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Disclaimer
This report was written according to the EASO COI Report Methodology (2019).1 The report is based
on carefully selected sources of information. All sources used are referenced.
The information contained in this report has been researched, evaluated and analysed with utmost
care. However, this document does not claim to be exhaustive. If a particular event, person or
organisation is not mentioned in the report, this does not mean that the event has not taken place or
that the person or organisation does not exist.
Furthermore, this report is not conclusive as to the determination or merit of any particular
application for international protection. Terminology used should not be regarded as indicative of a
particular legal position.
‘Refugee’, ‘risk’ and similar terminology are used as generic terminology and not in the legal sense as
applied in the EU Asylum Acquis, the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol relating to the
Status of Refugees.
Neither EASO nor any person acting on its behalf may be held responsible for the use which may be
made of the information contained in this report.
The first draft of this report was finalised on 1 March 2021. Any event taking place after this date is
not included in this report. More information on the reference period for this report can be found in
the methodology section of the Introduction.

1

The 2019 EASO COI Report Methodology can be downloaded from the EASO COI Portal url
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Glossary and abbreviations
DFAT

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

ERRIN

European Return and Reintegration Network

FGM

Female genital mutilation

IDP

Internally displaced person

IOM

International Organization for Migration

NACTAL

Network of CSOs Against Child Trafficking, Abuse and Labour

NAPTIP

National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons

NCFRMI

National Commission for Refugees, Migrants and Internally Displaced
Persons

NGO

Non-governmental organisation

OCG

Organised Crime Group

OHCHR

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

PCI

Patriotic Citizen Initiatives

SEYP

Society for the Empowerment of Young Persons

THB

Trafficking in human beings

TIPPEAA

Nigeria, Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition), Enforcement and
Administration Act

TIPLEAA

Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Law Enforcement and
Administration Act

UNODC

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

USDOS

United States Department of State
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Introduction
The purpose of this COI report on Trafficking in Human Beings (THB) is to provide relevant information
for the assessment of international protection status determination, including refugee status and
subsidiary protection. In particular the report is intended to inform the update of EASO Country
Guidance development on Nigeria (2019).
The report is an update of the 2015 EASO COI report on Sex Trafficking of women in Nigeria 2 and of
Chapter 3.16 Victims in THB in EASO’s 2018 Targeting of Individuals report3. While the report’s main
focus remains on sex trafficking – in which to a large extent women are involved as victims, other
types of trafficking in human beings are also briefly discussed, such as trafficking of men and children
and for purposes of labour, drugs, organ or ‘baby factory’ trafficking in Nigeria.

Methodology
This report is produced in line with the EASO COI Report Methodology (2019)4 and the EASO COI
Writing and Referencing Style Guide (2019).5

Defining the terms of reference
The terms of reference of this report were defined by EASO based on discussions held and input
received from policy experts from EU+6 countries within the framework of a country guidance
development on Nigeria. Terms of reference for this report can be found in Annex 2: Terms of
reference.

Collecting information
The information gathered is a result of research using public, specialised paper-based and electronic
sources until 1 March 2021. In addition, several oral sources were interviewed by the drafter in the
period from October 2020 to 1 March 2021. Some of these sources wished to remain anonymous for
safety reasons. All oral and anonymous non-public sources are described in the Bibliography.
Some additional information was added during the finalisation of this report in response to feedback
received during the quality control process, until 13 April 2021.

Quality control
In order to ensure that the drafter respected the EASO COI Report Methodology, a review was carried
out by COI specialists from the countries and organisations listed as reviewers in the
Acknowledgements section. In addition, a review of the report was carried out by Dr Corentin Cohen,
and by the Austrian Centre for Country of Origin and Asylum Research and Documentation (ACCORD).
All comments made by the reviewers were taken into consideration and most of them were
implemented in the final draft of this report. EASO performed the final quality review and editing of
the text.

2

EASO, EASO COI report Nigeria, Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url
EASO, EASO (COI) Report Nigeria Targeting of individuals, November 2018, url
4 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information (COI) Report Methodology, June 2019, url
5 EASO, Writing and Referencing Guide for EASO Country of Origin Information (COI) Reports, June 2019, url
6 EU Member States plus Norway and Switzerland
3
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Structure and use of the report
The report is structured according to the ToR and is divided into four chapters. The first chapter is a
general overview of trafficking in human beings within Nigeria, and includes the most occurring types
of trafficking. It discusses the profiles of women, men and children as the most probable victims of
trafficking.
The second chapter dives into the modus operandi of trafficking, including networks and roles of
traffickers, the debt system and taking of oaths, and the organisation of travel to Europe.
The third chapter deals with the situation of returning victims of trafficking to Nigeria, the support
possibilities and shelters, the attitude of relatives and organisations towards returnees. The risks of
retrafficking and the factors influencing possible retrafficking are also discussed.
The final chapter treats the role of the state and state organisations in protecting victims of trafficking
and prosecuting traffickers.
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Map

Map 1 © UN, August 20147
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UN, UN Map No 4228, August 2014, url
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1. Human trafficking within and from Nigeria
Nigeria is a country of origin, transit and destination for victims of trafficking in human beings.8 In
2003, Nigeria adopted the Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Law Enforcement and Administration
Act (TIPLEAA), which constitutes the legal basis for the fight against human trafficking in Nigeria9, and
which has been significantly amended in 2015.10 The Nigerian government considers a person to be
trafficked if: (i) the individual was sold in exchange for money; (ii) the individual was put in debt
bondage; (iii) his/her travel documents were seized by agents, employers or traffickers; (iv) his/her
freedom of movement was restricted; (v) the individual was subjected to or suffered violence or threat
against his/her family; (vi) the individual’s traffickers gained any form of benefits at their expense
through the use of force, deceit, and other forms of exploitation; (vii) the individual has suffered
physical, mental and/or sexual abuse; and/or (viii) the individual had no prior knowledge of the
exploitative nature of the job they were promised.11 The law establishes a National Agency for the
Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) to enforce and administer the TIPLEAA.12
International organisations and other experts largely agree that the Nigerian government at the
federal and state level – particularly in Edo State13 – has made various efforts to address trafficking in
human beings.14 Sources, however, also posited that this acknowledgment has not been followed up
with the allocation of adequate resources to the fight against human trafficking15, and that this
acknowledgement predominantly concerns human trafficking aimed at the sexual exploitation of
women.16 Positive developments during the last couple of years were efforts aimed at the creation of
a new National Action Plan against Human Trafficking17 and the creation of multiple state task forces
on human trafficking.18 While the core focus of this report concerns cross-border trafficking to Europe,
this introductory chapter will also touch upon various types of trafficking in human beings within
Nigeria and from Nigeria to countries outside the European Union.

1.1 Trafficking in human beings at domestic level
In 2018 the Walk Free Foundation estimated there were almost 1.4 million individuals living in modern
slavery in Nigeria.19 According to their definition of modern slavery, this phenomenon covers a range

8

US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url
Nigeria, Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Law Enforcement and Administration Act, 2003, url
10 Nigeria, Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition), Enforcement and Administration Act, 2015. url. Some states, such as Edo have
adopted their own anti-trafficking laws. See: Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Edo state human trafficking bill signed into law by
governor Obaseki, 24 May 2018, url
11 Nigeria, NAPTIP, National Policy on Protection and Assistance to Trafficked Persons in Nigeria, 2008, p. 8.
12 Nigeria, NAPTIP, About NAPTIP, n.d., url
13 OHCHR, End of visit statement, Nigeria (3-10 September) by Maria Grazia Giammarinaro, UN Special Rapporteur on
Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children, 10 September 2018, url
14 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 378; OHCHR, End of visit statement, Nigeria
(3-10 September) by Maria Grazia Giammarinaro, UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and
Children, 10 September 2018, url
15 Representative of international organisation A, interview 21 October 2020; OHCHR, End of visit statement, Nigeria (3-10
September) by Maria Grazia Giammarinaro, UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children,
10 September 2018, url
16 OHCHR, End of visit statement, Nigeria (3-10 September) by Maria Grazia Giammarinaro, UN Special Rapporteur on
Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children, 10 September 2018, url
17 UNODC, NAPTIP kick-off process to develop a new national action plan against human trafficking, 23 November 2020, url;
UNODC, Strengthening the policy framework and response to human trafficking in Nigeria (2020 – 2021), 2020, url
18 UNODC, Nigeria heeds global call, sets up State Task Force against human trafficking, n.d. url. See also: NAPTIP, Month:
October 2020, n.d., url
19 Walk Free Foundation, The Global Slavery Index 2018, 2018, url, p. 69. The report indicated that: ‘These regional figures,
while important, should be interpreted cautiously given the gaps and limitations of data in certain countries. For example, it
9
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of ‘specific legal concepts including forced labour, debt bondage, forced marriage, slavery and slaverylike practices, and human trafficking’.20 The report does not indicate what percentage of the estimated
number of Nigerian victims of modern slavery were victims of human trafficking.
Nigerian victims of human trafficking are exploited within and outside Nigeria. Stakeholders, who
were consulted for a report on human trafficking in Nigeria by an international organisation, estimated
that two-thirds of Nigerian victims of trafficking are victims of domestic human trafficking.21 The UN
Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children also indicated that this
type of trafficking was ‘rampant’.22 NAPTIP data show that in 2019 41.8 % of the victims they rescued
were victims of exploitation outside Nigeria. 417 out of 1 152 individuals were victims of ‘Procurement
for Foreign Travel which promotes Prostitution’ or ‘Procurement of Persons for Sexual Exploitation or
prostitution externally’.23 However, the total number of victims rescued by NAPTIP in 2019 – 1 152
individuals – constitutes only a fraction of the estimated total number of Nigerian individuals who are
trafficked on an annual basis; in view of the above mentioned Global Slavery Index 2018 which
mentioned 1.4 million Nigerians as victims of modern slavery.24 Therefore, the NAPTIP figure of
rescued victims is not necessarily a reliable picture about the ratio of victims of internal and crossborder trafficking in Nigeria.
Human trafficking in Nigeria affects individuals across various age groups, genders and geographical
locations within Nigeria. However, children and women dominated the category of victims that were
rescued (inside and outside Nigeria) by NAPTIP in 2019: half of the rescued individuals were children,
44 % women and 6 % men. Girls constituted almost 75 % of the rescued children. These data also
include children rescued from other situations than exploitation, as NAPTIP also intervenes in family
disputes and custody battles, for instance. 25 The following paragraphs discuss in some more detail
common forms of domestic trafficking, including exploitation of children in various realms, the sexual
exploitation of women and girls, and the phenomenon of ‘baby factories’.

1.1.1 Exploitation and trafficking of children
Data indicate that child labour is a widespread problem in Nigeria. According to the Nigeria Living
Standards Survey 2018/2019, 13 % of Nigerian boys and 10 % of Nigerian girls (5-14 years old)
indicated to spend their time working only.26 According to UNICEF’s 2016-2017 Multi Indicator Cluster
Survey, 50.8 % of the surveyed children (5-17 years old) had engaged in economic activities or
household chores in the previous week. 39.1 % of the surveyed children had engaged in such activities
‘under hazardous conditions’.27 Relatively more boys than girls between five and seventeen years old
had partaken in child labour under hazardous conditions in the week before the survey took place,
42.8 % against 35.1 %. In terms of geography, child labour and child labour under hazardous
circumstances occurred across the whole of Nigeria. However, it was almost twice more common in
rural than in urban zones, and occurred most in north-central and north-west Nigeria.28 Children were

is not possible to survey in countries that are experiencing profound and current conflict, such as Libya, South Sudan, and
parts of Nigeria. The lack of data from countries experiencing conflict means that modern slavery estimates in these countries
are likely to understate the problem’.
20 Walk Free Foundation, The Global Slavery Index 2018, 2018, url, p. 140
21 International organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 16
22 OHCHR, End of visit statement, Nigeria (3-10 September) by Maria Grazia Giammarinaro, UN Special Rapporteur on
Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children, 10 September 2018, url
23 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 7
24 Walk Free Foundation, The Global Slavery Index 2018, 2018, url, p. 69
25 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 9
26 Nigeria, National Bureau for Statistics, Nigeria Living Standards Survey 2018/2019, 2021, url, p. 58
27 UNICEF, 2016-2017 Multi-Indicator Cluster Survey, February 2018, url, pp. 223-224
28 UNICEF, 2016-2017 Multi-Indicator Cluster Survey, 2017, url, pp. 223-224
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subjected to various types of exploitation, including: domestic servitude, forced labour (in agriculture,
mining, quarrying), and street hawking.29
Forced begging is a major problem in Nigeria as well. While reliable estimates of the number of
children who engage in (forced) begging do not exist, in northern Nigeria millions of children who
cannot be taken care of by their parents attend a specific type of religious boarding schools, known as
almajiri schools, which rely on child begging/labour for their financing.30 In 2014, UNICEF estimated
that out of the 13.2 million children outside of Nigeria’s formal school system, 9.5 million were in the
almajiri system.31 In the south – particularly in big urban centres – street children and child beggars
also are a common sight.32 In some cases, parents also forced their children to beg, or recruiters lured
children away from their families.33 According to the 2020 US Department of State Trafficking in
Persons (TiP) report ‘in southern Nigeria, especially Lagos, some women drug and “rent” their infants
out to street beggars to increase the beggars’ profits.’34
In conflict zones such as the Middle Belt, north-west and north-east Nigeria children are vulnerable to
(sexual) exploitation.35 There have been reports of recruitment of girls from internally displaced
people (IDP) camps across northern Nigeria for the purpose of sexual exploitation.36 In the north-east
in particular there were cases of recruitment of children as child soldiers.37 According to UN data the
total number of Nigerian child soldiers and the number of new recruitments have, however,
significantly decreased since 2017.38

1.1.2 Sexual exploitation of women and girls in Nigeria
As the previous paragraph already indicated, sexual exploitation akin to human trafficking also occurs
within Nigeria. This phenomenon is not limited to conflict zones and IDP camps. In 2019, 68 out of the
1 152 victims rescued by NAPTIP were victims of sexual exploitation within Nigeria. 66 of these victims
were women.39 Often these women/girls are trafficked from the countryside to big cities such as
Lagos40, Abeokuta, Ibadan, Kano, Kaduna, Calabar, and Port Harcourt.41 Some sources indicated that
victims of trafficking who had returned from abroad/Europe ended in (forced) prostitution in
Nigeria.42 Euronews found that ‘it is difficult to keep returning women and girls away from the
networks that trafficked them in the first place’, citing a non-governmental organisation (NGO) worker
29

International Organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 17; US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020:
Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 381
30 BBC, Coronavirus in Nigeria: The child beggars at the heart of the outbreak, 16 May 2020, url; Anti-Slavery International,
Shackled to the past: An exploration of the best prospects for combatting forced child begging in Nigeria, November 2020,
url, p. 10
31 UNICEF, cited by Anti-Slavery International, Shackled to the past: An exploration of the best prospects for combatting
forced child begging in Nigeria, November 2020, url, p. 10
32 Africa.com, Social Enterprise Shines Light On Nigeria’s Street Kids In Dark Days Of Pandemic, May 2020, url
33 Aluko Y. and T. Olanipekun, Menace of Street Begging among Children in Urban centers: Activities, Survival and Coping
Strategies, 2019, url, p. 10
34 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 381
35 International organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 17
36 UNHCR, Assessment of Trafficking Risks in Internally Displaced Persons Camps in North-East Nigeria, April 2020, url, p. 12.
See also: Al Jazeera, Survivors of Nigeria’s ‘baby factories’ share their stories, 3 May 2020, url; Premium Times,
INVESTIGATION: Grim tales of rape, child trafficking in Nigeria’s displaced persons camps, 31 January 2015, url; New
Humanitarian (The), First Person: Want to thwart human traffickers? Just add water, 31 October 2018, url
37 UNSG, Children and Armed Conflict in Nigeria, 6 July 2020, url, p. 6
38 UNSG, Children and Armed Conflict in Nigeria, 6 July 2020, url, p. 6
39 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 9
40 Vanguard, Girls trafficked from Akwa Ibom for prostitution in Lagos open up, 16 May 2020, url
41 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 381. See also: DW, The New Ways of Nigeria’s
Human Traffickers, 3 October 2017, url
42 Euronews, Abused in Libya and forced into prostitution back home: the nightmare of trying to reach Europe, 21 June 2020,
url; Director Nigerian NGO, interview 10 November 2020; Washington Post (The), Nigerians return from slavery in Libya to
thriving sex-trafficking industry back home, 23 January 2018, url
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from Benin City who stated that ‘our girls tried their best to return to their families, yet many return
to prostitution, others are still in contact with their traffickers.’43 The Washington Post indicated that
‘survivors and experts say the rush to return Nigerians is doing little to break the cycle of sex slavery
and may be perpetuating it: Returnees are dropped back into the epicenter of Nigeria's sex-trafficking
industry, often deeper in debt and with fewer options than before they left’ (see also Section 4.2
Retrafficking).44 Women from neighbouring countries are also trafficked to Nigeria for the purpose of
sexual exploitation.45

1.1.3 ‘Baby factories’
Also during this reporting period, a range of actors including Nigerian and international media outlets
reported on the trafficking of Nigerian women for selling their babies.46 The centres, which house the
victims and their children, are called ‘baby factories’.47 Reports and articles in the media distinguished
two modi operandi of baby factories. Articles by the Guardian and CNN indicated that traffickers
recruited already pregnant, unmarried women from poor backgrounds either (falsely) promising them
a high amount of money in return for their babies48, or luring them into the ‘baby factories’ by
pretending to provide them with some form of support.49 Another report indicated that baby factories
recruited young girls from disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly IDPs50, with the false promise of
jobs.51

1.2 Cross-border trafficking in human beings towards third countries
Nigeria acts as a source country for human trafficking towards neighbouring countries, destinations in
North Africa and the Middle East, the EU, and Eastern European countries such as Russia. In 2020, the
US Department of State identified Nigerian victims of human trafficking in at least 36 other countries.52
In 2019, NAPTIP rescued and returned Nigerian victims from eighteen different countries. The majority
of victims rescued from situations of exploitation in third countries by NAPTIP were based in
neighbouring countries (Mali, Niger and Cote d’Ivoire), Libya, Russia and various countries in the
Middle East.53 It goes beyond the scope of this report to discuss victim profiles per country/region
(outside Europe). Nigerian women and girls often ended up working in prostitution or domestic
servitude.54 Nigerian boys ended up in domestic servitude as well, or in forced labour (in for instance
mining/construction/agriculture), as do adult men.55 Experts indicated that southern Nigerians were
43 Euronews,

Abused in Libya and forced into prostitution back home: the nightmare of trying to reach Europe, 21 June 2020,
url
44 Washington Post (The), Nigerians return from slavery in Libya to thriving sex-trafficking industry back home, 23 January
2018, url
45 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 382
46 For information about this phenomenon during the previous reporting period, see: EASO, EASO Country of Origin
Information Report Nigeria Targeting of individuals, November 2018, url, p. 140
47 Al Jazeera, Survivors of Nigeria’s ‘baby factories’ share their stories, 3 May 2020, url; CNN, 19 pregnant teens and women
rescued from suspected baby traffickers in Nigeria, police say, 30 September 2019, url
48 Guardian (The), 'I had no choice': the desperate Nigerian women who sell their babies, 6 May 2020, url
49 Guardian (The), 'I had no choice': the desperate Nigerian women who sell their babies, 6 May 2020, url
50 Al Jazeera, Survivors of Nigeria’s ‘baby factories’ share their stories, 3 May 2020, url
51 CNN, 19 pregnant teens and women rescued from suspected baby traffickers in Nigeria, 30 September 2019, url
52 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 382.
53 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 10
54 CNN, 20,000 Nigerian girls sold to prostitution ring, trafficking agency says, 22 January 2019. url; BBC, Trafficked Nigerian
women rescued from Lebanon, 26 May 2020, url; IPS, The Exploitative System that Traps Nigerian Women as Slaves in
Lebanon, 14 September 2020, url; Premium Times, Another 71 Nigerian women trafficked to Lebanon arrive home, 17 August
2020, url; UNHCR, Assessment of Trafficking Risks in Internally Displaced Persons Camps in North-East Nigeria, April 2020,
url, p. 11; Representative international humanitarian organisation, interview 26 October 2020
55 UNHCR, Assessment of Trafficking Risks in Internally Displaced Persons Camps in North-East Nigeria, April 2020, url, p. 9;
Representative international humanitarian organisation, interview 26 October 2020
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mostly trafficked to west and central Africa, whereas inhabitants from the Middle Belt and northern
Nigeria were mostly trafficked to Niger, Chad, Sudan and the Middle East.56 Some IDP camps in
northern Nigeria functioned as gateways for trafficking to neighbouring countries.57
Specifically with regard to sex trafficking, sources indicated that as it has become more difficult to
traffic Nigerian women to Europe, trafficking networks have adjusted their modus operandi and
focused more on neighbouring countries and the Middle East as destinations for sex trafficking.58 The
anthropologist Sine Plambech, who is specialised in the field of sex trafficking from Nigeria, indicated
that women from Edo State in southern Nigeria are now also being trafficked towards Dubai in
increasing numbers, due to the increased difficulty in crossing the central Mediterranean route since
2017.59 Due to less stringent visa requirements for the 2018 World Cup in Russia, traffickers
fraudulently recruited Nigerian women for jobs in Russia to exploit them in the sex industry.60 While
some of these countries thus increasingly acted as the main trafficking destination for Nigerian
women, a large share of the victims got stuck in Libya while they were on their way to Europe61, where
they can spend months or years.62

1.2.1 Organ harvesting
Some reports about cross-border organ trafficking have been published. In 2019, NAPTIP reported the
arrest of one individual suspected of the recruitment of persons for ‘organ harvesting’.63 A
quantitative survey based on more than 1 600 interviews with West African migrants in Mali and Niger
found that while relatively few participants indicated to have become victim to organ trafficking (3 %),
traffickers were approaching Nigerian migrants to participate in such schemes:
‘Organ trafficking is the least commonly experienced form of trafficking for migrants in our
sample, being cited by only 3 % of respondents (50 individuals). However, in addition to the
3 % who reported being forced to sell their blood or organs, a further 4 % reported that they
had been approached with offers of money for their blood and organs.’64
Specifically with regard to the Nigerian context, the report indicated that the market for these organs
has partly shifted from Europe and North Africa to Malaysia and Singapore. There are indications that
as sex trafficking has become more difficult traffickers are looking to organ trafficking as an alternative
source of income.65

1.3 Cross-border trafficking in human beings towards Europe
The EU harbours a significant number of Nigerian trafficking victims. However, after a peak of arrivals
of Nigerian migrants in Italy between 2015 and 201766, data from 2019 show the influx has sharply
declined as a result of the worsening security situation in Libya67, and in the wake of new measures to

56

Mossino, A., Director PIAM ONLUS, interview 5 October 2020
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63 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 4
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stem migration to Italy, including support for Libyan coast guards.68 Between 2017 and 2019, the
number of detected illegal crossings via the central Mediterranean route dropped significantly (for
more details, see Section 2.5).69 According to figures of the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) a total of 465 250 irregular migrants arrived in Europe (both by land and by sea) between 2017
and mid-2020. 20 348 individuals originated from Nigeria.70 During the reporting period, Nigerians still
topped the list of countries of origin of (identified) non-EU victims of human trafficking in the EU.71
During this period, Nigeria also topped the list of non-EU citizenships with the highest proportion of
victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation in the EU, accounting for 68 % of such victims.72 The
majority (92 %) of identified Nigerian victims of trafficking in EU countries were women.73 The
following paragraphs will discuss the profiles of sex trafficking victims and others in more depth.

1.3.1 Nigerian victims of sex trafficking in Europe
As was the case during the previous reporting period74, women still constituted the largest share of
trafficking victims detected in the EU (92 %) between 2017 and 2018, and the majority of all detected
Nigerian trafficking victims in the EU was exploited in the European prostitution industry.75 These
women originated predominantly from the south of Nigeria, particularly the state of Edo, of which the
capital, Benin City, has been the central hub for sex trafficking from Nigeria to Europe for the last
decades.76 The previous EASO report on sex trafficking of Nigerian women (2015) indicated that most
women who were trafficked from Edo belonged to the Bini, the dominant ethnic group in Edo.77 They
were predominantly between 17 and 28 years of age with a large share of the victims belonging to
the 18-20 years age bracket.78 The 2015 EASO report furthermore indicated that most women and
girls were illiterate or had only completed secondary education, originated from unstable family
situations and experienced economic hardship, but did not belong to the poorest ranks of Edo society,
but rather to the lower middle class.79 There are no indications that this profile of women trafficked
from Edo to Europe has changed significantly since 2015.

Geographical background: shift in recruiting grounds?
A remarkable development during this reporting period was a partial shift in the recruiting grounds
for traffickers. Some media reports provided the impression that this is a result of the 2018 decision
by the Oba (local royal ruler) of Benin to curse sex trafficking and renounce the oaths that obliged
existing victims of sex trafficking to pay off the debts they incurred with their traffickers (more in
68
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69 In 2020, the number of arrivals in Europe via the Central Mediterranean Route increased again even though the overall
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72 European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, p. 28
73 European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, p. 169. See also: Netherlands,
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2015-2019], 2020, url, p. 30. This was also observed in older research, e.g.: IOM, Human Trafficking Along the Central
Mediterranean Route, 2017, url, p. 30
74 UNODC, Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 2014, url, pp. 56-57
75 European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, pp. 166-169
76 Alberto Mossiono, Director PIAM ONLUS, email exchange 22 February 2021; CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative,
Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 20
77 Also referred to as binis.
78 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 15. Source:
Pascoal, R, The situation of the Nigerian human trafficking victims and their children in Italy, 19 December 2012, p. 23;
Kastner, K, ‘Moving relationships: family ties of Nigerian migrants on their way to Europe’, January 2010, p. 20.
79 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 16. Source:
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Section 2.3).80 As the influence of the Oba only stretches over the Bini people who acknowledge his
authority81, NGO representatives based in Benin City suggested that traffickers have partly relocated
their recruiting grounds to other states or recruit women from other backgrounds.82 A research carried
out in 2020 with (returned) trafficking victims in Benin City indicated that Edo State is still an important
departure point for victims of overseas sex trafficking, but that many of the women and girls who pass
through Benin City are not from Edo themselves.83 Sources identified an increase of female victims
destined for sex trafficking towards Europe from the southern states Delta84, Ekiti, and Ondo85, but
also the northern state of Kano.86 One report identified the state of Anambra as an important
departure point for irregular Nigerian migrants, and indicated that the city of Onitsha in the state of
Akwa Ibom had the potential to become a hub for irregular migration.87 It is, however, still too early
to estimate the exact effects of the decision by the Oba.
Moreover, since the arrival of Nigerians to the EU has dropped since 2018, sources deemed unlikely
that the actions by the Oba have significantly altered the demographic profile of female Nigerian
victims of trafficking in the EU. Various organisations working with Nigerian female victims of
trafficking in Europe confirmed that they still mostly encountered victims from Edo and other parts of
southern Nigeria.88 Recent research with Nigerian victims in France confirmed that most (identified)
Nigerian victims of sex trafficking in France still originated from Edo and particularly from two
relatively poor neighbourhoods in Benin City named Upper Sakponba and Saint Saviour.89 Other
research also identified Upper Sakponba as a prime area for the recruitment of trafficking victims,
together with the village of Uromi outside Benin City.90

Age
Eleven percent of all (male and female) Nigerian trafficking victims who were detected in the EU
between 2017 and 2018 were recorded as minors.91 Other sources also indicate that there were
minors amongst female Nigerian sex trafficking victims in Europe.92 Out of 450 Nigerian sex trafficking
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84 International organisation, confidential report December 2020, p. 20
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90 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 37
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when the woman is working as a prostitute since this may attract a broader clientele. Once the women detach themselves
from the exploitation rings and start their relationship with the social services, the possibility to lower or rise their age
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receiving better protection but, on the other hand, it may be an obstacle in job hunting.’ EASO, EASO Country of Origin
Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 15. Source: UNICRI, Trafficking of Nigerian
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victims who arrived between 2015 and 2018 and got support from the French NGO Le bus des femmes,
about one hundred were minors aged between 12 and 17 years.93 Sine Plambech indicated that
especially at the height of Nigerian migration to Europe (2015-2017) on average victims were younger
than in the past, because traffickers had expanded the age range from which they were recruiting.94

Poverty as a root cause of sex trafficking
Poverty and associated issues still act as the root cause for human trafficking – and migration in
general – from southern Nigeria to Europe. A workshop with Nigerian stakeholders in 2018 found :
‘The causes or drivers of human trafficking appeared to be multiple, intertwining and
overlapping. Stakeholders highlighted multiple vulnerabilities to trafficking across the
different levels of the Determinants of Vulnerability model. These included poverty,
unemployment, lower levels of education and literacy, corruption, conflict, the lack of social
safety nets, abuse of traditional fostering practices, cultural or religious norms that support
exploitation, the erosion of values and limited options for safe and legal migration. Increasing
demand for sex and cheap labour were considered an integral part of this.’ 95
More than half of the 76 survivors interviewed by Human Rights Watch for a study on the experiences
of victims who returned to Nigeria had dropped out of primary or secondary school for economic
reasons.96 Looking at the economic situation in the whole of Nigeria, the poverty experienced by
people in Edo, however, concerns relative poverty as Edo is not one of the poorest states in the
country. 97 The National Living Standards Survey 2018/2019 showed that Edo is amongst the top three
states in which the highest percentage of households is receiving remittances.98
According to a study by the CLEEN Foundation and Pathfinders Justice Initiative, recruiters were most
likely to approach ‘the poorest and most vulnerable’ and the ‘illiterate and psychologically weak/
naïve’:
‘Recruiters maintain working knowledge of their prospective victims and mainly target those
that are financially insecure and desperate. Families that cannot afford to educate their
children or provide three square meals a day are often targeted. […] Significantly, enablers
appear to take advantage of those who are illiterate and who lack the requisite strength in
will to resist their advances. One key informant avowed that “at most times, when you see
[Enablers], a lot of them appear rather intelligent and they know how to work on your
intelligence. If you are not strong willed, they will entice and convince you.”’ 99
Sources also indicated that many victims originated from dysfunctional and sometimes abusive family
situations. Daughters from one-parent100, and polygamous households101 are particularly vulnerable
to becoming victims of trafficking. Various sources indicated that the tradition of subjecting girls/
women to female genital mutilation (FGM) was a factor that increased girls’ vulnerability to
trafficking.102 Amongst certain ethnic groups in the south of Nigeria a larger percentage of
93
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girls/women are submitted to FGM at a relatively late age.103 Sources indicated that traffickers prey
on girls/women who try to escape FGM and end up by themselves in large urban centres.104 Gender
inequality105, and the notion that daughters should make sacrifices for the economic well-being of
their families also contribute to high rates of sex trafficking from Edo State.106

Awareness: Trafficking perceived as an opportunity for social mobility
As was mentioned in the 2015 EASO report on sex trafficking, research indicated that many victims
from Edo State were aware that they will work in the sex industry in Europe.107 An overview of projects
to curb sex trafficking in Nigeria identified 39 awareness-raising campaigns that had been launched
between 2010 and 2019, most of which targeted Edo State, with a focus on urban areas.108 According
to recent research by PathFinders Justice Initiative, citizens of Edo State were very well aware of the
issues and know what sex trafficking entails.109 Other research found that women from Edo State, who
were trafficked to Europe, were themselves also often aware of the type of activities they would be
engaged in.110
Sex trafficking is not necessarily considered something bad in Edo State. According to Apard and
others, many poor and lower/middle-class inhabitants of Benin City indeed consider having a family
member abroad to be the sole mechanism to achieve social mobility:111
‘Examples of social success linked to migration in general, whether real or fantasized, have
permeated the collective consciousness with such force, that families with no family members
abroad perceive themselves (and are perceived) as deprived of all opportunities for
enrichment and social advancement.’112
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This attitude specifically applies to (first-born) daughters, who are expected to sacrifice themselves
for the economic well-being of the family.113 In this regard Sophia Samyn found that ‘in Edo there is a
form of collective complicity when talking about forced prostitution migration. People in Benin City
are generally aware of prostitution and consider it as something worthwhile, because many benefit
from it.’114
The fact that trafficking victims still managed to send remittances home from an early stage of their
stay in Europe and that many of them used social media to depict a more positive image of their living
circumstances contributed to preserving the notion that trafficking can be a path to a better future.115
Key informants interviewed by CLEEN Foundation and Pathfinders Justice Initiative also pointedat the
overt display of wealth gains due to sex trafficking in Benin City/Edo State as important factors
encouraging families of and women/girls themselves to seek out traffickers.116
It is important to emphasise that in many cases those who are considered to be victims of sex
trafficking– by international actors and the Nigerian authorities - do not necessarily consider
themselves as such.117
‘Since its founding, NAPTIP has worked with foreign donors and local NGOs on wide‐ranging
public enlightenment campaigns marking all forms of women's migration as sex trafficking. As
trafficking discourses entered the local lexicon, many poor and ambitious young women
appropriated it to describe their own goals, acknowledging the risks involved and yet still
insisting that they would “want to be trafficked,” meaning they were willing to travel to enter
foreign sex industries.’118
These women, however, do not always seem to fully grasp the duration of the exploitation and the
actual amount of the debt they will have to repay. In this regard Sophie Samyn found that: ‘The
proposed loan of 30,000 to 60,000 euros is an abstract amount that they think they can earn back in
the shortest possible time.’119 Nevertheless, she also found that even when these women had arrived
in Europe and experienced exploitation, some of them still believed their traffickers ‘helped’ them or
provided them with an opportunity:
‘The girls often have a complex relationship with their sponsor. “I do what she says, because
she is my boss. Ultimately she made it possible for me to come to Europe. I'm grateful to her,”
says Rose, who left when she was barely sixteen. And Vivian says, “My sister and a friend were
my madams. They paid for my crossing. When I found out what I had to do, I got very angry.
We did not speak for two years, but I paid my debt. My sister had gone through the same
thing, allowing me to go to school. In the end she also helped me to get papers, she really
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helped me. ” Although she ended up in prostitution against her will, Vivian understood it now
was her turn.’120
The existence of this complex attitude amongst trafficking victims towards the phenomenon itself and
the women who brought them to Europe was also observed by the migration sociologist Maria
Shaidrova.121
Lastly, research indicated that the large influx of returnees from Libya (see Chapter 3) has contributed
to increased awareness about the dangers of sex trafficking.122 Experts who were interviewed for this
(EASO) report indicated that the fact that crossing to Europe has become very difficult in the recent
years, has dissuaded Edo women – and other Nigerian migrants - to disembark on a journey to Europe,
but that it has not dissuaded them from leaving Benin City, which is reflected in the fact that Edo
women are increasingly travelling to other destinations.123

1.3.2 Pregnant trafficking victims
During the reporting period, concerns emerged about the exploitation of pregnant Nigerian women.
In 2020, Dutch law enforcement authorities also expressed concern about the disappearance of tens
of heavily pregnant Nigerian asylum seekers from reception centres, giving rise to the suspicion that
Nigerian trafficking rings were engaged in baby trafficking.124 Maria Shaidrova indicated that there
were many rumours amongst Nigerian migrants in Italy about the increased chances of getting asylum
and social security in some EU Member States in case one is pregnant. This has resulted in high rates
of pregnant Nigerian trafficking victims who move to other EU countries, only to disappear again once
they discover that pregnancy/child birth does not result in better protection.125 Sine Plambech
confirmed the existence of this phenomenon and indicated that many of these women also disappear
from asylum centres because they need to work to earn money.126 Reports from Italy indicated that
drug traffickers use pregnant Nigerian women as ‘drug mules’, because they raise less suspicion.127
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1.3.3 Male Nigerian victims of human trafficking in Europe
Some sources suspected a rise in the number of male Nigerian victims of human trafficking in
Europe.128 Recent studies, however, identified a scarcity of knowledge about the profiles and
experiences of this group.129

Smuggling vs trafficking
It is expected that most Nigerian men are smuggled, rather than trafficked towards Europe, meaning
that they – and/or their families130 – generally pay smugglers in advance to facilitate the journey
towards Libya and crossing of the Mediterranean.131 According to research and articles in international
media, some male Nigerian migrants made the decision to travel to Europe themselves, while others
were forced by family members to go. Some were well prepared and saved up for the journey in
advance, whereas others decided to leave spontaneously.132 One source indicated that many male
Nigerians from southern Nigeria who decided to travel to Europe were members of cultist groups and
benefited from support of other members of their cults who were already in Europe when navigating
the journey.133 This model is different from the model used by many Nigerian female victims of human
trafficking for whom the journey is paid in advance by sponsors who then expect them to reimburse
– highly inflated – debts through prostitution in Europe (more in Section 2.3). However, male Nigerians
have become victims of trafficking/modern slavery during their journey towards Europe - especially
in Libya134 - and also upon arrival in Europe.135

Exploitation in various spheres
8 % of Nigerian victims of human trafficking detected in Europe in 2017 and 2018 were men.136 Data
provided by the European Commission on the types of exploitation experienced by Nigerian victims
of human trafficking in Europe in 2017 and 2018 do not distinguish between men and women. The
majority of victims (68 %) – presumably mostly women - were subjected to sex exploitation. However,
Nigerian victims of trafficking in the EU were also subjected to other types of exploitation, including
domestic servitude (5 %), forced labour (3 %), forced criminality (1 %), forced begging (1 %), and other
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types of exploitation (16 %).137 Between 2017 and 2018 there were no registered reports of Nigerians
who were victim of organ harvesting in Europe. In 2019, there was at least one report of such a case.138
Sources indicated that some illegal male Nigerian migrants in Europe join Nigerian gangs – which
engage mostly in drug related crimes - upon arrival in Europe.139 The Guardian found that an Italian
reception centre for asylum seekers in Sicily had become a recruitment ground for criminal groups:
‘The centre has become a lawless place where people are easy prey for criminal gangs. The
state funds these centres by giving them a sum of money for each asylum seeker, but many
of them cut corners on food and other amenities, and pocket the profits. Low-level members
of Italy’s various mafia organisations and Nigerian gangs come to the centre to recruit drug
mules and petty criminals among the bored, idle men who have given up on the life they
dreamed of when they crossed the sea.’140
Other research and reporting confirmed that Nigerians are used as ‘drug mules’. This occurs on flights
between Brazil and West-Africa within the framework of the drug trade between Latin America and
Europe, in which West African countries act as a transit hub.141 Eurojust indicated that Nigerian
organised crime groups also use drug mules to transport drugs within Europe – while not specifying
the nationality of the drug mules.142 Reporting by ABC News confirmed the use of young African men
and Nigerian women as drug mules in Europe:
‘The Pineta Grande also sees more drug mules than any other hospital in Italy. Doctors told
Foreign Correspondent young African men are arriving with stomachs full of narcotics, some
smuggling up to 1.2kg of cocaine in individually wrapped capsules the doctors describe as
"eggs". In other parts of Italy, authorities have noticed a rise in the number of young pregnant
Nigerian women dying from drug overdoses when capsules burst inside them. Pregnant
women are less likely to face suspicion in transit. No one would imagine they could be drug
mules.’143
While migrants who join Nigerian gangs are generally not in debt bondage, sources emphasised that
it is very hard to leave such groups or refuse orders once one has become implied144, and that the
individuals who act as drug mules do not always appreciate the big (health) risks involved.145
EASO indicated in 2017 that ‘there is no public source material available reporting that the Nigerian
networks of “sponsors” and “madams” which facilitate migration for women also offer such
possibilities for men, or that these networks in Europe organise men working in prostitution.’146 Based
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on the available information, this still seems to be the case. However, sources did identify individual
cases of Nigerian men exploited in the European sex industry.147
Anecdotal evidence indicated that adult male Nigerian victims of trafficking were exploited in the
agricultural sector in southern Europe.148

Boys
Research indicates that most Nigerian minors are smuggled to Europe, but often end up in situations
of exploitation because they do not have the means to finance the whole travel.149 There were some
indications that Nigerian boys are being trafficked – i.e. not smuggled - to Europe from Nigeria.150
Different sources detected cases of football trafficking of Nigerian boys. These boys were lured to
Europe on the pretext of a career with a professional football club to eventually become victims of
exploitation outside the football industry.151
Anecdotal evidence shows that during the last couple of years Nigerian boys have been trafficked to
Europe for sexual exploitation or ended up in sexual exploitation after arrival in Europe.152 In 2016
social workers in the UK indicated they often encountered trafficked Nigerian boys across African boys
ending up in a combination of domestic servitude and sexual exploitation.153 A Nigeria-based
European journalist indicated to know two cases of Nigerian boys who had been trafficked together
with their sisters to Europe for sexual exploitation.154
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2. Modus operandi of THB in Nigeria for
sexual exploitation in Europe
The modi operandi of trafficking in human beings in Nigeria differentiate between the type of
trafficking (sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, forced labour, etc.), the type of victim and the
destination.155 This chapter describes the organisation of trafficking in human beings from Nigeria to
Europe with a focus on the trafficking of female victims for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Sex
trafficking of women from Nigeria consists of three phases: recruitment, the journey towards Europe
and exploitation in Europe. As the following paragraphs will show, since the previous EASO report on
sex trafficking of Nigerian women (2015), the journey towards Europe has become significantly more
difficult due to the deteriorating civil war in Libya, and the measures to stem the influx of migrants to
Italy.156 This section attempts to provide insight in the impact of these developments on the modus
operandi of Nigerian sex trafficking networks.

2.1 Structure and size of Nigerian trafficking networks
The 2015 EASO report on sex trafficking of Nigerian women indicated that these operations consisted
of networks with cellular structures, of which cells operated independently while drawing on an
extensive network of personal contacts to run these operations.157 It found madams and members of
confraternities (also often referred to as cults), which started out as student organisations but evolved
into criminal groups, to be central to the process.158 However, it also identified conflicting visions with
regard to the modus operandi of traffickers and roles of/hierarchy between the different actors
involved.159 Recent criminal investigations into and prosecutions of Nigerian sex traffickers in various
EU Member States have increased the level of insight into the mechanisms of this phenomenon160, as
have studies with Nigerian trafficking victims in Europe and Nigeria.161
These sources mostly confirm the involvement of both actors in sex trafficking of Nigerian women,
but continue to put forward differing views on the relations between these actors and do not provide
clear insight in the way in which the situation in Libya has changed the modus operandi of trafficking
networks. The existence of these different viewpoints partly attests to the opaque nature of Nigerian
sex trafficking and the lack of high quality data on this phenomenon, but could also reflect – as the
2015 EASO report on sex trafficking suggested - that modus operandi differentiate between different
trafficking cells.162 Various experts emphasised the need for more research on the functioning of
Nigerian trafficking networks in order to make authoritative claims about their functioning.163 The
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following paragraphs explore the most recent insights about Nigerian trafficking networks and
potential explanations for changes in modus operandi.

2.1.1 Madams
According to the EASO report on sex trafficking of Nigerian women (2015), most sources indicated
that so-called ‘madams’, Nigerian women who mostly worked as prostitutes in the past and/or were
victims of sexual exploitation in Europe themselves, were at the centre of these networks.164 They
initiated recruitment of victims, financed the journey and monitored the exploitation in Italy.165 The
report specified that madams often operated in couples, with one madam being located in Europe
and the other in Nigeria.166 Madams mostly relied on the support of organised crime groups with
representatives in destinations along the trafficking route and in Europe to facilitate the journey of
female trafficking victims from Nigeria to the EU.167 Various criminal investigations into Nigerian
trafficking rings in Europe confirmed the continuing prominence of the model centred on these female
traffickers in the organisation of sex trafficking from Nigeria to Europe. These women were core
suspects in criminal investigations into trafficking in for instance Spain168, France169, Italy170,
Belgium171, and Germany.172 However, as will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs, some recent
court cases in Europe put into question the enduring prominence of this model.

Ladies clubs
In some European countries (e.g. France, Belgium and The Netherlands)173, madams have established
ladies clubs, which sometimes have ties to similar groups in Nigeria. While there is strong evidence
that these Europe-based ladies’ clubs – which consist entirely of madams – are involved in trafficking,
there is no conclusive evidence that Nigerian ladies’ clubs are necessarily involved in this practice.174
Nevertheless, it has been suggested that ladies’ clubs ‘form an international network which allows
madams to strengthen the links between their own trafficking networks’.175

Impact of the situation in Libya on activities of madams
Madams are also based in Libya, where Nigerian sex trafficking victims are exploited on their way to
Europe, or where Libya sometimes acts as the final destination. Madams in Italy and Libya cooperate
and/or engage in a two way process of selling and buying Nigerian women and girls.176 Some research
indicated that madams have lost influence over trafficking operations because of the developments
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in Libya177, where Libyan criminals and armed groups are in charge of Nigerian women/girls as soon
as they cross the border. 178 In this regard, IOM remarked in 2017 that:
‘The control of victims by traffickers during their stay in transit countries is made difficult by
the social and political instability reigning in these countries. Particular reference is made to
Libya, the last stop before sea crossing, where victims of trafficking wait to embark, along with
other migrants, for variable periods of time. If in the past traffickers were able to monitor
their victims, while in the last year, because of instability and the rise of rebel groups, they
have not been able to have a full control over the situation.’179
These Libyan actors have been accused of both sexually exploiting Nigerian women as well as forcing
their family members back home or madams in Italy to pay ransom in exchange for their liberation.180
Others indicated that Nigerian trafficking networks have representatives in Libya181, have managed to
make agreements with Libyan criminals, and are increasingly in charge of the trafficking/smuggling of
individuals of other (West African) nationalities.182

2.1.2 Organised crime networks and cults
Madams rely on the services of others – mostly men – during various stages of the trafficking
trajectory.183 Insights about the relationships and power dynamics between madams and organised
crime groups differentiate. Some sources suggested that madams mostly rely on these men for various
services (for more details, see below).184 Other (European law enforcement) sources indicated that in Italy notably - certain powerful Nigerian criminal gangs are actually in charge of trafficking
operations.185 Others argued these groups control some of the territories where the madams run their
prostitution businesses and require them to pay tax for the right to be active in these territories186,
but are not actually engaged in trafficking themselves.187

Synergies between madams and organised crime groups
The NGO ECPAT France, which conducted research on networks of human trafficking in Nigeria,
indicated that a symbiosis exists between madams and criminals, who often belong to so-called cults.
Cults originated as confraternities in Nigerian universities, but developed into violent gangs, which
terrorise campuses and have become increasingly involved in violence and crime outside universities
as well.188 Madams mostly rely on the criminals for a range of services189, and often have romantic
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relationships with them.190 Victims in France indicated, for instance, that before their departure men
accompanied them to shrines to take oaths191, and that they also acted as ‘trolleys’192, transporting
victims from Nigeria to destination countries.193 These men also exerted pressure on victims’ family
members when victims failed to pay their debts.194 The research showed that male accomplices –
often in their capacity of boyfriends of Europe-based madams – also provided services in the
destination country. These included the provision of apartments, conflict management between
madams who are operating in the same territory, and debt collection amongst trafficking victims,
sometimes through violent means.195

Nigerian organised crime groups in charge of trafficking operations?
Conflicting accounts exist about the extent to which Nigerian organised crime groups are in charge of
trafficking operations themselves, what is the role of madams in these groups, and how closely they
are linked to confraternities/cults, which suggests that from one case of trafficking to another, the
degree of involvement of these various actors might not be the same.196
Some stakeholders identified the emergence of sophisticated and powerful Nigerian organised crime
networks in charge of trafficking operations via the central Mediterranean route. Europol, for
instance, emphasised in a 2020 report that powerful Nigerian cults are at the heart of sex trafficking
operations:197
‘Nigerian networks achieved significant influence in EU organised crime by regular
cooperation with local criminal groups. Besides THB, Nigerian networks are known to be active
in other criminal businesses linked to THB, such as fraud, corruption, migrant smuggling,
counterfeiting of documents and money laundering. They are also involved in trafficking and
distribution of various types of drugs and currency counterfeiting.
Most of the groups are so-called confraternities; often cult groups that developed in Nigerian
universities. They are based on gang culture with a strict hierarchy and using specific colours,
gestures and language. They are well organised both geographically and logistically, and are
able to mobilise a large number of human resources. One of their main strengths is their
distribution in hubs along the trafficking routes from Nigeria to transit and destination
countries, and the support of personal contacts carrying out various activities linked to the
trafficking business.’198
Citing Italy's national anti-mafia and anti-terrorism prosecutor Federico Cafiero de Raho, Infomigrants
suggested that these networks have a well-established presence throughout Europe: ‘The Nigerian
crime world has "sections in almost all Italian regions and all European countries", de Raho said. In
Italy, there are various brotherhoods - such as the Axe, Eiye and - more recently - Viking that seem
"for the time being not connected to each other”.’199 Some journalists indicated that ‘the Nigerian
mafia’ (with specific reference to the Black Axe) is in charge of human trafficking of both Nigerian
women and men in southern Italy, sharing some of the profit with the local mafia.200 Similarly,
reporting by another media outlet indicated that also in Sicily sex trafficking of Nigerian women and
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girls has become increasingly organised (and violent) due to the involvement ‘of numerous secret
societies and criminal gangs, such as the so-called Black Axe, Vikings or Supreme Eiye Fraternity’.201
Other sources have found that while men and male-dominated crime groups are playing an
increasingly important role in sex trafficking, these actors are not necessarily linked to cults. A French
research study into the functioning of trafficking networks quoted a law enforcement official, who
stated that: ‘There is definitely a development here, where the “madams” are now one of the
elements of a much more complex organisation in which men play an increasingly important role.’202
A criminal investigation into a French trafficking network, for instance, indicated that a Nigerian
‘priest’ was the kingpin in a Lyon-based trafficking network consisting of ten women and
approximately a dozen male accomplices.203

No high levels of engagement of Nigerian organised crime groups in sex trafficking
Nigerian stakeholders and international researchers who extensively studied Nigerian sex trafficking,
however, challenged the entire notion that highly organised Nigerian crime groups are in charge of
sex trafficking.204 A study by an international organisation indicated that:
‘Some stakeholders felt that the major involvement of cults or confraternities in trafficking
was more of a myth than the reality, as trafficking was much more fluid and opportunistic,
thriving on the insecurity and lack of opportunity in the country. It was also considered
unhelpful to ‘attach labels’ when a range of criminal types were involved. European
stakeholders consulted tended to focus on reports about the involvement of cult groups, with
much of the information stemming from European police reports rather than from law
enforcement agencies in Nigeria.’205
Various experts consulted for this EASO report also questioned the existence of a high level of
organisation within Nigerian trafficking operations. Based on fieldwork amongst migrant communities
in Palermo, Maria Shaidrova questioned the actual power of and level of organisation amongst cults
in Italy. She indicated that while Italy-based cult members did assist madams, they were neither in
charge of sex trafficking, nor highly organised in their activities.206 Sine Plambech also indicated that
she had found no evidence through ethnographic research, that the Europe-based Nigerian organised
crime groups which are involved in trafficking of drugs and weapons are now organising human
trafficking from Nigeria to Europe as well.207
In 2021, the Swedish police had no clear evidence that Nigerian cults, which are engaged in drug
trafficking in Sweden, are in charge of sex trafficking operations as well, according to reporting in the
media and information provided by an anonymous source.208

Madams paying tax to organised crime groups
Sources indicated that in certain locations in Europe, where Nigerian organised crime groups which
engaged in drug trafficking had a strong presence – e.g. Marseille, Castel Volturno and Sicily – might
indeed try to benefit from human trafficking organised by madams, by forcing madams to pay tax. The
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director of a Nigerian anti-trafficking NGO noticed this dynamic during a field visit to Castel Volturno.
Female trafficking victims informed her, that their madams had to pay organised crime groups to let
their women/girls use parts of the street in Castel Volturno for street prostitution.209 However,
research showed that prostitution in places such as Marseille has historically relied on territorial
protection and informal taxation, in which African pimps have played a role since the beginning of the
20th century.210 Sources, therefore, indicated that in order to make robust claims about this
phenomenon and the degree to which Nigerian organised crime groups are involved in this practice
today, more research is required.211

2.2 Means of recruitment for trafficking
The 2015 EASO report on sex trafficking of Nigerian women identified different models for the
recruitment of women from Benin City/Edo State in particular. It cited sources that indicated that: 1)
women themselves would approach traffickers212, 2) family members or acquaintances would put
them in contact with traffickers213, or 3) women would be approached by strangers on the street.214
Recent research and articles in media confirmed the continuing existence of each of these models.
Some sources indicated the existence of a fourth more fragmented ‘smuggling’ model whereby the
journey from Nigeria to Europe would not necessarily be controlled and organised by one
madam/trafficker from beginning to end. Some researchers argue that this model has become more
important, because madams have lost control over the trafficking trajectory due to the insecurity in
Libya, and it has become more difficult to traffic women into Europe due to measure to stop the influx
of migrants via the Mediterranean (see Sections 2.1 and 2.5). This section first discusses the
developments surrounding the traditional model and then delves deeper into the more fragmented
smuggling model.

2.2.1 Recruitment in Nigeria
A study of recruitment practices in a specific area of Benin City, by a Nigerian anti-trafficking NGO
indicated that various types of individuals are involved in the creation of links between traffickers and
potential victims. On the side of the traffickers, some madams are based in Nigeria and are themselves
recruiting women and girls. Some Europe-based madams regularly travel themselves to Nigeria to
recruit victims215, or use middlemen. These include their boyfriends, who they send to Nigeria to
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recruit for them.216 They also rely on family members back home217, former trafficking victims218, or
various types of professional recruiters including so-called burgers (also known as trolleys or
connection men: men who accompany victims during – a part of - the journey), scouters, juju
priests219, and Christian pastors.220 These ‘professional’ recruiters are predominantly women and
operate both in the streets as well as online via social media and WhatsApp.221
With regard to the victims’ side, recent studies and articles in media indicated that the second model,
in which family members or other acquaintances encourage a girl to be trafficked to Europe is most
common.222 According to Human Rights Watch, the majority of the 76 trafficking survivors they
interviewed, said ‘they were trafficked by people they know, who prey on their desperation, making
false promises of paid employment, professional training, and education.’223 However, according to
Pathfinders Justice Initiative, many of what they described as ‘helpers’ ‘are generally not connected
to organised criminal networks and generally unaware of the inherent dangers that lay in wait for their
recruits’ and are ‘to a large extent […] genuinely motivated to help a young woman who they see
suffering from abject poverty find a better life abroad’.224 According to Apard and others, parents –
and particularly mothers – in Edo State usually instigate the trafficking of their (oldest) daughters by
getting in touch with the Nigeria-based families of madams.225 This phenomenon also received
coverage in international media.226
Sources confirmed that in Benin City/Edo State some girls/women themselves actively looked for
opportunities to travel to Europe via traffickers.227 In this regard Sophie Samyn remarked that: ‘Most
women are approached themselves in Edo, but there are also those who contact their friends in
Europe and ask around for sponsors who are very accessible anyway.’228

2.2.2 Smuggling model
Sources distinguished two types of journeys from Nigeria to Libya. The first type consists of the
‘organised journeys’ described above, where, according to the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) ‘highly-structured smuggling networks offer to take clients from their country of origin
to the Libyan coast or even to their destination of choice in Europe’. The other type is the step-by-step
journeys, where ‘each smuggler, driver or intermediary is paid individually and is only in charge of a
216
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segment of travel from one location to another.’229 According to UNODC, most migrants from Western
Africa to Italy use the second option, except for Nigerian women being trafficked230, for whom the
whole trajectory is organised. This ‘organised journey’ model, typical of sex trafficking from Benin City,
has received most attention in international research and reporting about sex trafficking from Nigeria.
Experts, however, indicated that some Nigerian women who ended up as victims of sexual exploitation
actually organised their journeys themselves and relied on smugglers to go to Libya and subsequently
Europe231, and were not in debt bondage to a madam at the outset of their journey.232
The Director of a Nigerian NGO estimated that one out of ten Nigerian women who leave from Edo
State did so – initially – without the support of a sponsor.233 These women either saved up money in
advance or workedduring the journey. Some diplomats and NGOs believed that it is difficult to
distinguish between smuggling and trafficking cases in view of the abuse and exploitation experienced
by Nigerian migrants during the journey, and suggested that trafficking often occurred as a result of
smuggling ‘gone wrong’.234 Various sources indicated that many of the women who left by themselves
ended up in some sort of debt bondage to smugglers because they ran out of money during the
journey235, and/or were tricked by their smugglers and sold to traffickers, often resulting in sexual
exploitation in so-called ‘connection houses’ in Libya.236 The director of a Nigerian anti-trafficking NGO
confirmed the existence of this practice. She indicated that women who left Nigeria without the
support of a sponsor, usually had to rely on a sponsor to pay the crossing of the Mediterranean. When
making the crossing these women got the name of an unknown person they would have to contact
upon arrival in Italy, who then turned out to be the person who would exploit them in Europe.237 A
similar method was described in an article in the Guardian.238

2.2.3 Recruitment along the way
The journey has become less organised than in the past, also for most of the women whose travel is
funded by traffickers. According to Rafaela Pascoal ‘nowadays the phase of recruitment has become
more complex to comprehend, in which the girl has no awareness regarding its beginning and
duration.’239 Pathfinders Justice Initiative confirmed this:
‘It should be noted that although traffickers contend that victims are indebted to them for the
overland journey from Nigeria, many victims are regularly abandoned en route to Europe. In
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an effort to advance the journey, victims are forced to start prostitution as soon as they leave
Nigeria and will continue to do so until their arrival in Europe.’240
Rafaela Pascoal observed that increasingly madams only get in touch with trafficking victims towards
the end of the journey, when victims are already in Libya.241 Pascoal identified cases in which girls who
thought they had been recruited by an Italy-based madam when they were still in Nigeria, lost touch
with this madam once in Libya and in the end got recruited from Libya by another Italy-based
madam.242
The academic researchers Sine Plambech and Irene Peano both indicated that traffickers were selling
trafficking victims and their debts along the way.243 IOM also found that madams are selling trafficking
victims to each other and that this was particularly the case with regard to victims who fell pregnant
in Libya:
‘From the evidence that has been collected, it was possible to ascertain that pregnant victims
who arrived in Italy by sea may be re-trafficked. In fact, the madame, having learned of the
victim's pregnancy, may decide to “leave her” in Libya, considering her pregnancy as a great
obstacle to work, and, therefore, the payment of debt. In some cases, girls are sold by their
madame in Europe to another madame in Libya, who will force girls to interrupt their
pregnancy and work in brothels. In many other cases, however, the girls who were
interviewed were forced to rely on a different trafficker willing to support them in Libya and,
eventually, from Libya to Italy. The victim is then subjected by the new madame to a second
voodoo ritual and sometimes, forced to prostitute herself even during a pregnancy.’244

2.3 The debt system and the use of juju
The incurring and repaying of a debt are a central feature of sex trafficking from Benin City/Edo State
to Europe. Madams or criminal gangs finance the journey of trafficking victims to Europe, but require
victims to repay a highly inflated debt through sex work upon arrival in Europe. These debts are
estimated to be between EUR 30 000 and EUR 70 000.245 The 2015 EASO report indicated that most
trafficking victims from Edo/Benin City were aware of the fact they would have to repay a debt, but
that they were not aware of or did not understand the actual (highly inflated) amount of the debt.246
Nevertheless, research indicated that many trafficking victims in Europe tried to fully repay their
debts247, even though very few succeeded.248
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2.3.1 Juju and oath-taking
Until at least 2018, traffickers from Edo used the native justice system which relies on oaths and lucky
charms/fetishes (juju) to seal the debt agreement with trafficking victims before departure. Through
these oaths traffickers promised victims to arrange their travel to Europe and victims
committedthemselves to paying back the debt and not making any problems, including revealing the
identity of the trafficker(s) to law enforcement authorities.249 Recent research indicated that the
information about the use of oaths in the 2015 EASO report about sex trafficking of Nigerian women
is still mostly accurate.250
The 2015 EASO report described juju as ‘a popular term for various forms of “traditional” medicine
and black magic’.251 and a colloquial term for voodoo, ‘a traditional religion in West Africa’ according
to which ‘spirits or gods are believed to govern the earth and every aspect of human existence.’ The
report also stipulated that ‘juju is deeply ingrained in society in Edo State, and many Nigerians,
regardless of social class or education level, believe in it.’252
Recent research emphasised that juju has multiple meanings in the Edo context. It refers both to the
practice of using ‘supernatural forces to act on natural forces’, as well as to the actual lucky
charms/fetishes which are used to achieve this goal. ECPAT France indicated that:
‘The people interviewed as part of our surveys use the word "juju" to refer not only to their
beliefs and the rituals they have undergone during their journey, but also to the object that
materializes the promise and that is composed of the items used during the oath of allegiance
[…] or to the representations of the deities used during the rituals.’253
As such, juju is an essential part of Edo’s customary justice system, in which oaths254, and fetishes are
used to seal ‘oaths of allegiance’:255
‘According to Precious Diagboya, the oath of allegiance, which can also be described as a
loyalty oath, is used in the Benin City area in the context of marital fidelity, good faith in
commercial dealings or commitment to a group (a cultist group, for example) or to a deity. As
we have seen, it can be taken by the devotees to a deity at the time of initiation or by the
"priests" to the Oba. The existence of an oath of allegiance adds a sacred dimension to the
commitment of allegiance, a dimension that distinguishes it from a simple promise. This
sacred aspect is "most often handled by involving a third party witness: the third actor in this
sociodrama that is the oath, a sacred or sanctified actor, a witness and guarantor of the
enunciation".’256
The 2015 EASO report about sex trafficking of Nigerian women cited insights from academic research
that warned against a sensationalist understanding of the role of juju charms and oath taking in sex
trafficking in Nigeria, which considers juju as the driving force behind this phenomenon and depicts
juju rituals themselves as inherently traumatic. Researchers emphasised that while juju is used to
ensure a victim’s allegiance to the trafficker, juju is not used as a way to force women and girls into
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sex trafficking, and is only applied once she has decided that she wants to go to Europe.257 The EASO
report also indicated that the act of making an oath that involves juju charms is not necessarily
experienced as intimidating and coercive258, as juju and juju oaths are integral to daily life in Edo.259
Researchers also emphasised that juju is just one of the means traffickers have at their disposal to
guarantee a victim’s obedience, and that not all victims of sex trafficking in Nigeria have sworn
oaths260, or if they did swear an oath, believe in its ‘magic power’.261
The EASO report also indicated that juju could become a tool of psychological coercion once victims
refuse or fail to live up to the demands of their traffickers.262 According to multiple sources cited in
the report, victims who believed in juju and wanted to escape their traffickers reported high levels of
fear for the consequences of breaking their oaths.263 Recent research showed that the fetishes (juju)
that are taken when a trafficking victim swears her oath of allegiance play a central role in this. Priests
threatened victims to set on fire their fetishes when victims do not pay back their debts, which victims
believe could result in death of madness.264
However, during this reporting period, the role of juju and oaths in sex trafficking from Nigeria to
Europe has been impacted by the decision by the Oba of Benin to curse the use of juju to seal
allegiances between traffickers and their victims, as will be discussed in the next section.

2.3.2 Oba of Benin and the cursing of sex traffickers
As mentioned in Section 1.2, one of the most remarkable developments during this reporting period
was the decision by the Oba of Benin, the traditional religious ruler who has moral authority over all
juju priests in Edo State, to curse human trafficking, curse all priests who perform oaths between sex
traffickers and their victims, and nullify all previous juju oaths sworn by trafficking victims. Initial
reports from Nigeria and Europe showed that this decision had various impacts. Juju priests in Edo
were said to have stopped performing oaths265, and have requested victims and/or their families to
pick up the bundles with the victims’ intimate items.266 Trafficking victims in Europe have
demonstrated more willingness to leave their madams267, and some victims seemed more willing to
cooperate with both European and Nigerian law enforcement authorities to convict their traffickers.268
Reuters interviewed a paid Nigeria-based recruiter of potential victims, who indicated that she had
stopped recruiting women and girls out of fear for the consequences of the curse.269
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No end to sex trafficking from Edo State
However, these observations are mostly based on anecdotal evidence and concern the situation just
after the Oba made the curse. Experts indicated that sex trafficking from Benin City has not stopped270,
as predicted by experts/stakeholders from Edo State in 2018 already.271 Experts indicated that ‘the
current question is likely to be more about what strategies criminal groups will deploy, adapting what
they do to comply with the Oba’s declaration, rather than whether the declaration will put an end to
trafficking.’272 Stakeholders identified various potential (unintended) consequences of the oath,
including:
-

A shift in recruiting areas for sex trafficking victims, as the Oba’s authority is only recognised
by the Bini people from Edo State (see Section 1.3.1);273
A shift towards other coercive tactics to guarantee the allegiance of victims to their traffickers
including the threat and/or use of violence (see Section 4.1 on reprisals);274
The use of ‘clandestine oaths’275, or the use of shrines outside Edo State.276

The director of a Nigerian NGO indicated that the curse by the Oba did nothing to remove the push
factors that encourage inhabitants of Edo State to leave, meaning that they will still look for
opportunities to go abroad, including via the sex trafficking model.277 In this regard, it has been
emphasised that the oath was never the driving force behind a trafficking victim’s choice to travel with
the support of a madam. The oath was used to seal the ‘agreement’ between traffickers and trafficking
victims, once the victim had decided to make the journey to Europe. Sources indicated that there has
been a decrease in departures to Europe from Edo State, but ascribe this to the fact that the journey
has become more difficult and the huge number of returnees from Libya signifies to would-be
migrants in Edo State278 that this is not the right moment to attempt the journey.279 Experts, however,
believed that this has resulted in sex trafficking of women to other destinations, such as the Middle
East.280

Impact on victims in Italy (and the rest of Europe)
Sources confirmed that the decision by the Oba provided trafficking victims from Edo in Italy with an
opportunity to escape situations of exploitation/debt bondage. NGOs providing services to Nigerian
victims in Europe, however, indicated that while victims might initially have felt emboldened to leave
their madams, the lack of sufficient support services for these women and girls has resulted in many
of them returning to their madams.281 A migration sociologist also observed this development during
fieldwork with Nigerian trafficking victims in Italy in 2020.282 In addition, sources indicated that
traffickers in Europe have other tools at their disposal to coerce women into obedience. These include
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(threats of) violence against victims and their families283, and threats to report trafficking victims
without documents to the authorities.284

2.4 Travel to and within Europe
This section deals with the routes taken by Nigerian migrants trafficking victims on the way to Europe,
activities of traffickers and intermediaries alongside these routes, and the abuse inflicted along the
way. Sources noted that the actors who are in charge of human trafficking have been shifting between
various EU countries285, resulting in significant changes in the number of Nigerian victims of human
trafficking that have been detected in individual EU Member States.286

2.4.1 Routes to Europe
The 2015 EASO report indicated that most Nigerian trafficking victims used the central Mediterranean
route through Niger and Libya to travel to Italy. In 2020, this was still the case. Nigerians using this
route continued to predominantly favour Italy as primary destination country, followed by Greece.287
Data from interviews with Nigerian migrants in Italy by the Mixed Migration Centre indicated that
most Nigerian migrants (including victims of trafficking) followed a similar journey. Migrants from
other places in Nigeria travelled to Kano in northern Nigeria first, to subsequently cross the border
with Niger. Most migrants then directly travelled to the Nigerien city Agadez, but some indicated they
made a stop before in the Nigerien town Zinder. From Agadez they continued to the southern Libyan
desert town Sabha to subsequently travel to Tripoli or in some cases Sabratha, both on the north coast
of Libya288, where they hoped to embark on a boat journey to Italy across the Mediterranean Sea. The
2015 report mentioned the use of the western Mediterranean route to Spain.289 IOM data showed
that Nigerians do not figure amongst the most common nationalities of arrivals in Spain.290
First-time asylum applications in Spain between 2015 and 2020 reflect this observation (see table
below).291 While first-time asylum applications by Nigerians dropped significantly in Italy since 2018,
there was no stark increase in first-time applications in Spain.292
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secondary movements within Europe by West-African migrants: Frontex, Risk analysis 2018, url, p. 28
287 IOM, Iregular migration routes to Europe: West and Central Africa, January-June 2020, url
288 Mixed Migration Centre, Protection risks along migration routes through North Africa to Italy, September 2020, url, p. 1
289 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 33
290 IOM, Mixed Migration Flows in the Mediterranean: Compilation of Available Data and Information, November 2019, url,
p. 4. In 2019, the main nationalities among arrivals by sea in Spain between January and November 2019 were Morocco
(30%), Algeria (15%), Mali (9%) and others (46%)In 2019 and 2020, Nigerians also did not feature amongst the main
nationalities of arrivals in Italy. IOM, Flow Monitoring Surveys – Italy, February 2021, url; IOM, Top 5 Nationalities
Interviewed in Italy in 2019, July 2020, url, p. 4
291 Eurostat, Asylum and first time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex - annual aggregated data (rounded), last
updated 18 March 2021, last accessed 28 March 2021, url
292 Dutch research indicated that the most common West African nationalities that entered Spain between 2014 and 2018
showed a significant overlap with the nationalities that were previously detected in the Central Mediterranean, with the
exception of Nigerians. Netherlands, ACVZ, Research report: Secondary Movements of Asylum Seekers in the EU, 12
November 2019, url, p. 41
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2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Italy

17 755

26 550

24 950

5510

1255

855

Spain

200

275

250

375

280

200

Malta

5

15

35

35

220

215

Greece

190

190

130

130

170

100

Table 1: First -time Nigerian applications in selected Mediterranean EU countries between 2015 and 2020293

Nevertheless, various sources indicated that Nigerian trafficking victims have used the western
Mediterranean route to enter Europe.294
A European NGO indicated that a small fraction of Nigerian sex trafficking victims still arrived via plane
in Europe.295 The main airports of embarkation indicated by Frontex (2018) - in its database of irregular
entries at EU air borders - also included Lagos (in the top six).296

2.4.2 Abuse on the way to Europe
In theory the organised journey model shields trafficking victims from violence and exploitation along
the way, as they do not have to search and pay for their own transit to the next destination, reducing
the time spent in transit .297 However, as the 2015 EASO report already mentioned, trafficked Nigerian
women experienced significant levels of sexual abuse and exploitation in so-called connection houses
or ghettos in Niger and Libya where they resided before embarking on the next part of the journey.298
Along the central Mediterranean route, Nigerian migrants had to pay bribes to corrupt border officials
to guarantee passing into the next country:
‘Widespread/endemic corruption was noted in law enforcement, particularly as returnees left
Edo State and on the border between Nigeria and Niger. Returnees noted that law
enforcement officers are aware of the smuggling happening on the borders and either turn a
blind eye or demand bribes for returnees to continue.’299
The lawlessness and volatile security situation in Libya since 2011 ‘provides fertile ground for thriving
illicit activities, such as trafficking in human beings and criminal smuggling, and leaves migrant and
refugee men, women and children at the mercy of countless predators who view them as commodities
to be exploited and extorted for maximum financial gain’, according to the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).300 During this reporting period, Nigerian migrants
identified Libya, and particularly Sabha and Tripoli, as the most dangerous places during the
journey.301 The fact that since 2018 it has become more difficult to leave Libya, has increased the risk
of being submitted to exploitation and abuse for migrants. The types of abuse reported by both male
and female migrants were manifold and included physical violence, torture, rape/sexual violence302,
293

Eurostat, Asylum and first time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex - annual aggregated data (rounded) [choose
first-time applicant], 18 March 2021, url
294 Jorge, E., I. Antolínez and A. Alonso, The Construction of Silence: Narratives of Nigerian Women Crossing into Europe,
UNESCO Chair on Gender, Wellbeing and a Culture of Peace Working Paper Series, March 2020, url; Plambech, S., Senior
Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021; CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 20-21
295 The arrival dates of these victims, however, were not specified. See: Herzwerk, Best practices in tackling trafficking
Nigerian Route (BINIs): National Report Austria, 2018, url, p. 11
296 Semprebon, M. Fighting Human Trafficking in Nigeria: Recent and ongoing projects (2010-2019), 2020, url, p. 26
297 UNHCR, Mixed Migration Routes and Dynamics in Libya in 2018, 2019, url, p. 23
298 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 33
299 INSigHT, Building Capacity to Deal with Human Trafficking and Transit Routes in Nigeria, Italy, June 10-11, 2019, url, p. ix
300 OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, pp. 5, 20. See also: Malakooti, A., The Intersection of Irregular
Migration and Trafficking in West Africa and the Sahel , 2020, url, p. 77
301 Mixed Migration Center, Protection risks along migration routes through North Africa to Italy, September 2020, url, p. 3
302 OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, pp. 46-47
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forced detention303, kidnapping for ransom304, killings305, and various forms of exploitation.306 In Libya,
traffickers regularly kidnap migrants to force families back home to pay ransom.307 The OHCHR found
that migrants in Libya:
‘are systematically held captive in abusive conditions, including starvation, severe beatings,
burning with hot metals, electrocution, and sexual abuses of women and girls, with the aim
of extorting money from their families through a complex system of money transfers,
extending to a number of countries. They are frequently sold from one criminal gang to
another and required to pay ransoms multiple times before being set free or taken to coastal
areas to await the Mediterranean Sea crossing.’308
There have also been reports of cases where smugglers captured (male) Nigerian migrants in Libya
and forced family members of those migrants to pay for their release after the smugglers had decided
that the initial amount that was paid for the journey to Libya was too low.309 Migrants have been
auctioned at ‘slave markets’.310 Women and girls often fell prey to sexual exploitation311, whereas men
mostly ended up in forced labour.312 Women were particularly vulnerable to sexual exploitation in
Libya by smugglers, including Nigerians.313 There have been reports of pregnancies as a result of rape
and abortions in unsanitary conditions.314
Research with Nigerian migrants who used the western Mediterranean route indicated that traffickers
also use violence along the way to intimidate women into obedience. According to Spanish research,
‘Maghnia (Algerian border with Morocco) stands out notoriously as a place where women often
recount the assaults that they experience, in this case, from their fellow countrymen.’315
Besides the fact that West African migrants are vulnerable to abuse by others during their journey,
both routes in themselves are very dangerous as well. Significant numbers of African migrants died of
dehydration or asphyxiation during the journey through the Sahara Desert or drowned during the
crossing of the Mediterranean.316

2.4.3 Secondary movements in Europe
As mentioned, most Nigerian irregular migrants have travelled via the central Mediterranean route to
Europe during the last couple of years, with Italy being the favoured primary destination country.

303

Mixed Migration Centre, Protection concerns of people on the move across West Africa and Libya, May 2018, url, pp. 12,
15; OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, p. 38
304 OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, p. 48
305 OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, pp. 29-30
306 TIME, 'It Was As if We Weren’t Human.' Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url;
Mixed Migration Centre, Protection concerns of people on the move across West Africa and Libya, May 2018, url OHCHR,
Desperate and Dangerous, December 2018, url, p. 47
307 TIME, The Families of Migrants Held Hostage Are Using Facebook to Raise Money for Smugglers’ Ransoms, 5 February
2019, url; BBC, 'I thought I was going to die': Jailed and ransomed in Libya, 21 June 2017, url
308 OHCHR, Desperate and Dangerous, 20 December 2018, url, p. 5
309 Ansa (via Infomigrants), 'African mafias work together in Italy,' national prosecutor says, 29 November 2019, url; Inkyfada,
Investigation: At the Heart of Human Trafficking Networks in Libya, 1 December 2020, url (This publication concerns the
situation of migrants in Libya in general and not specifically Nigerian migrants)
310 TIME, 'It Was As if We Weren’t Human.' Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url
311 4Mi, cited in: Clingendael, Caught in the middle A human rights and peace-building approach to migration governance in
the Sahel, December 2018, url, pp. 29-30; TIME, 'It Was As if We Weren’t Human.' Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping
African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url
312 TIME, 'It Was As if We Weren’t Human.' Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url
313 France 24, Nigerian women struggle to raise children born of Libya rape, 1 August 2019, url
314 Human Rights Watch, “You Pray for Death” Trafficking of Women and Girls in Nigeria, 2019, url, p. 5
315 Jorge, E., I. Antolínez and A. Alonso, The Construction of Silence: Narratives of Nigerian Women Crossing into Europe,
UNESCO Chair on Gender, Wellbeing and a Culture of Peace Working Paper Series, March 2020, url, p. 17
316 IOM, Irregular Migration Routes West and Central Africa, January-June 2020, url, p. 2
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However, data about (first-time) asylum applications by Nigerians in EU+ countries indicated that
Nigerians have (temporarily) dispersed over various EU Member States, particularly in the wake of
2018. Indeed, as fewer Nigerian migrants have arrived to Europe since 2018, movements of victims
who arrived prior to that year from Italy to other EU countries have become more important. Since
2018, Germany has topped the list of EU countries receiving most Nigerian asylum applications,
surpassing Italy. Many Nigerians have also withdrawn their asylum applications, mainly in Italy.317 The
2015 EASO report on sex trafficking indeed identified the ‘continuous shifting of exploited victims
within the EU’ based on data from Europol, specifying that ‘destination countries can become transit
countries.’318
As the number of new Nigerian trafficking victims arriving to Europe has decreased, movement of
Nigerian trafficking victims within Europe has continued. There are no data available about secondary
movements of Nigerians who have entered Europe through the Central Mediterranean route.
However, data about the annual number of Nigerian asylum applicants in individual European
countries provide some insight in the extent to and where Nigerians are moving after arrival in Italy.
Data about Nigerian asylum applications in Europe indicate that – besides Italy, Greece and Spain the most important asylum destinations for Nigerian migrants in Europe between 2015 and 2019 were
Germany, France, Austria, the UK, The Netherlands, Switzerland, Sweden, and Ireland.319
2015
2016
2017
Italy
18,145
27,105
25,495
Germany
5,300
12,910
8,260
France
1,710
1,955
2,350
United Kingdom
1,615
1,905
1,680
Austria
1,375
1,855
1,405
Switzerland
970
1,105
700
Sweden
460
365
395
Spain
215
285
260
Netherlands
265
280
270
Greece
370
275
200
Ireland
185
175
185
Finland
165
165
105
Belgium
145
115
145
Denmark
115
115
65
Hungary
1,005
85
10
Table 2: Top 15 first asylum applications of Nigerians between 2015 and 2020320

2018
6,975
11,010
5,050
1,440
680
510
400
400
320
185
250
105
120
30
0

2019
3,520
10,510
6,390
1,485
335
355
395
380
650
210
385
120
195
20
5

2020
3,150
4,215
3,785
:
185
170
255
275
2,200
135
210
75
140
15
0

Shifting secondary destinations
While in some countries such as the UK, Ireland, and Sweden the number of Nigerian asylum
applications remained quite constant between 2016 and 2019, the table above shows that the
Netherlands and France reported a significant increase in the number of Nigerian applicants since
2018/2019. Recent research in both countries showed high levels of Nigerian trafficking victims321,
and research in the Netherlands showed that the increased number of Nigerian asylum applications
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EASO, EASO Asylum Report 2020: Annual Report on the Situation of Asylum in the European Union, 2020, url, p. 78
EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 34. Source:
Europol, Joint actions to tackle West African Human Trafficking Networks, 12 June 2014
319 Eurostat, Asylum and first time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex - annual aggregated data (rounded), 18
March 2021, url
320 Eurostat, Asylum and first time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex - annual aggregated data (rounded), last
updated 18 March 2021, url
321 Sourd A., and A. Vacher, La traite des êtres humains en France Profil des victimes suivies par les associations en 2019,
2020, url, p. 4; Netherlands, Nationaal Rapporteur Mensenhandel, Slachtoffermonitor Mensenhandel 2015-2019 [Victim
Monitor Human Trafficking 2015-2019], 2020, url, pp. 42-43
318
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corresponded with an increased number of identified Nigerian trafficking victims.322 On the other
hand, countries such as Austria and Switzerland and also Norway and Denmark witnessed significant
decreases in Nigerian asylum applicants.323 Dutch research (2019) indicated that secondary
movements mostly took place between Italy and Germany between 2014 and 2018. According to this
research, France received many asylum seekers who had previously applied for asylum in Germany,
Italy and Hungary, but it was not specified how many Nigerians were amongst them.324

Nigerian trafficking networks escaping European law enforcement
Little recent (academic) research exists on what motivates secondary movements by Nigerian
trafficking victims and/or why the presence of Nigerian victims of trafficking/asylum seekers has
significantly increased in some European countries and decreased in others. However, trafficking
networks determine where trafficking victims reside and recent insights from Europol (2018)
suggested that these networks know how to use local asylum procedures to their advantage and how
to adapt to increased scrutiny by law enforcement officials in certain countries:
‘The long-established presence of Nigerian OCGs [organised crime groups] in the EU has given
them an insight into law enforcement methods and a good understanding of how to misuse
legal immigration channels (in particular the asylum mechanism, which they abuse both to
traffic their victims and to legalise their status). This is shown by the many THB suspects who
either hold legal residence permits, are currently asylum applicants, or former asylum seekers
[…] The large number of human resources and the structure in cells makes the organised crime
network rather fluid. Once one cell is dismantled by law enforcement, the rest can continue
to operate and can easily re-establish any losses.’325
An representative of a shelter for Nigerian trafficking victims in Italy confirmed this vision, adding that
the Italian prostitution market has been saturated, making it more beneficial for traffickers to explore
other European markets.326 Save the Children indicated that the high territorial turnover of Nigerian
trafficking victims was ‘implemented mainly to avoid police inspections or the creation of close
relationships with clients or social workers’.327

Better earnings and conditions
Plambech indicated that Nigerian sex trafficking victims travel to other destinations within Italy and
Europe to accelerate the repayment of their debts.328 In northern Europe, Nigerian trafficking victims
earn more than in Italy. In addition, also within Italy, Nigerian sex trafficking victims organise short
trips to different parts of the country – with a less saturated prostitution market - to enhance their
earnings.329 Sine Plambech indicated that madams usually do not force Nigerian trafficking victims to
go to different destinations and that women/girls often want to go themselves.330 The search of both
traffickers and trafficking victims for better social security/protection via the asylum procedure also
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Netherlands, Nationaal Rapporteur Mensenhandel, Slachtoffermonitor Mensenhandel 2015-2019 [[Victim Monitor
Human Trafficking 2015-2019], 2020, url, pp. 42-43
323 Eurostat, Asylum and first time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex - annual aggregated data (rounded), Last
updated 18 March 2021, url
324 Netherlands, ACVZ, Research report: Secondary Movements of Asylum Seekers in the EU, 12 November 2019, url, p. 41
325 Europol, Situation Report: Criminal Networks Involved in the Trafficking and Exploitation of Underage Victims in the
European Union, October 2018, url, pp. 12-13
326 Mossino, A., Director PIAM ONLUS, interview 5 October 2020
327 Save the Children, Young Invisible Enslaved: Children Victims of Trafficking and Labour Exploitation in Italy, July 2017, url,
p. 27
328 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021
329 Maria Shaidrova, PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021
330 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021
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inspires secondary movements.331 In some cases trafficking victims move to different countries,
because once they are in the asylum procedure they will receive a higher allowance than in the
primary destination countries. This is beneficial for traffickers as well, who force them to give all or a
part of the allowance to them.332

331

Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders Justice Initiative, interview 24 February 2021, Maria Shaidrova,
PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021
332 Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders Justice Initiative, interview 24 February 2021
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3. Reintegration of returnees
This chapter discusses the situation of Nigerian trafficking victims and migrants (women and men)
upon return in Nigeria. It looks into (the effectiveness of) available reintegration support and
community attitudes towards returnees.

3.1 Repatriation (voluntary and forced return)
On an annual basis, many migrants return to Nigeria. European governments have established a range
of programmes to support Nigerian returnees with their returns and reintegration in Nigeria. The
departure country and the question whether the migrant does or does not cooperate with his/her
return determine for what type of support programme he/she can apply. Prospective Nigerian
returnees based in Europe can use programmes by EU Member State immigration agencies, IOM
programmes or support provided through the European Return and Reintegration Network (ERRIN) in
the framework of their joint reintegration programmes.333 Support by national immigration agencies
and IOM support is predominantly reserved for voluntary returnees, whereas ERRIN support is
provided to both voluntary and forced returnees according to policies in place in the respective
sending countries.334

3.1.1 Number of Nigerian returnees
No information was found in regard to the percentage of returnees from Europe who are recognised
to be victims of human trafficking. According to data provided by European countries to Eurostat, the
authorities of these countries organised the return of 1 965 Nigerians in 2017, 1 300 in 2018 and 1 650
in 2019.335 These numbers, however, are not based on insights about return from all EU Member
States. Frontex indicated that in 2019 2 287 Nigerians effectively returned.336
Most of the Nigerian returnees from Europe reported by Eurostat between 2017 and 2019 were
forced returnees, as displayed in the table below:337
Total number of
returnees338

Number of forced
returnees339

Percentage forced
returnees

2017

1965

1130

57.5 %

2018

1300

755340

58.1 %

333

For more details, see: ERRIN, What we do: Joint reintegration programmes, n.d., url
ERRIN, What we do: Joint reintegration programmes, n.d., url. Returnees do have to live up to certain requirements in
order to be eligible for support.
335 Eurostat, Third-country nationals who have left the territory to a third country by destination country and citizenship, last
updated 8 February 2021, url. This table covers returns from: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, France, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden and the United
Kingdom.
336 Frontex, Risk Analysis for 2020, 2020, url, p. 33. Effective returns, however, do not necessarily mean returns to the country
of origin and, for example in the case of Syrians, they include returns of persons to third countries considered to be safe (for
example from Hungary to Serbia).
337 Eurostat, Third-country nationals who have left the territory by type of return and citizenship, 8 February 2021, url
338 Eurostat, Third-country nationals who have left the territory by type of return and citizenship, 8 February 2021, url
339 Eurostat, Third-country nationals who have left the territory by type of return and citizenship, 8 February 2021, url
340 Norway, Belgium and Iceland did not report the number of forced returnees this year, which means that the total was
likely higher than 755.
334
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2019

1650

1105341

67.0 %

Table 3: Number of Nigerian returnees from Europe342

The largest group of organised returnees to Nigeria between 2017 and 2020, however, did not leave
from the EU, but from Libya – and to a lesser extent Niger - in the framework of IOM’s humanitarian
evacuation programme. Between May 2017 and December 2020, more than 17 000 Nigerians
returned in the context of this programme.343 All aforementioned figures include both victims of
trafficking and other categories of migrants.
Since most information about the situation of migrants after return to Nigeria concerns the
experiences of returnees from Libya/Niger, they will be discussed in this chapter as well. Where
possible and necessary the following sections distinguish between the experiences of voluntary and
forced returnees and indicate whether it concerns experiences of returnees from Europe or Libya/
Niger.

3.1.2 Overview of return programmes
Support in case of voluntary return from Europe
European countries use various programmes to support the repatriation and reintegration of
voluntary returnees to Nigeria, notably programmes by local IOM offices, the ERRIN programme344,
and programmes via national immigration agencies.345 Voluntary returnees can apply for these
support programmes in the European country of departure. These programmes generally cover the
actual repatriation including the acquisition of the required travel documents. Together with a
counsellor/advisor, returnees will develop a reintegration strategy for the moment they are back in
Nigeria.346 These strategies cover economic reintegration/schooling, but also psychosocial support,
legal support (long-term) housing and medical support if necessary. Additional support is available for
vulnerable groups such as victims of trafficking and (unaccompanied) minors. IOM and ERRIN provide
returnees predominantly with in kind support including training/schooling, equipment/materials to
start a business and housing through local IOM offices or government/NGO partners within the
boundaries of the available grant amount.347 In some cases, voluntary returnees receive limited
amounts of cash financial support for basic needs. Besides the provision of (long-term) reintegration
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Various countries including Norway and Sweden did not report the number of forced returnees this year, which means
that the total was likely higher than 1105.
342 Eurostat, Third-country nationals who have left the territory by type of return and citizenship, last updated 8 February
2021, url
343 See: EU-IOM Joint Initiative, Geographic Coverage (Nigeria), n.d., url. For more information about the implementation of
the programme, see: EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #3, July 2020, url
344 In February 2021 the ERRIN website indicated that Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden
and UK used the ERRIN contracts in Nigeria. See: ERRIN, Where we work (open Nigeria), n.d., url
345 France, for instance, organises voluntary return via the Office Français de l'Immigration et de l'Intégration (OFII France),
See: OFII, Retour Volontaire, n.d., url. The German Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge (BAMF) cooperates with IOM
to provide this type of support via the REAG/GARP programme. See: BAMF & IOM REAG/GARP, n.d., url. In Norway the
Norwegian Directorate for Immigration (UDI) also coordinates with IOM: IOM, Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration,
n.d., url
346 ERRIN, About ERRIN, n.d., url; For details about for instance the return support provided by IOM in varius Member States,
see: url (the Netherlands), url (Finland), url (Sweden), url (Iceland), url (Austria), url (Italy), and url (Poland)
347 For information about the nature of IOM support in Nigeria, see: EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019,
url, p. 26-28. The IOM office in Nigeria has trained various NGOs and government entities to provide reintegration services,
in the framework of the EU-IOM Joint Initiative, including: National Directorate of Employment, Small and Medium
Enterprises Development Agency of Nigeria, Industrial Training Fund, Edo State Task Force, Committee for Support of Dignity
of Women and Lift Above Poverty Organization (p. 39). For information about the nature of ERRIN support in Nigeria, see:
ERRIN, ERRIN Reintegration Programme for Returning Migrants: Nigeria, n.d., url, p. 2. ERRIN cooperates with the Nigerian
NGO Idia Renaissance to provide reintegration support.
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support ERRIN and IOM arrange the airport pick up and accommodation in Nigeria during the first
days after arrival (see section 3.1.3).348

Support in case of forced return from Europe
The extent to which forced returnees can apply for reintegration support after arrival in Nigeria
depends on the country from which they have returned. Forced returnees from EU countries who use
ERRIN contracts in Nigeria, can take part in the ERRIN programme according to policies in place in the
respective Member States.349

Support in case of humanitarian evacuation from Libya/Niger
The EU-IOM Joint Initiative for humanitarian evacuation from various African countries including Libya
and Niger consists of five phases, of which the first phases consist of support in the departure country,
the actual repatriation, and reception of returnees at the airport. The final phase consists of
reintegration support once back home.350 The exact nature of reintegration support depends on the
profile of the returnee. All returnees are eligible for information and counselling by an advisor who
creates a reintegration plan together with the returnee.351 Based on this advice IOM redirects
returnees to existing trainings and services provided by government entities or NGOs.352 These
initiatives have the aim to prepare returnees for participation in the labour market or the creation of
their own micro business.353 A (large) share of the returnees are eligible for additional reintegration
support, notably seed money to create a business, or integration in a community development project
in communities that absorb many returnees.354 Vulnerable returnees are priority recipients of this
type of support355, as are returnees from communities with a high level of returnees. Other returnees
can, however, also apply for additional support, if they propose an eligible reintegration project.356 A
committee will select returnees who will get additional support based on criteria such as sustainability
and the likely results of the project.357

Procedure for returnee trafficking victims
All above-mentioned programmes foresee in specific support for vulnerable returnees including
victims of trafficking. In Nigeria, NAPTIP coordinates the provision of shelter for and reintegration of
trafficking victims. The 2015 EASO report on sex trafficking indicated that victims of human trafficking
who were deported from Europe often did not receive adequate support at the airport due to a lack
of coordination between European authorities and NAPTIP.358 During the last couple of years, most
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ERRIN, ERRIN Reintegration Programme for Returning Migrants: Nigeria, n.d., last accessed 22 March 2021, url, p. 2
ERRIN, What we do: Joint reintegration programmes, n.d., url. Returnees do have to live up to certain requirements in
order to be eligible for support.
350 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 15
351 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 26
352 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, pp. 26-27
353 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 27. The document specifies that training: ‘consists of
assistance targeting a large number of returnees with common activities that can contribute to address their needs or
improve their reintegration’s perspectives, such as (i) business management or technical skills training sessions, (ii)
psychosocial counselling for both migrants and their families or relatives, and (iii) exposure to job fair and other similar
events where return migrants could network with potential employers, get information on micro-finance institutions, etc.’
For an illustration of this type of initiative, see: IOM, Nigerian Returnees Learn the Ropes of Business Development at Home,
31 August 2018, url
354EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 28. For an example of a community initiative, see: IOM,
Farmers, Private Sector and Returnees Join Forces to Launch Pineapple Factory, Foster Reintegration in Nigeria, 21 February
2020, url
355 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 28
356 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 28
357 EU-IOM, Biannual Reintegration Report #1, March 2019, url, p. 28
358 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria – Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 37
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victims of trafficking who returned to Nigeria came from Libya in the framework of the EU-IOM
programme. In case of return from Europe, it is most likely that victims of trafficking were amongst
forced returnees. Research by an international organisation in Nigeria indicated that both under the
EU ERRIN programme and the EU-IOM programme screening committees involving multiple
government agencies have received returnees at airports and identified their status and assistance
needs.359 Those who got identified as trafficking victims, were transferred to NAPTIP.360 This research
indicated that cooperation between Europe-based and Nigerian NGOs working on sexual exploitation
also sometimes resulted in the identification of trafficking victims after return from Europe.
Section 3.4 describes the specific support provided to trafficking victims by NAPTIP in cooperation
with other actors.

3.1.3 Reception and short-term assistance to returnees
Most voluntary return programmes provide support to returnees upon arrival in Nigeria consisting of
the reception of returnees and accommodation during the first day(s) after arrival. Most information
about the experiences of migrants upon arrival at Nigerian airports concerns return flights from Libya.
These returnees arrive in big groups of hundreds of migrants. Various sources who witnessed the
arrival of this type of return flights, did not register abuse of voluntary returnees from Libya by the
authorities.361 One source captured ‘patronizing remarks’ by customs agents against women
perceived to have worked in prostitution.362
IOM cooperates with various Nigerian government agencies to conduct vulnerability scans with
returnees in the countries in which they are stranded, as well as at their point of entry into Nigeria.
This helps to identify vulnerable returnees such as survivors of trafficking, torture, and slavery. The
Nigerian Port Health collaborates with IOM medics to attend to the emergency needs of survivors via
the screening of returnees, the provision of immediate medical assistance and psychosocial aid, and
the delivery of a brief orientation session on available assistance options. The IOM’s protection team
also cooperates with NAPTIP’s rehabilitation and counselling team in the management of identified
trafficking survivors.363 Human Rights Watch expressed concerns about the efficacy of vulnerability
scans/victim identification efforts at the airport.364 A witness of a return flight from Libya observed a
generally well-organised process, but also indicated that some (traumatised) migrants refused to
participate in registration procedures, and that groups of returnees started protesting in the
registration area, demanding empowerment and jobs.365
Whether there is support for forced returnees from Europe upon arrival at the airport depends on the
arrangements made by Frontex or the countries organising repatriation. Sources only described the
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arrival of forced returnees for whom there was no support by third parties.366 Most of these sources
did not report abuse by airport officials of returnees367, contrary to the 2015 EASO report on sex
trafficking, which cited various sources describing the arrest of deported trafficking victims and cases
in which trafficking victims were forced to pay bribes to airport officials to get released.368 A more
recent publication did allude to such experiences, but was based on fieldwork with Nigerian victims
before 2015.369 One source reported to be aware of (more recent) cases where Nigerian airport
officials had confiscated ID documents of forced returnees.370 Another source reported to be aware
of a case where airport officials had threatened to put a forced returnee in prison if he would not pay
them a bribe.371
Sources indicated that the key issue forced returnees faced was the lack of accommodation upon
arrival in Nigeria.372 This is problematic, as the airports where returnees arrive can be hundreds of
kilometres away from their regions of origin. This is particularly problematic when planes arrive late
at night, as is often the case.373 A source indicated that forced returnees who had no place to go upon
arrival were sometimes supported by churches.374 The return of forced returnees was sometimes
perceived by witnesses as hectic.375

3.2 Community attitudes towards returnees, including sex trafficking
victims
As discussed in the 2015 EASO report on sex trafficking, victims of trafficking feared stigmatisation by
their families and communities upon return because ‘there are both negative attitudes and high
expectations towards victims of trafficking who have returned or been forced to return from Europe.’
In particular, the report emphasised that attitudes towards trafficking victims who have engaged in
prostitution depend on the extent to which they have managed to make and send remittances back
home. In case women succeed in making money, ‘people are not interested in the origin of the
earnings.’376
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Disappointment about a ‘failed economic project’
Recent research confirmed the continuing existence of these attitudes. Research by Medico
International & Brot für die Welt indicated that: ‘Families in countries of origin often understand
returns as failed migration projects for which migrants carry an individual responsibility.’377 Female
returnees indeed often reported to feel as if they let their families down, by not managing to send
remittances home.378 Male returnees, whose families often had to sell land or other belongings to
fund their sons’ travel, reported similar feelings of failure.379 Based on interviews with seven returnees
Lanre Olusegun Ikuteyijo found that ‘many of the returnees were stigmatized by friends and relatives
and thus failed to improve their social as well as economic status.’380
This applies to minor returnees as well. A survey with this target group revealed that while more than
80 % of the minor returnees reported that their families were happy to have them back, others still
indicated to have the sense they disappointed their families. Moreover, a significant share of the
underage returnees experienced abuse by community members and – to a lesser extent – their own
families upon return. 381 Physical violence against minor returnees was a very rare occurrence though:
‘With respect to the interactions between community and returnees, survey data shed light
on returnees’ experience of psychological and physical violence perpetrated by the
community and/ or family members. 42.9 % reported experiencing verbal abuse, 14.3 %
experienced bullying, and a few participants reported physical attacks against them. Female
returnees reported more cases of verbal insults (34 %) than physical attacks (4 %) or bulling
(16 %). 35.3 % reported that community members had been the attackers while 16 %
reported being victims of domestic abuse. For both the male and the female returnees,
community members are the most usual attackers.’382
As the study did not include a control group, it is not clear whether these experiences were unique to
underage returnee migrants or were also common amongst other young Nigerians.

Family attitudes towards returnee victims of sex trafficking
In case of ‘unsuccessful’ returns of victims of sex trafficking, the actual response of families and
communities upon return seems to be mixed. Human Rights Watch indicated that the majority of
women and girls who participated in their research were welcomed or at least accepted by their
families upon return.383 Another source indicated that the extent to which a victim will be stigmatised
(or welcomed) also depends on prior relations between the victim and her family members.384 Human
Rights Watch reported cases in which returned trafficking victims were mocked, insulted and bullied
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by family members.385 Sources also reported cases in which family members tried to retraffic returnee
victims.386 Human Rights Watch interviewed several minor returnee trafficking victims who stayed in
orphanages because they could not return to abusive families. This abuse, however, predated the
trafficking experience.387

Shame about prostitution in case of unsuccessful returns?
With regard to victims of sex trafficking in particular, research and articles in international media
confirmed that migration towards Europe to work in prostitution continued to be encouraged and
accepted by families and communities in Edo State, if it results in remittances.388 The observation that
prostitution is accepted, provided that it pays off, therefore still applies.389
In case returnees return empty handed they are sometimes stigmatised and bullied for the fact they
engaged in prostitution at the community level.390 Sometimes Nigerian trafficking victims return with
children, especially women who got stuck in Libya and were raped by guards and sexually exploited
as prostitutes. The added burden of a child can result in more hostile attitudes by family members. 391
France24, for instance, finds that:
‘Whatever their origins, in Nigeria these children born in Libya are nicknamed "Arabo
children" -- stigmatised for the circumstances of their birth. "Some will say 'those Arabo
children, we don't want them in our house'," Jennifer Ero, national coordinator for Nigeria's
Child Protection Network, said. When the women leave on the journey to Europe, families
expect them to end up sending back money to help relatives at home. But the reality can be
very different. "Now they come back, they didn't reach Europe, they come with debts, and
with baggage -- with a child with no name," Ero said.’392

3.3 Relocation in Nigeria
As a result of the fear – real or imagined - of disappointing their families and getting stigmatised upon
return to Nigeria, and – for those who did not have a sponsor - the desire to repay the debts they
incurred when embarking on the journey to Europe, many returnees/victims of trafficking want to
build up their lives in another region of the country before facing their family members and
communities.393 The 2015 EASO report indicated that the concept of ‘indigeneity’ – which treats
individuals whose families originate from a region preferentially– posed an obstacle to those wanting
to relocate to a different part of the country. It concluded that ‘although relocation in another part of
Nigeria might be feasible and possible for victims who feel threatened by traffickers, they would need
economic support and a social network or members of their ethnic group to sustain a safe livelihood
in their new place of residence.’394 Since the last report, the situation has not significantly changed in
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this regard. The system of indigeneity is still reported.395 It mostly erects obstacles to access to political
office, jobs in civil service, and – in some places – land.396 The Australian Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade (DFAT) indicated that the system is not applied in big cities such as Abuja and Lagos397, but
other research contests this claim with regard to Lagos.398 Sources agreed that having a social network
is still a core prerequisite for moving to another region in Nigeria, as without a social network it is
nearly impossible to find a job and housing.399 International return programmes and certain Nigerian
NGOs pay housing for returnees, including trafficking victims, in different regions of the country.400

3.4 Shelter, rehabilitation and reintegration support
As described in the 2015 report on sex trafficking, Nigeria’s anti-trafficking act – the Trafficking in
Persons (Prohibition) Law Enforcement and Administration Act (TIPLEAA), which entered into force in
2003, established a national anti-trafficking body, NAPTIP.401 This agency is according to Section 12 of
the 2015 revision of the TIPLEAA - since then referred to as the Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition)
Enforcement and Administration Act (TIPPEA)402 - in charge of the counselling, rehabilitation and
reintegration of trafficking victims. NAPTIP has zonal command offices in nine Nigerian states and
provides these services in cooperation ‘with ministries and agencies like Ministry of Women’s Affairs
and Social Development, National Commission for Refugees, Migrants and Internally Displaced
Persons (NCFRMI), a host of non-governmental organisations, and international agencies such as the
International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Salvation Army’.403 This section describes the
scope of these activities and, where possible, what have been the effects of the various of support
programmes for Nigerian returnees.

3.4.1 Shelter for victims of trafficking
The Nigerian government is in charge of the residential rehabilitation model for the assistance and
protection of survivors of trafficking.404 The provision of shelter for identified survivors rests on NAPTIP
and NGOs with shelter facilities.

Capacity of NAPTIP shelters
NAPTIP has ten transit shelters across the country, located at each zonal command405 and at the
headquarters in Abuja406, with the capacity to accommodate 334 victims, if operating at full
capacity.407 NAPTIP shelters provide shelter for up to six weeks, unless victims are exceptionally
vulnerable and/or they decide to collaborate with the criminal investigation into and prosecution of
their traffickers.408 Based on interviews with NAPTIP officials Human Right Watch, however, found
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that ‘the time limit is up to NAPTIP’s discretion, taking into account things like family problems.’409
According to the academics Okoli and Idemudia, the actual time that victims stay in NAPTIP shelters
varies:
‘The length of stay in the shelters is determined by the peculiarities of each case. For example,
survivors who were coerced into trafficking and suffered severe trauma may stay for up to six
weeks in the shelters to recuperate while some survivors who were aware of the probable
dangers before being trafficked or who were intercepted by law enforcement before arriving
at the final destination may want to stay for just one or two weeks or decline shelter stay
because they do not necessarily consider themselves “victims”.’410
In September 2018, the UN Special Rapporteur has expressed concern about the short duration of the
provision of shelter by NAPTIP and the fact that NAPTIP centres have been used to accommodate
victims of other types of gender-based violence as well, resulting in a reduction of available spaces for
victims of human trafficking.411 Other sources, however, indicated not to be aware of a lack of shelter
opportunities for trafficking victims. NAPTIP coordinates with NGOs that provide shelter and other
services to victims of human trafficking for a longer period.412 An NGO representative in Edo indicated
that taken together, sufficient capacity was available for the accommodation of trafficking victims in
Edo.413

Quality of care in NAPTIP shelters
NAPTIP shelters do not live up to international standards for the shelter of human trafficking victims,
according to OHCHR.414 As was the case in 2015, a lack of sufficient resources negatively affected the
overall quality of the services provided by NAPTIP. Sources indicated that due to the poor living
conditions in NAPTIP shelters many human trafficking victims – and particularly those who returned
from Europe415 – refused to reside there.416 The closed nature of NAPTIP shelters has been the subject
of criticism by various stakeholders417, including the UN Special rapporteur.418 During their six-week
stay in a NAPTIP shelter victims are not allowed to be in touch with the outside world, including their
families.419 The rationale behind this approach is to protect victims against retrafficking and/or
reprisals while they cooperate with law enforcement. It is not clear to what extent this approach is
effective. The UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children
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stipulated that closed shelters breach human trafficking victims’ fundamental rights.420 Victims also
indicated not to be aware of when they would be allowed to leave the facilities.421

NGO shelters
Shelters managed by NGOs can have an open or a closed policy. Some NGOs provide victims with
the opportunity to reside for up to one or two years in a different region of the country, allowing
them to escape their traffickers and/or family members who stigmatise them or force them to
return to situations of exploitation.422 The Network of CSOs Against Child Trafficking, Abuse and
Labour (NACTAL), which represents various Nigerian anti-trafficking NGOs, runs fourteen open
shelters in Nigeria.423
In 2020, Lagos counted at least twelve NGO shelters catering to underage and female trafficking
victims424, managed by:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Real Women Foundation (Peace Villa)
Sought After Women and Children Foundation (House of Sharon)
Web of Heart Foundation
Project Alert
Cece Yara
PBO (Genesis Home and Grace Home)
Mirabel Center, Project ALERT
Echoes of Mercy and Hope Foundation
Women helping Ends Initiative Shelter
Freedom Foundation (Genesis House)
Bakhita Foundation

Edo State counted at least four such shelters, managed by the NGOs: 425
1. Committed Support for the Dignity of Women (COSUDOW)
2. Society for empowerment of young People (SEYP)
3. Pathfinders Justice initiative
Edo also has a shelter run by its state task force (instead of NAPTIP).426
The quality of NGO shelters greatly differs depending on the available resources/donor funding. 427
This is reflected in research with trafficking victims in various NGO shelters. Some victims indicated
their basic needs are met and they have access to education and training428, while others indicated
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they did not get sufficient food and experienced abuse by the staff running the shelter.429 Research by
an international organisation in Nigeria concluded that overall ‘shelters are generally in poor
condition, ill-equipped and with minimal service provision’, and that this was the case particularly
regarding civil society shelters.430 Other research indicated that due to lack of resources most NGO
shelters in Edo do not have the required skills and expertise in managing unstable behaviours of
survivors of trafficking and unsafe migration, which is reflected in the slow response to counselling
requests from victims who are dealing with a range of mental health issues.431

Shelter for (female) trafficking victims with specific needs
Research indicated that shelters’ limited access to funding contributes to ‘inaccessibility of
rehabilitation services for persons who are HIV and Hepatitis C positive, pregnant and with children’.
According to research by Okoli, two out of the three Lagos-based NGO shelters she studied, did not
admit these categories of survivors, because they did not have the necessary capacity to cater to their
needs.432

Shelter for underage trafficking victims
NAPTIP shelters provide shelter to minor (boys and girls) and female adult victims of trafficking.
Experts consider this problematic, as generally children should be cared for separately to adults.433
While some minor victims find shelter in NGO shelters for trafficking victims, Human Rights Watch
also identified a case of an underage trafficking victim referred to an orphanage for long-term
support.434 US Department of State (USDOS) confirmed that ‘authorities sometimes assigned child
trafficking victims to foster homes or orphanages for care.’435 A representative of an international
organisation in Nigeria indicated that the quality of orphanages in Nigeria generally is ‘abysmal’436, but
also here applies that big differences exist between facilities dependent on the available
(international) donor funding. According to a recent evaluation of orphanages in four different
Nigerian states, both privately as well as state-run orphanages did not have sufficient resources and
depended largely on charity.437 Some orphanages were reported to lack basic services including beds
for all children, sufficient food and clean sanitary facilities. Not all orphans provided access to medical
care and education. 438 According to the research, orphanages ran by private entities scored slightly
better than state-run orphanages. Examples of orphanages that according to this study did manage to
cater to the basic needs of vulnerable children in Cross River State are: Blessed Hope and Faith Foster
Family, Gapolunya Children’s Residential Home, Mother Elizabeth Redeemed Home, Society for Youth
Development and Rescue Initiative. Examples of such orphanages in Lagos State are: Don Bosco Boys
Street Children Home, Motherless Babies Home Lekki, Bales of Mercy Children’s Home Kosofe.439
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Shelter for adult male returnees
The UN Special Rapporteur identified a lack of shelter for adult male trafficking victims.440 In 2020,
local NGOs created two shelters for male returnees in Lagos and Edo State.441 The Patriotic Citizen
Initiatives (PCI) manages the location in Lagos and the Society for the Empowerment of Young Persons
(SEYP) manages the Edo shelter.442 No data were available on the quality of services provided by these
shelters. Edo State also runs a hostel for male returnees.443

3.4.2 Economic reintegration support for trafficking victims
Besides providing shelter, NAPTIP is in charge of programmes aimed at the (economic) reintegration
of trafficking victims. According to its website, NAPTIP has a rehabilitation department with 107 staff
members who contribute both to the provision of counselling and training aimed at economic
reintegration.444 This training focuses on skills such as ‘knitting, weaving, fashion design, hair dressing,
catering, hat making, beads making and photography’.445 However, research by Okoli and Idemudia
indicated that for instance in Lagos the NAPTIP shelter did not provide vocational training, because of
a lack of equipment446, and that therefore (in Lagos) NAPTIP referred victims to NGO partners who do
have the capacity to provide economic reintegration support. In addition, sources indicate that
trafficking victims did not always end up under NAPTIP’s umbrella and ended up participating in the
regular EU/IOM economic reintegration programme.447

NGOs leading on reintegration
In general, throughout the country, NAPTIP coordinates with a range of other government agencies
and NGOs to provide economic reintegration support. In Edo the Ministry of Social Development and
Gender Issues runs a skills acquisition centre, as do the NGOs Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Idia
Renaissance, Genius Hub Global Initiative, Fullness of Life Counselling and Development Initiative
(FULIFE).448 In Lagos the Real Women Foundation, Bakitha, Rehoboth Homes and Skill Acquisition
Center, and the Web of Heart Foundation provide economic reintegration support.449 According to
various sources, NAPTIP and this type of service providers had a ‘cordial’450 working relationship.451
However, actual coordination between different service providers was considered to be lacking
resulting in a poor offer of reintegration services with too much overlaps.452
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Reintegration offers
With regard to quality of the (vocational) training programmes, sources remarked there is a
‘saturation in certain areas (hairdressing, catering, fashion design), which ultimately limits the earning
potential of survivors’453, and that most ‘training was not based on an assessment of labour market
needs.’454 Experts concluded that there is need for diversification of the training offer with a focus on
entrepreneurial455 and digital skills.456 Stakeholders also identified the short duration of some training
programmes and absence of the provision of transportation to and from trainings as obstacles
hampering their efficacy.457 Experts also criticised the lack of economic reintegration programmes
tailored to male victims of trafficking.458 In Edo returnees are encouraged to take part in The Edo Jobs
Programme.459
Despite the predominantly negative assessment of the current state of economic reintegration
support in Nigeria, reports also identified positive exceptions. Some programmes provide trafficking
victims up to 24 months of training460, and/or tailored training to the specific needs and preferences
of trafficking victims, including with regard to placement opportunities.461 In general, it should be
noted that returnees and returnee trafficking victims have access to more training opportunities for
economic empowerment than most of their peers who did not leave Nigeria.462

Reintegration packages/kits upon completion of training
In case of voluntary return from European countries trafficking victims and other returnees receive an
(in kind) grant to accelerate their economic reintegration in Nigeria.463 The available amount seems to
differ according to the country from which the person returns464, and is almost entirely provided
through in kind support.465 Trafficking victims who participate in EU-IOM programmes, facilitating
return from other African countries, can also try to access funding packages for economic
reintegration (see Section 3.1). Many returnees indicate that this funding is not sufficient to provide
for basic needs, particularly when victims have children and family members to take care of.466
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Several sources alluded to the fact that NAPTIP itself is also supposed to provide trafficking victims
with a reintegration/empowerment package upon completion of skills training programmes by
NGOs467, in case no international funding is available. NAPTIP’s policy guidance indeed indicates that
NAPTIP aims to provide trafficking victims with ‘training kits and resettlement tools’, and will liaise
with financial institutions to provide micro-credits.468 The empowerment packages usually consist of
grants, rented store spaces, equipment for skills they learned in rehabilitation, and rented
apartments.469
One of the resources for these empowerment packages is the Victims of Trafficking Trust Fund, which
was established under the 2015 TIPPEA.470 Funding for the trust fund is obtained through a direct
grant from the Nigerian government, voluntary contributions by NAPTIP partners and confiscated
assets of traffickers. However, one source indicated that a large share of trafficking victims who
completed reintegration training did not receive the promised economic package471, and various
NGOs that supported the reintegration of trafficking victims indicated not to be aware of the existence
of the Victims Trust Fund.472 Those that were aware of the existence of the fund indicated that they
did not know how to access its resources.473 Human Rights Watch confirms that the fund’s
implementation is unclear.474 Research indicates that the empowerment packages are selectively
bestowed on well performing returnees475, and that NGOs sometimes depend on the philanthropy of
rich individuals to award this type of packages.476

Results of reintegration projects
Specifically with regard to the (economic) reintegration of female victims of human trafficking, various
sources imply that a minority of them manages to become economically independent after return.
Human Rights Watch indicated that out of the 76 victims of human trafficking it had interviewed for a
report about return477, only four said they had been assisted by NGOs to set up successful
businesses.478 The report indicated that the economic situation of almost all returnee trafficking
victims was worse than upon departure. Various women cited in this study indicated not to have
sufficient money to buy food for themselves and their children.479 Other research with thirteen victims
of sex trafficking who had returned to Nigeria, indicated that two managed to create a business, two
had found a stable job and three were enrolled in higher education. The other six had no jobs or
irregular jobs.480 Articles in the media also include testimonies of returned victims of sex trafficking
467
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who have not managed to find a stable income.481 Sources find that, as is the case for all West African
returnees, it was easier for victims of sex trafficking to stay afloat economically in case they had
managed to send money home before their return and family had used this money to invest in real
estate of land.482 In general, it should be noted that unemployment amongst men and women in Edo
State is high, and that returnee trafficking victims have access to more support by NAPTIP,
international organisations and local NGOs than average citizens.483

Impact of IOM reintegration support
Not only reintegration programmes specifically focused at female trafficking victims did not deliver
desired outcomes. The EU-IOM economic reintegration programmes are characterised by a relatively
high level of dropouts and conflicting accounts exist with regard to their efficacy. Between 1 April 2017
and the end of January 2020 IOM initiated reintegration support with 11 991 returnees. Of this group,
4 367 returnees had completed the trajectory by January 2020.484 Articles in international media and
(academic) research indicated that returnees dropped out of reintegration programmes because of
bureaucratic obstacles and/or the costs associated with participation in the IOM trajectory. Returnees
were for instance not able to pay for transportation to training locations or IOM offices.485
While the IOM’s own evaluations indicate that those who finalise the (economic) reintegration
programmes are satisfied with the support and mostly managed to ‘sustainably reintegrate’, external
research suggest that also those who do finalise reintegration programmes struggle to keep afloat
independently. In a recent IOM evaluation of reintegration support with 610 Nigerian returnees, 85 %
indicated to be satisfied or very satisfied with IOM support.486 77 % indicated that the support
answered to all or a large share of their needs.487 According to IOM research most of the respondents
also managed to reintegrated ‘sustainably’ at the economic, psychosocial and social level.488 Various
other sources question these findings and indicate that also the majority of returnees who finalised
the IOM programme did not manage to become economically independent.489 A source indicated that
the IOM’s focus on the creation of businesses by groups of returnees negatively affected the efficacy
of reintegration support, as motivated returnees were negatively impacted by unmotivated members
in their groups.490
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Specifically with regard to minor returnees, research indicated that 41.6 % of the respondents who
had received IOM support were dissatisfied with the nature of this support, compared to 39.6 % who
indicated to be satisfied or very satisfied.491 Furthermore, this research indicated that 61.3 % of the
respondents had not managed to find a stable income after return and that 16.8 % had only managed
to find temporary jobs. 98.3 % of the respondents indicated they were not attending school/
university.492 In comparison, the Nigeria living Standards Survey from 2018/2019 indicated that 29.3 %
of the surveyed men and 35.6 % of the surveyed women from Edo had not partaken in labour activities
in the seven days prior to being interviewed.493

3.4.3 Family reunification
In view of the challenges associated with sustainable economic reintegration, NAPTIP and NGOs aim
to reunite trafficking victims with their families and integrate them in the socio-economic life of their
communities.494 The process consists of family tracing, a risk assessment of returning victims to their
families/communities, family counselling, provision of psychosocial/medical/legal services to victims
and their families, and the provision of security for victims’ families where necessary. Various NGOs
provide similar services.495 The director of one such organisations indicated counselling for sex
trafficking victims and their families was a priority for their organisation in view of facilitating victims’
return to their home communities.496 NAPTIP reports do not provide insight in the number of victims
it has reunited with their families. As the previous EASO report indicated, an insistence on family
reunification comes with risks such as rejection or retrafficking of the victim.497 The research for this
report did not identify robust evaluations of family reunification efforts in the Nigerian context. In a
recent study with minor Nigerian returnees from Libya (not necessarily victims of trafficking), ‘only
12.6% of respondents reported that their families had received any kind of support or mentorship
from the government or other organizations to prepare for their return’.498
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4. Protection of returnees and prosecution of
perpetrators
This chapter discusses the situation of trafficking victims upon return in Nigeria from a security
perspective. It looks into the likelihood they themselves or their family members will be subjected to
retaliation, the risk of retrafficking, attempts to prosecute traffickers by Nigerian law enforcement
agencies, and the protection of victims who collaborate with these efforts.

4.1 Retaliation
Female Nigerian victims of sex trafficking in Europe often express a strong fear to leave their madams,
cooperate with law authorities and/or to return to Nigeria before they have repaid their debts. This
sentiment is partly inspired by fear for the consequences of breaking the oath which binds them to
their traffickers (see Section 2.3)499, and the violent behaviour traffickers display on the way to and in
Europe.500 As discussed before, traffickers use intimidation primarily to ensure that victims will repay
their debts and will not cooperate with law enforcement authorities. This section discusses to what
extent victims and their family members are subjected to reprisals when they leave their madams
and/or return to Nigeria without repaying their full debts.

4.1.1 Prevalence of reprisals against victims themselves
While the fear of reprisals is significant, insight into the actual prevalence and nature of reprisals
remains spotty, as was the case in 2015.501 Various sources identified a tendency on behalf of
traffickers to use more violence to guarantee the obedience of victims during this reporting period
because of the actions by the Oba of Benin, and the fact that it has become more difficult to transfer
women to Europe. Nevertheless, the various (anonymous) sources who were interviewed for this
report provided conflicting accounts in relation to the actual occurrence of (violent) reprisals. Overall,
experts distinguished three categories of reprisals: threats and (mortal) violence against returnee
trafficking victims, threat and (mortal) violence against family members of victims who returned or
who remained in Europe, and the retrafficking of returnee victims.502 Sources’ views mostly diverged
with regard to the question to what extent victims themselves are at risk of being subjected to violence
upon return. Most did recognise that family members have become victims of threats and violence503,
and that women/girls have been retrafficked.504 Some sources, however, indicated that trafficking
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victims choose themselves to return to Europe505, in order to flee stigmatisation, pay off debts, earn
money themselves506, and escape a general lack of economic opportunities in Nigeria.507

Traffickers’ attitude towards ‘disobedient’ victims
Various sources identified a toughening in the attitude of traffickers towards victims who failed to
repay their debts.508 An article in the Dutch newspaper De Correspondent ascribed this development
to the fact that Italian measures to stem migration from Libya have put under pressure Nigerian
traffickers’ ‘business model’, which was dependent on a continuous influx of new Nigerian sex
trafficking victims.509 Sources prior to 2015 stated that reprisals against trafficking victims, who
decided to escape, were rare, as it was easy for traffickers to replace them with a new victim.510
However, as this influx has been partly blocked, it has become more important for traffickers to
ascertain that the women who are already in Europe continue working to repay their debts according
to an article in international media. A nun who supports returnee trafficking victims in Benin City
mentioned that since 2018 she was witnessing, for the first time, traffickers using violence against
trafficking victims and their families in order to ensure that they would repay their debts.511 Another
NGO representative from Edo State indicated the need to be aware of specific cases in which returnee
victims had been subjected to dead threats.512 The director of NAPTIP’s zonal command in Lagos
stated that:
‘The traffickers are increasingly brutal. According to Atokolo, efforts to dispel juju superstition
among West Africans mean the madams in Europe now mainly resort to violence, instead of
the psychological pressure of spells, to control the young women forced into prostitution. […]
That the secret societies active in Europe today, commonly referred to as the Nigerian mafia,
"are no longer out to psychologically condition their victims with magic spells. They now use
sheer terror. There is a clear relationship between the decrease in juju spells and the stronger
presence of these gangs, who demand total obedience from their victims."’ 513
Other sources stated that Nigerian traffickers have always been violent and that violent reprisals
against trafficking victims have always existed.514 One of these sources indicated that contacts within
the Nigerian police force indicated that trafficking victims have been killed after their return to
Nigeria.515 However, these observations could not be supported by reports in the media or by linking
them to a specific time and date. At the same time, various sources indicated to almost never receive
reports about violent reprisals against returnee trafficking victims.516 A source indicated that
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traffickers prefer not to attract the attention of Nigerian law enforcement and instead to send a new
victim to Europe517, as did some sources cited in the 2015 EASO report.518
Asked about the lack of reporting on specific cases of reprisals against trafficking victims (in Nigerian
media), sources indicated that local media do not report about these cases, because the experiences
of sex trafficking victims are not a newsworthy subject in the south of Nigeria,519 since it is such a
common phenomenon. One source indicated that there might be a reluctance to draw attention to
this topic, because many individuals in the south of Nigeria are involved in this business.520 A source,
who assists returnee victims of trafficking, indicated that many victims who have been threatened or
experienced violence are afraid to share their stories with third parties, including the media, out of
fear of experiencing more violence.521

4.1.2 Reprisals against family members
Most sources indicated that particularly victims’ family members were at risk of being subjected to
threats and reprisals by traffickers, especially when victims would still be in Europe but outside of the
sphere of influence of their madams.522 Articles in international media cited specific cases. A lawyer
who represents trafficking victims in Italy told the Guardian that traffickers had attacked family
members of various people523, including an instance in which the mother of a victim had been killed.524
The director of an Italian shelter for trafficking victims indicated to be aware of two recent cases of
violence against family members. In the first case traffickers killed a victim’s father. In the second case
traffickers burned down the parental house of the victim.525 A representative of a Nigerian antitrafficking NGO indicated that traffickers had killed the brother of a sex trafficking victim who was
based in Denmark.526 Another source was aware of a planned attack against a trafficking victim’s
family members which had been thwarted by Nigerian law enforcement.527 None of these incidents
were backed up by reporting in the media. Some sources indicated that cases of reprisals against
family members were relatively rare as well, because in many cases family members would be
involved in the trafficking scheme and/or would encourage their daughters to return to their
traffickers.528

Threats via trafficking victims’ children
There have been indications that traffickers have started using victims’ children to put pressure on
them to repay debts. An article published by InfoMigrants identified the impregnation of Nigerian
trafficking victims in Libya by their Libyan and Nigerian guards with the aim to use threats of violence
to the children to control victims after their arrival in Italy.529 The researcher Rafaela Pascoal has also
517
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identified the traffickers’ use of victims’ motherhood to force them to obey orders.530 Nigerian
trafficking victims in Spain also reported fear of reprisals against their children.531 An anonymous
source indicated to be aware of a case where a trafficking victim’s child had been abducted in Nigeria
after she had escaped her madam.532

4.1.3 Reprisals against male returnees
Most male Nigerians are smuggled instead of trafficked to Europe, which means that they pay for the
travel in advance and are not in debt bondage to their smugglers. An expert posited that the risk of
reprisals against male Nigerian returnees therefore is negligible.533 Another source indicated to be
aware of cases in which smugglers forced male migrants who got stuck in Libya to pay for the journey
from Libya to Europe even though they had not made the crossing.534

4.2 Retrafficking
Threats and violence against victims and their families usually serve the goal of forcing them to repay
the outstanding debt. As returnee victims or their families usually do not have the means to repay
these debts, traffickers sometimes try to retraffic victims to gain profits.535 Sources indicated that as
it has become more difficult to traffic victims to Europe, women have also been retrafficked to
neighbouring countries or Libya.536 However, as was mentioned in the 2015 EASO report on sex
trafficking of Nigerian women, retrafficking does not always result from intimidation and force.537
Various sources indicated that financial hardship and shame incited trafficking victims to try to travel
to Europe again.538 Some trafficking victims who have repaid a significant share of their debt hope to
return to Europe to start earning money on their own account as sex workers or madams.539

4.3 Prosecution of traffickers
NAPTIP coordinates, supervises and controls the criminal investigation of trafficking cases and the
prosecution of traffickers.540 However, the conviction rate of traffickers has remained low since 2015
compared to the prevalence of the phenomenon in Nigeria.541 Moreover, convictions of high-ranking
individuals within Nigerian trafficking networks were virtually non-existent.542
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4.3.1 Convictions of traffickers
The table below summarises NAPTIP’s record in the realm of the prosecution of traffickers between
2017 and 2019: 543
Victims
rescued

Cases fully
investigated

Cases
brought to
court

Cases won/
lost

Number of
individuals
convicted

2017

1890

148

70

21/?

26

2018

1173

206

75

31/1

50

2019

1152

203

?

18/?

25

Table 4: NAPTIP prosecution of traffickers544

In 2019, 20 % of the 701 individuals arrested by NAPTIP were suspected of being involved with human
trafficking abroad.545 For example, USDOS found that ‘in an improvement from prior reporting periods,
the government prosecuted and convicted three mid-level and senior-level officials for trafficking
offenses.’546 In November 2020, a Nigerian court convicted three female traffickers for the sexual
exploitation of a Nigerian woman in Russia, imposing prison sentences of ten to fourteen years.
According to NAPTIP’s director this was one of the rare examples of Nigerian traffickers receiving longterm prison sentences.547

4.3.2 Reasons behind the rarity of convictions
Several sources identified victims’ unwillingness to cooperate with law enforcement authorities and
testify against their traffickers as the core reason for the low level of prosecutions of human
traffickers.548 Fear for the consequences of breaking a juju oath and fear for other types of reprisals
were considered to be at the root of this lack of willingness on victims’ behalf.549 With regard to the
recent developments around the use of juju by human traffickers (see Section 2.3.2), research from
2020 indicated that also in the wake of the Oba’s curse victims remain reluctant to cooperate with
prosecutors, which suggests that other factors than the oath, determine victims’ willingness to
cooperate with law enforcement authorities (more in Section 2.3).550 Nigeria does not have a wellfunctioning witness protection programme, meaning that if victims decide to cooperate with
prosecutors, they do not have a strong guarantee that the authorities will protect them and their
families against reprisals (for more details, see next paragraph).551 Victims also fear further
stigmatisation by their families/communities in case they open up about their experiences in
Europe.552 Furthermore, the involvement of family members in the trafficking impedes victims from
testifying.553 In this regard, a representative of the Judiciary of Edo State was cited remarking during
543
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a stakeholder event on trafficking ‘that the lack of safehouses has led to lower convictions (particularly
for cases prosecuted by the Edo State Task Force), as victims must return to their homes, often the
place that pressured them into trafficking’.554
One source indicated that victims also are reluctant to testify because they consider themselves
(failed) migrants instead of trafficking victims.555
Corruption also figures as an important reason for the lack of convictions of traffickers.556 The UN
Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children indicated that: ‘In the
narratives of victims and survivors, the role of corrupted law enforcement officers has often been
highlighted. A special attention should be paid by investigative authorities on possible involvement or
collusion of public officials with trafficking rings.’
The source added:
‘The main challenges identified by civil society organisations relate to corruption, lack of
confidence in the judicial system, lack of training and specialised knowledge on trafficking in
persons among law enforcement officials, police departments, judges and prosecutors, poor
capacity in targeting high-level perpetrators and lengthy of judicial proceedings leading to
delayed, and hence, denied, justice.’557
Similarly, USDOS found that while the Nigerian government collaborated with foreign governments
on anti-trafficking cases, ‘international partners reported corruption and capacity issues at times
hindered cooperation.’558
Other/related causes for NAPTIP’s issues at the level of prosecution are the lack of coordination
between prosecutors and the police, a lack of capacity within NAPTIP and the slow pace of cases in
Nigerian courts.559 In this regard, it should be noted that Nigerian law enforcement generally fails to
respond adequately to cases of gender-based violence.560 The justice system does not adequately
respond to the legal needs of Nigerians, particularly poor women:
‘Women, poor people and internally displaced persons (IDPs) face particularly serious
challenges on their paths to justice. People at the cross-sections of vulnerability, such as poor
and rural women, are particularly disadvantaged. On average, poor women in Nigeria are the
least likely to achieve resolution of their legal problems. Their problems are close to home.
They relate to neighbours and family members. Women have little confidence that they can
receive justice when they need it. They are afraid to aggravate relationships characterized by
dependency.’561
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Moreover, in general Nigeria experiences high levels of corruption also in comparison to other Sub-Saharan
African states.562

4.4 Witness protection
As mentioned, Nigeria lacks an effective witness protection programme for those who are willing to
testify against their traffickers. NAPTIP provides (closed) shelter for a prolonged period to those
victims who want to cooperate with law enforcement. However, a report by an international
organisation indicated that this approach is not sufficient as this does not protect victims’ family
members against potential acts of violence, and neither provides protection to victims once they leave
the shelter.563 Sources considered that victims in NGO shelters are not well protected against
traffickers. Reports emerged of traffickers who tried to look for returnee victims in NGO shelters or
left letters/messages to intimidate victims.564 A source indicated that NGO shelters can be easily
identified by traffickers.565 Some NGOs propose trafficking victims to relocate themselves to a
different region of the country. This allows victims to escape the negative influence of family members
and traffickers alike.566 When women leave shelters, NAPTIP does not have sufficient capacity to
provide protection. Cooperation with local police is a possibility in theory, but occurs very rarely in
practice according to a report by an international organisation in Nigeria.567
Nigeria-based family members of Nigerian trafficking victims who are still in Europe neither have
access to sufficient protection, according to an Italian lawyer interviewed by the Guardian:
‘Under an agreement between Italy and Nigeria, Italian police forces may alert Nigerian
authorities so that they can protect survivors’ relatives once a complaint has been filed, but
this measure has proven ineffective. De Masi says that whenever she has made a request to
protect a woman’s family, the Nigerian authority responsible for fighting human trafficking
has failed to respond.’568
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Annex 2: Terms of reference
Aim: the report provides an update of EASO’s 2015 Sex Trafficking of women report and of
Chapter 3.16 Victims in THB in EASO’s 2018 Targeting of Individuals report. Reference period: 20192020

1

Human trafficking in Nigeria introduction
1.1
Different types of human trafficking (sex, labour, organ, baby factory….. etc) and
since when this has been going on
1.2
Prevalence and victims
1.3
Regions of recruitment (Benin city, Edo State and/or other major hub)
1.4
Profiles of trafficked victims (men, women, children) and most probable victims of
trafficking, including risk-impacting circumstances

2

Modus operandi of THB in Nigeria
2.1
Structure and size of Nigerian trafficking networks
2.2
Means of recruitment for trafficking
2.3
The debts system and the use of juju (also impact of Oba’s comments)
2.4
Sex trafficking: Role of ‘madams’ and victim’s relatives
2.5
Travel to Europe

3

Situation of returnees to Nigeria
3.1
Repatriation (voluntary and forced return)
3.2
Attitude of relatives and communities towards ‘successful’ and ‘unsuccessful’
returning victims of THB
3.3
Attitude of relatives and communities towards children who have been trafficked
3.4
Support organisations (NGOs) and shelters in Nigeria
3.5
Treatment of traffickers against returnees/ violence
3.6
Relocation in Nigeria
3.7
Factors influencing possible retrafficking (risk of retrafficking)

4

Role of the state
4.1
Role of the state in awareness raising of THB
4.2
Effectiveness of NAPTIP
4.3
State response to returnees, role of NAPTIP
4.4
State action (police and judiciary) against traffickers
4.5
Possibility of state protection for returnees
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