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Berrien County Prosecutor Amy Byrd
talks with middle and high school
students at River Valley School about
cyber safety

“You Could Have Heard a Pin Drop”
Berrien County Prosecutor Amy Byrd talks to students about cyber safety

     For Berrien County Prosecutor Amy Byrd,
talking to local students about cyber safety has
become an ongoing conversation. As the 2025-
26 school year progressed, Prosecutor Byrd
was at River Valley School, north of Three
Oaks, to discuss prevention and awareness
with middle school and high school students
and to reassure them that her office and law
enforcement are equipped to help them if they
ever become victims of online sexual extortion
or other cyber crimes. The visit to River Valley
was one of several conversations with local
students that began when Byrd took office in
2024. 
     Prosecutor Byrd covered several areas with
the River Valley students, like how some
artificial intelligence (AI) content generated by
teens can place them in legal jeopardy and put
their academic and professional futures on the

line, the ways predators are targeting teens through phones and computers, and
consideration of the image teens want of themselves on social media.  Byrd believes an
elevated awareness of cyber safety among teens is necessary. “We should put at least
as much care and prevention into safe cellphone use,” she says, “as we do driving a
car.” 
(“Pin Drop,” continued on page 4)
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Community Engagement

Trunk-or-treat season saw prosecutors out in their communities, passing out candy and
information.  In Clinton County, above left, Prosecutor Tony Spagnuolo, right, was joined
by victim advocates Becky Miller, center, and Kasey Heckman, left, at a Voice of Clinton
County’s Children event in St. Johns.  Meanwhile, Kent County Prosecutor Chris Becker,
above right, appeared as Gru from “Despicable Me” at the trunk-or-treat put on by the
West Grand Neighborhood Association in Grand Rapids.

The team from Berrien
County Prosecutor Amy
Byrd’s office was out in
November helping neighbors
with yard work through the
local Rake-a-Difference
program, which assists
community members who
need some help raking leaves
and getting their property
ready for the Michigan
winter.
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     Iosco County Prosecutor Jim
Bacarella coordinated a human
trafficking training in Tawas City
this fall that attracted more than
70 participants. Attendees
included representatives from law
enforcement, health care, the
banking industry, school resource
officers, Child Protective Services
workers, and social workers. 
     Prosecutor Bacarella said he
believed his office was seeing
some cases where there were
indications of human trafficking
and invited Melissa Palepu, 

Iosco County Prosecutor Jim Bacarella talks to
attendees at a specialized community training in
Tawas City on human trafficking.

Attorney Specialist on Human Trafficking and Child Abuse with the Michigan
Department of Attorney General, to speak and build more community knowledge and
awareness. “We felt that now was a good time to have this training for everyone who 

Community Training
Prosecutor Jim Bacarella shines a light on human trafficking

may come into contact with a human trafficking victim,”
Prosecutor Bacarella said. “That is why I felt that
bringing in an expert, like Melissa Palepu, to train
everyone dealing with victims of human trafficking, was
imperative.” Prosecutor Bacarella says he was pleased
with the community’s response.  “We included a good
cross section of 911 operators, first responders, nurses,
hospital staff, police and employees from my office,” he
says. “This way, everyone would hear the same
information and work corroboratively. Sadly, it appears
that there are victims of human trafficking all across the
state, whether they are trafficked for sex purposes or
employment, they are still victims who are being taking
advantage of.”
     Michigan has had a law banning human trafficking in
place since 2006 and the Iosco County training will help
ensure enforcement of that law when circumstances
warrant.  

Iosco County Prosecutor
Jim Bacarella, left, and
Melissa Palepu, right,
from the Office of the
Michigan Attorney
General.
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(“Pin Drop,” continued from page 1)

     Prosecutor Byrd says students’ use of AI to create images or videos designed to bully
or tease other students is becoming more common, and that her conversations with
students zero in on how some uses of AI carry serious consequences. “Even the 6th,
7th and 8th graders are using AI now to create CSAM (Child Sex Abuse Material). They
really don’t understand that’s what they’re doing. They may be doing it to harass
somebody or to bully somebody by putting their face on some sort of video or image
they have created through AI. I explain to them that these are also criminal offenses,
and, even though it’s not real, it is a crime.” Byrd adds that in her experience, many
teens, including some who are legally adults, literally record and document everything
about their lives through photos and videos. She says certain types of content in those
videos and photos could put a teen in court, however, and that she, as a prosecutor,
can make students aware of realities they might not have considered.
     Strategies used by cyber predators to target teens is another focus of the
presentation, with the prosecutor reminding students that they are not alone. If a teen
finds themselves being extorted over the internet for sexual images or cash, Byrd says
her message to students is to report those threats to law enforcement. “We discussed
the main goal of those types of enterprises. Essentially, it’s not to stop with one person,
it’s to gain access to all their contacts, all their social media friends and to target them
as well. That was the message that really resonated with them, because I’m assuming
that it’s happening, but also because of how deep it was actually going. You could have
heard a pin drop during that portion of the talk.”
     Prosecutor Byrd also encourages students to consider consequences and to think
about their future. “It’s very possible that maybe their dream school would look at their
social media,” Byrd says, “or Google them, or something, you know, that might reveal
stuff they’re not proud of, or maybe stuff that doesn’t best represent them. Future
employers are going to Google you, they’re going to look at your Facebook page, they’re
going to try and see the kinds of things you’re about, because they want to see if that
aligns with their company.” 
     Now the prosecutor is considering making similar presentations as part of the
mission of her office. “I’m looking at putting together a group of prosecutors from the
office who can do these presentations as we’re asked to do them, because I can see
them being necessary refreshers for different school districts every couple of years. I
could see as this grows, we’re going to have more school districts that want this. I think
my takeaway is this is something we are going to have to invest our time in going
forward. It’s definitely not a one-off thing, it’s definitely something we’re going to need
to continue to do. We’re going to have to modify it as the technology and the trends
change. As we’re seeing it, we should be aware of what is actually causing danger to
these students.” 


