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Author’s Note


All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official positions or views of the US government. Nothing in the contents should be construed as asserting or implying US government authentication of information or endorsement of the author’s views.




Introduction


HISTORY IS FILLED WITH ACCOUNTS OF people who have disappeared. From the early days of American history there were mysterious tales such as that of the Roanoke colony which disappeared while it waited for supplies from England. To this day, historians speculate about what happened to the group of just over one hundred English settlers. Sometimes the reasons for disappearances are obvious such as that of Amelia Earhart, who vanished while on a solo airplane flight around the world. Other people while hiking in the forest become lost and are never seen again. And then there are the people who disappear not as a result of misadventure but because they need to hide.


An examination of people who have managed to escape shows that the best way not to be found is to isolate yourself from your world. This presents enormous risks as technology is advancing so quickly. The small place that you have chosen may be found from a satellite image, from a helicopter, or even a drone. Then there are the curious hikers who may get lost from their track as they are searching for a great adventure and find themselves in the middle of your new home. Unless you’re Eric Rudolph, the domestic terrorist who bombed the 1996 Atlanta Olympics and then took to the woods before being found in 2003, you likely won’t want to just live out in the woods somewhere.


Our culture often glamorizes those who have taken flight whether from law enforcement or criminal gangs. In Mafia films it’s often called “going on the lam” or “going to the mattresses.” Many people still remember the Simon and Garfunkel hit song “Somewhere They Can’t Find Me” which romanticizes the story of a young criminal who bids farewell to his girlfriend by telling her that his “life seems unreal” as he is forced to fly down the highway. Contemporary fiction, for the purposes of entertainment, often examines the issue of disappearances. One of the best is the author Thomas Perry who in the novel Vanishing Act introduced a character named Jane Whitefield who is a Native American guide who works to helps desperate people escape from enemies who want them dead. As a member of a clan of the Seneca tribe, she has a supportive network of people who can provide a safe haven while she provides her clients with new identities that are backed up by authentic paperwork. With her special skills, she can create deceptive trails that will defeat those who pursue her clients. Her motives are pure and she does not work for money, while her clients are not criminals, but honest people who can no longer survive with their real identities. Though Jane Whitfield is a fictional character, there are certainly people who, for a price, can help someone disappear.


Several decades ago, there was a popular television series entitled The Fugitive. It was the story of a doctor, Richard Kimble, who was wrongly convicted for the murder of his wife. The starting point for the program is when he escapes custody and has to hide from the police while searching for the one-armed man who actually killed his wife. In 1993, the story was made into a very popular movie and, as in the television series, viewers were encouraged to cheer for the fugitive.


People disappear for a variety of reasons. In the world of intelligence operations, agents often need to disappear when they have accomplished their mission. And then there are the unhappy spouses who want to start a new life unencumbered by the consequences of a failed union. Some disappearances are understandable and fully justified while others may involve a flight from justice if you are being sought for a criminal action. Prospects for eluding the police are reasonably promising. A key factor is the severity of the crime for which you are being sought. Something like aggravated assault will not place a person on the FBI Most Wanted list, whereas kidnapping, murder, or bank robbery will ensure your prominence. Because law enforcement agencies have limited resources, many cases simply disappear through official inattention. In an area like Las Vegas, each year more than 400,000 arrest warrants are issued, a brief search may be undertaken in the city, and then the warrants are forgotten. For fugitives whose crimes are lesser and have not generated public outrage, the most likely way in which they will be caught is in a routine traffic stop or some other mundane event. Otherwise, for most people on the run, freedom begins at the county line.


Our freedom may begin at the Canadian border since it is relatively easy to leave the United States if you are the object of a police search. There is no border coverage at all in remote areas of Maine, Minnesota, Montana, and North Dakota, so a fugitive can simply walk into Canada. Because of a relatively open southern border, it is also possible to make it into Mexico. However, both Canadian and Mexican authorities are alert to the presence of such fugitives and usually will quickly apprehend and imprison them.


American authorities have expressed concern about the problem of criminal suspects who have found havens in Canada and Mexico. US Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) has lobbied for a strengthening of the US-Mexico extradition treaty because it omits many serious crimes. The US Justice Department has established special initiatives to apprehend border-crossing fugitives.


Perhaps most frequently discussed is the person who needs to disappear because he is being sought by the police for some criminal act he committed. Depending on the severity of the charges he faces, this person is highly motivated and is especially aware of the desperation of his situation. A failure of his flight plan can mean confinement in a correctional institution for many years or perhaps even execution. People in this category, as fugitives from justice, stand out on statistical summaries because they are reported. From the internet, you can get an approximate number for this category on a given date. The unhappy spouses or the people whose lives have become too difficult are not necessarily counted so the internet cannot tell us how large this community may be. What we do know is that, according to the National Missing and Unidentified Persons database, more than 600,000 people of all ages go missing every year in the United States and well over four thousand unidentified bodies are found each year. Some cases, like that of Elizabeth Smart, get national attention but most cases never get much more than brief local attention. Most of the approximately 600,000 cases are resolved because the people returned or were determined to have died of natural causes. In many cases, the alleged disappearance was nothing more than a misunderstanding. When all of this is sorted out it means that each year around two thousand people actually disappear.


There are numerous cases in which adults just decide to leave friends, family, and other connections behind in order to start over. This is not illegal, and someone’s absence will not likely attract police attention. Police involvement will occur if it is a child who has gone missing or a dementia patient who is likely to die of exposure if not located. In recent years there has been a decline in the reported number of missing persons in the United States. One reason for this is the improvement in our ability to communicate through programs such as the Amber Alert and the installation of closed circuit cameras in most large cities.


Kidnapping is an important factor in disappearances each year. This is a significant issue with missing children, as 1,435 children are kidnapped each year. Most of these cases are family members kidnapping a child. Because the perpetrator is a family member, the authorities will report less information. More serious are kidnappings by non-family members. Each year there are more than two hundred such abductions and these are cases that get more attention. Kidnappings of adults are more common and each year FBI statistics indicate that approximately sixty-five thousand adults are apparently kidnapped. Since a kidnapping will involve the FBI, a fake kidnapping is never a good cover for a person who simply wants to disappear.


The plight of the abused spouse is a frequent situation requiring the spouse to disappear. Abused women continually face threats that require them to acquire a new identity or to find a new residence. Their pursuers are not likely to be law enforcement officials who would follow the law and behave in a predictable manner. It is more likely to be a vengeful former partner who will be not subjected to legal limitations in their efforts to track down the fugitive spouse or girlfriend. They will do the searching themselves or, if they have the resources, they will enlist the aid of a professional. In either case, the pursuit will be much more brutal.


Closely related to the abused spouse category are victims of stalkers. According to the Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network, each year more than three million people are victims of stalkers. Approximately 250,000 are eventually raped or killed by their stalker. While most victims of stalkers do not have to go into hiding, many do and must disappear from their home communities.


In more recent circumstances many people feel the need to go underground for political reasons. The acrimonious political environment in the United States, for example, has led to a situation in which officials and politicians label their adversaries as either traitors or even terrorists. While it is difficult to predict if this bitter political divide will persist, many people are being denied internet platforms because authorities suggested their rhetoric “might” lead some people to become violent. Others also face severe economic deprivations as their victorious political adversaries use their economic power to suppress their vanquished foes. As of now, some people have discussed flight as a future option. It may well be that our hostile political, social, and cultural environment will create an entirely new class of political refugees. As will be discussed later, political fugitives became a common phenomenon during the years of anti-Vietnam war protests when dissidents engaged in bombing, hijackings, and armored car robberies. The perpetrators of these actions typically fled, assumed new identities, or even went overseas to Canada, Cuba, or Algeria.


Even for those not in full flight from some sort of political repression, the ease with which the government can monitor all of our communications is a growing concern. Thousands if not millions of people have abandoned many of the established and most powerful social platforms. The economic losses suffered by Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are considerable. Critics have turned to other platforms in which there is less fear of censorship. Among the most successful of these alternatives was Parler. By coordinating their repressive responses, the social media giants, including Amazon, were able to effectively destroy Parler within just a few days. When WhatsApp released a new privacy policy that gave Facebook access to WhatsApp data, many people turned to Telegram and Signal as more secure and less censored platforms. An advantage of Signal is that only your phone number is linked to you. Telegram will link your name, your number, contact list, and user ID. Telegram also requires users to opt into its “secret chat” if you want your messages to be decryptable only by the recipient. Otherwise, you will have less privacy than on Signal. By contrast, WhatsApp collects a much wider range of data on users, including their locations and interests meaning that you have minimal privacy. Signal is funded by the non-profit Signal Foundation and Telegram is funded by the social media billionaire Pavel Durov.


The continuing dramatic growth of surveillance system undermines the privacy of most individuals, whether they are criminals or law-abiding citizens. The surveillance grid includes highly sophisticated security cameras with facial recognition capabilities. Behavior that might look suspicious can generate a computer search that within seconds can produce an exhaustive summary of every aspect of your life. Tech empires such as Microsoft and Motorola can compile an enormous volume of information including everything from social media to police records. Working with other corporate entities, they have created fusion systems that can link surveillance grids not just in the United States but in other nations around the world. Fusion systems can bring together data from an unimaginable number of sources. They operate on a “correlation engine” that can identify behavioral patterns that will identify the likely suspects for almost any criminal activity. The engine can do much more than search for criminals. It can also analyze the political, social, and economic activities of private citizens in such a way as to generate a profile that will allow authorities to place them within carefully defined categories based on their expressed political attitudes. There is also a joint European surveillance system that can monitor anything regarded as hate speech or nationalistic attitudes.


It is important to note that if your privacy requirements can be met by platforms like Telegram and Signal, you are not in the difficult situation of someone who needs to actually disappear. These devices are useful for those who have a need for privacy but have not yet been reduced to using things that are drawn from the world of spycraft. In short, they do not need to disappear but only to keep a low profile that would help shield them from the sort of intense scrutiny that might prompt them to disappear. As long as their activities do not raise suspicion, discretion will help them avoid becoming a full-time refugee. Keeping a low profile provides protection from police observation but can help you avoid the interest of criminals who hope to prey on you.


Other people seek to flee from their current environment for the most mundane and excusable of reasons. With the advent of widespread and severe COVID restrictions in 2020, many New York residents took flight to escape these difficult conditions. Often that flight was an inward examination of simple things such as the organization of their apartments. By contrast, many urban dwellers hope to find a better location, not wishing to actually disappear but rather to find what would be regarded as “greener pastures.” The architects of their flight were not the purveyors of new identities, but simply architects who specialized in a renewed, innovative use of resources. Their pursuer was not someone intent on imprisoning or killing them but simply the stressful conditions of their city in the COVID era. As a result, people like this do not fall into the category of “disappeared” and are not being pursued by law enforcement authorities.


Such people will cite the desire to limit their carbon footprint or to live closer to nature. Their motivations and methods are not the products of desperation but the lessons of their reinvention of themselves are relevant to the fugitive being sought by other people, rather than a pandemic. Individuals who are mostly concerned about personal happiness in the most trivial sense will still want access to some modern conveniences. New Zealand residents recently boasted about founding an entire island that is off-grid and is home to a mere eight hundred residents. They are required to generate their own power and to develop sewage and water systems. Their goal is comfort while that of a fugitive is survival. Nonetheless, these are issues with which the fugitive must contend so the knowledge is valuable.


Whether you are a concerned environmentalist, an emergency prepper, or a potential fugitive, you have to undertake planning if you are serious about surviving. This may involve identification of what will become your “bug out” location. By locating a place to which you can flee, you will be able to stock the supplies needed for long-term survival off the grid. While planning ahead is prudent, it is important to note that there are some important disadvantages in this scenario. If your flight is prompted by a widespread societal breakdown, there is a strong possibility that criminal gangs who have learned that you have made careful plans will follow you to that hidden location. If you fail to detect the presence of such gangs, you will be at their mercy. You will certainly lose your supplies and possibly your life.


If you are operating during a societal breakdown, another possibility is that roads to your escape will be blocked. This could happen because of a police lockdown or, more likely, the activities of gangs planning to attack people who are fleeing from a city. Because police forces will be severely stretched during such a time, travelers who encounter gang blockades on the highway will not be able to count on police protection. If your flight is prompted by a natural disaster, this is another instance in which you may not be able to get to your hidden sanctuary.


Regardless of the reasons for your disappearance, the planning process is daunting. You have to make basic decisions about whether you will hide in plain sight or escape into the wilderness. If hiding in plain sight in the United States, there are some crucial considerations in your selection process. States with large, diverse populations are more promising. The existence of a well-developed system of mass transit is something else that helps the fugitive. New Jersey, Ohio, and Florida offer these advantages as well as already having large populations of fugitive felons.


It is also important that you consider international flight. This is especially difficult but does offer the prospect of living in reasonable comfort in another part of the world. If an international flight is what you prefer, the next step is to identify regions of specific countries. That means you must understand conditions in those nations so you can pick one that is likely to be more welcoming. The range of possibilities has varied greatly over time. In the immediate post-World War II era, few places were more welcoming than Tangiers, Morocco. When order was restored, Marseilles, France, emerged as an attractive prospect since it was under the control of French organized crime groups. In the 1970s, Thailand became a highly favored destination with Paraguay gaining prominence in the next decade. After 2000, Lagos, Nigeria, gained a reputation that was attractive to many fugitives, although the Nigerian criminal environment eventually began to discourage all but the most vicious of fugitives. In general, fugitives were drawn to places in which the concept of extradition was very important and the local environment was suitably chaotic. With this, Malta, Yugoslavia, and the divided Cyprus gained in popularity.


Because of its proximity to the United States, many people think of Mexico as a suitable place of refuge. Because the country is associated with considerable lawless behavior, there is an assumption that an American could easily live there as a fugitive. This is actually far from the truth. Extradition laws in Mexico are similar to those in any state in the US and Mexican authorities are not sympathetic to American criminals who select their country as a safe haven.


Speculation about countries that might be suitable homes for fugitives usually focused on three issues. The first is population density of the country. If you hope to avoid human interaction, you would want to avoid nations with large, congested populations. A second issue is distance from the United States. A place like Canada, which is next door to the US, is not as attractive as a country in Africa where you are less likely to encounter fellow Americans. The final issue relates to the existence of an extradition treaty with the United States. Mexico has a well-defined extradition treaty with the US and should probably be dismissed as a possible haven for felons who are on the run. There are approximately seventy-five nations that do not have extradition treaties with the United States. Most prominent among this group are several former republics of the USSR. Russia is best known in this respect since providing a safe haven for NSA whistleblower Edward Snowden. Other post-Soviet states with no extradition treaties are Moldova, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Ukraine. Not surprisingly, the Peoples Republic of China and Libya are also on this list.


The countries which offer the best prospects for fugitives are not in Europe but, for the most part, in the Third World. That does not mean that a person could not live in relative comfort in most of the locations. Kuwait and Lebanon are prosperous and enjoy modern amenities such as good health care as well as beautiful scenery. A fugitive with a reasonable amount of money could have a comfortable life in Kuwait and Lebanon. Bangladesh features a pleasant mix of Indian and Asian culture. Burundi and Rwanda offer mountains and lakes. Rwanda, which was known for devastating atrocities in ethnic fighting in the 1990s has enjoyed a remarkable recovery and is now an attractive locale for the discerning fugitive. The same can be said for Vietnam, which has recovered from decades of conflict and has become an attractive tourist destination, as well as good place for fugitives. The South Asian Maldives islands are most frequently cited as the most comfortable get away for a person who is on the run from US authorities. Even non-fugitives are attracted to what is regarded as one of the world’s most beautiful locations for either a short tourist visit or a life-time safe haven.
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