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ASSESSMENT OF NATIONAL RESPONSES 
AND STRATEGIES TO COMBAT AND 
ELIMINATE TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS (TIP) 
AND FORCED MIGRATION IN AFRICA
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This brief emerges from the Assessment of 
National Responses and Strategies on Trafficking 
in Persons and Migration, with a specific focus 
on the vulnerabilities of women and girls to all 
forms of exploitation. The assessment focused 
on Cape Verde, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, 
Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria, Somalia, Sudan, 
South Africa, South Sudan, Tanzania, Tunisia, 
Uganda and Zimbabwe. The assessment sought 
to define what the countries in Africa consider 
trafficking and migration and map the current 
policies, legislation, legislative frameworks, and 
other arrangements developed and implemented 
at the national level to combat trafficking in 
persons and migration. The study also sought 
to elaborate on the receiving countries of women 
and girls trafficked and interrogate the availability 
of bilateral agreements with these countries. 
To the extent possible, the study evaluated the 
condition of women and girls who have either 
been freed or returned home voluntarily after 
being trafficked. In addition, the report highlights 
advocacy approaches to engage stakeholders in 
collective action to combat Trafficking in Persons, 
exploitation and other forms of Gender Based 
Violence (GBV) in the context of forced migration. 
This assessment presents a point-of-time snapshot 
based principally on secondary data collection 
with validation through the collection of minimal 

primary data during country visits. Sampling 
methods are purposive, ensuring adaptability 
and responsiveness to the exploratory tone of the 
study. Sample size and methods prioritized ‘corridor’ 
countries and geographical balance across the 
continent in addition to the UN Women and the 
UN Women’s presence to facilitate and coordinate 
the logistics for primary data collection. The study 
approaches included collecting secondary data 
through desk/literature review, as well as primary 
data by adopting both qualitative and quantitative 
methods, including a semi-structured survey, key 
informant interviews and focus group discussion. 

Background and Context

Trafficking in Persons (TIP) is a serious human rights 
violation, with women accounting for more than 
half of all trafficking victims identified globally.1 
Women and girls together account for more 
than 70 per cent of trafficking victims, with girls 
representing almost 75 per cent of child trafficking 
victims. More than two-thirds of trafficked women 
end up in sexual exploitation.2 The root causes 
of and risk factors for the trafficking of women 
and girls include gendered poverty and lack of 
viable employment opportunities, poor working 
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environment, especially in countries where there 
are no minimum standards and limited access 
to education. Other factors that continue to fuel 
trafficking in women and girls are the lack of a human 
rights‐based and gender‐sensitive approach in 
labour laws and regulations, gender‐blind migration 
laws and policies, as well as persistent and pervasive 
gender inequality and discrimination.3 These are 
in addition to the sensitive nature and context 
of the experience, with high levels of ‘secrecy’ 
leading to difficulty obtaining information and 
the lack of implementation of laws, particularly 
institutions with responsibility. Therefore, there 
is a strong connection between trafficking in 
persons and migration and women and girls are 
especially vulnerable to sexual and other forms of 
exploitation, whether they go through regular or 
irregular migration processes4 and a high level of 
economic benefit for traffickers that contribute to 
the magnitude of the problem and the challenges 
faced by both policy and implementers.

The sixty‐first session of the Commission on the 
Status of Women (CSW) on Women’s economic 
empowerment in the changing world of work noted 
in the Agreed Conclusions that “many migrant 
women, particularly those who are employed in 
the informal sector and in less skilled work, are 
especially vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.” 
The Commission underscored that States must 
protect migrants’ human rights to prevent and 
address abuse and exploitation.5

The CSW61 Agreed Conclusions emphasised the 
commitment to combatting and eliminating 
all forms of trafficking. Para qq states: “Devise, 
strengthen and implement comprehensive anti‐
trafficking strategies that integrate a human rights 
and sustainable development perspective and 
enforce, as appropriate, legal frameworks, in a 
gender and age‐sensitive manner to combat 
and eliminate all forms of trafficking in persons; 
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raise public awareness of the issue of trafficking 
in persons, in particular women and girls, take 
measures to reduce the vulnerability of women 
and girls, take measures to reduce the vulnerability 
of women and girls to modern slavery and sexual 
exploitation and enhance international cooperation, 
among other things, to counter to eliminate the 
demand that fosters all forms of exploitation, 
including sexual exploitation and forced labour.”6  

The agreed conclusions build on the provisions 
of declarations and conventions that are central 
to building robust national strategies, regional 
cooperation and global approaches to this widespread 
emergency. In 2017, the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) estimated that there are at 
least 24.9 million trafficking victims worldwide, 
with about 4.8 million of these being victims of 
sex trafficking.78 South East Asia has the highest 
concentration, and the African region remains a 
great contributor to this global picture. 

The global landscape of trafficking in persons, 
forced migration and modern slavery

The Human Rights Watch estimates that 71 per 
cent of trafficking victims around the world are 
women and girls and 29 per cent are men and 
boys.9  Similar figures are published in the Global 
Slavery Index (GSI) report for sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA). The report estimates that over six million 
are enslaved in SSA, representing 13.6 per cent 
of the global estimate.10

This imperative is recognised in continental action 
in Africa. Starting from the Ouagadougou action 
plan on human trafficking,11 African countries 
under the aegis of the African Union have also 
institutionalized action at inter-country and 
national levels. These efforts have culminated in 
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the African Union Commission Initiative Against 
Trafficking (AU COMMIT) established to amplify 
the Ouagadougou action plan’s interventions and 

12	  African Union Commission Initiative Against Trafficking (AU.COMMIT)

implement continent-wide strategies to curb the 
demand and supply side of trafficking.12

Figure 1:  
Global Distribution of Victims of Forced Labour

Source:  International Labour Organisation

Prior to CSW61, during the African pre‐CSW61 
Regional meeting in Addis Ababa, the Zimbabwe 
Ministry of Women Affairs, Gender and Community 
Development with the support of the Ministry 
of Gender Uganda and UN Women Zimbabwe, 
Uganda and Ethiopia Country offices, organised 
a side event in trafficking in persons to lobby for 
inclusion of the issue into the African position. 
A key message from the event was that African 
Member States should collectively ensure informed 
decisions and safe mobility for women, regionally 
and internationally, while seeking employment 
beyond their borders of citizenship. African Ministers 
adopted the issue and committed to ensuring a 
continental strategy of awareness, protection and 
rehabilitation for victims of trafficking and seeking 

international cooperation for the protection of 
women and children from Africa.

Global commitment to end trafficking in women is 
reflected in Goal 16 of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG), which specifically mentions human 
trafficking targets in three goals viz 5.8 and 16. African 
governments must demonstrate greater political 
will and commitment to join other stakeholders to 
devise, strengthen and implement comprehensive 
anti‐trafficking strategies to address this challenge.
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Table 1:  
Trafficking in Persons and the Sustainable Development Goals13

Goal Context Target

Goal 5: Achieve 
gender equality and 
empower all women 
and girls.

Women and girls made 
up 70 per cent of detected 
human trafficking victims 
between 2010 and 2012. 
They encompass the vast 
majority of detected victims 
of sex trafficking.

Target 5.2 “Eliminate all forms of 
violence against all women and girls 
in the public and private spheres, 
including trafficking and sexual and 
other types of exploitation.”

SDG 8: Promote 
sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable 
economic growth, 
full and productive 
employment and 
decent work.

According to the ILO, 21 
million people are affected 
by forced labour, trafficking 
and slavery around the 
world today. Of those, 68 
per cent are exploited in the 
labor sector – in agriculture, 
mining, construction and 
domestic work.

Target 8.7 calls for nations to “Take 
immediate and effective measures to 
eradicate forced labour, end modern 
slavery and human trafficking 
and secure the prohibition and 
elimination of the worst forms of 
child labour, including recruitment 
and use of child soldiers and by 2025 
end child labour in all its forms.”

SDG 16: Promote 
peaceful and 
inclusive societies 
for sustainable 
development, provide 
access to justice for 
all and build effective, 
accountable and 
inclusive institutions 
at all levels.

The ILO estimates that 
human trafficking and 
forced labor create illicit 
profits of $150 billion 
annually.

Target 16.2 calls for the nations 
to “End abuse, exploitation, 
trafficking and all forms of violence 
against and torture of children.

13	  UNICEF USA. 2016. The Sustainable Development Goals That Aim To End Human Trafficking. https://www.unicefusa.org/stories/sustain-
able-development-goals-aim-end-human-trafficking/29864 .Accessed on 23rd January 2018.

Findings and Thematic Analysis  

Over the past decade, there has been growing 
awareness of the phenomenon of trafficking in 
persons, as advocates and human rights activities 
continue to unravel the global level of inhumanity 
and abuse associated with its practice. Alongside 
this has been a growing awareness of new and 
old forms of slavery, covering a wide range of 
activities, including forced labour, unpaid work 
and domestic servitude. 

Sexual exploitation

Although the report of sexual exploitation is 
pervasive, the great magnitude in volumes and 
abuse are potentially from reports in Nigeria and 
South Africa. Coupled with domestic servitude 
and forced marriages, they constitute a significant 
proportion of the total volume of reports on 
TIP and modern slavery. Sexual exploitation is 
the most documented form of Trafficking in 
Person and modern slavery. According to the 
Global slavery index, when considering the forms 
of modern slavery, the rate of forced marriage 
was higher than the rate of forced labour. Fifty-
one per cent of the globally detected victims of 
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trafficking are women; together, women and girls 
account for 71 per cent, with girls representing 
nearly three out of every four child victims. For 
sexual exploitation, nearly three out of every four 
women and girls become victims. Commercial sex 
(forced prostitution), sexual tourism, gender-based 
violence, pornography and forced marriage are 
some of the various forms of sexual exploitation 
in existence within the continent. The majority 
of the female victims who are trafficked are for 
sexual exploitation purposes. There is a degree 
of debt bondage. Many of these women are 
unaware of the nature of the job until they arrive 
at their destination and are sold to a ‘madam’ who 
seizes their travel documents and insists they 
pay a certain amount of money to her through 
commercial sex to gain their freedom. In its 2017 
annual report, the Nigerian National Agency for 
the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) 
reports the dominance of procurement for sexual 
exploitation or prostitution internally and externally. 
The agency further reports on recruitment for 
pornography or online exploitation as well as 
for foreign travel, which promotes prostitution. 
Across all categories, external procurement and 
recruitment far outweigh its internal dimensions, 
an observation that might not be unrelated to 
the higher levels of economic opportunity and 
benefit in developed economies than in the source 
country of the trafficked individual or child. The 
foundation to vulnerability is the fact that across 
Africa, prostitution remains illegal, poorly rewarded 
and subject to criminal prosecution. Returnee 
success stories of higher rewards for prostitution 
within legally enabled agencies further support 
the perception of attendant success for both the 
victim and the trafficker in source countries of 
Europe and North America. 

The process whereby children are recruited for 
sexual exploitation is complex because it, often 
or not, nearly always involves adult accomplices, 
some of whom are parents or relatives. Others 
are recruited by forceful abduction or deceptive 
agreements with the traffickers. Young girls are 
forced into marriages in countries like Nigeria, 
South Sudan and Mali because of conflict. Many 
of the soldiers forcefully select child brides to use 
as sex slaves, while in countries like Tunisia and 
Egypt, many young girls are used for sexual tourism 
in the big cities. In Edo, Nigeria, many women are 

trafficked to Europe to engage in commercial sex. 
The processes whereby children are “recruited” into 
sexual exploitation are varied and complex. They 
nearly always involve adult accomplices - including 
parents and older siblings. Others are recruited 
into “sex work” through forced abduction, by 
pressure from their parents and through deceptive 
agreements between parents and traffickers, 
including unrecognized representatives of crime 
rings. Once recruited, these children are typically 
taken or travel to “work sites” far from their origin. 
Isolation from their families and friends is the norm. 
Few can establish new relationships with persons 
other than those “managing” their victimization. 
According to the report “Trafficking in Persons 
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Egypt,” temporary marriages are facilitated by the 
girls’ parents who profit from the transaction. The 
wealthy tourists pay an amount to poor families 
through intermediaries, ranging between $495 
and $4,950. The young victims, some under the 
age of 18, are then forced to serve as sex slaves 
as well as servants to their “husbands.”  Although 
poverty, unemployment, conflict, natural disasters 
and traditional norms are enablers, they are not 
excuses for trafficking. Many of these victims are 
lured with promises of a better life and economic 
opportunities. Some realize earlier than others, 
upon getting to their destination, that they have 
been victims of trafficking and have been recruited 
for sexual purposes. There are also victims, some 
of whom were seen in Nigeria and South Africa, 
who are aware and willing to enter into a contract 
with the traffickers to engage in prostitution and 
other forms of sexual exploitation. 

Migration, labour and domestic servitude

Migration forced labour (especially child labour) 
and domestic servitude are closely linked reports 
in Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, Ethiopia and 
Cabo Verde. Many of the papers reviewed report 

statistical similarities in the flow pattern between 
international migration flows and trafficking. This 
mimic between migration flows and trafficking is 
further evidenced by the fact that many victims 
are detected in source or transit countries, while 
traffickers are often detected in destination countries. 
It is suggested that these similarities are due 
to the push and pull factors reported for both 
migration (legal and illegal) and ultimately to 
trafficking and modern slavery. Major pull factors 
reported across all papers reviewed are principally 
linked to the vulnerability consequent on poverty, 
lack of employment opportunities, high crime 
levels, poor educational opportunities, destructive 
relationships and a search for safe passage from 
natural disasters and conflict. Reported pull factors 
to destination countries include demand for cheap 
labour and commercial sexual exploitation. 

Everyone has the right to freedom of movement 
and residence within the borders of each state 
according to Article 13 of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, so does every individual have 
the right to seek economic opportunities. 

Often, migrants have labour to offer, and many 
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individuals have sought and are still seeking economic 
opportunities globally, but there are important 
challenges of vulnerability and discrimination. The 
intensity of issues associated with vulnerability and 
discrimination varies from the type of migration 
and the individual’s awareness of their human 
rights. Individuals who have migrated irregularly 
or through means of forced migration are often 
exploited as modern slaves. According to ILO, 
forced labour can be understood as work that is 
performed involuntarily or under the menace of 
any penalty. Mostly men and boys are the victims 
of forced labour, while women and children are 
victims of domestic servitude. Over half of the 
victims of forced labour were held in debt bondage. 
Women and girls are exploited as domestic 
servants, while boys and men are exploited into 
forced labour. These victims endure the most 
inhumane treatment from their masters; some 
of them may fall sick or, even worse, die because 
of this. In countries like Nigeria and Mali, many 
children are being forced into street begging by 
their Quran teachers, while some are being forced 
into labour serving as maids. Because of the ease 
of travel within countries in the African region, 
there is a long-standing high migration history of 
both internal and international migration within 
the continent. Regardless, migrants also move 
beyond the continent; according to UNDESA 2017, 
there are 36 million African Migrants worldwide. 

According to the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) 2012 Global estimates, 20.9 million people 
are victims of forced labour (including sexual 
exploitation) globally, four million of which are 
from Africa. In this group, it is further estimated 
that 200,000 to 300,000 are children trafficked or 
smuggled across West and Central Africa, often 
for purposes of domestic servitude. UNICEF 
reports further estimate that between 10,000 
and 15,000 children work in cocoa plantations 
in Cote d’Ivoire. In addition to street begging 
and trading, trafficking in children across African, 
especially the girl child, has reached levels for an 
emergency response.

The global slavery index estimated in 2016 that 
over nine million men, women and children were 
in modern slavery. Of every 1000 people in the 
region, 7.6 are in modern slavery, making the 
region the highest prevalence. Nigeria accounted 
for one-quarter of all the victims in the region; it 
is one of the countries with the highest number 
of victims. In Ethiopia, most domestic workers 
are girls from very poor families. They are abused 
physically, psychologically and sexually and forced 
into confinement in the workplace. They work 
excessively for long hours with no rest days and 
are not paid their wages. In the worst situations, 
women and girls are trapped in situations of forced 
labor or work under conditions akin to slavery. It 
is culturally acceptable to have domestic slaves 
in most African countries, referred to as house 
helps and many of them are recruited from 
impoverished families in the rural parts to work 
for wealthy families in the urban areas. Many of 
the children recruited are with the consent of 
the parents and family members, some of whom 
are promised an education in the city but end 
up being deprived and enslaved. Some of the 
children are sent to their relatives to be trained 
in school but end up being slaves. In countries 
like Cape Verde, children are expected to work 
as a training in responsibility; many are lured into 
drug trafficking and sex tourism unknowingly.

Natural disasters and conflict

Armed conflict and natural disasters are known to 
tip already vulnerable households into poverty. In 
addition, displacements as families and communities 
seek ‘safe passage’ from conflict zones further 
contribute to vulnerability and exploitation as 
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armed bandits and soldiers completely violate the 
basic principles of human rights and fundamental 
tenets that protect human dignity. Refugee camps, 
expected to provide safe havens, are constantly 
threatened by Boko Haram terrorists in North 
East Nigeria. These terrorists, suspected to be 
Islamic fundamentalists fleeing war-torn zones 
in Yemen, Syria and other parts of the Arab world, 
have migrated further into Nigeria as herdsmen, 
threatening farmlands and settlements as far as 
Plateau, Benue and Taraba states. In the Lake 
Chad region, climate change and desertification 
are natural phenomena directly resulting from 
fragility and conflict; Sudan and parts of Mali 
report similar fragility. Women and the girl child 
are often violated in these fragile conditions - they 
are traded for safe passage opportunities and, at 
other times, exploited by warring combatants as a 
part of transactions to provide security to warlords 
and other chieftains. Kidnapping and male child 
abduction to serve as soldiers are also rife. Child 
soldiers dot the landscape in Sudan, Somalia, 
Mali and Northern Nigeria, areas where terrorists 
sit and insurgency has been linked to massive 
displacements and inter-regional trafficking and 
slavery.

Victims and survivors

Many “victims” seek out the recruiters; many 
“victims,” after being rescued, want to return; 
and many “victims” don’t call themselves victims. 
This draws attention to the complexity and the 
angle of approach to victims and survivors of 
trafficking. A victim in Nigeria explained that she 
was making more money than she ever thought 
and was happy. Another said she didn’t understand 
domestic servitude and enquired if she couldn’t 
help her children or family. 

The pursuit of economic opportunity, social pressure, 
poverty, unemployment, conflict, poor education 
or illiteracy and cultural norms are some of the 
many reasons people fall prey to the hands of 
traffickers. Many victims seek out the traffickers 
or are introduced by relatives or close friends. 
They seek economic opportunities by travelling 
and working; to them, they could only achieve 
this through the help of a trafficker. In Ethiopia, 
most domestic workers are girls from very poor 
families. They are abused physically, psychologically 

and sexually and forced into confinement in the 
workplace; they work excessively for long hours 
with no rest days and are not paid their wages. In 
the worst situations, women and girls are trapped 
in forced labour or work under conditions akin 
to slavery.

Many of these survivors endure forced labour, 
forced begging, organ sales, commercial sex, forced 
marriage, and domestic servitude. Sometimes, 
the victims are made to take oaths with a juju 
(voodoo) priest to swear loyalty to their traffickers 
as a means to control them and ensure they do 
not go to the authorities.

There have been many cases where victim cases 
have been treated like criminal cases, where 
authorities continued to treat and punish unidentified 
victims as criminal offenders and foreign victims of 
trafficking remained vulnerable to detention and 
deportation of illegal immigrants and employment. 
In Egypt, the government did not have a policy 
in place to waive visa overstay fines for foreign 
trafficking victims that may have accrued during 
their exploitation. Foreign trafficking victims 
were not offered legal alternatives to removal 
from countries in which they faced hardship or 
retribution. Reintegration and rehabilitation of 
victims and survivors remain a major concern. 
It is common for victims to attempt or even 
successfully re-migrate for various reasons, one 
of which is they earned more as a slave than in 
their country of origin. This is a major issue because 
many of those victims present mental illnesses 
because of the trauma they have endured, and 
others have physical injuries. Providing support 
to rehabilitate and reintegrate them into society 
is an important step to enabling them to live rich, 
full lives and contribute to society. Countries like 
Nigeria have adopted the teachings on trafficking 
in persons into the school curriculum. As prevention 
is always better than a cure, it is important to 
create awareness methods and diversify existing 
methods with the concentration of vulnerable 
areas in different African communities. 

Social protection systems, education and services

Social protection systems are the means by which a 
society avails its citizens the support required in the 
event of any unforeseen negative life experiences. 
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Depending on the people’s cultural beliefs, history 
and traditions, these methods may be peculiar 
to the country or region. Social protection has, 
therefore, evolved over the years as situations and 
conditions have modified individual and country 
responses to varying societal issues. In developed 
economies, social protection is embedded in a 
contributory, mandatory, strictly regulated social 
security system that guarantees the provision of 
basic and emergency amenities for the citizens. 
In Africa, traditional social protection has been in 
existence for centuries. These traditions and cultural 
beliefs are intended to protect the individual and/
or the community. These systems are diverse, 
robust, and often vested in the extended family 
system and social network. Popularly referred to 
as the African spirit of ‘Ubuntu’ the traditional 
African social protection system derives from a 
Nguni (South African) word which translates to 
“the quality of being human,” “I am what I am 
because of who we are.” Ubuntu manifests itself 
through various human acts of sharing seen in 
social, economic, political, and family situations. 

Conceptually, social protection systems in Africa 
are not intended to result in servitude or slavery. 

Many of these practices were intended to protect 
human security and dignity across families and 
communities, breed empowerment, and mutually 
reinforce communal values. Violations of these 
rules are not intended to be the norm. However, as 
a result of increasing economic hardship in Africa, 
the investigation has revealed that taking care 
of vulnerable children and women is becoming 
a herculean task for the extended family. The 
idea of being ‘my brother’s keeper’ is gradually 
metamorphosing into exploitation for financial 
gains. However, due to misinterpretations and 
unscrupulous use of the rules by some individuals, 
the social protection systems have been abused 
and, in many instances, have been seen as harmful. 
In these African systems, It is common practice 
for impoverished families to entrust their children 
to the care of relatives who can afford to provide 
them with an education or ensure their security. For 
decades, this has supported education, vocational 
trading, shelter, and many other social services. 
However, this poorly monitored and regulated 
system is open to abuse. As a result, some children 
are exploited as slaves without proper care or 
attention. 

Sadly, this environment of poor monitoring and 
regulation has resulted in the erosion of the core 
principles of Ubuntu with widespread reports of 
harmful practices. These include curious practices 
that disproportionately target women and the 
girl child in exploitative situations unrelated to 
the provision of care, protection and economic 
support. Notable among these harmful applications 
of traditional practices include (a) Child labour/
slaves, (b) Undocumented child fostering with 
well-off relatives and friends, (c)  Money wives and 
the demand for exorbitant dowries or bride price, 
(d) Child marriage (e) Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) (f) Bonded women and children (Trokosi), 
(g) Kidnapping girls for marriage (Ukuthwala), 
money rituals and organ sales in addition to a 
broad range of belief in witchcraft and other fetish 
oath taking practices that promote silence and 
further enable the vulnerability of poverty, lack of 
economic opportunities and limited education, all 
of which are documented enablers of trafficking 
in persons and modern slavery.  

The aberrations observed in some individuals in 
traditional African social protection practice have 
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called to question the protective and supportive value 
of these systems, with a concern for increasingly 
exploitative expression across all countries. 
However, this should not deter from harnessing 
its value and positive impact on a potentially 
larger number of impoverished households, 
families, and communities and whose women 
and girls can be supported to achieve economic 
independence and dignity. These regrettable 
abuses of traditional social protection systems 
make it imperative to put in place monitoring and 
early alert systems that can assist with the timely 
identification of situations and circumstances when 
this protective indigenous African system fails 
individuals, especially the woman and girl child. 
Monitoring and alert systems require engagement 
at local and community levels. This, in turn, calls 
for robust population awareness, education and 
protective services often offered by non-state 
actors, especially faith-based practitioners in 
Africa. Countries like Nigeria have initiated, into 
the school curriculum, education on trafficking in 
persons. Education and services for the victims and 
survivors of trafficking in persons are supported 
largely by poorly resourced faith-based and other 
non-state actors; the main focus of these actors is 
the reintegration of victims. The requirement to 
combat and eliminate TIP outweighs the capacities 
of the active organisations; they have limited 
power and access. 

Unveiling cultural shadows of abuses or extremism 
in protective traditional social systems requires 
local action. These are scattered, poorly coordinated 
and resourced efforts against TIP, forced migration 
and modern slavery. They are also poorly resourced 
and recognised efforts supported as causes by 
individuals, women’s groups and many faith-based 
organisations. Many of these are distant from public 
sector efforts and do not effectively engage the 
private sector, which is increasingly benefitting 
from this abuse through forced unpaid labour 
at domestic and commercial supply chain levels. 
The requirements to combat and eliminate TIP 
outweigh the capacity of these poorly resourced 
and supported non-state actors who lack and 
are not linked to reporting systems to monitor 
and track abuse and are unable to prosecute 
on behalf of the many victims they support on 
account of the weakness and corruption in crime 
and justice systems. 

Crime and justice

Almost every country in the world is affected 
by trafficking. It is a grave crime and a serious 
violation of human rights. Article 5 of the Protocol 
to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, therefore, requires that the conduct 
set out in Article 3 be criminalized in domestic 
legislation. Many criminals escape punishment 
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because the processes of trafficking evolve more 
often than the methods to combat and eliminate 
them do. There is also the issue of corruption, 
where the authorities and officials are on the 
payroll of these criminals, providing them some 
degree of protection. A perfect example is in South 
Africa, where victims and survivors of trafficking 
refuse to identify their traffickers because they 
are unsure whether the police or authorities have 
been colluding with the traffickers. 

There have been many cases where victim cases have 
been treated like criminal cases, where authorities 
continued to treat and punish unidentified victims as 
criminal offenders and foreign victims of trafficking 
remained vulnerable to detention and deportation 
of illegal immigration and employment. 

•	 Nigerian Seme border-free movement of goods 
and persons, as well as the opportunity 

•	 African countries have a history of corruption 
and abuse of civilians by the police and security 
agencies.

•	 Many criminals escape punishment because 
they have corrupt officials on their payroll.

•	 A perfect example is in South Africa, where 
victims and survivors of trafficking refuse to 
identify their traffickers because they are unsure 
whether the police or authorities have colluded 
with the traffickers.

•	 Capacities in the criminal and justice systems 
are limited by both prosecution and data.

•	 Tools for identification and prosecution are 
not diverse.

•	 Limited parliamentary engagement to enact 
appropriate laws and for oversight.

Policies and legislation

Human trafficking is a significant problem in Africa. 
All the countries of study were reported to be at 
tier two or below with an average government 
response. The lack of data in countries like South 
Sudan and Libya, which are experiencing conflict, 
understates the problem’s magnitude. Many 
member states are signatories to the protocol to 
prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, 
especially women and children, supplementing the 
United Nations Convention against Transnational 

Organized crime. The protocol is in accordance 
with Articles 16 and 17. Several countries have 
domesticated these policies, but enforcement 
remains a challenge.

Policies are put in place to ensure that efforts 
toward the eradication of human trafficking 
and victim protection are a priority to protect 
the vulnerable population, reduce vulnerability, 
protect victims, increase support programs for 
victims and increase investigation of this crime. 

Ethiopia has lifted the ban on domestic workers 
moving overseas. In 2016, Ethiopia made a significant 
advancement in efforts to eliminate the worst 
forms of child labour. The Government adopted 
the Overseas Employment Proclamation that 
prohibits employment agencies from recruiting 
workers younger than 18 and allows the Ministry 
of Labor and Social Affairs to revoke the license 
of any agency that violates the prohibition. This 
encouraged legal migration and employment, 
ensuring its citizens were protected. 

The knowledge of management and advocacy 
action limits the progress of national policy. Despite 
the fact that the 17 countries have internal laws 
and policies regarding trafficking in persons and 
its related issues, some are not comprehensive 
enough to fully address the scale of the problem, 
while others have failed to be implemented. Policies 
and legislation in Africa require greater integration 
into the gender equality and empowerment 
movement. 
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Trafficking in persons, modern slavery and 
gender equality: evidence from statistical reviews

According to the global slavery index,14 out of 
the 768 victims of trafficking the IOM helped 
in 2016, 85 per cent were female, 34 per cent 
were underage. Most of them (73 per cent) were 
subject to sexual exploitation; 76 per cent of adult 
females, 4 per cent of adult males and 98 per 
cent of children). The children were mostly from 
Nigeria (96 per cent). 59 per cent of the victims 
were from Nigeria, the smaller percentages from 
Bulgaria, Romania and Thailand.

Patterns of TIP and modern slavery within and across 
the African continent and its component regions 
have been described. These include domestic or 
internal trafficking, extending to include the illegal 
sales and movement of persons within regions in 
the same economic community (internal) across 
both geographic and economic regional blocks 
when it is described as inter-regional, as well as 
with other continents of the world when it links 
to the global efforts on TIP, forced labour, illegal 
migration and other forms of modern slavery.15 
It is important to note that all African countries 
are signatories to the Palermo Convention and 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons, especially Women and Children 
(also referred to as the Trafficking Protocol), in 
addition to the United Nations Convention on the 

14	  Global slavery index, 2018
15	  Southern Africa Development Community (SADC). 2016. Trafficking in Persons in the SADC Region. https://www.sadc.int/sites/default/

files/2021-08/SADC_TIP_Policy_Brief_-_English_FINAL.pdf. Policy Brief. August 2016.
16	  Global slavery index, 2018

prevention of organised transnational crime from 
2000, entered into force on December 25, 2003. 
Domestication of the provisions of the Palermo 
Convention, however, varies across the regions.

The Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), in collaboration with the Economic 
Community of Central African States (ECCAS) in 
2006, adopted a regional Plan of Action to Combat 
Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and 
Children. This is further supported by a multilateral 
agreement of cooperation on the prevention of 
human trafficking that was signed in July 2005 
between nine countries: Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria 
and Togo. The United Nations has also adopted 
a series of measures for combating trafficking 
in persons which impact the region: Resolution 
53/111 of 9 December 1998; The Southern Africa 
Development Cooperation (SADC); 13 of 15 countries 
have legislation related to TIP and Modern slavery. 
Regional action is linked to the SADC Gender and 
Development. This protocol, developed in 2008 
and which came into force in 2013, affirms TIP 
(and modern slavery) as an expression of gender-
based violence. The SADC region’s strategic plan 
of action on Combating Trafficking in Persons, 
especially Women and Children (2009-2019) 
identifies priority areas, including legislation 
and awareness for member states. However, the 
development of appropriate domestication and 
implementation of regulations lag in compliance 
with the legislative provisions across member 
states in the SADC region. 

In 2016, the East African Legislative Assembly 
(EALA) of the East African Community (EAC) passed 
a Bill on TIP. The object of the Bill is to provide a 
legal framework for the prevention of trafficking 
in persons, protection mechanisms and services 
for victims and the development of partnerships 
for cooperation to counter trafficking in persons 
in the community.

Gender analysis and gaps show that  71 per cent 
of over 40.3 million people trafficked are women, 
mainly for sexual exploitation and domestic 
servitude.16
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Recommendations-A Call to Action: From Silos 
to Collaboration

Harmonise various terminologies, definitions 
and interpretation of various trafficking in 
person references

There are variations in terminologies, definitions 
and interpretation of various trafficking in person 
references which have impacted the policy and 
legislative processes at country and regional 
levels. While many countries are signatories to 
global conventions and regional declarations and 
have adopted some form of legislative and policy 
processes on trafficking or modern slavery in 
their many iterations, the different processes have 
adopted a locally nuanced definition of trafficking. 
These different terminologies and interpretations 
constrain monitoring and cross-border action in 
a field where not only multi-sector and multi-
stakeholder action is critical but also in which 
cross-border action is imperative.

Enabling victim support and integration

African governments are encouraged to increase 
efforts on victim protection, support and integration. 
This can be complemented with documentation 
of success stories of change. Victims’ stories offer 
less compelling risk mitigation in comparison to 
tales of success. The current narrative needs to 
change and be embedded in development and 
economic opportunities.

Strengthening monitoring and alert system

This will build a measurement and accountability. 
Data and statistics are indispensable tools for 
devising evidence-based policies to achieve gender 
equality and women’s empowerment, assessing 
their impact and promoting accountability. 

Although the GSI and USG reports provide 
increasingly comprehensive and annual data 
on TIP and modern slavery, much of the gender 
perspectives and analysis of this data is absent 
and its interpretation is distant from African 

17	  https://shorturl.at/eJL49 accessed 1st December 2023

policymakers and stakeholders. The UN Women’s 
flagship initiative, ‘Making Every Woman and Girl 
Count,’ is timely and has identified significant 
gaps in reporting gender data across the 54 
gender-specific indicators of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The UN Women Initiative 
in 2018 Report highlights that only 26 per cent of 
the data needed to monitor the gender-related 
SDGs is currently available and that only 15 per 
cent of countries have legislations that mandate 
gender-based surveys. 

This absence of data and common monitoring 
indicators impacts TIP and modern slavery. 
Much of what exists focuses on migration and 
prosecutions. These are incomplete and often 
difficult to access or are not produced as a 
part of the efforts of a designated ministry or 
institution. Much of the data available is institution 
or programme linked, e.g., ILO on labour, IOM on 
migration, etc. -sector linkages and collaboration 
across these critical data sources is limited; no 
integrated process or platform was identified to 
harmonize and link these to policy and action. 
Periodic measurements are not only required 
for policy formulation, planning and progress; 
they are also imminent for resource allocation 
and accountability of stakeholder responsibilities 
across sectors engaged in a well-coordinated 
response to eliminate TIP and combat forced 
migration. 

Gender equality and women empowerment

This study recommends that all stakeholders 
includng state and no state actors need to work 
toewards reducing gender inequality and offer 
realistic empowerment interventions to women. 
This will ensure that we reduce the risk of trafficking 
by eradicating the pervasive and persistent 
gender inequality that results in an economic, 
social and legal status of women and girls that is 
lower in comparison with that which is enjoyed 
by men and boys, by adopting economic and 
public policies that prevent a lack of sustainable 
livelihood options and basic living standards for 
women and girls.17
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Advocacy and knowledge management

TIP and modern slavery in Africa are largely denied 
just like gender inequality and it is steeped in 
gender stereotypes and often covered by distortions 
in religious and traditional practices. Distortions 
in interpretation due to conflicts in definitions 
and terminology have not been helpful. There is 
need for accelerated continental advocacy efforts 
to educate and inform women and girls about 
related issues. The study reports much advocacy 
efforts in Nigeria, South Africa and Kenya, but a 
lot more needs to be done to build a continental 
movement. There is no repository of African reviews 
and indicators to support continental and regional 
advocacy efforts hence the need to establish 
one. The current effort appears to be a major 
milestone, but more must be done to generate 
the required evidence, improve its accessibility 
and link it to policy and action at all levels.

Promoting regional cooperation and continental 
action

The study reports siloed institutional responses 
which perpetuate limited collaboration and 
impact. There is need for improve coordination 
and integration across overlapping mandates. 
Stakeholders must engage the victims and survivors 
in the institutional framework. The concept of 
‘born again’ traffickers can also help to identify 
solutions. There is need for sustained and robust 
non-state action to support advocacy efforts 
especially on cross border issues which require 
strong regional action, continental cooperation 
and collaboration. 

Conclusion-perceptions:  from opportunity to 
slavery

Therefore, we declare on each and every one of 
our creeds that modern slavery, in terms of human 
trafficking, forced labour and prostitution and 
organ trafficking, is a crime against humanity. 
Its victims are from all walks of life but are most 
frequently among the poorest and most vulnerable 
of our brothers and sisters. On behalf of all of 
them, our communities of faith are called to reject, 
without exception, any systematic deprivation of 
individual freedom for the purposes of personal or 
commercial exploitation in their name we make 
this declaration - Pope Francis

The search for this opportunity often starts with 
hopeful optimism that whatever the travails of 
the journey from their source countries, e.g., West 
Africa, will indeed be the stepping stone they 
sought. Regional policies on the free movement 
of goods and persons buoy this optimism. These 
provisions for the free movement of goods and 
persons further constrain the identification of 
trafficked persons and prosecuting traffickers at 
inter-regional levels. Hope and optimism slide into 
uncertainty and confusion as the migrant leaves 
their economic zone and more rigorous official 
documentation is required in transit countries. 
The vulnerability in migration is heightened as it 
becomes increasingly illegal, with greater exposure 
to exploitation and slavery. The confusion and 
challenges escalate as the migrant (now illegal) 
crosses to recipient countries and is exposed to 
cross-border application of sovereign rights, with 
more political approaches, including criminal 
prosecution, asylum and refugee status, replacing 
more developmental approaches that held forth 
in source and transit countries. The transitional 
realities of cross-border migration are very distant 
from migrants in many African source countries.

These observations are supported by the many 
conversations with stakeholders during the 
country visits and deep dive analysis. Although 
perceptions varied according to context and 
experiences, they largely convened around the 
challenges on the pathway from the opportunity 
of both economic freedom and safe passage 
from conflict to the hope of success in a recipient 
country. Many stakeholders, especially victims 
and survivors, identified that the trafficking chain 
remains smart and agile, identifying innovative 
ways to sustain a global chain of deception and 
slavery that appears far advanced in relation to 
the interventions, institutional framework and, 
processes and actions to contain it. 

Much progress has been made in building 
awareness of trafficking for sexual exploitation and, 
to some extent, its relationship to forced labour 
and forced migration. However, despite increasing 
awareness, the optimism of success despite the 
risks remains high. In Edo state, Nigeria, this is 
fuelled by success stories of returnees who now 
have large houses built and own luxury cars. The 
network resounds with real changes in the social 
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and economic circumstances of previously poor 
families and communities who now benefit from 
remittances of successful returnees. Traffickers 
were often identified as business associates or 
agents, similar to head hunters for migrating 
professionals like doctors and nurses. This latter 
group also frequently come back with stories of 
better living conditions, work, and higher incomes 
in their host countries. This reduces the local 
acceptance of the risk of paying. It is on record 
that several people raise the funds to pay agents 
and that for many deported or forced returnees, 
the search for ‘green pastures’ in countries where 
prostitution is legal and well rewarded continues 
despite the risk.

A further complication is the widespread 
sentiments that the institutions, including the 
UN, has failed both victims and survivors. Many 
returnees have found themselves back in the 
situations of deprivation, extreme poverty and 
conflicts they fled from in the first place. Their 
re-integration support has not come through. 
Slowly, the perception of danger and risk wanes 
and a few want to try again, hoping they will 
successfully cross the Mediterranean. 
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