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SCIENCE & MEDICINE

When a stranger 
plucked a 12-year-old girl 
off a neighborhood street 
near Cockeysville Middle 
School, it raised concerns 
about kidnapping and hu-
man trafficking. 

In reality, human traf-
ficking rarely involves peo-
ple not already known to 
the victims and their fami-
lies, Ashley McAree, a fo-
rensic nurse with Greater 
Baltimore Medical Center, 
told The Baltimore Sun. 
Knowing the difference 
between the myths and re-
ality could help save some-
one’s life. 

Despite the scary head-
lines, she said most victims 
are not girls, or even chil-
dren, so who are they? 

The United Nations’ In-
ternational Labour Organi-
zation estimates that traf-
fickers victimize more 
than 27 million people 
worldwide. Of those, 77% 
work in forced labor, com-
pared to 23% in sex trades. 
More than half are male, 
although 78% of those traf-
ficked for sex work are fe-
male and 92% are adults. 
Within forced labor, 27% 
are children and 67% are 
male. The Department of 
Homeland Security re-
ports that there are no re-
liable estimates of human 
trafficking within the 
United States, but cases 
have been reported in all 
50 states, Washington, D.C. 

Anyone who is a victim 
or suspects trafficking can 
get help from the National 
Human Trafficking Hot-
line: 1-888-373-7888. 

This week, GBMC’s Sex-
ual Assault Forensic Ex-
amination, Domestic Vio-
lence and Child Protection 
program hosted interna-
tional leaders on the topic 
of human trafficking in 
their Friedman Confer-
ence Center. We inter-
viewed McAree about the 
threat of trafficking and 
how Maryland residents 
might recognize and inter-
vene to help victims of 
trafficking. The interview 
is edited for length and 
clarity. 

There’s a lot of myths 
around kidnapping and 
human trafficking. It’s ac-
tually very rare when a vic-
tim of kidnapping is sold 
into the sex trade and dis-
appears. We have ideas in 
our minds about what it’s 
going to look like. But a lot 
of times, the victim already 
knows their trafficker. It 
could be their boyfriend or 
intimate partner. 

Today, with social me-
dia, trafficking could hap-
pen without the victim 
even leaving their house. 

A lot of things you see on 
social media are based on 
myths and conspiracy 
theories. 

What we’re seeing in 
Baltimore is more situa-
tions where the victim 
knows their trafficker. For 
the most part, traffickers 
don’t yank someone off the 
street. They spend time 

grooming them and pre-
paring them for trafficking. 

What does human 
trafficking look like? 

For children, signs in-
clude being frequently ab-
sent from school, if they’re 
in possession of money or 
items of value they could 
not afford, or changes in 
behavior, such as losing in-
terest in sports or activities 
they used to enjoy. The 
regular presence of any in-
dividual in their life that 
you’re not familiar with is 
also a warning sign. 

Runaways and foster 
care kids are especially 
vulnerable. They might ex-
change sex for food, cloth-
ing or a place to stay, but 
anyone under the age of 18 
who trades money for sex 
is considered a victim of 
trafficking. 

Look for signs of physi-

cal abuse, or a controlling 
influence, regardless of 
their age. 

If they appear fearful of 
the person they’re with, or 
someone appears to be 
controlling them; if they 
appear to be monitored or 
tracked on their phone or 
have to check in every 
hour, or if they are not able 
to talk freely, those are red 
flags. 

Labor trafficking is 
much more prevalent, es-
pecially with adults. The 
victims are often coerced 
into working for little or no 
pay, or they owe excessive 
amounts of debt to their 
employer. 

We see a lot of labor traf-
ficking in nail salons, spa 
therapy, agriculture and 
factory work. 

A lot of times, the victim 
will get a job offer and may 
have to relocate for that 

work. Then, when they get 
there, their identification, 
passport and phone are 
taken from them. They’re 
often forced to work for lit-
tle or no pay and long 
hours. 

The employer might 
trap them with debt, like if 
they paid for the victim’s 
travel, they’ll tell them, 
‘You have to work that off.’ 
But then they’ll keep add-
ing debt. They might say, 
‘You’ve been staying in this 
house without paying rent. 
You owe me for that.’ In re-
ality, they’ll never escape 
that debt. 

What can you do about 
it? 

It’s very important that 
safety is always the first 
priority. Call 911 first if 
there is an emergency or 
an immediate threat. If the 
victim is under 18 and 

there’s a reasonable suspi-
cion, call the police and 
child protective services 
immediately. 

With adults, it can be 
more complex. If you re-
port an adult without their 
consent, just like with do-
mestic violence, you could 
put them in more danger. 
Try to talk to them alone, 
not with another person 
present. But don’t pressure 
them to talk to you or an-
swer your questions. 

If a community member 
starts seeing a lot of traffic 
going into one house, or 
suspicious people in their 
community, call the police 
non-emergency line and 
describe what you’re see-
ing. 

Have a news tip? Contact 
Karl Hille at 443-900-
7891 or khille@balt-
sun.com.

How to detect human trafficking and what to do about it
By Karl Hille

Ashley McAree is one of seven nurses in Greater Baltimore Medical Center’s Sexual Assault Forensic Examination program who specializes in pediatrics. 
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Want to live forever? Scientists search for ways to slow the aging process

Ageless tales of a foun-
tain of youth predate the 
fabricated obsession at-
tributed to 16th century 
explorer Ponce de Leon by 
more than 6,000 years. Im-
mortality continues to fas-
cinate people like the Bel-
gian teen with two PhDs, 
Laurent Simons, who 
plans to use artificial intel-
ligence to find ways to ex-
tend human life. 

While we wait to check 
in on Laurent, here are 
some promising studies 
into slowing aging. 

Vitamin B12 may shape 
metabolism and aging 

Already associated with 
nerve health and red blood 
cells, Vitamin B12 appears 
to influence how the body 
maintains muscle mass 
and produces energy, re-
searchers from Cornell 
University found. 

They identified how B12 
supports cellular metabo-
lism, giving muscles 
power, and how it helps re-
veal nutritional deficien-
cies before an aging person 
would start losing muscle 
mass. 

“It’s highly relevant be-
cause muscles have high 

energy demands,” corre-
sponding author Martha 
Field, of Cornell’s Division 
of Nutritional Sciences and 
College of Human Ecology, 
told SciTechDaily. “This is 
the first study that shows 
B12 deficiency affects 
skeletal muscle mitochon-
drial energy production.” 

The research confirmed 
a hunch from co-author 
Anna Thalacker-Mercer 
from the University of Ala-
bama at Birmingham, that 
B12 supplements would 
help aged mice improve 
muscle mitochondrial 
function. Their study, pub-
lished in The Journal of 
Nutrition in March, also 
tied deficiency to lower 
muscle mass and strength. 

Previous research had 
shown that B12 affects 
more visible results of de-
ficiency, including megalo-
blastic anemia, neuropathy 
and cognitive decline, but 
this study gets into the un-
derlying cellular processes. 

Sleep rhythms linked 
to biological aging 

Regular daily sleep pat-
terns measured by smart 
watches matched up with 
signs of slower aging cap-
tured in blood tests from 
the same patients, Johns 

Hopkins researchers 
found. 

Subjects who sleep 
through the night with 
fewer midday naps or late-
night snacks showed bet-
ter measurements of aging 
indicators in the blood. 
The study analyzed 207 
adults in the long-running 
Baltimore Epidemiologic 
Catchment Area cohort 
study, with an average age 
of 68. 

“Our findings suggest 
rest-activity rhythms may 
be useful markers of the 
rate of physiological aging 
in adults. If supported by 
future research, these 
rhythms might emerge as 
potential targets for inter-
ventions to slow the aging 
process,” Adam Spira, 
study co-senior author and 
a professor in the Bloom-
berg School’s Department 
of Mental Health, said in a 
release. 

Sleep cycles typically 
weaken in later life, but the 
biological decline of an 
older adult may not match 
their chronological age. 
Long-term factors such as 
high blood sugar, inflam-
mation and smoking accel-
erate aging throughout the 
body, they reported. Mod-
ern blood tests measure 

this “physiological aging” 
by analyzing changes in 
epigenetic markers — 
small chemical modifica-
tions on DNA chains that 
change over time. 

The study may not apply 
to the general aging popu-
lation, the authors suggest, 
because participants were 
older adults who were still 
healthy enough to partici-
pate in the cohort. Future 
research will attempt to tie 
the effects of sleep inter-
ventions to improved ag-
ing. 

They published their 
work on May 7 in JAMA 
Network Open. 

Be like the Greenland 
shark? 

When it comes to aging 
gracefully, few can beat the 
Greenland shark’s esti-
mated 300-year average 
lifespan. New studies show 
that the shark, which lurks 
in deep, cold waters near 
the Arctic Circle and was 
once thought nearly blind, 
sees well into old age in 
dim light, and its heart 
functions normally for 
more than a century de-
spite showing the normal 
scars of age. 

“Remarkably, despite 
showing multiple canoni-

cal markers of aging such 
as fibrosis, lipofuscin accu-
mulation, and oxidative 
stress, ... individuals ap-
peared healthy and physio-
logically uncompromised 
at the time of capture,“ the 
German researchers 
wrote. They speculate that 
the Greenland shark 
evolved resilience to mo-
lecular and tissue damage 
over time. 

Greenland sharks live 
life in the slow lane. Their 
hearts beat about once 
every twelve seconds, they 
grow less than a half-inch 
per year, and don’t reach 
sexual maturity until their 
150th birthday, well after 
the observed heart damage 
takes hold, according to 
Scientific American. 

They analyzed heart tis-
sue from Greenland sharks 
caught by fishing vessels 
and estimated at 100 to 155 
years old. They compared 
the sharks’ hearts to those 
of smaller, deep-sea velvet 
belly lantern sharks and 
short-lived African tur-
quoise killifish, which are 
often studied as a model 
for accelerated aging. The 
comparison species did 
not show the same heart 
damage from aging. 

They published their 

findings in the journal Ag-
ing Cell in April. 

Another international 
study published in Nature 
Communications in Janu-
ary shows that Greenland 
sharks actively track light 
and movement and their 
retinas show no obvious 
signs of age-related decay. 

“Evolutionarily speak-
ing, you don’t keep the or-
gan that you don’t need,” 
Dorota Skowronska-
Krawczyk, a co-author 
from the University of 
California, Irvine, said in a 
statement. “After watching 
many videos, I realized 
this animal is moving its 
eyeball toward the light.” 

The researchers hope 
their work can help un-
cover how the sharks pre-
serve their vision and 
someday be applied to 
studies of age-related vi-
sion loss in people. 

“We can learn so much 
about vision and longevity 
from long-lived species 
like the Greenland shark,” 
co-author Emily Tom, a 
UC Irvine Ph.D. candidate, 
said in the same release. 

Have a news tip? Contact 
Karl Hille at 443-900-
7891 or khille@balt-
sun.com.

By Karl Hille

A unique circular DNA 
molecule found in human 
feces can be used to moni-
tor leaks from aging sewer 
infrastructure and predict 
future collapses, such as 
the one that contaminated 
the Potomac River in Janu-
ary, researchers at Morgan 
State University say. 

“If you want to find out if 
it’s coming from a human 
source, you can target this 
marker,“ said Samendra 
Sherchan, professor of en-
vironmental biotechnology 

and environmental health 
sciences at Morgan State. 
“This new molecular test 
is highly efficient and cost-
effective compared to lab 
culture tests,“ which meas-
ure which bacteria grow 
over time from a sample. 

His work focuses on a 
specific plasmid, a circular 
strand of DNA found com-
monly in human digestive 
tracts that bacteria use as 
a sort of biological survival 
toolkit. The plasmid, 
known as pBI143, is com-
mon in human digestive 
systems, but not found in 

waste from birds or ani-
mals. 

Sherchan said the tech-
nology for identifying this 
molecule returns results in 
less than a day, compared 
to 24-hours for Environ-
mental Protection Agency-
mandated bacterial culture 
tests used to validate the 
safety of beaches and wa-
terways for recreation. The 
testing is also similar to 
near-real-time monitoring 
technology installed in the 
Baltimore Inner Harbor in 
April, he added, though 
that technology does not 

identify the source of the 
bacteria. 

Public utilities could test 
for this molecule to pre-
vent future spills like the 
one that dumped 243 mil-
lion gallons of sewage into 
the Potomac in January, he 
said. By efficiently moni-
toring water downstream 
from aging sections of 
sewer systems, Sherchan 
said, a utility could keep 
tabs on old pipes that are 
likely to leak long before 
they collapse. 

Announcing Maryland’s 
lawsuit over the Potomac 

spill in April, Attorney 
General Anthony Brown 
said in a statement that 
“DC Water knew this ag-
ing infrastructure was cor-
roding, yet it delayed re-
pairs and failed in its duty 
to protect this treasured 
waterway.” 

The new test would also 
help monitor the success 
of the Potomac cleanup, he 
said. “If you want to find 
out if the contamination is 
coming from human 
sources, we can target this 
marker.” 

Sherchan, who also di-

rects Morgan State’s Cen-
ter of Research Excellence 
in Wastewater Based Epi-
demiology, continues to re-
fine testing for the plas-
mid. He and colleagues 
published their initial find-
ings in Total Environment 
Microbiology last June. 
More testing is needed to 
confirm the plasmid as a 
reliable human-specific 
marker, they wrote. 

Have a news tip? Contact 
Karl Hille at 443-900-
7891 or khille@balt-
sun.com.

Morgan State testing tool could predict future sewer spills, researcher says
By Karl Hille


