. To accomplish this goal, a variety of new media avenues continue to be explored, including a national digital billboard campaign, expanded outreach to foreign media, and continued exploration of social media outlets. Keeping the “Top Ten” program relevant and successful in a changing world and an evolving FBI is a challenge, but it is a challenge well worth the effort.




Project Pin Point
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Project Pin Point (PPP) is a geo-spatial intelligence tool developed in 2004 by a Special Agent on the FBI’s Violent Crimes Task Force in Philadelphia. The tool was initially intended for fugitive apprehension, but evolved to include historical cell site analysis, informant development, and targeting capabilities for intelligence-related functions. It is now used by most FBI field offices.


A notable success story for Project Pin Point came in July 2007, when four people were gunned down inside the crowded Abay Wheeler Bar in southwest Philadelphia after an argument turned into a shooting rampage. When police arrived, no witnesses came forward to tell what happened. Using PPP as a means to develop intelligence (information) and locate people who may have witnessed the murders, members of the Violent Crime Squad were able to target and find witnesses, recover the murder weapon, and ultimately identify and arrest the gunman in a matter of days.
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Map depicting radius around


Abay Wheeler Bar





It works like this. PPP uses numerous data set layers, some of which include arrest warrants, crime and incident locations, registered sex offender addresses, and cellular telephone tower grid coordinates. These data sets are then overlaid onto a basic mapping software platform, with the different data sets being represented by colored icons. The result is a clearly understandable visual display of crime data and information of interest to the FBI investigation.




While geo-spatial mapping was not new in 2004, the use of geospatial mapping products by mainstream law enforcement was not a common occurrence. PPP made available easy-to-use capabilities for the street-level investigator to conduct tactical operations to generate intelligence.




Through the use of PPP, FBI Special Agents and analysts are able to identify “hot spots” of criminal activity and locations of unsolved crimes. Armed with better intelligence, they then deploy resources to make arrests, debrief subjects, and generate new sources to help solve unsolved crimes and create new investigative opportunities, all of which advance both the FBI’s law enforcement and intelligence missions.
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Project Welcome Home
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The FBI’s Criminal Investigative Division developed Project Welcome Home in an effort to support the apprehension and repatriation of international fugitives charged with crimes of violence.  FBI Field Offices typically obtain INTERPOL Red Notices for fugitives suspected of having fled to another country.  Once the fugitive is located internationally, the FBI often obtains a provisional arrest warrant enabling a foreign government to arrest an FBI fugitive.


A provisional arrest warrant is necessary so that one country can legally arrest an individual based on an arrest warrant or conviction of that individual in another country.  The warrant details that pursuant to the extradition treaty the United States has with that country, the FBI is requesting that an individual be arrested within the law of that country. Within the provisional arrest warrant, there is also an indication of the FBI’s intent to request extradition of the fugitive to the United States. The FBI’s liaison in the foreign country, called a Legal Attaché, determines what the requirements are for a fugitive’s extradition, deportation, or expulsion.
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The normal extradition process is established by treaty.  Extraditions, however, can take a substantial amount of time as they involve the formal, legal process and provide for the fugitive to appeal. Extraditions can take months or years to be completed. However, when a nation decides to expel or deport a fugitive outside of the formal extradition process, Project Welcome Home enables the FBI to quickly respond and expedite the repatriation of the fugitive.






Project Welcome Home funds the round trip travel of two law enforcement officials and a one-way trip for the fugitive from a foreign country to the United States.
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“Top Tenner” Michael Jason Registe, wanted for the July 2007 double murders of two Columbus State University students in Georgia, was arrested by St. Maarten Police officials in conjunction with the Antilles Director of Public Prosecution.  This was closely coordinated with the FBI’s Legal Attaché in Bridgetown, Barbados. Registe was returned from St. Maarten to Georgia using Project Welcome Home funding to face state charges.


Since its inception in 2004, over 400 FBI fugitives have been returned to the United States from more than 42 countries to face prosecution.




America’s Most Wanted
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The FBI actively uses television programs to attract public attention to the “Ten Most Wanted Fugitives,” as well as other fugitive investigations. In particular, the FBI has been publicizing fugitives on the television program America’s Most Wanted, now known as America’s Most Wanted: America Fights Back (AMW), since 1988.  Hosted by John Walsh and seen on the Fox Television Network, AMW seeks to solve cases and take dangerous criminals off the street by re-creating the crimes on television, as well as showing photographs and video of the actual criminals in action.


The show’s flexible format permits the coverage of late-breaking and sensitive investigations while also giving law enforcement an opportunity to update viewers on developments in major cases. A nationwide toll-free hotline and Internet website enable AMW viewers to provide anonymous tips to law enforcement officials involved in the investigations.




FBI “Top Ten Fugitives” and other wanted fugitives are routinely profiled on AMW , both when added to the “Top Ten” list and when updates warrant additional publicity. As a direct result of the AMW broadcasts, to date, 17 “Top Ten Fugitives” have been arrested.
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Some AMW 

“Top Ten Fugitive” 

successes: 

(L to R) 

Steven Ray Stout, 

Rickey Allen Bright, 

Pedro Luis Estrada , 

Tony Ray Amati, 

Lee Nell Carter. 
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David James Roberts was the first “Top Ten” capture attributable to AMW on its first regularly scheduled broadcast







Famous Cases:
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Thomas James Holden
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“Top Ten” Program’s First Success







By the time Thomas Holden made the list, the FBI was well acquainted with him. Holden had been convicted of robbing a mail train back in the late 1920s. He was a product of the “easy days” before the rampant, lawless gangs of the Midwest were curbed by federal statutes expanding the FBI’s authority to combat crime.
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