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Suite Nothings
Hotel workers are trained to look for signs of human trafficking during the Super Bowl, but innocent “guests” 
have nothing to worry about. Really.  

By Jeremy Lybarger  

Imagine you work the front 
desk at a San Francisco hotel. One eve-
ning, a few days before the Super Bowl, a 
man checks in, accompanied by a young 
child with no luggage. The child is very 
quiet; the man pays in cash. It could be 
innocent enough — a father traveling 
with his tired daughter — but after be-

ing trained to rec-
ognize the 

subtleties of human trafficking, you 
might not hesitate to call the cops.

Last week, reps from the FBI, the 
Department of Homeland Security, 
the California Attorney General’s 
Office, and District Attorneys from 
nine Bay Area counties kicked off San 
Francisco’s “human trafficking aware-

ness” campaign. (And this 
week, in the Tenderloin, 
the city will debut 
No Traffic Ahead, a 

multi-agency outreach and advertising 
initiative to spotlight human traffick-
ing in our own backyards.) Officials 
were quick to note the campaign coin-
cides with Human Trafficking Aware-
ness Month and is not related to the 
Super Bowl. 

“[Trafficking] occurs every day, ev-
erywhere,” says Supervisor Katy Tang, 
who has written several laws to restrict 
prostitution in the city’s massage 
parlors. 

But conventional wisdom says traf-
ficking goes into overdrive during big 
events like the Super Bowl. Last year, 
law enforcement in Arizona — where 
Super Bowl 49 was held in Glendale — 
arrested 360 suspected johns and 68 
alleged traffickers. In what’s become a 
predictable pageant, host cities vow to  
crack down on traffickers and report 
successful sting operations, but rarely 
provide comparative data to help ob-
servers put those arrests in context.

“I haven’t seen solid facts from any 
of the groups, just the potential that 
[trafficking] can happen,” says Kevin 
Carroll, executive director of the Hotel 
Council of San Francisco, a trade group 
that represents more than 250 hotels 
in the city.

In October, San Francisco hospitali-
ty organizations — including the Hotel 
Council — met with law enforcement 
and the Super Bowl 50 Host Com-
mittee for training in how to identify 

human trafficking. The idea is that 
everyone on staff, from the kitchen 
to the management, needs to remain 
vigilant about noticing “questionable 
behavior.”

The takeaway, Carroll says, is a 
slogan familiar to anyone in post-9/11 
America: If you see something, say 
something. 

But according to the training, 
housekeepers and room service atten-
dants in the city’s more than 34,000 
hotel rooms should deem behavior 
that runs the gamut from the afore-
mentioned children without luggage to 
adults who “appear to be under some-
one else’s control” as “suspicious.” 

Given such slippery criteria, is the 
city worried about the potential for 
unduly panicked hotel staff? 

“It’s not like we’re saying, ‘If this 
person has a beard, then they’re a dan-
ger.’ We aren’t giving people egregious 
tips,” Tang says, adding that rescuing a 
trafficked victim outweighs the risk of 
offending a law-abiding guest.

She draws a parallel to the Golden 
Gate Bridge, where sightseers without 
a camera, backpack, or jogging apparel 
could be questioned by authorities. 
(“There’s the risk of suicide,” she ex-
plains.)

A word of advice if you’re planning 
a sexy hotel tryst on Super Bowl week-
end: Leave the handcuffs at home.
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A wet Dry
El Niño has brought 
snowpack to just about 
normal, hinting at a drier 
future.

The green hills and flooded 
driveways aside, it’s been a dry-
ish winter. According to the state 
Department of Water Resources, 
instead of a drought-quenching 
torrent, El Niño has delivered to 
San Francisco only 90 percent of 
the rainfall seen in a “normal” 
year as of Monday.

Meanwhile, snowpack in 
the Sierras is just barely above 
average for this time of year. 
This means that not only is the 
drought not over — most of 
California is still officially in a 
state of “exceptional drought,” 
according to the official U.S. 
Drought Monitor — it may just 
be beginning.

The four-year drought has 
left the state with a two-year 
water deficit, according to UC 
Berkeley professor B. Lynn 
Ingram, a geologist who special-
izes in paleoclimatology. That 
means the state needs another 
El Niño just like this one in 
order to refill reservoirs and 
replenish groundwater — yet 
some scientists think next year 
will bring a dry La Niña instead, 
leading Ingram to deliver a dire 
pronouncement.

“It’s not likely we’ll come 
out of this drought,” she told 
university press organ Berkeley 
News last week.

Optimists will point out the 
wettest weather the “worst” 
of El Niño will deliver is yet to 
come. The 1997-98 El Niño was 
strongest in January through 
March, and Ingram believes 
precipitation will be at “170 
percent of normal” for the year 
thanks to those months.

Nonetheless, that won’t 
come close to replenishing the 
groundwater drained during the 
last four years. Instead, in part 
due to increasing evaporation 
thanks to climate change, Cali-
fornia is likely entering a period 
of extended dry, Ingram said. 
Better save some of that drive-
way runoff for later. Chris 
Roberts

The sanctuary 
shuffle 
New Sheriff Vicki Hennessy 
has pledged to change the 
city’s policy of not talking to 
immigration officials ... but to 
what?

Ross Mirkarimi is no longer 
Sheriff, but his controversial order bar-
ring deputies from tipping off immi-
gration when a jail inmate eligible for 
deportation is released is still at the 
center of a debate over San Francisco’s 
“Sanctuary City” policy.

The fatal shooting this summer 
of Kate Steinle by Juan Francisco 
Lopez-Sanchez — a homeless, undoc-
umented Mexican national who had 
been sprung from County Jail a few 
months prior — became a campaign 

prop for the likes of Donald Trump. 
It may also have been the final straw 
for Mirkarimi in the eyes of voters, 
who elected current Sheriff Vicki 
Hennessy to replace him by a 2-to-1 
margin in November.

At least, that’s how Supervisor 
John Avalos sees it. 

“Last year, the whole Sanctuary 
City got criticized [and] used as a tool 
to bash [Mirkarimi],” Avalos said. “It 
was used to show he was coddling im-
migrants in the jail system — it was 
turned into a campaign issue.”

On the campaign trail, Hennessy 
pledged to rescind the memo and 
reopen communication between her 
deputies and officials with Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement (ICE). 

She didn’t say how or when, nor 
has she offered further detail since 
taking office — except that “the sanc-
tuary policy will be different,” she 
told KRON-4 in a recent interview. 

As of press time Tuesday, she still 
had yet to specify, and Mirkarimi’s 
memo was still in effect.

“The change has not happened 
yet,” said Eileen Hurst, Hennessy’s 
chief of staff, who added that the new 
sheriff will “bring the immigrant ad-
vocate community into the loop.”

Currently not in the loop, how-
ever, are advocates like Avalos, who 
says he’s received “mixed messages” 
from Hennessy’s crew. 

“She hasn’t given me any clear 
indication as to what changes she’s 
making,” he said. “She says, on the 
one hand, she would follow the will 
of the Board of Supervisors. And on 
the other, she would like to have dis-
cretion over what she called ‘career 
criminals.’”

In general, dropping a dime to 
immigration when a deportation-el-
igible inmate is released flies in the 
face of the city’s entire Sanctuary 

City policy.
“We don’t believe deportation is 

a tool of public safety,” Avalos says. 
“She says quite the opposite.”

But on one aspect of the city’s 
immigration policy, Avalos and 
Hennessy seem to be in agreement. 
Avalos has proposed a law that 
would bar the city’s  participation 
in the federal “Priority Enforcement 
Program,” which would allow federal 
immigration authorities  to take cus-
tody of certain convicted criminals. 

Hennessy also opposes PEP, say-
ing it provides too much latitude for 
federal immigration agents to make 
“snap judgements.”

It remains to be seen if that 
shared opposition to PEP will trans-
late to agreement on other aspects of 
Sheriff department policy — or if the 
Board will make Hennessy’s tough 
choices for her. Greg Zeman
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