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Abstract 

Human trafficking involving the use of Nigerian women for sexual exploitation is not a
new phenomenon. However, it is escalating at an unprecedented scale with severe im-
plications on the human rights and psycho-social wellbeing of the victims. Poignantly,
the crime has not received sufficient attention from the Nigerian government. As such,
the many women and girls trapped in the cycle of the crime are being victimized and
forgotten. This paper examines the nature and human rights implications of Nigeria’s
sex trafficking ring. The discussion is informed by an assessment of how the Nigerian
state is applying its legal mechanisms and utilizing the international conventions and
protocols on human trafficking to address the sex crime and respond to the plights of
the victims. 
   Keywords: human trafficking, human rights, sex crime, legal mechanisms, internation-
al protocols, Nigerian women.     

Introduction 

The widespread trafficking in women and young girls across Europe, Asia, Mid-
dle East, Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and America and numerous other trafficking
hotspots around the world has been dubbed the “modern form of human slavery”
(The Economist, July 9th 2012). The International Organization for Migration has es-
timated that about 800,000 people worldwide, most of whom are women and young
girls, are trafficked across international borders for prostitution (IOM, 2012). In West
Africa, thousands of women are trafficked each year to Europe, America and within
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Africa in a multimillion-dollar criminal industry, “surpassed only by drugs and arms
trafficking” (Bowers, 2012). It is estimated that about 35,000 women and children
are trafficked every year for commercial sexual exploitation in West Africa (Olateru-
Olagbegi and Ikpeme 2006, 1). The endemic nature of the crime continues to present
significant human rights crises on a high scale in countries of origin, transit, and des-
tination (Clark 2003, 87). 

Although several countries, especially those from the developing world are af-
fected by the sex trade,  Nigeria,  which is  the largest  and most populous African
country, provides an interesting case study. Its women and girls are enmeshed in the
crime, and it occupies a central position as a country of origin, transit and destination
for the crime (Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme 2006, 1).1 But perhaps, it is as a country
of origin for the many women trafficked to Europe that Nigeria is best known. The
country is plagued by widespread unemployment, poverty, weak political and judi-
cial institutions, which make it susceptible to high-level migration and human traf-
ficking at a grand scale. At the local and national level, gender discrimination is both
customary and codified, and this helps to create a hospitable environment for traf-
fickers to easily exploit and recruit the country’s most vulnerable women into the sex
trade  (Bowers 2012).  

In a  two-series Aljazeera documentary titled “The Nigerian Connection,” the
depth of the sex trafficking crime involving Nigerian women in Italy was vividly ex-
posed (11 June 2012). The documentary revealed that Italy is the geographic center
for  more  than  10,000  Nigerian  trafficked  women.  This  is  because  the  Nigerian
“Mafians” and Madams2 who traffic Nigerian women to Italy enjoy wide endorse-
ment and patronage of the Italian clients (Aljazeera 2012). Worse still, the average
age of Nigerian girls in prostitution in Italy is 15 years (Clark 2003, 89).  

Besides  violating  the  inalienable  human  rights  of  women,  the  trafficking  of
Nigerian women and girls, alongside other related transnational crime, continues to
taint Nigeria’s international image. National and international health security has also
being jeopardized  by the  trafficking business  as  victims  are  exposed to  sexually
transmitted diseases such as HIV and AIDS (UNESCO 2006). Despite the pervasive-
ness of trafficking in Nigerian women for sexual exploitation, there is little evidence
that the issue is being given much consideration by the Nigerian government. In fact,
there is a growing criticism that the Nigerian government is not doing much to ac-
cord humanitarian and legal protection to victims of trafficking despite being signa-
tory to many national, regional, and international protocols against the sex trade and
other forms of violence and discrimination against women. 

Against the foregoing background, this paper assesses the escalating frequency
of trafficking in Nigerian women for the sex trade and its attendant’s human rights
abuses. Particularly, the article reviews Nigeria’s legal frameworks and faults them
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for inadequate implementation of formal legal and social protections for the victims
of sex trafficking, and for inadequate legal actions against the traffickers. The find-
ings of the paper will reveal that these weaknesses in the country’s legislation height-
en the sex trade and the human rights abuses of Nigerian women and young girls. In
conclusion, the paper proffers some recommendations in the way of strengthening
Nigeria’s legal frameworks to adequately respond to the crime.

The article is structured in three parts. Part one defines the concept of human
trafficking and highlights the various actors involved; part two examines the interna-
tional protocols against trafficking in persons and assesses the effectiveness of Nige-
ria’s legal-constitutional mechanisms; and part three explores the dynamics and pro-
cesses involved in the trafficking of Nigerian women for sexual exploitation. The
concluding part offers some recommendations. 

Conceptualizing Human Trafficking 

The concept of human trafficking is often confused with those of migration and
forced labor  because  some of  the  major  elements  of  human trafficking involved
“movement from place to place” and “forced labor.” However, most migration, are
not the results of human trafficking. Similarly, situation of forced labor are also not
necessarily outcomes of trafficking. For instance, an individual could be forced into
or become trapped in some form of labor without the other elements of trafficking
such as movement or false promises of work (Olateru-Olagbegi 2006, 5). Given this,
the study defines human trafficking in line with the generally accepted definition of
Article (3a) of the Palermo Protocol as,

 

…the recruitment,  transportation,  transfer,  harbouring  or  receipt  of
persons, by means of threat or use of force or other forms of coercion,
of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power, or of a po-
sition of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or
benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over anoth-
er person, for the purpose of exploitation, which shall include, at a
minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms
of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices
similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. (UN Trafficking
Protocol 2001)
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The key elements necessary for an act to constitute trafficking in persons according
to the Palermo Protocol include: (1) movement of persons: recruitment, transporta-
tion, transfer, harbouring, or receipt; (2) means: threat, force, abduction, fraud, coer-
cion, deception, abuse of power or position or vulnerability, sale etc; (3) purpose: for
sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery like or practices similar to slav-
ery, servitude or removal of organs (Olateru-Olagbegi 2006, 6). For the purposes of
this paper, only the trafficking for sexual exploitation involving women will be ex-
amined at great length. This entails the consideration of “women who have suffered
intimidation and/or violence through trafficking…and who are then deprived of their
basic human rights, in conditions which are akin to slavery” (Galiana 2000, 3).  

Sex traffickers constitute various people who make the sex trade industry possi-
ble. In accord with the United Nations Inter-Criminal Crime and Justice Research In-
stitute (2004, 24), the person who recruits women for prostitution, as well as the per-
sons who accompany them and those who receive them at destination countries, are
all culprit in the sex crime. Thus, traffickers include those who recruit victims, trans-
port them, receive them at destination countries, as well as border guards and immi-
gration officials who by accepting bribes, facilitate the prostitution of the victims. In
Nigeria, traffickers could either be men or women members of organized criminal
networks that traffic mostly women and young girls into forced prostitution. They
could also be relatives, neighbors or friends of the trafficked victims. In essence, traf-
fickers  could  be  close  friends,  next-door  neighbors,  parents/relatives  or  total
strangers (Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme 2006, 4). 

Considering the scale of the sex crime and the human rights and social implica-
tions on the victims, the United Nations has adopted several protocols and conven-
tions  condemning  it.The  following  section  examines  the  international  protocols
available to curb any forms of discrimination and violence against women. 

International Protocols against Discrimination and Trafficking in Women

Over the past fifty years, a number of international protocols have been estab-
lished to curb sexual exploitation as well as afford victims legal and socioeconomic
support mechanisms. The first  international declaration against trafficking and all
forms of discrimination against women in general is the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR). Although its tenets are non-binding, the UDHR clearly stip-
ulates that the human rights of women throughout their life cycle are inalienable, in-
tegral, and indivisible. Article 3 and 4 of the UDHR states that “everyone has the
right to life, liberty and security of person,” and that “no one shall be held in slavery
and servitude” (UDHR 1948: 2). In effect, by forcing trafficked victims to work as
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prostitutes against their will, their right to work, to free choice of employment, to just
and favorable conditions of work as guaranteed under the UDHR and the Interna-
tional  Covenant  on  Economic,  Social,  and  Cultural  rights  are  violated  (Human
Rights 2012).  

Long after the promulgation of the UDHR, the legal articulation of women’s
right framework came into enforcement in 1979 with the adoption of the Internation-
al  Convention  on  Elimination  of  all  forms  of  Discrimination  Against  Women
(CEDAW) (United Nations Human Rights 2010, 40; Okeke 2010; Williams & Masi-
ka 2002, 2). CEDAW binds acceding states to several important obligations such as
“incorporating the principles of equality of men and women in their legal system,
abolishment of discriminatory laws, establishment of tribunals and other public insti-
tutions to ensure the effective protection of women against discrimination, including
trafficking for sexual exploitations” (Weiss et al. 2010, 335). CEDAW clearly points
out that the “discrimination against women shall mean any distinction or restriction
made on the basis of sex which has the effect of impairing or nullifying the recogni-
tion, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on the ba-
sis of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the
political,  economic,  social,  cultural,  civil,  or  any other  field”  (cited  in  Mongella
1997, 8). This Convention brought sexual exploitation into the legal framework, and
tasked states with the responsibility of punishing those exploiting the prostitution of
women (Williams & Masika 2002, 2). 

Furthermore, the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, especially Women and Children Supplementing the UN Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime (2000) (popularly known as the Palermo Protocol) is
a direct intervention by the international community to eliminate trafficking. Article
9, No. 1 of the UN Trafficking Protocol enjoins states to establish comprehensive
policies and measures to prevent and combat trafficking in persons, and to protect
victims of trafficking against re-victimization (UN Trafficking Protocol 2001, 16).
The Palermo Protocol tasks its signatories with alleviating socioeconomic disloca-
tions  and political  and cultural  imbalances  in  the  society that  make women and
young children vulnerable to traffickers. The Protocol calls for the implementation of
robust domestic initiatives to combat poverty, underdevelopment and lack of equal
socioeconomic and political opportunities between men and women (Bowers 2012). 

Examining Nigeria’s Legal Frameworks on Human Trafficking

Nigeria like most member states of the United Nations has ratified most of the
international and regional treaties protecting human rights generally and women’s
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rights in particular. These treaties include the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR); the International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights (ICCPR); the International Convention on Elimination of all forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women (CEDAW); the Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel,  Inhuman or  Degrading Treatment  and Punishment;  the  Convention  on the
Rights  of  the  Child  (CRC);  the  African  Charter  on  Human  and  Peoples’ Rights
(ACHPR);  the  Protocol  to  the  African  Charter  on  Rights  of  Women  in  Africa
(Women’s Protocol); and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
(African Children’s Charter) (Okeke 2010).

Nigeria has also ratified the 2000 UN Convention Against Transnational Orga-
nized Crime and the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol). Additionally, Nigeria
signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Italy in 2000 and 2010 as well as with
Great Britain in 2004 to extradite trafficking offenders to their home countries for
prosecution and punishment (UNESCO, 2006, 47). In July 2005, Nigeria along with
Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Guinea, Benin, Mali, Liberia and Niger signed a multi-
lateral agreement against child trafficking in West Africa (UNESCO 2006, 47). 

Similarly, sections 222A, 223, 224, 225A, 227, 365, 366 and 367 of the Nigerian
Criminal Code and Sections 271-281 of its Penal Code deal with offenses which may
constitute cross-border trafficking for prostitution and slavery (UNICRI 2004, 48). A
major gap in the Criminal Code is that it does not spell out what constitutes traffick-
ing nor does it deal with the various forms of trafficking. It only deals with offenses
which may constitute cross-border trafficking for prostitution and slavery. Although
the Criminal Code criminalizes the procurement of women and girls for prostitution
in or outside Nigeria (section 223(2)) and also makes slave dealing an offense (sec-
tion 369), the penalties that the Code attached to these offenses seem rather lenient.
Penalties range from fines and imprisonment of two to seven years, which seem un-
likely to deter traffickers or make the trade a risky and difficult endeavor (Nwogu
2007, 146). 

The Penal Code is also lax on the issue of the sex trade and sentencing of traf-
fickers. Section 276 of the Code prohibits trafficking of women into Nigeria, but
does not refer to women being trafficked outside Nigeria. Also, section 270 of the
Penal Code prohibits forced labor and imposes a penalty of imprisonment for a term
that may extend to one year or a fine. Such light punishments are unlikely to deter
traffickers who can easily pay the fines and continue with the trade (Nwogu 2007,
148).

By way of improving its legal frameworks on trafficking in persons, and in line
with Article 5 of the Palermo Protocol, which requires states to enact domestic an-
ti-trafficking  laws,  Nigeria  enacted  the  2003 Trafficking in  Persons  (Prohibition)
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Law Enforcement Act (NAPTIP Act). Akin to the Palermo Protocol, the NAPTIP Act
clarifies the concept of human trafficking, criminalizes human trafficking and pro-
vides for severe penalties, ranging from two years to life imprisonment. The Act also
made it possible for the establishment of the National Agency for Prohibition of Traf-
fic in Persons and other Related Matters (NAPTIP) in 2004 (United States Depart-
ment  of  State  2012).  Since the establishment  of  NAPTIP,  it  has  been mandated,
among other things, to coordinate and enforce the laws against trafficking in persons
as well as investigate and prosecute offenders as well as rehabilitate victims (Akor
2011, 93; UNICRI 2004, 51). Thus far, NAPTIP has established offices across the
country and collaborates with the Nigerian Police, Immigration Office and relevant
NGOs. The establishment of NAPTIP has also led to several arrests and convictions
of some traffickers (UNESCO 2006, 49).  

Furthermore, penalties for trafficking offenses related to sexual purposes and in-
volving minors under the age of 18 as stipulated in the NAPTIP Act are much more
severe than other penalties found in the Criminal or Penal Codes (Nwogu 2007, 148).
But on the whole, the NAPTIP Act has been criticized for emphasizing more the
prosecution of traffickers than the prevention of trafficking or the protection of vic-
tims. The deficiencies in the NAPTIP Act regarding the protection of victims and
witnesses have made it difficult to secure the testimonies of victims and witnesses
for use in prosecutions. This is because many of the victims fear reprisals from traf-
fickers or supernatural repercussions given the oath that they are forced to take be-
fore venturing to the destination countries. 

It is also worth noting that section 45 of the NAPTIP Act provides that: “Where
a person volunteers to  the Agency or an official  of the Agency any information,
which may be useful in the investigation of an offense under this Act, the Agency
shall take all reasonable measures to protect the identity of that person and the infor-
mation volunteered shall be treated as confidential.” Nevertheless, the requirement
that trials be conducted in public (except where children are involved) poses a threat
to victims and witnesses who could be attacked by the criminal organization (Nwogu
2007, 149). This reinforces the need for making such court proceedings private to
protect the identity of the victims and witnesses. Such lapses in effectiveness and ef-
ficiency of the NAPTIP Act could continue to encourage the sex crime and prevent
victims and witnesses from testifying against traffickers.

Moving further, Nigeria has domesticated  the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), the Child Rights Act (CRC), the Protocol to Prevent, Sup-
press and Punish Trafficking in Persons especially women and children (Ratification
and Enforcement) Act in 2003, and the UN Convention against Transnational Orga-
nized Crime (Ratification and Enforcement) Act in 2003 (Okeke 2010; Ijeoma 2007,
146). The  domestication  of  the  UN  Palermo  Protocol  has  gone  a  long  way  to
strengthen the national legal framework in combating human trafficking and forced
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labor in Nigeria. However, Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme (2006, 12) note a crucial
weakness in the Palermo Protocol, which subsists in its language in certain clauses,
particularly in the provisions for the protection and assistance to trafficked persons.
The language of the Protocol gives discretional powers to State Parties through the
use of words like “appropriate cases and to the extent possible…” “Each State Party
shall consider taking measures...” Such kind of wordings gives room to State Parties
to maneuver and legally escape their obligations under the Protocol (ibid.). 

Moreover, the inadequate diagnosis of what the concept and processes of sex
trafficking entail, has led to some poor solutions to the crime in Nigeria. The persis-
tent equation of “trafficking” with “sex work,” “migration,” and/or “prostitution,”
makes it convenient for the Nigerian government and some activists to call for the
criminalization of sex work in their attempts to combat human trafficking. To be
sure, sex work is prohibited in the northern part of Nigeria, and in the year 2000, Edo
State amended its existing Criminal Code on the issue of trafficking. The amendment
criminalizes sex work, and renders trafficked victims for sexual exploitation liable to
being prosecuted and punished (Ijeoma 2007,  144;  Olateru-Olagbegi  and Ikpeme
2006, 7). 

The conflation of the ideas of sex trafficking and sex work fails to note the ma-
nipulation, force and brutality that are employed by traffickers to subject women to
sex servitude. Seeking to end sex trafficking through abolishing sex work does not
actually tackle the problem. This is because sex traffickers could use this advantage
to traffic women – whose source of livelihood (sex work) has been proscribed – to
other countries by promising them better lives and freedom to engage in a more prof-
itable sex trade. The next section examines what human trafficking for sexual ex-
ploitation – with all its attendant’s human rights abuses – entails. 

The Dynamics and Processes of Sex Trafficking Involving Nigerian 
Women 

After economic fraud and drug trafficking, human trafficking is said to be the
third largest crime in Nigeria (UNESCO 2006, 11). With pervasive poverty among
the local population, Nigeria provides an ample supply of women and young girls
who, desperate for a better life, are easily lured by traffickers to relocate abroad for
the promise of economic prosperity (Bowers 2012). Trafficking in Nigerian women
became prominent  with  the  growth of  drug trafficking and Advanced Fee Fraud
(419) in the early 1990s (Akor 2011, 92). Since then, over 300,000 Nigerian women
have been trafficked out of the country for the sex trade (Onyejekwe 2005). Nigeria
is  said  to  account  for  over  10,000  trafficked  women  annually  (Osumah  and
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Enabunene 2012, 65; UNICRI 2004, 56). Most women trafficked from Nigeria are
brought to Italy, followed by the Netherlands, Spain, Belgium as well as the Middle
East and the United States. 

Adolescent girls within the age range of 6-15 are usually the most vulnerable
and likely candidates to be trafficked. “Reported cases in this age group show a rise
from 12 in 2004 to 353 in 2007, almost a thirty fold increase. During the same peri-
od, reported cases of trafficked adult women increased eightfold from 44 to 368”
(Gender in Nigeria Report 2012, 50). In describing how the trafficking of Nigerian
women occurs,  the  following processes  and activities  are  worth  considering:  the
process of recruitment, transport to destination countries, arrival and harboring in
destination countries, and their eventual return – usually by deportation – to Nigeria. 

The Recruitment Process

The recruitment process of the sex trafficking trade across the world is basically
the same. In her epic study of Burmese women trafficked to Thai brothels,  Hnin
Hnin Pyne classified her subjects by their means of entry into prostitution: voluntary,
bonded, and involuntary (Asia’s Watch and the Human Rights Project 1993, 45). She
states that; 

Voluntary indicates that the woman approaches the owner of a sex es-
tablishment  herself;  bonded  implies  the  involvement  of  parents  or
guardians,  who receive  money from an agent  or  owner  for  giving
away their  daughter;  and involuntary conveys the use of deception
and coercion of the woman by the agent or owner (cited in Asia’s
Watch and the Human Rights Project 1993, 45).

The financial hardships faced by poor parents in Nigeria sometimes render them
susceptible to the deceit of traffickers who promise better standards of living and job
opportunities to their children. Given their deplorable living conditions and naivety,
some parents approach renowned family or communities members to adopt or raise
their children whom they could not fend for in the hope that their children will be
well taken care of (UNESCO 2006, 34). As noted by Akor (2011, 9), some not-well-
to-do parents go to the extent of submitting their daughters to traffickers in order to
break away from poverty or simply due to greed. 

In other cases, some Nigerian women give themselves freely and willingly to the
traffickers with the full knowledge of the consequences of their acts. They knowing-
ly risk their lives in order to escape their precarious socioeconomic situation at home

JENdA: A Journal of Culture and African Women Studies



VICTIMIZED AND FORGOTTEN: NIGERIA’S SEX-TRAFFICKING RING    23

(Murduck 2012). Carling (2006, 30) argues that there is the risk that the allegation
that some of the victims knew, or should have known that they were going to work as
prostitutes in Europe,  may be used by the Nigerian government to legitimize the
abuse of victims and its negligence towards them. Nonetheless, Cameron and New-
man (2008, 143), cautioned that regardless of whether the women consented to their
being trafficked or not, there is still some level of deception involved, as most of
them are not well informed of the living conditions and the expected income they
can earn from the sex business. Traffickers promise better opportunities in hairdress-
ing, domestic jobs, better education and jobs in destination countries to young girls,
some of whom are unable to make informed decisions about their lives.

In a short non-fiction movie titled, “A Dangerous Journey,” the deception that
characterized the recruitment process is further depicted. The movie was produced
by the Female Prisoner Welfare Project (FPWP), a United Kingdom Charity group,
in conjunction with NAPTIP. In the short movie clip, the story is narrated by Grace
whose dream of a better life in the West turned into a horrendous nightmare after she
was deceived into traveling to the United Kingdom. Her experience is worth recount-
ing here:

After running away from her home town, Grace managed to eke out a
living by hawking items around a market but still nurtured the dream
of pursuing her education. Before long, she is befriended by a man
who at first seemed kind and generous. He eventually offered to pay
for her to travel to the U.K. to study. She was given false documents
and made it through customs but her dream of going to college never
materialized. She was immediately locked in a house with other wom-
en and forced into prostitution. When she tried to escape she was of-
ten attacked and beaten. (The Guardian, 7 November 2012)

Grace’s story is not an isolated incident. A report by the Voice of America (VOA) re-
flects a similar trend in Nigeria. In the report, a 23-year-old Naomi Benjamin tells
the story of how her high hopes for going to Europe was dashed when she realized
that she has been manipulated into becoming a prostitute. She narrated her numerous
failed  escapades  before  her  eventual  arrest  and deportation  to  Nigeria  (Murdock
2012). The stories of Grace and Naomi are illustrative of the deception, and human
rights abuses involved in the recruitment and the overall trafficking activities involv-
ing Nigerian women and young girls. 

Furthermore, the recruitment process is aided and abetted by an array of other
methods,  including  false  advertising  of  jobs  in  newspapers,  and  the  face-to-face
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meetings with prospective victims (Cameron and Newman 2008, 142). The recruit-
ment stage is also characterized by the use of traditional religious rituals and charms
– called juju – to secure and maintain the submission of the victims. Juju practices
are black magic rites in which intimate clothing, body tissues, fragments, or fluids of
the girls (e.g., pubic hair, fingernails, or menstrual blood) are taken by the priest and
placed before traditional  shrines for ritual oaths as a means of coercion (Carling
2006, 55; Gbadamasi 2006, 37). Belief in  juju is used to ensure compliance by the
girls who, from the moment of swearing to the oath, put themselves in a form of
“debt  bondage.”  Its  use  has  been  so  effective  in  sustaining  the  trade  that  when
caught, victims are reluctant to testify against their Madams for fear of incurring the
wrath of the juju on themselves or their family members. 

The use of juju, which in past centuries have been used to bind and enforce con-
tracts, is considered the backbone of the business. These ritual oaths are used to in-
timidate the victims into believing that devastating repercussions will befall them or
their families should they fail to comply with the demands of the traffickers or pay
their debts (Gbadamosi 2006, 36-37; UNESCO 2006, 36). Although the oath is de-
signed to make the victims compliant to their Madam once they are trafficked, vic-
tims are led to believe that the rituals will bring them luck. Hence, these rituals, be-
lieved to have the effect of making the victims and traffickers invisible to immigra-
tion officers and successful in the sex trade, are also carried out before their depar-
ture from Nigeria. Most of the trafficked women from Nigeria are recruited from dif-
ferent parts of the country especially from Edo, Delta, Lagos, Cross River, Enugu,
Anambra, Imo, Ebonyi, Akwa-Ibom, Kano, Ogun and Oyo states (UNESCO 2006,
2).

Transport to Destination Countries

In most cases, Nigerian women and girls are trafficked to destinations in Europe
for commercial sex industries. Akor (2011, 7) estimates that over 20,000 Nigerian
women and girls  are engaged in commercial  sex work in Europe. Predominantly,
trafficked  women  from  Nigeria  are  taken  to  Italy,  Spain,  Belgium,  France  and
Netherlands. Italy is particularly infamous for being the main destination point for
trafficked women from Nigeria.  NAPTIP affirms that  more than 50,000 Nigerian
girls work in sex industries in Italy and these girls are mostly victims of trafficking.
A report by UNICEF (2000) confirms that between 60 percent and 80 percent of traf-
ficked women in Italy are from Nigeria. 

The major destination for Nigerians in the Middle East is Saudi Arabia, while
major transit routes for Nigerians en route to Europe are via Libya, Algeria, Tunisia
and other weak countries in the Trans-Sahel region. It is alleged that terrorist groups
such as Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and other transnational criminals
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facilitate the trafficking of women in the Trans-Sahel region en route to Europe.
These clandestine groups usually provide safe passage to the traffickers and receive
some financial reward in return. Within Africa, Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon, Equatorial
Guinea Islands, Togo Gabon, Benin and Mali are destination points for trafficked
women from Nigeria (Akor 2011, 98; UNESCO 2006, 16). Nigeria is also a receiv-
ing country for trafficked persons for sexual exploitation from neighboring countries,
particularly Benin, Togo and Ghana (Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme 2006, 1).

Road transport is the common means of transportation to these countries, given
that traveling by air is usually expensive and exposes the victims and traffickers to
rigorous scrutiny at  airports.  Trafficked persons  endure  the  hardship  of  traveling
through various countries to get to destinations points (Fayomo 2009, 68). En route
to Europe and Middle East, many Nigerian girls and women travel across the Sahara
to North Africa and use small boats to travel across the Mediterranean (Akor 2011,
102-103). Many of these women and young girls who travel by road across the Sa-
hara and the Mediterranean often die in the process due to harsh weather conditions,
hazards, and physical exertion (The Guardian, October 2012). In fact, while travel-
ing on these routes, some of the women are hired or sold out by their recruiters to
earn money. To compound matters, traffickers often change and use more complicat-
ed and harsh routes overtime to evade law enforcement agencies (Mazzitelli 2007,
1080). Lastly, though most Nigerian law enforcement agents do not have adequate
training to identify and apprehend traffickers, it is not uncommon to find a measure
of complicity on the part of some law enforcement agents – Customs, Immigration,
and even the Police – in the trade. 

 

Arrival and Harboring in Destination Countries

In order to prevent the trafficked women from returning home, the traffickers
ensure the submission and subservience of their victims immediately after their ar-
rival in destination countries. Those who make this process possible range from men
who  use  brute  force  to  ensure  the  compliance  of  the  women  and  the  Nigerian
‘madams’ that mostly exercise psychological control over the women (Cameron &
Newman 2008, 143). While in destination countries, the trafficked women are sub-
jected by the madams or clients to severe physical hardship and traumatic experi-
ences. In destination countries, their travel documents are taken from them. They are
then placed under debt bondage to pay back the expenses incurred during the journey
(Akor 2011, 98). According to the UN Special Report on Trafficking, “some women
…are told after they arrive in the destination country that the cost of transporting
them is $500,000” (cited in Fleshman 2009, 8). Because it is almost unimaginable to
raise such an amount of money to buy their freedom, the women are forced to work-
ing for the trafficking organization.
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While many of the Nigerian victims are able to work their way to freedom hav-
ing paid their debt and move on with their lives, they frequently remain trapped in
the business, either by working as madams or working for the trafficking organiza-
tion. In effect, the victims become perpetrators, and find themselves locked psycho-
logically into a vicious cycle that many of them did not enter willingly (UNODC
2009, 44). Another reason why they remain in the trafficking business is that most
Nigerian women who are trafficked are not confident to return back to their country,
given that the social stigma attached to having being a trafficked person can be an
impediment to their constructive participation in their societies (Akor 2011, 93). An-
other reason is that trafficking is frowned upon and criminalized in some parts of
Nigeria simply because it is considered as a form of “sex work.” As a result, only
few rescued women trafficked to Italy wish to return back to Nigeria in light of the
punishment, discrimination and lack of job opportunities (IOM 1996). 

However,  since legal frameworks relating to trafficking and prostitution vary
across geographic borders, victims of trafficking are usually deported without ade-
quate support, or imprisoned, and in some cases, executed (Wennerholm 2002, 14). It
should be noted that many Nigerians trafficked to Europe are usually arrested on the
streets, treated as illegal migrants, detained, criminalized and in many cases, force-
fully deported to Nigeria. According to an impact assessment survey conducted by
the “Alnima project” for reintegration of deported trafficked persons by Tampep in
Edo State of Nigeria, it is reported that of the 24 interviewed trafficked returnees
from Italy in 2006, 37.5 percent were forcefully repatriated, 16.3 percent came vol-
untarily while 12.5 percent received assistance from NGOs in Italy (cited in Olateru-
Olagbegi  and Ikpeme 2006,  14).  Osumah and Enabunene (2012,  67)  capture the
depth of the plights of Nigerian women in some destination countries thus:  

It was alleged that 18 people, including nationals of Chad, Egypt and
Nigeria – who were victims of sex trafficking – were executed by fir-
ing squad. Allegedly, the victims are often not provided with interpre-
tation or translation assistance during legal  proceedings,  which are
conducted in foreign languages or granted access to their own govern-
ment consular representatives or lawyers. At least 18 Nigerians have
been killed in Equatorial Guinea allegedly on the orders of the gov-
ernment. In the first quarter of 2011 alone, over 18 Nigerians were
awaiting executions having been sentenced to death by the Indonesian
court. (Osumah & Enabunene 2012, 67)

The foregoing highlight the array of human rights issues involved in the trafficking
of  Nigerian  women  in  some  destination  countries  where  draconian  laws  against
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women hold sway. Such laws are operational in Afghanistan where the government,
instead of offering protection to victims of trafficking, accuse them of escaping do-
mestic violence or forced marriage and jail them on that count (Walsh, 2012). 

The Return of the Trafficked Women to Nigeria 

The situation of the trafficked women does not fare any better after they return
to Nigeria. Not only does trafficking for sexual exploitation not receive commensu-
rate attention in Nigeria (Ijeoma 2007, 144), Osumah and Enabunene (2012, 67) ob-
served that the Nigerian government officials treat the victims of the sex trade as
criminals and outcasts. It has also been reported that trafficked women on returning
to Nigeria have been held in detention facilities, forced to undergo medical examina-
tions  including tests  for  HIV/AIDS, and had their  faces  and names published in
newspapers (Person 2002, 58). This is partly because human trafficking is equated
with sex work in Nigeria such that irrespective of the form of hardship that the vic-
tims had encounter in the destination countries, on arrival in Nigeria, most of them
are considered as sex workers (Ijeoma 2007, 144). As such, these women are often
despised, neglected and abandoned. The stigmatization of deported trafficked Nigeri-
ans was aptly captured by the Report of Anti-Slavery U.K in which the author (Per-
son 2002,  169) referred to the Nigerian situation thus: “The procedures facing de-
ported nationals in Nigeria violate basic human rights by discriminating against and
stigmatizing women as sex workers, forcing them to undergo STD Tests and prevent-
ing them from leaving the country legally again” (cited in  Olateru-Olagbegi  and
Ikpeme 2006, 7). According to Berman and Marshall (2011, 7), other victims of sex-
ual exploitation from Nigeria have reported feeling embarrassed to return home. 

This feeling of embarrassment, fear of arrest and incarceration, and outright neg-
ligence to the plights of the victims, have coalesced to perpetuate the sexual exploita-
tion and human rights abuses of the Nigerian women who have fallen victims to the
sex trade. The waters is muddied further by the social structures in Nigeria, which is
riddled with inequality between men and women in social  and legal practices as
demonstrated in  the underrepresentation of  women in the political  and economic
strata of the country. As Mojubaolu Okome (2001, 1) so rightly pointed out, in Nige-
ria, as well as in many other countries, women are regarded and treated as the weaker
sex group and inferior human species that by nature are subordinated to men. 

The unequal status of women to their male counterpart and the resultant human
right abuses suffered by women is well reflected in the legal-constitutional mecha-
nism of the country. The operating 1999 Constitution of Nigeria stressed the equality
of all human persons and prohibits any form of discrimination including gender or
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sex-based discriminations as enunciated in section 15 of the constitution. Yet, despite
its claim of upholding gender equality, the 1999 Constitution of Nigeria is criticized
for predominantly using masculine language (Imam, 2000).  Furthermore,  the dis-
crepancies and inconsistencies between the national constitution and customary laws
undermine the legislative system and jeopardize the status of Nigerian women. For
instance, although section 43 of the constitution permits both men and women to
own property, the Nigerian customary laws which bases property rights on the line of
men is still  operational in many communities in the country (Olateru-Olagbegi &
Afolabi  2004).  Coupled  with the  ineptitude,  corruption,  and ill-equipped law en-
forcement agencies in Nigeria, it is little wonder that the victims of the sex crime are
continually being forgotten, while the business continue to thrive.

Conclusion and Recommendations  

Thus far, this article has assessed the escalating frequency of trafficking in Nige-
rian women for the sex trade and its attendant’s human rights abuses. It has reviewed
some of the most crucial legal frameworks in Nigeria and faults them for inadequate
implementation of formal legal and social protections for the victims of sex traffick-
ing, and for inadequate legal actions against the traffickers. We argue that this negli-
gence and misconception of what human trafficking for sexual exploitation entails,
have paved the way for the smoldering of the crime. However, the Nigerian govern-
ment have not been entirely silence on the issue. In 2011, there were 279 investiga-
tions, 15 prosecutions, and 23 convictions of trafficking offenses under the NAPTIP
Act. Sentences ranged from six months to fourteen years (Bowers, 2012). 

Admittedly, initiating NAPTIP is a laudable effort by the Nigerian government
towards strengthening the legislative framework needed to address human trafficking
in Nigeria, but there still remain a need to make the Act truly comprehensive and to
address the various issues and manifestations of human trafficking in Nigeria, espe-
cially the protection of victims (Olateru-Olagbegi and Ikpeme 2006, 24). According
to Fleshman (2009, 8), trafficked victims are fully entitled to “information about le-
gal  and administrative  proceedings  against  them,  to  participation  in  prosecutions
against their traffickers, to physical safety and well-being, and to the opportunity to
seek financial compensation for damages.” The Nigerian government is required to
provide the above legal entitlements to the victims of sex trafficking in accordance
with  the  provisions  of  the  international  conventions  and  protocols  (particularly
CEDAW and the Palermo Protocol) and the national mechanisms that it has adopted
to address human trafficking and all forms of discrimination against women in the
country. 
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In the 2013 annual report by the US Secretary of State John Kerry, the report
noted that the Nigerian government has yet to pass draft legislation that would re-
strict the ability of judges to offer fines in lieu of prison time during sentencing, and
that the Nigerian Police Force continues to experience difficulty identifying traffick-
ing victims. Among other remedial options, the report urged the Nigerian govern-
ment to show more commitment and to provide sufficient funding to NAPTIP in or-
der to be more proactive in investigating and prosecuting government officials sus-
pected of trafficking-related corruption and complicity in trafficking offenses; and to
train  police  and  immigration  officials  to  identify trafficking  victims  (Sahara  Re-
porters, 20 June 2013). In so doing, NAPTIP and the Nigerian Police Force and Im-
migration Office could be empowered legally and financially to carry out the man-
date to fight against trafficking and attend to the needs of the victims.  

The reluctance  of  the  victims  of  sex  trafficking to  provide  law enforcement
agencies in Nigeria with useful information regarding traffickers is also partly to be
blamed for the slow investigation and prosecution of the traffickers. Most women are
scared of divulging the identities of their traffickers because of the oath of secrecy
and the juju practice which instilled so much fear in them. Fear of reprisals against
themselves or their families prevents many victims from agreeing to cooperate with
security forces. In situations where victims are reluctant to approach the relevant au-
thorities, such people must be identified and offered help and protection to enable the
police to investigate and prosecute the traffickers. 

Hence, the Nigerian authorities, under the NAPTIP Act should train their em-
ployees to have the necessary skills to be able to identify persons who may be traf-
ficking victims and offer them the kind of assistance that they are entitled to.3 This
assistance should include “a suitable place to live, psychological and material help,
access to emergency health care, interpreting and translation services, information
about their rights and interests” (Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Police 2011, 20).
Other public authorities and security agencies in the country such as the police, the
customs authorities, the health and welfare services, and the immigration authorities,
should be saddled with the general responsibility to ensure that their employees have
expertise on trafficking and can help identify victims. This approach has been em-
ployed in Norway where training courses on human trafficking have become manda-
tory and have been conducted in various public agencies and security organizations
in the country (ibid., 19).

The Nigerian public is also under-informed about the issue of trafficking. This
makes it easy for traffickers to easily recruit people from unsuspecting communities.
To effectively prevent and fight against trafficking, Nigerian communities ought to
be actively involved. This entails creating effective community awareness programs
through television shows, seminars, theater and workshops. The burgeoning music
and movie industries in the country could be utilized for this purpose. Additionally,
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community and religious leaders should be trained and involved in the effort to fight
and combat human trafficking for sexual exploitation.

 It is also necessary to create anti-trafficking watchdog commissions in rural ar-
eas to investigate and accost recruiters in various local communities. This preventive
measure can benefit Nigeria as it has done in other countries like Cambodia, where
ChildSafe International  created a counter-trafficking education initiative in which
tuktuk drivers and guesthouses employees were trained to detect persons, in particu-
lar, children who were at risk of sexual exploitation. The program helped to educate
members of the community regarding the nature and dynamics of sexual exploitation
and based on this training, participants have been able to report suspicious behavior
by tourists  and other members of their  communities. Similarly,  greater awareness
among the local populace who are likely to come into contact with sexually exploited
persons can contribute to the success of any counter-trafficking initiative in Nigeria
(Bowers 2012). By undertaking these renewed and aggressive initiatives, the Nigeri-
an government could begin to reduce the scale of sexual exploitation and human
rights abuses of many Nigerian girls and women who found themselves trapped in
the cycle of the sex trade.             
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Notes
1Not surprisingly, the European Police Organization (EUROPOL) has identified Nigerian

organized sex crime as ‘one of the largest law enforcement challenges to European governments’
(US State Government 2013, 285.

2‘Madam’ is a Nigerian slogan used in the sex trade to refer to the wealthy female head
pimp, or “Italo sponsor” who heads the syndicate. The head pimp maintains a line of staff or co-
conspirators such as recruiters, trolleys, embassy staff and native doctors who play specific roles
in getting the girls and facilitating their trips to the destination countries (Gbgadamasi 2006, 33).
Many of the women who arrived Italy and other destination countries elsewhere in the 1980s and
1990s have become “madams” due to their years of experience and the wealth and influence that
they have acquired from the sex trade. The ages of the madams in Italy ranges between 25 and
35, but in the Netherlands, there are madams that are aged 19, most of whom came into the coun-
try as child prostitutes (Carling 2006, 49).

3A crucial challenge for NAPTIP would be to concentrate on the women and girls repatriat-
ed to Nigeria after escaping from traffickers by closely following their cases and ensuring that
they are not victims of reprisals due to failings to repay their “debts” (Human Rights Watch,
2010).
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