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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. 

ΨwŜŦǳƎŜŜΩΣ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀǎ 
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  

https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Report_Methodology.pdf
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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 Nigeria2 and of 
Chapter оΦмс ±ƛŎǘƛƳǎ ƛƴ ¢I. ƛƴ 9!{hΩǎ 2018 Targeting of Individuals report3. ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ 
focus remains on sex trafficking ς 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 oŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ŘǊǳƎǎΣ ƻǊƎŀƴ ƻǊ Ψōŀōȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΩ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΦ  

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 
3 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  

https://easo.europa.eu/country-guidance-nigeria
https://easo.europa.eu/country-guidance-nigeria
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/BZ0415678ENN.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2018_EASO_COI_Nigeria_TargetingIndividuals.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Report_Methodology.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Writing_and_Referencing_Guide.pdf
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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 

  

 

7 UN, UN Map No 4228, August 2014, url 

http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/nigeria.pdf
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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 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΤ όǾƛύ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪers 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 ς particularly in Edo State13 ς 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 
9 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 ς 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, urlΣ ǇΦ сфΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΣ 
while important, should be interpreted cautiously given the gaps and limitations of data in certain countries. For example, it 

https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/2020-TIP-Report-Complete-062420-FINAL.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=54f98a284
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_lang=en&p_isn=101267&p_country=NGA&p_classification=04
https://pathfindersji.org/edo-state-passes-new-law-against-human-trafficking/
https://www.naptip.gov.ng/about-naptip-2/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23526&LangID=E
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/2020-TIP-Report-Complete-062420-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23526&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23526&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23526&LangID=E
https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/press/naptip-kick-off-process-to-develop-a-new-national-action-plan-against-human-trafficking.html
https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/strengthening-the-policy-framework-and-response-to-human-trafficking-in-nigeria.html
https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/nigeria-heeds-global-call--sets-up-state-task-force-against-human-trafficking.html
https://www.naptip.gov.ng/2020/10/
https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/GSI-2018_FNL_190828_CO_DIGITAL_P-1616599065.pdf
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ƻŦ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ŘŜbt bondage, forced marriage, slavery and slavery-
ƭƛƪŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎΩΦ20 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 waǎ ΨǊŀƳǇŀƴǘΩΦ22 NAPTIP data show that in 2019 41.8 % of the victims they rescued 
were victims of exploitation outside Nigeria. 417 out of 1 мрн ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ƻŦ ΨtǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ 
ŦƻǊ CƻǊŜƛƎƴ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ tǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨtǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ {ŜȄǳŀƭ 9ȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ 
prostitution externalƭȅΩΦ23

 However, the total number of victims rescued by NAPTIP in 2019 ς 1 152 
individuals ς 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 cross-
border 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 
ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ Ψōŀōȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩΦ  

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 !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ¦bL/9CΩǎ нлмс-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 
Ψunder hazardous conditionsΩ.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 
ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΦ 
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 

https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/GSI-2018_FNL_190828_CO_DIGITAL_P-1616599065.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23526&LangID=E
https://www.naptip.gov.ng/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/2019-Data-Analysis.pdf
https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/GSI-2018_FNL_190828_CO_DIGITAL_P-1616599065.pdf
https://www.naptip.gov.ng/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/2019-Data-Analysis.pdf
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3827/related-materials
https://www.unicef.org/nigeria/media/1406/file/Nigeria-MICS-2016-17.pdf.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/nigeria/media/1406/file/Nigeria-MICS-2016-17.pdf.pdf
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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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ фΦр million were in the 
almajiri system.31 In the south ς particularly in big urban centres ς 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 
tŜǊǎƻƴǎ ό¢ƛtύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Ψƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ [ŀƎƻǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŘǊǳƎ ŀƴŘ άǊŜƴǘέ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ 
ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ōŜƎƎŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƎŀǊǎΩ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ.Ω34  

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 ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ, 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 AfricaΦŎƻƳΣ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ {ƘƛƴŜǎ [ƛƎƘǘ hƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΩǎ {ǘǊŜŜǘ YƛŘǎ Lƴ 5ŀǊƪ 5ŀȅǎ hŦ tŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΣ aŀȅ нлнлΣ 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. 
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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. {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻΥ 5²Σ ¢ƘŜ bŜǿ ²ŀȅǎ ƻŦ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΩǎ 
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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ŦǊƻƳ .Ŝƴƛƴ /ƛǘȅ ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƻǳǊ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳilies, yet many return 
to prostitution, others are still in contact with their traffickers.Ω43 The Washington Post indicated that 
Ψǎurvivors 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 feweǊ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŦǘΩ (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 ΨBŀōȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ 

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 
ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ŀǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψōŀōȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩΦ47 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, ƻǊ ƭǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψōŀōȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ ōȅ 
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 
ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ όaŀƭƛΣ bƛƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ƻǘŜ ŘΩLǾƻƛǊe), 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 
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Information Report Nigeria Targeting of individuals, November 2018, url, p. 140 
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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 Ψorgan harvestingΩ.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: 

ΨhǊƎŀƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭy 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 approaŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƭƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴǎΦΩ64 

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 
57 UNHCR, Assessment of Trafficking Risks in Internally Displaced Persons Camps in North-East Nigeria, April 2020, url, p. 14 
58 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021 
59 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021 
60 US, USDOS, Trafficking in Persons Report 2020: Nigeria, 25 June 2020, url, p. 382 
61 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021; Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders 
Justice Initiative, interview 26 February 2021 
62 Pascoal, R., Stranded: The New Trendsetters of the Nigerian Human Trafficking Criminal Networks for Sexual Purposes, 
2018, url, p. 15 
63 Nigeria, NAPTIP, 2019 Data Analysis, 2019, url, p. 4 
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65 Malakooti, A., The Intersection of Irregular Migration and Trafficking in West Africa and the Sahel, 2020, url, p. 74 
66 UNHCR, Italy Sea Arrivals Dashboard - December 2017, 11 January 2018. url; UNHCR, Italy Sea Arrivals Dashboard - 
December 2018, 11 January 2019, url; UNHCR, Italy Sear Arrivals Dashboard ς December 2019, 21 January 2020, url 
67 Foreign Policy, The U.N. Is Leaving Migrants to Die in Libya, 10 October 2019, url 
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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 BBC, Migrant crisis: Illegal entries to EU at lowest level in five years, 4 January 2019, url; Washington Post (The), Returned 
ǘƻ ŀ ǿŀǊ ȊƻƴŜΥ hƴŜ ōƻŀǘΦ 5ƻȊŜƴǎ ƻŦ ŘǊŜŀƳǎΦ !ƭƭ ōƭƻŎƪŜŘ ōȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-migrant policies, 28 December 2019, url  
69 In 2020, the number of arrivals in Europe via the Central Mediterranean Route increased again even though the overall 
number of illegal arrivals in Europe dropped due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Frontex does not specify how many of these 
arrivals were Nigerians. Frontex, FLASH REPORT ς Irregular migration into EU at lowest level since 2013, 8 January 2020, url  
70 IOM, Irregular Migration Routes to Europe: West and Central Africa, January-June 2020, url, p. 1 
71 European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, p. 27 
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, 
Nationaal Rapporteur Mensenhandel, Slachtoffermonitor Mensenhandel 2015-2019 [Victim Monitor Human Trafficking 
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 ς 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; 
YŀǎǘƴŜǊΣ YΣ ΨaƻǾƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΥ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлм0, p. 20. 
79 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria ς Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 16. Source: 
Kastner, KǊƛǎǘƛƴΣ ΨaƻǾƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмлΣ ǇΦ нлΦ 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46764500
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/african-migrants-left-libya-for-europe-they-were-returned-to-a-war-zone/2019/12/27/ca748098-1a8d-11ea-9ddd-3e0321c180e7_story.html
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/flash-report-irregular-migration-into-eu-at-lowest-level-since-2013-n5pHiA
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IOM%20-%20Mediterranenean%20Developments%20-%20Flows%20from%20WCA%20-%20June%202020%20-%20EN%20-%20VF.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/default/files/study_on_data_collection_on_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_the_eu.pdf
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https://italy.iom.int/sites/default/files/news-documents/IOMReport_Trafficking.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/GLOTIP_2014_full_report.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/default/files/study_on_data_collection_on_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_the_eu.pdf
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
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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 

 

80 See, for instance: Reuters, Black magic ban dents sex trafficking in Nigeria, 19 September 2018, url; De Correspondent, 
Vijfhonderd voodoo-priesters en een vloek laten zien: met magie kun je mensenhandel bestrijden [Five hundred voodoo 
priests and a curse show: magic can combat human trafficking], 26 September 2018, url; Guardian (The), Escape: the woman 
who brought her trafficker to justice, 27 August 2020, url  
81 Mostly based in the former territory of the Kingdom of Benin, nowadays localized in Edo State. 
82 Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders Justice Initiative, interview 24 February 2021; Nwoha, R., 
Representative Idia Renessaince, interview 19 November 2020 
83 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 20 
84 International organisation, confidential report December 2020, p. 20 
85 Nwoha, R., Representative Idia Renessaince, interview 19 November 2020 
86 International organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 20 
87 European organisation, confidential report, December 2020, p. 4 
88 Mossino, A., Director PIAM ONLUS, interview 5 October 2020; Heeringa, A., Team Leader Perspectives on Rights, Salvation 
Army, interview 19 November 2020. See also: VRT, PODCAST: De meisjes van de nacht [Girls of the night], 2018, url 
89 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 56  
90 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 37 
91 ¢ƘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΦ Lƴ т҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳΩǎ 
age was unknown. European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, p. 175. The 
2015 EASO report on sex trafficking indicates that ΨώǘϐƘŜ ŀƎŜ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΩΣ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ 
a sƻǳǊŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ ΨDŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǾƛŎǘƛƳΩǎ ŀƎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻ 
Italy thus stressing the consensual and voluntary aspect of the journey. Contrary to this, there is a tendency to lower the age 
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 
depends on basic needs (when the age is uncertain): on the one hand, be under 18 years old may be an important factor for 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀƴ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜ ƛƴ Ƨƻō ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎΦΩ 9!{hΣ 9!{h /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ hǊƛƎƛƴ 
Information Report - Nigeria ς Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 15. Source: UNICRI, Trafficking of Nigerian 
girls in Italy, April 2010, pp. 41-42 
92 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021; Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, 
url, p. 54; New Yorker (The), The Desperate Journey of a Trafficked Girl, 3 April 2017, url  

https://www.reuters.com/article/ozatp-us-nigeria-trafficking-curse-crime-idAFKCN1LZ12D-OZATP
https://decorrespondent.nl/8707/vijfhonderd-voodoo-priesters-en-een-vloek-laten-zien-met-magie-kun-je-mensenhandel-bestrijden/379372697-1bb10e2c
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/27/nigeria-italy-human-trafficking-sex-workers-exploitation-justice
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2018/05/30/podcast--de-meisjes-van-de-nacht/
https://www.cairn.info/revue-politique-africaine-2020-3-page-51.htm
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/default/files/study_on_data_collection_on_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_the_eu.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1294857/90_1445949766_2015-10-easo-nigeria-sex-trafficking.pdf
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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 ς and migration in 
general ς from southern Nigeria to Europe. A workshop with Nigerian stakeholders in 2018 found : 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻǊ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ƴultiple, 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.Ω 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 
ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƭƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǿŜŀƪκ 
ƴŀƠǾŜΩΥ 

ΨwŜŎǊǳƛǘŜǊǎ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
that are financially insecure and desperate. Families that cannot afford to educate their 
children or ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŀ Řŀȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘΦ ώΧϐ {ƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅΣ ŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎ 
appear to take advantage of those who are illiterate and who lack the requisite strength in 
ǿƛƭƭ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎΦ hƴŜ ƪŜȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ŀǾƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅou see 
[Enablers], a lot of them appear rather intelligent and they know how to work on your 
ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǿƛƭƭŜŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΦέΩ 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 (CDaύ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 
trafficking.102 Amongst certain ethnic groups in the south of Nigeria a larger percentage of 

 

93 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 54 ; European Commission, Data collection on trafficking 
in human beings in the EU, 2020, p. 175. url; Save the Children, Young Invisible Enslaved: Children Victims of Trafficking and 
Labour Exploitation in Italy, July 2017, url, p. 27 
94 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021 
95 University of Bedfordshire, Vulnerability to Human Trafficking: A Study of Vietnam, Albania, Nigeria and the UK - Report 
of Shared Learning Event held in Lagos, Nigeria: 17-18 January 2018, October 2018, url, p. 6 
96 Human Rights Watch, ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ нлмфΣ url, p. 27 
97 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 53-54 
98 National Bureau for Statistics, Nigeria Living Standards Survey 2018/2019, 2021, url, pp. 61-63 
99 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, p. 33. url 
100 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !»,, 2020. https://www.cairn.info/revue-politique-africaine-2020-3-page-
51.htm [PŀȅǿŜƭƭϐΤ IǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ ²ŀǘŎƘΣ ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ нлмфΣ ǇΦ нуΦ url. 
101 Human Rights Watch, ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜn and Girls in Nigeria, 2019, p. 29. url 
102 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !»,, 2020, p. 65. url ; Report International Organisation, 2020, p. 22. 
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https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/default/files/study_on_data_collection_on_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_the_eu.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.it/sites/default/files/files/rapporto%20young%20invisible%20enslaved%20DEF.pdf
https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1264/vulnerability-to-human-trafficking-nigeria.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/nigeria0819.pdf
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3827/related-materials
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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  

ΨExamples 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.Ω112 

 

103 The majority of Nigerian women are submitted to FGM before the age of five. This percentage was higher in the north 
than in the south of the country. The 2018 NDHS indicated that 85% of the circumcised women between 15 and 49 years old 
had experienced this procedure before the age of five. The probability that women had experienced FGM before the age of 
five was higher amongst women below the age of 25. 91% of circumcised women between 15 and 25 indicated to have been 
submitted to FGM before the age of five. This percentage was 79% for women above 45 years old. In nine out of ten cases, 
circumcised muslim women had experienced FGM before the age of five. This percentage was 77% for Christian women. The 
percentage of circumcised women who had experienced this procedure before the age of five was highest in the north west 
geographic zone (97%) and lowest in the south south zone (59%). In the south south zone almost a quarter (24%) of 
circumcised women between 15 and 49 years old experienced the procedure after the age of fifteen. This practice of 
practicing FGM at a later age is most common amongst the Ijaw/Izon ethnic groups. Amongst some ethnic groups 
circumcision is practiced just before marriage (for instance amongst the Efik and Ibibio) or during pregnancy (for instance 
amongst the Odi and Urhobo ethnic groups, who are mostly based in the Niger Delta). See: National Population Commission, 
National Demographic and Health Survey, 2018, url, pp. 468-476; World Pulse, Bride Confinement, Fattening and 
Circumcision: A Cultural Practice in Nigeria, 2016; Bamgbose, Legal & Cultural Approaches to Sexual Matters in Africa, 2001-
2002. url; Kolawole and Van de Kwaak, A Review of Determinants of Female Genital Mutilation in Nigeria, December 2010. 
url; Atibinye Dotimi, Lived Experiences of Women from the Odi community in Nigeria of Female Genital Mutilation, 2016. url 
104 Director Nigerian NGO, interview 10 November 2020; See also: Infomigrants, Germany 'the brothel of Europe' for 
trafficked Nigerian women, 9 December 2019, url 
105 Human Rights Watch, ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ нлмфΣ url, p. 25  
106 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, pp. 60-62  
107 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report - Nigeria ς Sex Trafficking of women, October 2015, url, p. 17 
108 Semprebon, M., Fighting Human Trafficking in Nigeria: Recent and ongoing projects (2010-2019), 2020, url, p. 14 
109 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 13-14 
110 Samyn, S., Seksmigratie als deel van de overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in 
Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7; VŀƴŘŜǊƘǳǊǎǘΣ {ΦΣ DƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀϥǎ /ƻǳƴǘŜǊπ
Trafficking Programs, 2017, url, p 195 ; Washington Post (The), Nigerians return from slavery in Libya to thriving sex-
trafficking industry back home, 23 January 2018, url  
111 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 60 . See also: Washington Post (The), Nigerians return 
from slavery in Libya to thriving sex-trafficking industry back home, 23 January 2018, url  
112 Translated from the orginal in French by the author Υ Ψ[Ŝǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŜǎ ŘŜ ǊŞǳǎǎƛǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜ ƭƛŞŜ Ł ƭŀ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜ ƳŀƴƛŝǊŜ 
ƎŞƴŞǊŀƭŜΣ ǉǳΩƛƭǎ ǎƻƛŜƴǘ ǊŞŜƭǎ ƻǳ ŦŀƴǘŀǎƳŞǎΣ ƻƴǘ ƛƳǇǊŞƎƴŞ ƭΩƛƴŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛŦ ŘŜ ƳŀƴƛŝǊŜ ǎƛ ǇǊƻŦƻƴŘŜ ǉǳŜ ƭŜǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƭŜǎ ƴΩŀȅŀƴǘ 
ŀǳŎǳƴ ŘŜ ƭŜǳǊ ƳŜƳōǊŜ Ł ƭΩŞǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ ǎŜ ǇŜǊœƻƛǾŜƴǘ όŜǘ ǎƻƴǘ ǇŜǊœǳŜǎύ ŎƻƳƳŜ ǇǊƛǾŞŜǎ ŘŜ ǘƻǳǘŜǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘŞǎ 
ŘΩŜƴǊƛŎƘƛǎǎŜƳŜƴǘ Ŝǘ ŘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜΦΩ Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 60  
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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 Ψin 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 
ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΦΩ114 

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 
traffickingς by international actors and the Nigerian authorities - do not necessarily consider 
themselves as such.117  

Ψ{ƛƴŎŜ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎΣ b!t¢Lt Ƙŀǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŘƻƴƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ bDhǎ ƻƴ ǿƛŘŜπǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ 
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 
ƛƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ άǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜŘΣέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ 
ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǎŜȄ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎΦΩ118 

These women, however, do not always seem to fully grasp the duration of the exploitation and the 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇŀȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ {ƻǇƘƛŜ {ŀƳȅƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ 
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.Ω119 Nevertheless, she also found that even when these women had arrived 
in Europe and experienced exploitation, some of them still believed ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜǊǎ ΨƘŜƭǇŜŘΩ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǊ 
provided them with an opportunity: 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊΦ άL Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
she is my boss. Ultimately she ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ LϥƳ ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΣέ 
ǎŀȅǎ wƻǎŜΣ ǿƘƻ ƭŜŦǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴΦ !ƴŘ ±ƛǾƛŀƴ ǎŀȅǎΣ άMy 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 

 

113 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 61  
114 TǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŘǊŀŦǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 5ǳǘŎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΥ ΨLƴ 9Řƻ ƛǎ ŜǊ ŜŜƴ ǾƻǊƳ Ǿŀƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛŜǾŜ ƳŜŘŜǇƭƛŎƘǘƛƎƘŜƛŘ ǿŀƴƴŜŜǊ ƘŜǘ ƻǾŜǊ 
gedwongen prostitutiemigratie gaat. Mensen in Benin City hebbben over het algemeen weet van de prostitutie en 
beschouwen het als iets wat ŘŜ ƳƻŜƛǘŜ ƭƻƻƴǘΣ ƻƳŘŀǘ ǾŜƭŜƴ ŜǊ Ǿŀƴ ƳŜŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŜǊŜƴΦΩ {ŀƳȅƴΣ {ΦΣ {ŜƪǎƳƛƎǊŀǘƛŜ ŀƭǎ ŘŜŜƭ Ǿŀƴ ŘŜ 
overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7. See also: Thomsom 
Reuters Foundation, Nigeria: Tolerance of Trafficking Protects Nigeria's Trade in Humans, 28 May 2020, url 
115 Samyn, S., Seksmigratie als deel van de overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in 
Nigeria], 2018, url, pp. 7, 9 
116 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 19-20 
117 ±ŀƴŘŜǊƘǳǊǎǘΣ {ΦΣ DƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀϥǎ /ƻǳƴǘŜǊπ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ tǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ нлмтΣ 
url, p 195  
118 ±ŀƴŘŜǊƘǳǊǎǘΣ {ΦΣ DƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀϥǎ /ƻǳƴǘŜǊπ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ tǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ нлмтΣ 
url, p 195  
119 Translated by drafter from the 5ǳǘŎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΥ Ψ5Ŝ ǾƻƻǊƎŜǎǘŜƭŘŜ ƭŜƴƛƴƎ Ǿŀƴ олΦллл ǘƻǘ слΦллл ŜǳǊƻ ƛǎ ŜŜƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ōŜŘǊŀƎ 
Řŀǘ ȊŜ ōƛƴƴŜƴ ŘŜ ƪƻǊǘǎǘŜ ƪŜǊŜƴ ŘŜƴƪŜƴ ǘŜ ƪǳƴƴŜƴ ǘŜǊǳƎǾŜǊŘƛŜƴŜƴΩΦ {ŀƳȅƴΣ {ΦΣ {ŜƪǎƳƛƎǊŀǘƛŜ ŀƭǎ ŘŜŜƭ Ǿŀƴ ŘŜ 
overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7 
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ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ƳŜΦ έ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ she ended up in prostitution against her will, Vivian understood it now 
was her turn.Ω120 

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 ς 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 Ψdrug mulesΩ, because they raise less suspicion.127  

 

120 Translated by drafter from the Dutch origƛƴŀƭΥ Ψ5Ŝ ƳŜƛǎƧŜǎ ƘŜōōŜƴ Ǿŀŀƪ ŜŜƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛŜ ƳŜǘ Ƙǳƴ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊΦ άLƪ ŘƻŜ 
wat ze zegt, want ze is mijn baas. Uiteindelijk heeft ze het mogelijk gemaakt dat ik naar Europa kon komen. Ik ben haar 
ŘŀƴƪōŀŀǊΣέ ȊŜƎǘ wƻǎŜΣ ŘƛŜ ǾŜǊǘǊƻƪ ǘƻŜƴ ȊŜ ŀƳǇŜǊ ȊŜǎǘƛŜƴ ǿŀǎΦ 9ƴ ±ƛǾƛŀƴ ǾŜǊǘŜƭǘΥ άaƛƧƴ Ȋǳǎ Ŝƴ ŜŜƴ ǾǊƛŜƴŘƛƴ ǿŀǊŜƴ ƳƛƧƴ 
madams. Zij betaalden mijn overtocht. Toen ik erachter kwam wat ik moest doen, ben ik heel kwaad geworden. We spraken 
twee jaar lang niet met elkaar, maar ik betaalde mijn schuld. Mijn zus had hetzelfde doorstaan en daardoor heb ik naar 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƪǳƴƴŜƴ ƎŀŀƴΦ ¦ƛǘŜƛƴŘŜƭƛƧƪ ƘƛŜƭǇ ȊƛƧ ƳŜ ƻƻƪ ƻƳ ǇŀǇƛŜǊŜƴ ǘŜ ƪǊƛƧƎŜƴΣ ȊŜ ƘŜŜŦǘ ƳŜ ŜŎƘǘ ƎŜƘƻƭǇŜƴΦέ IƻŜǿŜƭ ȊŜ ǘŜƎŜƴ ƘŀŀǊ 
ǿƛƭ ƛƴ ŘŜ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛŜ ǘŜǊŜŎƘǘƪǿŀƳΣ ōŜƎǊŜŜǇ ±ƛǾƛŀƴ Řŀǘ ƘŜǘ ƴǳ ƘŀŀǊ ōŜǳǊǘ ǿŀǎΦΩ {ŀƳȅƴΣ {ΦΣ {ŜƪǎƳƛgratie als deel van de 
overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 9 
121 Maria Shaidrova, PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021 
122 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 15-16 
123 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021; Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders 
Justice Initiative, interview 24 February 2021 
124 VPRO, Zwangere Afrikaanse asielzoeksters verdwijnen uit opvang [Pregnant African asylumseekers disappear from 
reception centres], 19 February 2020, url  
125 Maria Shaidrova, PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021. See also: Olabisi Oluwatoyin T. and A. 
Akinyoade, Coercion or Volition: Making Sense of the Experiences of Female Victims of Trafficking from Nigeria in the 
Netherlands, 2015, url, p. 185 
126 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021 
127 ABC News, In a ruined city on the Italian coast, the Nigerian mafia is muscling in on the old mob, 16 March 2020, url  
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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 ς and/or their families130 ς 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 
ς highly inflated ς 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 %) ς 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 

 

128 Netherlands, Nationaal Rapporteur Mensenhandel, Slachtoffermonitor Mensenhandel 2015-2019, 2020 [Victim Monitor 
Human Trafficking 2015-2019], url, p. 19; Heeringa, A., Team Leader Perspectives on Rights, Salvation Army, interview 19 
November 2020 
129 University of Bedfordshire, Vulnerability to Human Trafficking: A Study of Vietnam, Albania, Nigeria and the UK - Report 
of Shared Learning Event held in Lagos, Nigeria: 17-18 January 2018, October 2018, url, p.8; Netherlands, Nationaal 
Rapporteur Mensenhandel, Slachtoffermonitor Mensenhandel 2015-2019 [Victim Monitor Human Trafficking 2015-2019], 
2020, url, p. 19; 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  
130 Olusegun Ikuteyijo, L., Irregular Migration as Survival Strategy: Narratives from Youth in Urban Nigeria, West African Youth 
Challenges and Opportunity Pathways, url, pp. 69-70, 73; BBC, I sold all I had to go to Europe - now I'm home, and broke, 7 
May 2018, url 
131 Samyn, S., Seksmigratie als deel van de overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in 
Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7; UNHCR, Mixed Migration Routes and Dynamics in Libya in 2018, June 2019, url, p. 23. According to 
ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ΨǎǘŜǇ-by-ǎǘŜǇΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƳǳƎƎƭŜǊǎ 
who are paid in advance. This also applies to (male) children, see: Digidiki, V. and J. Bhabha/IOM, Returning Home: The 
reintegration challenges facing child and youth returnees from Libya to Nigeria, 2019, url, p. 20 
132 Kuschminder, K., Before disembarkation: Eritrean and Nigerian migrants journeys within Africa, Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies, 2020, url 
133 Maria Shaidrova, PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021 
134 ¢La9Σ ϥLǘ ²ŀǎ !ǎ ƛŦ ²Ŝ ²ŜǊŜƴΩǘ IǳƳŀƴΦϥ Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url  
135 TIM9Σ ϥLǘ ²ŀǎ !ǎ ƛŦ ²Ŝ ²ŜǊŜƴΩǘ IǳƳŀƴΦϥ Inside the Modern Slave Trade Trapping African Migrants, 14 March 2019, url 
136 European Commission, Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU, 2020, url, p. 169 
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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 ς 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: 

ΨThe 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 
ƻŦ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƳŀŦƛŀ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ƎŀƴƎǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘ ŘǊǳƎ 
mules and petty criminals among the bored, idle men who have given up on the life they 
dreamed of when they crossed the sea.Ω140 

Other research and reporting confirmed that Nigerians are used as Ψdrug mulesΩ. 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 ς 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: 

ΨThe 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.Ω143 

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 ǘƘŀǘ Ψthere is no public source material available reporting that the Nigerian 
networks of άsponsorsέ and άmadamsέ which facilitate migration for women also offer such 
possibilities for men, or that these networks in Europe organise men working in prostitution.Ω146 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 ς 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 ς 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 

 

155 International Organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 24 
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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-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƳŀŘŀƳǎΩΣ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ǇǊostitutes 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 ladiesΩ clubs ς which consist entirely of madams ς are involved in trafficking, 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ƭŀŘƛŜǎΩ Ŏƭǳōǎ ŀǊŜ necessarily involved in this practice.174 
Nevertheless, it has been suggested ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀŘƛŜǎΩ Ŏƭǳōǎ ΨŦƻǊƳ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ 
ƳŀŘŀƳǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΩΦ175  

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: 

ΨThe 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.Ω179 

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 ς mostly men ς 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 

 

177 Pascoal, R., Stranded: The New Trendsetters of the Nigerian Human Trafficking Criminal Networks for Sexual Purposes, 
2018, url, p. 14 
178 IOM, Human Trafficking Through the Central Mediterranean Route, 2017, url, p. 29 
179 IOM, Human Trafficking Through the Central Mediterranean Route, 2017, url, p. 29 
180 Pascoal, R., Stranded: The New Trendsetters of the Nigerian Human Trafficking Criminal Networks for Sexual Purposes, 
2018, url, p. 14 
181 Belgium, Myria, Jaarlijks Evaluatieverslag Mensenhandel 2019 [Annual Evaluation Report Human Trafficking 2019], 2020, 
url, p. 58; Heeringa, A., Team Leader Perspectives on Rights, Salvation Army, email exchange 23 February 2021 
182 Heeringa, A., Team Leader Perspectives on Rights, Salvation Army, email exchange 23 February 2021 
183 International Organisation A, confidential report December 2020, p. 26 
184 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, p. 145 
185 European Migrant Smuggling Centre, 4th Annual Report, 2020, url, p. 21 
186 Idahosa, R. Evon, Founder/Executive Director Pathfinders Justice Initiative, interview 24 February 2021; ABC News, In a 
ruined city on the Italian coast, the Nigerian mafia is muscling in on the old mob, 16 March 2020, url. The academic researcher 
Irene Peano also indicated that there are indications that Nigerian organised crime groups are benefiting from joint rental 
(i.e. they control the territory and exact taxes on all illicit economic activities) and that some of the money made through 
trafficking of women/girls gets reinvested in the drug business. However, she also indicated this phenomenon has not been 
sufficiently researched to make definite claims. Peano, I., University of Lisbon, email exchange 27 February 2021.  
187 Plambech, S., Senior Researcher DIIS, interview 1 March 2021 
188 {.a LƴǘŜƭΣ wƛǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ ōƭƻƻŘΥ DŀƴƎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ нн WǳƴŜ 2020, url, pp. 3-6 
189 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, pp. 167-169 
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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, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘǊƻƭƭŜȅǎΩ192, transporting 
victims from Nigeria to destination countries.193 These men also exerted ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
members when victims failed to pay their debts.194 The research showed that male accomplices ς 
often in their capacity of boyfriends of Europe-based madams ς 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  

ΨbƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ ƴŜǘǿƻrks 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 
ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦΩ198 

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 EuropeΥ ΨThe 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 otherέ.Ω199 Some journalists ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ bƛƎŜǊƛŀƴ 
ƳŀŦƛŀΩ (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 

 

190 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019 url, p. 166; Maria 
Shaidrova, PhD Candidate Tilburg University, interview 24 February 2021 
191 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, p. 167 
192 Trolleys are illegal smugglers for humans across borders. 
193 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, p. 168 
194 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, pp. 168-169 
195 ECPAT, Religious, Social and Criminal Groups in Trafficking of Nigerian Girls and Women, March 2019, url, p. 152 
196 EASO analysis by drafter. 
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198 European Migrant Smuggling Centre, 4th Annual Report, 2020, url, pp. 21-22 
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200 ABC News, In a ruined city on the Italian coast, the Nigerian mafia is muscling in on the old mob, 16 March 2020, url 
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ƎƛǊƭǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ όŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘύ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ΨƻŦ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ 
societies and criminal gangs, such as the so-called Black Axe, Vikings or Supreme Eiye CǊŀǘŜǊƴƛǘȅΩΦ201  

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: ΨThere is definitely a development here, where the άmadamsέ are now one of the 
elements of a much more complex organisation in which men play an increasingly important role.Ω202 
A criminal investigation into a French trafficking network, for instance, indicated that a Nigerian 
ΨǇǊƛŜǎǘΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎǇƛƴ ƛƴ ŀ 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: 

ΨSome 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 
ǳƴƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ΨŀǘǘŀŎƘ ƭŀōŜƭǎΩ 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.Ω205 
 

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 ς e.g. Marseille, Castel Volturno and Sicily ς 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 ΨǎƳǳƎƎƭƛƴƎΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ǘƘŜ 
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 ς a part of - the journey), scouters, juju 
priests219, and Christian pastors.220 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘers are predominantly women and 
operate both in the streets as well as online via social media and WhatsApp.221 

²ƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ǎƛŘŜΣ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜd 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 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘΣ ǎŀƛŘ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿƘƻ ǇǊŜȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
false ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀƛŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦΩ223 However, according to 
Pathfinders Justice Initiative, many of what they described ŀǎ ΨƘŜƭǇŜǊǎΩ ΨŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ 
to organised criminal networks and generally unaware of the inherent dangers that lay in wait for their 
ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ Ψǘƻ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ώΧϐ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ 
suffering from abject poverty find a better life abroadΩ.224 According to Apard and others, parents ς 
and particularly mothers ς 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 ǊŜƎŀǊŘ {ƻǇƘƛŜ {ŀƳȅƴ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΥ Ψaƻǎǘ 
women are approached themselves in Edo, but there are also those who contact their friends in 
9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦΩ228 

2.2.2 Smuggling model 

Sources distinguished two types of journeys from Nigeria to Libya. The first type consists of the 
ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ the United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime (UNODC) ΨƘƛƎƘƭȅ-structured smuggling networks offer to take clients from their country of origin 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [ƛōȅŀƴ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘȅǇŜ is the step-by-step 
journeys, where ΨŜŀŎƘ ǎƳǳƎƎƭŜǊΣ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊȅ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

 

216 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 23 
217 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 61 ; Belgium, MYRIA, Jaarlijks Evaluatieverslag 
Mensenhandel 2019 [Annual Evaluation Report Human Trafficking 2019], 2020, url, p. 55; International Organisation A, 
confidential report December 2020, p. 26 
218 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 25 
219 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 23-24 
220 CNN, The sex trafficking trail from Nigeria to Europe, 21 March 2018, url  
221 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, p. 25; Interpol, Online African Organized Crime 
from Surface to Dark Web, July 2020, url, pp. 22-24 
222 Human Rights Watch, ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ нлмфΣ ǇΦ пΦ url; Apard, E., et al., «La 
prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, pp. 60-61 ; CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, 
pp. 24-25; See also: Conversation (The), How strong family ties play a role in sex trafficking in Nigeria, 12 February 2017, url 
223 Human Rights Watch, ά¸ƻǳ tǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ 5ŜŀǘƘέ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ bƛƎŜǊƛŀΣ нлмфΣ url, p. 4. See also: ABC News, 
In a ruined city on the Italian coast, the Nigerian mafia is muscling in on the old mob, 16 March 2020, url 
224 CLEEN & Pathfinders Justice Initiative, Pathway to Prevention, 2020, url, pp. 26-27 
225 Apard, E., et al., «La prostitution, ça ne tue pas !», 2020, url, p. 61 . See also : Samyn, S., Seksmigratie als deel van de 
overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7 
226 Trouw, Benin City loopt leeg: waarom de vrouwenhandel van Afrika naar Europa niet te stoppen is [Benin City is emptying: 
Why the trafficking of women from Africa to Europe cannot be stopped], 25 May 2018, url; Infomigrants, Italian police 
uncover trafficking of Nigerian women, minors, 19 December 2019 url  
227 Samyn, S., Seksmigratie als deel van de overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in 
Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7 
228 ¢ǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŘǊŀŦǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 5ǳǘŎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΥ Ψ5Ŝ ƳŜŜǎǘŜ ǾǊƻǳǿŜƴ ǿƻǊŘŜƴ ȊŜƭŦ ōŜƴŀŘŜǊŘ ƛƴ Edo, maar er zijn er ook die 
Ƙǳƴ ǾǊƛŜƴŘŜƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŀ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘŜǊŜƴ Ŝƴ ǊƻƴŘǾǊŀƎŜƴ ƴŀŀǊ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊǎ ŘƛŜ ǎƻǿƛŜǎƻ ƘŜŜƭ ǘƻŜƎŀƴƪŜƭƛƧƪ ȊƛƧƴΦΩ {ŀƳȅƴΣ {ΦΣ {ŜƪǎƳƛƎǊŀǘƛŜ 
als deel van de overlevingseconomie in Nigeria [Sex migration as part of the survival economy in Nigeria], 2018, url, p. 7 

https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://www.cairn.info/revue-politique-africaine-2020-3-page-51.htm
https://www.myria.be/files/MYRIA_Jaarlijks_evaluatierapport_2020_Mensenhandel_en_mensensmokkel-2.2.pdf
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://edition.cnn.com/2017/12/04/africa/nigeria-benin-city-sex-trafficking/index.html
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://www.euneighbours.eu/sites/default/files/publications/2020-08/INTERPOL%20report.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/nigeria0819.pdf
https://www.cairn.info/revue-politique-africaine-2020-3-page-51.htm
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://theconversation.com/how-strong-family-ties-play-a-role-in-sex-trafficking-in-nigeria-70852
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/nigeria0819.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-17/castel-volturno-is-headquarters-for-nigerian-mafia-in-italy/12033684
https://pathfindersji.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pathway-to-prevention-complete-Final.pdf
https://www.cairn.info/revue-politique-africaine-2020-3-page-51.htm
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341001454_Seksmigratie_als_deel_van_de_overlevingseconomie_in_Nigeria/link/5ea9647645851592d6a89d95/download
https://www.trouw.nl/nieuws/benin-city-loopt-leeg-waarom-de-vrouwenhandel-van-afrika-naar-europa-niet-te-stoppen-is~b87ccef7/
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/21654/italian-police-uncover-trafficking-of-nigerian-women-minors
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341001454_Seksmigratie_als_deel_van_de_overlevingseconomie_in_Nigeria/link/5ea9647645851592d6a89d95/download
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341001454_Seksmigratie_als_deel_van_de_overlevingseconomie_in_Nigeria/link/5ea9647645851592d6a89d95/download


Country of origin information report | Nigeria: Trafficking in Human Beings 

32 

segment of travel from one location to another.Ω229 According to UNODC, most migrants from Western 
Africa to Italy use the second option, except for Nigerian women being trafficked230, for whom the 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΩ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ǎŜȄ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ .Ŝƴƛƴ /ƛǘȅΣ 
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 ς initially ς 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 
smuggliƴƎ ΨƎƻƴŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΩΦ234 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-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ ƛƴ [ƛōȅŀΦ236 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 tŀǎŎƻŀƭ ΨƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
more complex to comprehend, in which the girl has no awareness regarding its beginning and 
duration.Ω239 Pathfinders Justice Initiative confirmed this: 

ΨIt 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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